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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 
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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
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php
mailto:institut@uvic.ca
http://etcl.uvic.ca/


Digital Humanities Summer Institute (DHSI) 
3-7 June 2019, University of Victoria 

“Race, Social Justice and DH: Applied Theories and Methods” (v. 2.0) 
Drs. Dorothy Kim (Brandeis) & Angel David Nieves (SDSU) 

  
Course Description: 
  
Over the past five-years we have seen a proliferation of academic job advertisements, publications, 
and discussions demonstrating ways in which race and social justice can be engaged in digital 
humanities scholarship. Interest by students and local communities in technological advancements 
through Web 2.0, social media, and mobile phones are permitting new forms of research and 
practice. #transformDH, #DHpoco, #femDH, and #BlackLivesMatter have helped to challenge the 
all-white discourse, often dominated by scholars in the disciplines of English and history, that is 
too often found in digital humanities. What happens to students in digital humanities methods 
classes who bring non-traditional bodies into this world? There have been discussions how to 
insure that syllabi and materials for digital humanities classes are inclusive - specifically, how an 
introductory DH methods class keeps race, social justice, and inclusivity as cornerstones in their 
pedagogy. The traditional divides witnessed in the tech world will only be replicated in the world 
of both undergraduate and graduate DH courses without attention to race, social justice, etc. This 
week-long class will show how, through an interdisciplinary intersectional and CRT framework, 
both race and social justice can be central to any DH teaching, pedagogy and practice. The course 
will pay special attention to queer theory, critical ethnic studies, postcolonial theory, WOC/Black 
feminism, Indigenous studies, and disability studies as they currently help to reshape digital 
humanities teaching and methods across our university/college classrooms. 
  
This course combines lecture, seminar, and hands-on activities. Consider this offering to build on: 
Fundamentals of Coding / Programming for Human(s|ists); Web Development / Project 
Prototyping for Beginners with Ruby on Rails. Consider this offering in complement with and / or 
to be built on by: Physical Computing and Desktop Fabrication; Digital Humanities with a Global 
Outlook; Digital Indigeneity; and more. 
  
This week-long class will be set up into eight areas:  

 
1.  Archives 
2.  Mapping  
3.  Digital Ethics  
4.  Multimodality  
5.  Data 
6.  Labor 
7.  Games 
8.  Data Visualization  

 
These may look like traditional DH units (themes, methods, etc.) but in fact, they are not. 
 

Course Assignment (Due Friday, 7 June 2018, 9am & noon)  
 
As a way to frame our work for this course across the whole week we will be taking up the ideas 
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set out in Hybrid Pedagogy (http://www.digitalpedagogylab.com/hybridped/) about critical 
digital pedagogy and particularly its call for “an approach to teaching and learning predicated on 
fostering agency and empowering learners.” As one part of our class we are asking that each of 
you consider developing a class exercise or project that considers your particular research 
interests/area of expertise or pedagogical goals with a focus on issues of race and social justice. 
Each course participant will be asked to do an 8-minute (max) presentation to the class on their 
assignment/project reflective of their approach to digital pedagogy that focuses on issues of race 
and social justice. Each course participant will be asked to develop one (1) Google Slide -- a 
kind of digital poster -- for their final presentation.  
 
A second part of our class will be a collaborative exercise involving all students and course 
instructors. We will work collectively on a draft article (possibly for submission to DHQ) that 
involves laying out the kinds of methods we’d propose for scholarship that considers race and 
social justice in the digital humanities. Each course participant/member will be asked if they’d 
like to participate/work on this collaborative article by the second day of our course. We hope to 
have a very drafty version of the article laid out by Friday at noon.  
 
Course Structure  
 
We will structure the course into morning and afternoon three-hour units – two-hours for our 
discussion and working through each of the eight units and an-hour for developing assignments 
(article draft work) based on each unit in small groups.  
 
Given the particular composition of the group (students, faculty, staff, etc.) and our collective 
intentions, we might have to adjust aspects of the course and agree to an open and iterative 
process that requires some flexibility across our week together.  
 
Schedule  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Monday, 3 June 2018 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Morning, 9:00am-12:00pm 
 
Archives – This unit’s center would focus on how archives are created and how gender, race, 
disability, sexuality, and long histories of the library provide a way to consider the complexities 
of archive building.  
 
Readings:  
 

● Bourg, Chris. “Never Neutral: Libraries, Technology, Inclusion;” and nina de jesus, 
“Locating the Library in Institutional Oppression” (the “library” is never neutral)  

● De La Tierra, Tatiana. “Latina Lesbian Subject Heading: The Power of Naming,” in 
Radical Cataloging: Essays at the Front. K.R. Roberto, ed. (McFarland, 2008) (radical 
cataloguing)  

● Hemmings, Claire. “Citation Tactics,” in Why Stories Matter: The Political Grammar  of 
Feminist Theory  (feminist theory) 

 

http://www.digitalpedagogylab.com/hybridped/)
http://www.digitalpedagogylab.com/hybridped/)
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● Perry, Adele. “The Colonial Archive on Trial: Possession, Dispossession, and History in 
Delgamuukw v. British Columbia,” in Archive Stories. Antoinette Burton, ed. (Duke, 
2005) (postcolonial archive stories) 

● Pollock, Griselda. “What Grace made me do: Time, Space and the Archive, questions of 
feminist method,” in  Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum (Routledge, 2007) 
(feminist/queer archives)  

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

 
Afternoon, 1:00-4:00pm 
 
Mapping – This unit will examine the issues in critical cartography. Important to this work will 
be considerations of how available mapping platforms shape our engagements with race and 
social justice (we will consider Neatline, ArcGIS, and palladio). Participants will analyze the 
stakes of mapping, the point of view, and ask questions about how building digital mapping 
programs will either replicate privileged structures or whether and where there are avenues to 
break these structures. What happens when communities map? What are the potentials for social 
justice mapping and mapping as protest, and what are the pitfalls?  

 
Readings:  

 
● Gieseking, Jen Jack. “Operating anew: Queering GIS with good enough software,” The 

Canadian Geographer (2017).  
● Presner, Todd, Yoh Kawano, David Shepard. Hypercities: Thick Mapping in the Digital 

Humanities (Harvard UPress, 2014), pgs. 4-22 (thick mapping) 
● Nieves, Angel David.  “DH as ‘Disruptive Innovation’ for Restorative Justice,” in 

Disrupting the Digital Humanities (punctum books, 2018) (see 
https://punctumbooks.com/titles/disrupting-the-digital-humanities/) (possibilities for using 
digital mapping for social justice aims).  

● Two “mapping projects:” “Mapping Police Violence” (see, 
http://mappingpoliceviolence.org); “Save Wiyabi Mapping Project” (see, 
http://save-wiyabi-project.tumblr.com/post/81585507275/decolonizing-saam-colonial-viol
ence-mmiw)  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Tuesday, 4 June 2018 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Morning, 9:00am-12:00pm 
 
Digital Ethics – This unit will consider issues around data ethics, project ethics, and social 
media ethics. We will explore IRB considerations, and discuss how to make ethical, engaged 
projects when interfacing with communities. In particular, we will examine things like the 
Indigenous/Native American content management tool, Murkurtu (murkutu.org) to discuss the 
complexities of how marginalized communities can haveontrol over their narratives, objects, and 
culture. How are issues about consent and co-collaboration central in projects. We will also 
address data ethics issues (IRB and beyond the IRB), including the work done by Femtechnet 
and the Center for Solutions for Online Violence (http://femtechnet.org/csov/do-better/) in 

 

https://punctumbooks.com/titles/disrupting-the-digital-humanities/
http://save-wiyabi-project.tumblr.com/post/81585507275/decolonizing-saam-colonial-violence-mmiw
http://save-wiyabi-project.tumblr.com/post/81585507275/decolonizing-saam-colonial-violence-mmiw
http://murkutu.org/
http://femtechnet.org/csov/do-better/)
http://femtechnet.org/csov/do-better/)
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regards to social media ethics. This unit will also touch on issues related to digital surveillance, 
consent, permission, and online violence that digital projects and digital classrooms must be 
aware of as they work and build projects. 
 
Readings: 

● Caswell, ML. “From Human Rights to Feminist Ethics: Radical Empathy in Archives,” 
Archivaria (2016). 

● DiAngelo, Robin. “White Fragility,”  International Journal of Critical Pedagogy 3, no. 3 
(2011): 54-70.  

● Douglas, Susan and Melanie Hayes. “Giving Diligence Its Due: Accessing Digital Images 
In Indigenous Repatriation Efforts,” Heritage (2019): 1260-1273.  

● Kim, Dorothy, et al. “Race, Gender, and the Technological Turn: A Roundtable on 
Digitizing Revolution,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, vol. 39, no. 1 (2018): 
149-177 

● Ray, Victor. “The Politics of Citation.” Inside Higher Education, April 27, 2018. 
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2018/04/27/racial-exclusions-scholarly-citations-opinion 

● Shepard, Michael. “Review of Mukurtu Content Management System,” Language, 
Documentation & Conservation, vol. 8 (2014): 315-325. 

 
Afternoon, 1:00-4:00pm 
 
Multimodality –This unit would examine issues around digital remediation and the possibilities 
with multimodality in digital productions.  
 
Readings:  

● Godden, Rick and Anne-Marie Womack. “Making Disability Part of the Conversation,” 
Hybrid Pedagogy (2016). (issues around and problems with ideas about universal design 
and DH; the history of media studies and its intersection with disability studies) What are 
the pitfalls possibilities of multimodality in relation to disability and DH? 

● Godden, Rick and Jonathan Hsy. “Universal Design and Its Discontents,” in Disrupting 
the Digital Humanities (punctum books, 2018) 

o Also see, Hill, Heather V. “Universal Design: An Accessibility Solution for the 
Digital Humanities,” Ideas & Issues, October 4, 2017, 
http://ixd.prattsi.org/2017/10/universal-design-an-accessibility-solution-for-digital
-humanities/ 

● Scalar, Fulcrum, and others (multimedia digital publishing platforms) 
o Ball, Cheryl. “Building a Scholarly Multimedia Publishing Infrastructure,” 

Journal of Scholarly Publishing, vol. 48, no.2  (2017): 99-115.  
o Waters, Don. “Monograph Publishing in the Digital Age.” Shared Experience 

Blog. July 22, 2016. 
● Sousanis, Nick. “Chapter 7: Vectors,” Unflattening (2015). (see book excerpt, 

http://spinweaveandcut.com/unflattening-excerpt/) 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Wednesday, 5 June 2018 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Morning, 9:00am-12:00pm 

 

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2018/04/27/racial-exclusions-scholarly-citations-opinion
http://ixd.prattsi.org/2017/10/universal-design-an-accessibility-solution-for-digital-humanities/
http://ixd.prattsi.org/2017/10/universal-design-an-accessibility-solution-for-digital-humanities/
http://spinweaveandcut.com/unflattening-excerpt/
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Data – This unit examines the structures of data and the issues around data and algorithm 
neutrality. The algorithm is never neutral and in larger data-sets could in fact create massive 
inequities in relation to race, gender, ability, and sexuality.  
 
Readings:  
 

● Bianco, Jamie “Skye.” “Man and His Tool, Again?: Queer and Feminist Notes on 
Practices in the Digital Humanities,” Digital Humanities Quarterly, vol. 9, no. 2 (2015). 

● Chun, Wendy. “Chapter 1: Invisibly Visible, Visibly Invisible, in Programmed Visions 
(MIT Press, 2011).  

● Gitelman, Lisa and Virginia Jaackson. “Introduction,” Raw Data is an Oxymoron (MIT 
Press, 2013).  

● Klein, Lauren. “The Image of Absence: Archival Silence, Data Visualization, and James 
Hemings,” American Literature vol. 85, no. 4 (2013).  

 
Afternoon, 1:00-4:00pm 
 
Labor – One of the major issues that is rarely discussed in digital humanities conferences and in 
methods classes is the issue of DH labor. We will examine everything from the global women’s 
labor that creates our many devices—iphones, ipads, computers—and the invisible labor of 
Google Books scanners, our colleagues in the Library and elsewhere across our digital lives. 
 
Readings: 
 

● “A Student Collaborators’ Bill of Rights” (see, 
http://cdh.ucla.edu/news/a-student-collaborators-bill-of-rights/) and Zafrin, et al. “Creator 
Rights DH Checklist” (2017) (seehttps://hcommons.org/deposits/item/hc:15109/).  

● Keralis, Spencer. “Disrupting Labor in Digital Humanities or the Classroom is not your 
Crowd,” Disrupting Digital Humanities (2018) (collaboration and student labor) 

● Nakamura, Lisa. “Indigenous Circuits: Navajo Women and the Racialization of Early 
Electronics Manufacture,” American Quarterly, vol. 66, no. 4 (December 2014): 919-941; 
and “Economies of Digital Production in East Asia: iPhone Girls and the Transnational 
Circuits of Cool,” Media Fields Journal, no.2 (2011).  

● Wen, Shawn. “The Ladies Vanish,” The New Inquiry, November 11, 2014. (labor behind 
Google Books) 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
Thursday, 6 June 2018 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Morning, 9:00am-12:00pm 
 
Games – Video game work will focus on issues that address both representation but also game 
architecture and design.  
 
Readings: 

 

http://cdh.ucla.edu/news/a-student-collaborators-bill-of-rights/
https://hcommons.org/deposits/item/hc:15109/
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● “Building Games at the Intersection of Race, Trans Life and Mental Illness,” Model View 
Culture, issue 35 (2016). (#gamergate; gaming culture, tech culture, and feminism) 

● Chang, Edmond. “Queergaming,” in Queer Game Studies, Bonnie Ruberg and Adrienne 
Shaw, eds. (UMinn Press, 2017). (glitch in relation to queer games)  

● Shaw, Adrienne. “On Not Becoming Gamers: Moving Beyond the Constructed 
Audience,” ADA: A Journal of New Media and Technology 2 (2013).  

● Thomas, Dexter. “I played ‘Slave Tetris’ so your kids don’t have to,” Los Angeles 
Times, September 5, 2015. (issues of race and games and look at the controversies 
around the Danish pedagogical game) 

● Vanderhoef, John. “Casual Threats: The Feminization of Casual Video Games,”ADA: A 
Journal of New Media and Technology 2 (2013). 

We might also try our hand at creating interactive games with Twine and consider accessibility 
and game design issues in our third-hour of this last unit. 
 
Afternoon, 1:00-4:00pm 
 
Data Visualization – Because of the ocularcentric focus of the digital humanities, this unit will 
address the issues at stakes in data visualization.  
 
Readings: 
 

● Drucker, Johanna. “Interface and Interpretation,” Graphesis: Visualization of Knowledge 
(Harvard UPress, 2014) (consider the two-dimensional history of data visualization from 
medieval to digital and the issues related to interface design) 

● Kenderdine, Sarah. “Cultural Heritage in the Age of Experience,” 5 April 2017. 
https://www.radionz.co.nz/national/programmes/ninetonoon/audio/201839223/sarah-kend
erdine-cultural-heritage-in-the-age-of-experience -- sound file (postcolonialism, 
spectacle, interactivity, and the problems of surrogacy and the male gaze in interactive 
and immersive 3D environments) 

● McPherson, Tara. “Designing for Difference.” Differences, vol. 25, no. 1 (2014).  
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Friday, 7 June 2018 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Morning, 9:00am-12:00pm 
 
Class Presentations and Wrap-Up Work on Assignments/Collaborative Writing   

 

https://www.radionz.co.nz/national/programmes/ninetonoon/audio/201839223/sarah-kenderdine-cultural-heritage-in-the-age-of-experience
https://www.radionz.co.nz/national/programmes/ninetonoon/audio/201839223/sarah-kenderdine-cultural-heritage-in-the-age-of-experience
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Additional Sources/Bibliography 
 

● D.D. Cowan. “Information Technology to Support Indigenous Peoples. 
● Kimberle Crenshaw. “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and 

Violence against Women of Color.” 
● Darcey Cullen. “The Social Text and Networked Knowledge: New Modes of Scholarly 

Book Publishing in Indigenous Studies.” 
● Bonnie Thornton Dill, Amy E. McLaughlin, and Angel David Nieves. “Future Directions 

of Feminist Research: Intersectionality.” 
● Lori Emerson’s Reading Writing Interfaces 
● Kim Gallon. “Making a Case for the Black Digital Humanities.” 
● Lisa Gitelman. Paper Knowledge. 
● Roopika Risam. “Beyond the Margins: Intersectionality and the Digital Humanities.” 
● Roopika Risam. “Diasporizing the Digital Humanities: Displacing the Center and 

Periphery.” 
● Roopika Risam. “Other worlds, other DHs: Notes Towards a DH accent.” 
● Stephen Robertson, et al. “Harlem in Black and White: Mapping Race and Place in the 

1920s.” 
● Michael Shepard. “Review of Mukurtu Content Management System.” 
● Gillian Silverman. “Neurodiversity and the Revision of Book History” 
● David Smith. “Social justice revisited.” 
● Elaine Sullivan, Angel David Nieves, and Lisa Snyder. “Making the Model: Scholarship 

and Rhetoric in 3-D Historical Reconstructions.” 
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Man and His Tool, Again?  

Queer and Feminist Notes on Practices in the Digital Humanities  

and Object Orientations Everywhere 

 

by Jamie “Skye” Bianco 

 

Several essays in the volume level pointed critiques at DH for a 

variety of ills: a lack of attention to issues of race, class, gender, 

and sexuality; a preference for research-driven projects over 

pedagogical ones; an absence of political commitment; an 

inadequate level of diversity among its practitioners; an inability to 

address texts under copyright; and an institutional concentration in 

well-funded research universities. 

 

(Matthew K. Gold "The Digital Humanities Moment," the 

introduction to Debates in the Digital Humanities)1 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  As	  Matt	  Gold	  acknowledges	  in	  his	  introduction,	  there	  are	  some	  gaps,	  some	  preferred	  
object	  orientations,	  if	  you	  will,	  in	  the	  digital	  humanities.	  Many	  of	  us	  and	  our	  work	  fall	  into	  
these	  gaps,	  cracks,	  and	  in	  some	  cases,	  void	  space.	  This	  work	  is	  not	  intended	  to	  indict	  the	  
two	  collections	  examined	  here,	  Debates	  in	  the	  Digital	  Humanities	  and	  Companion	  to	  Digital	  
Humanities,	  and	  in	  fact	  I	  am	  represented	  in	  Debates	  in	  a	  piece	  titled,	  “This	  Digital	  
Humanities	  That	  Is	  Not	  One.”	  The	  piece	  at	  hand	  intends,	  rather,	  to	  apply	  a	  basic	  
computational	  humanities	  method,	  frequency	  of	  keyword	  occurrence,	  to	  bring	  to	  the	  
surface	  what	  is	  and	  what	  is	  not	  visible	  across	  the	  scope	  of	  digital	  humanisms.	  These	  two	  
collections	  were	  chosen	  for	  two	  reasons:	  they	  are	  good	  works	  written	  by	  smart	  folk,	  and	  
they	  are	  offered	  in	  excellent	  online	  open-‐access	  editions.	  The	  method	  will	  be	  described	  as	  
below.	  I	  encourage	  you	  to	  view	  this	  work	  in	  its	  dynamic,	  online	  iteration	  at	  
www.*************.	  
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A simple premise:  

 

"Although the breadth of fields covered is wide, what is revealed is how computing has cut 

across disciplines to provide not only tools, but methodological focal points." (Schreibman et al 

xxxiii) 

 

be a good feminist, queer, digital humanist. 

 

"Indeed, fault lines have emerged within the DH community between those who use new digital 

tools to aid relatively traditional scholarly projects and those who believe that DH is most 

powerful as a disruptive political force that has the potential to reshape fundamental aspects of 

academic practice" (Gold x) 

 

Method:  

 

"Although much activity at this time was concentrated on the production of concordances as 

ends in themselves, one application of these tools began to take on a life of its own." (Hockey 5) 

 

evaluate two prominent anthologies of essays on the digital humanities using computation.  

 

"Tools and technical standards to support the production of such archives have been another key 

source of digital humanities work, including projects like the Text Encoding Initiative or the 

Text-Image Linking Environment." (Fitzpatrick 13). 
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Generate an algoRhythmic text that reports the inventories of findings.2 

 

"Databases were recognized as valuable tools quickly; so were graphical applications." (Eiteljorg 

23). 

 

Details:  

 

"As Tanner Higgin contends, ‘issues of cultural politics are downplayed or, more commonly, 

considered a given within DH. There’s a disposition that the battles of race, gender, class and 

ecology have already been won, their lessons have been learned, and by espousing a rhetoric of 

equity everything will fall into place’ (Higgin)" (Spiro 28). 

 

find and count keywords:  

 

"In large collections especially, computers were early recognized as an essential tool in 

regimenting what was often incomplete paper documentation for the use of curators, 

conservators, registrars, and, eventually, the general public" (Greenhalgh 31). 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  The	  term	  'algoRhythmic'	  refers	  to	  a	  method	  I	  use	  to	  create	  algorithmic	  and	  inventory-‐
based	  academic	  mashups,	  arguments	  by	  machinic	  order.	  I	  have	  numbered	  and	  then	  
scanned	  each	  text	  in	  the	  two	  collections	  for	  the	  appearance	  of	  the	  term	  'tool'	  (and	  other	  
terms)	  and	  selected	  the	  quotation	  that	  corresponds	  to	  the	  numerical	  iteration	  of	  the	  term.	  
These	  appear	  in	  order,	  alternating	  between	  the	  two	  collections.	  I	  draft	  an	  additional	  set	  of	  
statements	  that	  are	  run	  as	  transitions	  between	  the	  iterations	  of	  the	  quotations.	  Let	  me	  be	  
clear,	  the	  algorithms	  select	  and	  order	  the	  quotations	  that	  appear,	  and	  I	  cross	  this	  inventory	  
with	  another	  iterative	  inventory	  of	  my	  'rhythmic'	  text.	  The	  piece	  at	  hand	  is	  the	  result.	  



	   4	  

{tool#, rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#},  

 

"The Yale graduate students are “read” as coming to the digital humanities through having 

‘learned to do research with digital tools” and being interested in “grabbing these tools’" 

(Svensson 40). 

 

which generated the following list of keywords (and plural forms) and their frequencies: 

 

"…the problems of entering, formatting, and verifying Greek texts were very different from 

those of the number-crunching experiments and administrative databases for which those tools 

were developed" (Crane 49). 

 

   tool:   700  

 

"To a humanist, any computational technology is potentially tool, text, and metaphor" (Alvarado 

53). 

 

   race:   73 (47 usages in a single essay) 

 

"In his call for a ‘hypertext history,’ Ayers admitted that while the technology offers grand 

possibilities, even with the crude tools presently in use, there are significant barriers for 

historians" (Thomas, 63). 
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   racism:  5 

 

"Practitioners facing a methodological problem may likewise argue over which tool or method to 

use" (Scheinfeldt 59). 

 

   racial:   13 (10 usages in the same single essay as “race”) 

 

"Since WebCorp is, at least at the time of writing, freely available on the Web, corpus linguistics 

has become a lexicographical tool for the general public" (Wooldridge 74). 

 

   feminism: 8 

 

"The tools will change (many will die out), but useful methods will stick" (Gavin and Smith 64). 

 

   feminist: 10 

 

"…most translation bureaus are using translation memories that include bilingual and 

multilingual dictionaries and previously translated phrases or sentences as a much more effective 

tool" (Hajic 85). 

 

   femme: 1 

 

There are people who haven’t yet attempted to come to grips with how digital tools and methods 
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can change research, teaching, and outreach in the Humanities, and those who have" (Cayless 

70). 

 

   female: 26 (usage of this term mostly deployed with “male”) 

 

"Although these tools proved remarkably effective and efficient given that the hardware 

available for humanities computing was rather slow and basic, it still took considerable expertise 

to prepare electronic texts and convert them into machine-readable form" (Rommel 92). 

 

   fem:  1 (as in, feminine pronoun)  

 

"They imagine a tool like TextArc to be a visualization tool that makes an argument about 

interface but not an argument about the text it visualizes” (Ramsay and Rockwell 78). 

 

   feminine: 2 (as in, feminine pronoun)  

 

"The searchable online bibliographical databases are among the best computer tools for all music 

scholars in the last decade" (Fujinaga and Weiss). 

 

   queer:  2 (1 usage refers to “odd” or “unusual”) 

 

"But if this is what the encounter of humanities work and digital tools was like, then what could 

the encounter of humanities “tools” bring to digital contexts?’ ( 88). 
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   queerer: 2 (both usages refer to “odder” or “more unusual”) 

 

"’Thinking-with’ is the craft of multimedia that has its own traditions of discourse, forms of 

organization, tools, and outcomes" (Rockwell and Mactavish 117). 

 

   gender: 26 

 

"Tools are also about something other than themselves” (Bianco 103). 

 

   gendered: 2 

 

"LifeForms was designed as a kind of word processor for dance students and practicing 

choreographers, a tool for composing dances" (Saltz 124). 

 

   sexuality: 8 

 

"Again, but as Yaacov Choueka said in somewhat different terms in 1988, ‘The tools are here, 

what about results?’” (McCarty 117). 

 

   sex:  10 (7 references to a binary category: male/female)   
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"Secondly, this pattern suggests that, indeed, the revolution has succeeded in certain remarkable 

ways – so much so that we no longer regard computer-based resources and tools as 

"revolutionary", but simply as "normal" elements of our lives – while at the same time, the 

multiple failures in philosophy and religion to exploit computing technologies have left a 

significant portion of our work and lives relatively untouched" (Ess 140). 

 

   sexual:  1 

 

"The new technology of the Internet has shifted the work of a rapidly growing number of 

scholars away from thinking big thoughts to forging new tools, methods, materials, techniques, 

and modes or work that will enable us to harness the still unwieldy, but obviously game-

changing, information technologies now sitting on our desktops and in our pockets" (Scheinfeldt, 

“Sunset” 125). 

 

   sexy:  2 (1 usage followed by “librarian”)  

 

"His objective is to "develop means for making humans maximally effective as comprehending 

solvers of problems", and he plans to do this by inserting computers into various levels of our 

hierarchy of problem-solving tools" (Laue 158). 

 

   sexually: 1 (followed by “assaulted”) 
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"After all, the suggestion is that now is not the right time to be making any such decision or 

judgment, since we cannot yet know how humanists will eventually come to use these tools and 

data and thus what data-driven scholarship may or may not turn out to be capable of critically, 

politically, theoretically" (Hall, “Has Critical Theory...” 129). 

 

Statistics: 

 

"Most RDBMSs provide command-line tools for setting up databases and for executing 

commands through an interactive command interpreter" (Ramsay 188). 

 

14 out of 87 essays (16%) from both anthologies make no mention of {tool#} at all.  

 

"After all, the idea of a computational turn implies that the humanities, thanks to the 

development of a new generation of powerful computers and digital tools, have somehow 

become digital, or are in the process of becoming digital, or are at least coming to terms with the 

digital and computing (Frabetti)" (Hall, “There Are No…” 135). 

 

3 out of 38 essays (~8%) in A Companion to Digital Humanities make no mention of {tool#}. 

 

"The great gain that comes with such a tool is the ability to specify – to measure, display, and 

eventually to compute and transform – an autopoietic structure at what would be, in effect, 

quantum levels" (McGann 206). 
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11 out of 49 essays (~22%) in Debates in the Digital Humanities make no mention of {tool#}. 

 

"Brian Kernighan noted “that 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" (McPherson 147). 

 10 out of these 11 essays that make no mention of {tool#} are blog posts. 

 

"Finally, we note that the TEI is now itself a research community, 

 ‘connecting many professions, disciplines, and institutions in many countries and  

 defining itself with its shared interests, concepts, tools, and techniques…’" (Renear 235). 

 

700 uses of {tool#} occur in 73 essays.  

 

"Liu argues that these predictable catalogs of digital humanities products (tools, data, metadata, 

and archives), modes of institutional membership (associations, conferences, journals, and 

projects), and stock issues (the digital divide, privacy, and copyright) add up to little critical 

thinking about neoliberalism at best and collaboration with the enemy at worst" (Losh 177). 

 

 Average: ~9.6 uses of {tool#} per essay that uses the term. 
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"Still, Hockey and others point to the inadequacies of the tools available as another limitation to 

wider scholarly acceptance of electronic texts" (Willett 250). 

 

313 uses of {tool#} occur in A Companion to Digital Humanities, in 35 essays. 

 

"…how have scholars of contemporary American literature been left behind by the rise of digital 

tools and the methodologies afforded by those tools that have otherwise been a boon to literary 

scholars working on earlier eras of American literature?" (Sample 187-8). 

 

 Average: ~8.9 uses of {tool#} per essay that uses the term. 

 

"Methods are explicit, actions definite, results forthcoming, yet we have been unable fully and 

persuasively to articulate the intellectual case for the means by which these results are produced. 

Hence the just-a-tool status of computing, the not-a-discipline slur, the tradesman's entrance or 

other back door into the academy. No one doubts the usefulness of the practice. Rather it's the 

intellection of praxis to which the next stage in the argument I have begun here must turn" 

(McCarty 265). 

 

387 uses of {tool#} occur in Debates in the Digital Humanities, in 38 essays. 

 

"We classify some software and hardware tools as ‘assistive technology’—sometimes the term 
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‘adaptive technology’ is used instead—because they have been designed specifically to assist 

those people with ‘special needs’" (Williams 204 ). 

 

 Average: ~10.2 uses of {tool#} per essay that uses the term. 

 

"Correlation of the first with the second is the primary tool of computational stylistics” (Craig 

276). 

 

The average number of uses of {tool#} for all essays in both anthologies: ~8. 

 

"In fact, as Svensson notes, it is rather strange: ‘if the methodology and tools are central to the 

enterprise it seems counter-intuitive to disassociate yourself from many of the potential users 

(and co-creators) of the tools’ (49)" (Edwards 217). 

 

61 out of 87 essays (70%) make no mention of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} at all. 

 

"Humanists have increased access to information about work in computational linguistics as well 

as to tools and resources developed by that community" (Ide 303). 

 

28 out of 38 essays (74%) in A Companion to Digital Humanities make no mention of  
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 {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#}. 

 

"Place names were extracted using a tool called Geodict, which looks for strings of text that 

match a large database of named locations" (Wilkens 252). 

 

33 out of 49 essays (~67%) in Debates in the Digital Humanities make no mention of  

 {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#}. 

 

"So in scholarly editing, the challenge of using these electronic tools that create so many 

advantages for storage of data (including sound and images), retrieval, and searching is to 

develop them so that editorial praxes themselves are truly advanced and the hieratic ethic of 

editing for books is not simply imported into a new, more proficient medium (as was originally 

the case with the TEI)” (Nell Smith 316). 

 

193 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} occur in 26 essays.  

 

"Furthermore, ‘fact-checking provides reassurance that the argument the author is making is 

reliable and gives the necessary tools for other scholars to do their own assessment with the 

sources’” (Fyfe 268). 

 

 Average: ~7 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} per essay that use these 
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terms. 

 

"While it is not a thematic collection per se, Collate is a unique resource that provides tools for 

indexing, annotation, and other types of work with digital resources" (Palmer 356-7). 

 

110 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} occur in 3 essays. 

 

"Through their own in-house research, digital humanities centers have produced important new 

digital resources and tools that benefit the humanities community as a whole" (Fraistat 281). 

 

 Average, if these three essays are removed: ~3.5 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, 

gender#, sex#} per essay that use these terms. 

 

"The historian's brain is still the tool that determines the significance of the findings" (Warwick 

377). 

 

58 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} occur in A Companion in 10 essays. 

 

"[The Women Writer's Project] had originated in the English Department, and its agenda was 

still largely set by its faculty advisors, but its grant funding was awarded in large part because of 

its exploration of the use of digital technology, and the project was thus recognizable (to 

contemporary observers) as a hybrid: a project with a literary research agenda, using technology 
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as a tool in furthering scholarly goals" (Flanders 295). 

 

 Average: ~6 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} per essay that uses these 

terms. 

 

"Use of DVDs for analysis is being made possible by some new technology that opens 

interesting possibilities of using commercially available DVDs, controlling them as one would a 

digitized file on the computer, and even creating a set of analytic tools available on a CD or on a 

website to address the DVD in the individual's own computer" (Kolker 392). 

 

26 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} occur in A Companion in 1 essays. 

 

"While we should continue to explore tool building, visualization, and data mining as crucial 

areas within digital humanities, the narrow digital canon should remind us why we cannot stop 

digital edition work" (Earhart 310). 

 

 Average, if this essay is removed: ~2.5 uses of  {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} 

per essay that uses these terms. 

 

"Equipped with a pen, a typewriter, or digital editing tools, authors see their text unfolding from 

their minds as they manually encode it in alphanumeric symbols on screen or paper" (Lancashire 

398-9). 
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135 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} occur in Debates in 16 essays. 

 

"The most celebrated work in the digital humanities over the past decade has not often shared 

those priorities but instead has revolved around the research, tool, and network building that 

have always defined the field" (Waltzer 340). 

 

 Average: ~8.5 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} per essay that uses these 

terms. 

 

"Just as we have provided tools for captioning and coloring (and the ability to regularize custom-

made systems with legends and labels), we have also made possible the upload and substitution 

of user-made standard vector graphics (SVG) for the generic notation systems we've devised" 

(Drucker and Nowviskie 444). 

 

84 uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} occur in Debates in 2 essays.  

 

"While developing a real facility with programming and design may remain a specialization, 

learning to use mainstream social media and digital production tools on a basic how-to level is 

not hard" (Reid 360). 

 

 70 occur in 1 essay alone.  
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"Database technology will almost always be the most appropriate and effective tool for 

collecting, classifying, comparing, and evaluating artifacts in one or many media" (Pitti 477). 

 

 Average, if these essays are removed: ~3.5 uses of  {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, 

sex#} per essay that uses these terms. 

 

"The digital humanities are about scholars, or about projects, or tools, or about technology itself" 

(Alexander and Davis 371). 

 

The average number of uses of {rac#, fem#, queer#, gender#, sex#} for all essays in both 

anthologies: ~3.5. 

 

"This diagram gives the writer an overview of the developing network; but it can also serve as a 

navigational tool for the reader” (Ryan 420). 

 

Maybe I don’t need to say more.  

 

"The program features theoretical and conceptual discussions about the cultural, economic, legal, 

political, and personal impact of technological transformation across time; hands-on engagement 

with a range of digital technology tools, including blogs and wikis; as well as ongoing 

conversations about how these digital tools can best be used to enhance academic research and 

the quality of teaching and learning" (Brier 395). 
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But we always do have to say more in the face of institutional privilege that is unwilling or 

unable to recognize its privilege. 

 

 

"The editing of the content captured is done via software tools known as non-linear editing 

suites" (Deegan and Tanner 501). 

 

Let me be ethical.  

 

"After introducing my students to that room full of questions, I would then show them a slightly 

more sophisticated (emphasis on slightly) use of this tool" (Kelly 403). 

 

To begin, there are so many flaws in the data, the categories, the database, the inventories.  

 

"If your work is focused on these particular tasks, then you may find many of your needs met by 

these tools" (Bradley 512). 

 

‘As a queer feminist’,  

 

"The spider’s web is interesting as an example of how an organism’s use of tools changes the 

cycles of feedback in their evolution" (Owens 410). 

 

I must flag (a big red one) the use of the term “sexy” occurring in the term “sexy librarian” 
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(Scheinfeldt, “Sunset” 125)…  

 

"Today the most popular vehicle for vector graphics is the animation tool Flash, which, 

characterized by its colorful, dynamic displays, is rapidly colonizing large segments of the 

Web..." (Kirschenbaum 528). 

 

…especially as it is used to indicate the rising social status of (female?) digital humanists.  

 

"While it may seem odd or tendentious to rapidly whittle down to the range of digital tools and 

platforms to one particular technology (and privately held corporate entity), the fact is that 

Twitter more than any other technology or platform is—at the very moment when digital 

humanities is achieving its institutional apotheosis—the backchannel and professional grapevine 

for hundreds of people who self-identify as digital humanists" (Kirschenbaum 416-7). 

 

This term, prefaced by (the male?) “library geek,” does not offer conceptions of gender and 

gender politics…  

 

"These sorts of tools are justified because, on our website, they do a better job of engaging the 

value of our unique resources to readers" (Jensen 555). 

 

…that most feminists and queer theorists (not to mention librarians) are likely to celebrate.  

 

"Digital humanities now means that one can build tools to read texts and produce data—for 
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instance, to design a tool as part of a project to study eighteenth-century manuscripts—but the 

work of the humanities scholar remains largely unchanged by the existence of the computational 

device" (Parry 432). 

 

Furthermore, 19 usages of the term “female” in one essay are coupled with the term 

“male.”  

 

"Tools such as union catalogues and services such as inter-library loan have produced a sort of 

interoperable library network that was used to search for and deliver material from afar long 

before the advent of the World Wide Web” (Besser 559). 

 

Hetero/normative sex and cisgender coupling 101.  

 

"Scholars in the digital humanities, digital media studies, and Internet research are poised to 

make a profound contribution to the development of a better model of peer review, one that 

works with, rather than against, the Internet’s open architecture and social modes of producing 

authority—but only if we are willing to resist the modes of discipline that we have inherited from 

other fields, to insist that our methods of review must more appropriately resemble and make use 

of our scholarly methods, and to develop the tools and modes of analysis necessary to 

communicate the authority generated by such review to those outside the field" (Fitzpatrick 458). 

 

This is the stuff of bathroom conversations— 
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"These scholars seem only a step away from adopting historical GIS approaches to their studies 

of segregation, slavery, race relations, labor relations, and worker safety” (Thomas 66). 

 

--that would be bathroom conversations held in the “ladies” bathroom.  

 

"While a number of free data analysis and visualization tools have become available on the web 

during last few years (Many Eyes, Tableau, Google docs, etc.), they are not useful unless you 

have access to large social data sets” (Manovich 470). 

 

Those conversations about blatant and banal sexism and racism,  

 

"The sorts of communication most familiar to us in terms of the Internet and the Web also serve 

as a philosophical laboratory, one that allows philosophers to revisit classical questions in the 

domains of ontology, epistemology (including semiotics, hypertext, and logic), the meaning of 

identity and personhood (including issues of gender and embodiment), and ethical and political 

values (especially those clustering about the claim that these technologies will issue in a global 

democracy vs. the correlative dangers of commercialization and a "computer-mediated 

colonization": See Ess, 2003)" (Ess 136). 

 

in both their over-present and absenting forms  

 

"Just as rambunctious was the Humanist thread that McCarty triggered the next year with his 

post titled “In Denial?” where—to use Internet parlance—he trolled (i.e., baited) the list with the 
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statement, “I’d be interested to know if you have recently heard anyone assert that the computer 

is ‘just a tool’ and what you think [they] may have been meant by that phrase" (Liu 498). 

 

that occur too regularly to recount.  

 

"Very simple classification schemes (sometimes referred to as nominal classifications, because 

the class labels used are typically nouns or adjectives) consist simply of a set of categories: male 

and female; French, German, English, and other; noun, verb, article, adjective, adverb, etc” 

(Sperberg-McQueen 163). 

 

And more,  

 

"Based on my admittedly anecdotal observations at DH gatherings, the community may not have 

achieved the same degree of diversity in race and ethnicity as it has in professional roles, 

nationalities, age, disciplines, and gender" (Spiro 28). 

 

the off-site,  

 

“Indeed, there is a recent turn in philosophy – in fields as diverse as hermeneutics, 

phenomenology, and feminism – towards embodiment as a key theme of exploration: 

philosophers such as Albert Borgmann and Hubert Dreyfus use an understanding of who we are 

as embodied creatures to explore the strengths and limits of technology, including computing 

technologies, in contemporary life” (Ess 134). 
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queer quorums,  

 

"This is a turn back to an older humanism, a retro-humanism, one that preceded work in the 

humanities and social sciences of the last fifty-odd years and that expanded its ethics and 

methods to include cultural and critical critique; political, institutional, and governmental 

analyses; feminism, critical race, postcolonial, queer, and affect studies; biopolitics; critical 

science and technology studies; experimental methodologies; social theory; and, certainly, 

philosophical inquiry into the ontic and ontological" (Bianco 101). 

 

where the topic is sexism compounded by homophobia and normative cisgender bias,  

 

“Stylistics in its exploratory form has had a great deal in common with sociolinguistics, which 

relies on correlations between the frequency of linguistic features and categorical independent 

variables like class and gender, with the more or less explicit assumption that language patterns 

are explained by these independent variables” (Craig 279). 

 

in both their over-present and absenting forms,  

 

"Theory is vital from this point of view, not for conforming to accepted conceptions of political 

critique that see it primarily in terms of power, ideology, race, gender, class, sexuality, ecology, 

affect, and so forth or for sustaining conventional methods of studying culture that may no longer 

be appropriate to the networked nature of twenty-first century postindustrial society" (Hall, “Has 
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Critical…” 130). 

 

that occur too regularly to recount  

 

"Original documents, the raw materials with which editors must work, are by their very nature 

queer, and must be normalized to some degree in order to be put into an edition" (Nell Smith 

314). 

 

and that often happen away from our hetero-, cisgendered feminist “sisters.” [It does sound 

like the '70s and '80s all over again...] 

 

"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" (McPherson 150). 

 

Less inter-“personal”,  

 

"Female authors, it seems, had more to say of females: both male and female authors had much 

to say of males" (Burrows 344). 

 

but still hegemonic and statistically problematic  
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"Certainly, the history of the digital humanities, as described by Tara McPherson, tells of 

founding fathers who turned to humanities computing not because they were in love with the 

aquarianism of Ted Nelson but because they were in full retreat from new forms of scholarship 

rooted in questioning ideologies of race, gender, and class as the academy underwent a 

fundamental transformation in the post-free-speech seventies" (Losh 164). 

 

are the uses of the term “feminine”  

 

"The reader's response to a text is likely to be affected by situational factors, for example their 

gender, race, education, social class, and so on" (Warwick 374). 

 

to refer uncritically to gendered linguistic structures.  

 

"Laura Mitchell, a commenter on Perian Sully’s post, draws a telling parallel with gender 

studies, her own area of expertise: ‘Despite at least 40 years of exacting scholarship, gender 

remains a sub-field, a fundamental aspect of human social existence that scholars can choose to 

ignore if they want to. And DH??’" (Edwards 228). 

 

I am left wishing only that Tara McPherson’s reference to Kara Keeling’s ‘work on the 

black femme’ (McPherson 157) might make you wonder. 
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"In fact, film studies was among the earliest disciplines to apply feminist and gender theory. 

Laura Mulvey's theory of the formal structures of the gendered gaze in her essay ‘Visual 

Pleasure and the Narrative Cinema’, published in 1975, remains a touchstone not only for film 

studies, but for art and literary analysis as well" (Kolker 384). 

 

Butch, boi, bear and bdsm don’t come up as terms in these collections.  

 

"Has data-mining in the humanities emerged as a gentleman’s sport? Two and a half 

conversations about gender, language, and the ‘Digging into Data Challenge’" (Nowviskie 235). 

 

And these are just a few queer “b” words. 

 

"If we choose Jack, the fool-turned-hero-in-spite-of-himself, we will simply accompany him on 

his way to the party, looking alternatively at Jack and with Jack at the derrieres and decolletes of 

female passers-by" (Ryan 422). 

 

Because it isn’t that we don’t find race, sexuality, gender, and all manner of axes of 

stratification in DH, 

 

"This isn’t to say that differences between periods, genres, nations, genders, and so on don’t 

exist but only that they may consist in small but important variations on larger underlying 

continuities" (Wilkens 254). 
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but that we find ourselves back in a place  

 

"New programs in such areas as gender studies, race studies, and cultural studies, among others, 

have often been relegated to the province of the humanities centers that started to appear in 

significant numbers in the second half of the twentieth century, precisely in order to 

accommodate what the traditional humanities departments could not in the form of 

interdisciplinary or cross-disciplinary studies" (Fraistat 288). 

 

where these axes of stratification  

 

“Can we demonstrate that humanities computing isn't ‘just’ or ‘merely’ a technical innovation, 

but a critical watershed as important as deconstruction, cultural studies, feminist thinking?” 

(Drucker and Nowviskie 432). 

 [Be careful what you wish for…]. 

 

don’t have to matter  

 

"[Martha Nell Smith] notes, ‘It was as if these matters of objective and hard science provided an 

oasis for folks who did not want to clutter sharp, disciplined, methodical philosophy with 

considerations of the gender-, race-, and class-determined facts of life …Humanities computing 

seemed to offer a space free from all this messiness and a return to objective questions of 

representation’ (4)" (Earhart 313-4). 
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because they are not material  

 

"The template "<Person, male> finds <Person, female> <Adjective, positive>" restricts the 

combinatory to (3 * 3 * 2 =) 18 combinations" (Winder 458). 

 

nor audible  

 

"If we define digital humanities in its narrowest sense as the use of computational means to study 

traditional humanistic content, then it is likely fair to say that it can and will remain a kind of 

methodological specialization, akin to being a Marxist or feminist critic. Humanities computing 

appears poised to grow in numbers of scholars, and it is likely that all humanities graduate 

students will be expected to have some knowledge of the field, just as they are expected to know 

something of Marx or feminism today" (Reid 353). 

 

nor visible  

 

"That volume dealt not just with those parts of a text that typically were relegated to the 

bibliographical margins (titles, annotations, marginalia, etc.) but also with those features of 

textual discourse (race, gender, sexual orientation, class, among others) that had been 

marginalized in discussions of textual scholarship" (Greetham 438). 

 

nor a mode of constraint and capture  
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"Even if a distinctively new decentralized and bottom-up ideology inspired Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari, for instance, to celebrate wolf packs, Mongol hordes, and schizos quite different 

from the nineteenth-century Geist, it seemed clear that humanity was congenitally structural, 

epistemic, class based, identity-group based (gendered, racial, ethnic), and so on" (Liu 493). 

 

to those running the game. 

 

“For example, in the Genre category (gender) there will be two attribute values, masc and fém” 

(Winder 463). 

 

So one last thing to say in this “special feminist” issue of DHQ. We will remember Audre 

Lorde, as she had plenty to teach us regarding white feminists publishing “Special Third 

World Women’s Issue” (and later Trinh Minh-ha on the same in the globalized ‘90s…): 

 

“For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us temporarily 

to beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change. And 

this fact is only threatening to those women [and allies] who still define the master’s house as 

their only source of support” (Lorde 112). 

 

Yes.  

And I also wonder:  

if we jettison the 'man and his tool' business… what might we hack, make and build? 
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I do not have many real friends. I have plenty of acquaintances, but not 
many people that I truly trust. In my friendship kingdom, very few are 
allowed in. To them I dedicate this edition. Their names are irrelevant 
in mass communications like this one, but they all know who they are. 
These are the people that are indispensable to me. They all have been 
there for me during tough times such as the death of my brother, during 
a recent operation, when I have needed advice on work or life issues, or 
during the many times I have made mistakes in my life. My blood fam-
ily is peculiar, but this, my other family, bonded by love and solidarity, 
counts as much as my “real” family. At the helm of my nonblood family 
is the only person who loves me “for real” and all the way, my wife, Mary 
Hovsepian. Countless people question why we are still together. The an-
swer is that my Mary is a truly exceptional person. We have been together 
twenty-five years and, honestly, it feels like today is still 1988. Mary, I am 
not the best, but you and I together add to more than two. Thanks for 
loving me despite my silliness and volatility. I will try to be better to you 
in the next twenty-five years.
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every possible subject. Thanks, Russ!

The final drafting of this book was done at Stanford University, where 
I was invited to spend a year (2002–2003) as a Hewlett research fellow 
at the Research Institute for Comparative Studies of Race and Ethnicity, 
headed by Hazel R. Markus and George Fredrickson. I also wish to thank 
Leanne Issak, Awino Kuerth, and Dorothy Steele for helping me with all 
my silly problems during my time there.

This book benefited enormously from the incisive review of Professor 
Margaret Andersen from the University of Delaware. Maggie read this 
manuscript from beginning to end and made valuable suggestions that 
helped me make it a better—although still controversial—book. Thanks, 
Margaret, for doing such a terrific job!

Finally, I want to dedicate this book to five very special people in my 
life. First, to my brother, Pedro Juan Bonilla-Silva, who passed away in 
2002. Pedro, I wish I had been able to tell you how much I love you, but 
a bit of machismo and a lot of family history prevented me from doing 
so. I will always regret that. Second, to my father, Jacinto Bonilla. I know 
I do not say it often, but I respect, admire, and love you. Third, to my 
sister, Karen Bonilla-Silva, the youngest, wisest, and nicest-looking in 
the Bonilla-Silva clan. Fourth, to my son, Omar Francisco Bonilla, who 
transcribed one of the DAS interviews quoted in this book. Omi, know 
that I love you and am very proud of your scholarly and artistic ac-
complishments. Finally, I dedicate this book to the love of my life, Mary 
Hovsepian. We have marinated our partnership for fifteen years (now, 
in 2013, twenty-five years) and it is still as sweet and strong as the first 
day we formalized it. Thanks, Mary. I am eagerly waiting to see what 
the next fifteen years bring us.
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I am so lonely tonight
If I could only hold you once more 
If I could only kiss you once 
If I could only see you one more time, one more time

Sam Cooke, a truly original African American singer, songwriter, and 
musical innovator, made popular a song in the 1950s entitled “One 

More Time.” This is a classic love song where the male lover desperately 
wishes to see his (presumably female) sweetheart “one more time.” In this 
new edition of Racism without Racists, like in Sam Cooke’s song, I wish to 
engage my readers on the subject of racism in America “one more time.” 
(Young readers may not know this popular culture reference, but I hope 
to inspire you to check out Sam Cooke online. Once you hear Sam Cooke, 
you will be hooked to his music for life, as he could sing with either 
a smoky voice or with a velvety, sweet tone. He was “the bomb” and 
thanks to technology, his image and voice will remain with us forever!) 

But why do I need to engage you on this subject “one more time”? Fun-
damentally, I need to do so for two sociopolitical reasons and one purely 
related to this book as an intellectual product. Let me address first the 
sociopolitical reasons. Since the Obama phenomenon has become larger 
than life, particularly since his reelection in 2012, I thought there was a 
need to explain what has happened in the last four years (2008–2012), 
assess the balance and impact of his reelection, and see if my arguments 
from four years ago stood the test of history. In the third edition of the 
book I argued that Obama’s election was not a miracle, but an expected 

Preface to the Fourth Edition
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outcome that reflected the sedimentation of the “new racism” regime 
that had emerged in the 1970s (for more on this regime, see chapter 2 in 
this edition). Specifically, I stated that Obama’s election did not represent 
“racial progress” or signified a rupture with either the racial order or the 
dominant racial ideology at play in the nation, namely, color-blind rac-
ism. This argument was important, as Americans at the time (somewhat 
less so today) believed Obama’s election had magically taken us to the 
racial Promised Land of honey and milk. 

The second sociopolitical reason for reengaging readers is my belief 
that it is imperative to explain the coexistence in America of crude and 
vulgar antiminority sentiment and actions alongside the ideology (and its 
corresponding behaviors) I label in this book as color-blind racism. To an-
ticipate the comments I will offer in chapters 2 and 11, (1) racial orders are 
never “pure,” as elements of the past (and even of the future) often coexist 
with the dominant ways of conducting racial business, (2) coercion has 
always been central to the maintenance of racial domination,1 and (3) de-
spite the rise in racist violence, the practices I label as typical of the “new 
racism” period are still the dominant ones in America (more prevalent and 
central). On point 1, for example, think about how in the 1930s and 1940s, 
many of the practices and the ideology that would become central in the 
new racism period were evident. In Charles Johnson’s book Patterns of 
Negro Segregation (1943) his interviews with whites reveal how many had 
already moved from the Jim Crow ideology to the tenets of color-blind 
racism as well as how many blacks were already talking and behaving 
as “new negros.”2 In terms of practices, for example, Northern cities had 
already developed racial ghettoes—a feature that would become central 
to the way of conducting racial business in the new-racism era. On point 
2, as I will suggest in chapters 2 and 11, racist violence by police (from 
the brutal beatings of Rodney King to the murder of Amadou Diallo) or 
by “regular white folks” (from the brutal murder of Vincent Chin in the 
1980s to the recent murder of Trayvon Martin by an “honorary white” 
Latino) has remained part of the landscape. This, again, is not surpris-
ing, as no system of domination can survive without violence in the last 
instance. Although as I have argued elsewhere (Bonilla-Silva 2011), suc-
cessful domination (racial or otherwise) requires making the dominated 
believe, participate, and process their standing as normative, as this is 
the way things are, dominants need not only what Max Weber called 
the institutional “legitimate monopoly of violence” but also the violence 
of their masses in case of emergency.3 Nevertheless, despite the ebb and 
flow of racial violence in the new-racism period—an ebb and flow usually 
related to the state of the economy in the nation—I maintain that racial 
domination is still fundamentally maintained through new practices (eco-
nomic, political, social, and ideological) and we must focus on this fact if 
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we wish to attain racial justice in America. The more we assume that the 
problem of racism is limited to the Klan, the Birthers, the Tea Party, or 
to the Republican Party, the less we understand that racial domination 
is a collective process (we are all in this game) and that the main problem 
nowadays is not the folks with the hoods, but the folks dressed in suits!

On the matter of this book as an intellectual product, I have been 
pressed by some users to incorporate a chapter dealing with the new 
racism, a matter that I mention in the first three editions and that I have 
addressed elsewhere extensively. I decided that since the book is used 
by many instructors as the book to address race matters in some courses, 
their demand was fair. Hence, I have included a chapter in this edition 
dealing with the new racism. The chapter in this edition is an update from 
a chapter that appeared in my first book, White Supremacy and Racism in 
the Post–Civil Rights Era. 

Lastly, working on a revision of a book like this is a tedious job and 
I could not have done it without the able assistance of the “dynamic 
(sociological) duo,” my two graduate students Victor E. Ray and Louise 
Seamster. They worked tirelessly to make this a successful revision and 
they did so during a beautiful yet tough period in their lives: while bring-
ing to the world baby Malcolm. I thank both of them for their incredible 
work and, as usual, if there are any mistakes in the book, it is entirely their 
fault (okay, this is a joke!). 

I hope readers like this new installment of my “sweet baby” (to keep 
the love-song style of the fifties going) and that, after you read it, you love 
it hard (if you must love, love hard or do not love at all). If you do not 
love my new installment, I will nonetheless thank you for listening to me 
“one more time.” 

Eduardo Bonilla-Silva
Durham, North Carolina

NOTES

1. Moon-Kie Jung, Joã o H. Costa Vargas, and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (eds.), 
State of White Supremacy: Racism, Governance, and the United States (Stanford, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2011).

2. The term “new negro” was a term popularized during the Harlem Renais-
sance, albeit it emerged in the latter part of the twentieth century. It referred to 
blacks unwilling to submit to Jim Crow regulations. Johnson’s book reveals that 
by the 1940s many middle-class blacks were ready for drastic change and were 
behaving accordingly. 

3. On the subject of states and racist violence by the masses, see Rob Witte, Rac-
ist Violence and the State (London and New York: Longman, 1996).
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1

The Strange Enigma of Race 
in Contemporary America

There is a strange kind of enigma associated with the problem of rac-
ism. No one, or almost no one, wishes to see themselves as racist; still, 
racism persists, real and tenacious

—Albert Memmi, Racism

RACISM WITHOUT “RACISTS”

Nowadays, except for members of white supremacist organizations,1 

few whites in the United States claim to be “racist.” Most whites as-
sert they “don’t see any color, just people”; that although the ugly face 
of discrimination is still with us, it is no longer the central factor deter-
mining minorities’ life chances; and, finally, that, like Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr.,2 they aspire to live in a society where “people are judged by 
the content of their character, not by the color of their skin.” More poi-
gnantly, most whites insist that minorities (especially blacks) are the ones 
responsible for whatever “race problem” we have in this country. They 
publicly denounce blacks for “playing the race card,” for demanding the 
maintenance of unnecessary and divisive race-based programs, such as 
affirmative action, and for crying “racism” whenever they are criticized 
by whites.3 Most whites believe that if blacks and other minorities would 
just stop thinking about the past, work hard, and complain less (particu-
larly about racial discrimination), then Americans of all hues could “all 
get along.”4
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But regardless of whites’ “sincere fictions,”5 racial considerations shade 
almost everything in America. Blacks and dark-skinned racial minorities 
lag well behind whites in virtually every area of social life; they are about 
three times more likely to be poor than whites, earn about 40 percent less 
than whites, and have about an eighth of the net worth that whites have.6 
They also receive an inferior education compared to whites, even when 
they attend integrated institutions.7 In terms of housing, black-owned 
units comparable to white-owned ones are valued at 35 percent less.8 
Blacks and Latinos also have less access to the entire housing market 
because whites, through a variety of exclusionary practices by white real-
tors and homeowners, have been successful in effectively limiting their 
entrance into many neighborhoods.9 Blacks receive impolite treatment in 
stores, in restaurants, and in a host of other commercial transactions.10 
Researchers have also documented that blacks pay more for goods such 
as cars and houses than do whites.11 Finally, blacks and dark-skinned 
Latinos are the targets of racial profiling by the police, which, combined 
with the highly racialized criminal court system, guarantees their over-
representation among those arrested, prosecuted, incarcerated, and if 
charged for a capital crime, executed.12 Racial profiling on the highways 
has become such a prevalent phenomenon that a term has emerged to 
describe it: driving while black.13 In short, blacks and most minorities are 
“at the bottom of the well.”14

How is it possible to have this tremendous degree of racial inequality 
in a country where most whites claim that race is no longer relevant? 
More important, how do whites explain the apparent contradiction be-
tween their professed color blindness and the United States’ color-coded 
inequality? In this book I attempt to answer both of these questions. I 
contend that whites have developed powerful explanations—which have 
ultimately become justifications—for contemporary racial inequality that 
exculpate them from any responsibility for the status of people of color. 
These explanations emanate from a new racial ideology that I label color-
blind racism. This ideology, which acquired cohesiveness and dominance 
in the late 1960s,15 explains contemporary racial inequality as the outcome 
of nonracial dynamics. Whereas Jim Crow racism explained blacks’ social 
standing as the result of their biological and moral inferiority, color-blind 
racism avoids such facile arguments. Instead, whites rationalize minori-
ties’ contemporary status as the product of market dynamics, naturally 
occurring phenomena, and blacks’ imputed cultural limitations.16 For 
instance, whites can attribute Latinos’ high poverty rate to a relaxed 
work ethic (“the Hispanics are mañana, mañana, mañana—tomorrow, 
tomorrow, tomorrow”)17 or residential segregation as the result of natural 
tendencies among groups (“Does a cat and a dog mix? I can’t see it. You 
can’t drink milk and scotch. Certain mixes don’t mix.”).18
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 The Strange Enigma of Race in Contemporary America 3

Color-blind racism became the dominant racial ideology as the mecha-
nisms and practices for keeping blacks and other racial minorities “at the 
bottom of the well” changed. I have argued elsewhere that contemporary 
racial inequality is reproduced through “new racism” practices that are 
subtle, institutional, and apparently nonracial.19 In contrast to the Jim 
Crow era, where racial inequality was enforced through overt means 
(e.g., signs saying “No Niggers Welcomed Here” or shotgun diplomacy 
at the voting booth), today racial practices operate in a “now you see 
it, now you don’t” fashion. For example, residential segregation, which 
is almost as high today as it was in the past, is no longer accomplished 
through overtly discriminatory practices. Instead, covert behaviors such 
as not showing all the available units, steering minorities and whites into 
certain neighborhoods, quoting higher rents or prices to minority appli-
cants, or not advertising units at all are the weapons of choice to maintain 
separate communities.20 In the economic field, “smiling face” discrimina-
tion (“We don’t have jobs now, but please check later”), advertising job 
openings in mostly white networks and ethnic newspapers, and steering 
highly educated people of color into poorly remunerated jobs or jobs with 
limited opportunities for mobility are the new ways of keeping minorities 
in a secondary position.21 Politically, although the civil rights struggles 
have helped remove many of the obstacles for the electoral participation 
of people of color, “racial gerrymandering, multimember legislative dis-
tricts, election runoffs, annexation of predominantly white areas, at-large 
district elections, and anti-single-shot devices (disallowing concentrating 
votes in one or two candidates in cities using at-large elections) have 
become standard practices to disenfranchise” people of color.22 Whether 
in banks, restaurants, school admissions, or housing transactions, the 
maintenance of white privilege is done in a way that defies facile racial 
readings. Hence, the contours of color-blind racism fit America’s new 
racism quite well.

Compared to Jim Crow racism, the ideology of color blindness seems 
like “racism lite.” Instead of relying on name calling (niggers, spics, 
chinks), color-blind racism otherizes softly (“these people are human, 
too”); instead of proclaiming that God placed minorities in the world 
in a servile position, it suggests they are behind because they do not 
work hard enough; instead of viewing interracial marriage as wrong on 
a straight racial basis, it regards it as “problematic” because of concerns 
over the children, location, or the extra burden it places on couples. Yet 
this new ideology has become a formidable political tool for the mainte-
nance of the racial order. Much as Jim Crow racism served as the glue for 
defending a brutal and overt system of racial oppression in the pre–civil 
rights era, color-blind racism serves today as the ideological armor for 
a covert and institutionalized system in the post–civil rights era. And 
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the beauty of this new ideology is that it aids in the maintenance of 
white privilege without fanfare, without naming those who it subjects 
and those who it rewards. It allows a president to state things such as, 
“I strongly support diversity of all kinds, including racial diversity in 
higher education,” yet, at the same time, to characterize the University 
of Michigan’s affirmation action program as “flawed” and “discrimina-
tory” against whites.23 Thus whites enunciate positions that safeguard 
their racial interests without sounding “racist.” Shielded by color blind-
ness, whites can express resentment toward minorities; criticize their 
morality, values, and work ethic; and even claim to be the victims of 
“reverse racism.” This is the thesis I will defend in this book to explain 
the curious enigma of “racism without racists.”24

WHITES’ RACIAL ATTITUDES IN THE POST–CIVIL RIGHTS ERA

Since the late 1950s surveys on racial attitudes have consistently found 
that fewer whites subscribe to the views associated with Jim Crow. For 
example, whereas the majority of whites supported segregated neigh-
borhoods, schools, transportation, jobs, and public accommodations in 
the 1940s, less than a quarter indicated they did in the 1970s.25 Similarly, 
fewer whites than ever now seem to subscribe to stereotypical views of 
blacks. Although the number is still high (ranging from 20 percent to 
50 percent, depending on the stereotype), the proportion of whites who 
state in surveys that blacks are lazy, stupid, irresponsible, and violent has 
declined since the 1940s.26

These changes in whites’ racial attitudes have been explained by the 
survey community and commentators in four ways. First, are they racial 
optimists. This group of analysts agrees with whites’ common sense on ra-
cial matters and believes the changes symbolize a profound transition in 
the United States. Early representatives of this view were Herbert Hyman 
and Paul B. Sheatsley, who wrote widely influential articles on the subject 
in Scientific American. In a reprint of their earlier work in the influential 
collection edited by Talcott Parsons and Kenneth Clark, The Negro Ameri-
can, Sheatsley rated the changes in white attitudes as “revolutionary” and 
concluded,

The mass of white Americans have shown in many ways that they will 
not follow a racist government and that they will not follow racist leaders. 
Rather, they are engaged in the painful task of adjusting to an integrated 
society. It will not be easy for most, but one cannot at this late date doubt 
the basic commitment. In their hearts they know that the American Negro 
is right.27
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In recent times, Glenn Firebaugh and Kenneth Davis, Seymour Lipset, 
and Paul Sniderman and his coauthors, in particular, have carried the 
torch for racial optimists.28 Firebaugh and Davis, for example, based on 
their analysis of survey results from 1972 to 1984, concluded that the 
trend toward less antiblack prejudice was across the board. Sniderman 
and his coauthors, as well as Lipset, go a step further than Firebaugh and 
Davis because they have openly advocated color-blind politics as the way 
to settle the United States’ racial dilemmas. For instance, Sniderman and 
Edward Carmines made this explicit appeal in their book, Reaching beyond 
Race:

To say that a commitment to a color-blind politics is worth undertaking is to 
call for a politics centered on the needs of those most in need. It is not to ar-
gue for a politics in which race is irrelevant, but in favor of one in which race 
is relevant so far as it is a gauge of need. Above all, it is a call for a politics 
which, because it is organized around moral principles that apply regardless 
of race, can be brought to bear with special force on the issue of race.29

The problems with this optimistic interpretation are twofold. First, as 
I have argued elsewhere,30 relying on questions that were framed in the 
Jim Crow era to assess whites’ racial views today produces an artificial 
image of progress. Since the central racial debates and the language used 
to debate those matters have changed, our analytical focus ought to be 
dedicated to the analysis of the new racial issues. Insisting on the need 
to rely on old questions to keep longitudinal (trend) data as the basis 
for analysis will, by default, produce a rosy picture of race relations that 
misses what is going on on the ground. Second, and more important, 
because of the change in the normative climate in the post–civil rights 
era, analysts must exert extreme caution when interpreting attitudinal 
data, particularly when it comes from single-method research designs. 
The research strategy that seems more appropriate for our times is mixed 
research designs (surveys used in combination with interviews, ethnosur-
veys,31 etc.), because it allows researchers to cross-examine their results.

A second, more numerous group of analysts exhibit what I have labeled 
elsewhere as the racial pesoptimist position.32 Racial pesoptimists attempt 
to strike a “balanced” view and suggest that whites’ racial attitudes reflect 
progress and resistance. The classical example of this stance is Howard 
Schuman.33 Schuman has argued for more than thirty years that whites’ 
racial attitudes involve a mixture of tolerance and intolerance, of accep-
tance of the principles of racial liberalism (equal opportunity for all, end 
of segregation, etc.) and a rejection of the policies that would make those 
principles a reality (from affirmative action to busing).34

Despite the obvious appeal of this view in the research community (the 
appearance of neutrality, the pondering of “two sides,” and this view’s 
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“balanced” component), racial pesoptimists are just closet optimists. 
Schuman, for example, has pointed out that, although “White responses 
to questions of principle are . . . more complex than is often portrayed . . . 
they nevertheless do show in almost every instance a positive movement 
over time.”35 Furthermore, it is his belief that the normative change in the 
United States is real and that the issue is that whites are having a hard 
time translating those norms into personal preferences.

A third group of analysts argues that the changes in whites’ attitudes 
represent the emergence of a symbolic racism.36 This tradition is associated 
with the work of David Sears and his associate, Donald Kinder.37 They 
have defined symbolic racism as “a blend of anti-black affect and the kind 
of traditional American moral values embodied in the Protestant Ethic.”38 
According to these authors, symbolic racism has replaced biological rac-
ism as the primary way whites express their racial resentment toward 
minorities. In Kinder and Sanders’s words,

A new form of prejudice has come to prominence, one that is preoccupied 
with matters of moral character, informed by the virtues associated with 
the traditions of individualism. At its center are the contentions that blacks 
do not try hard enough to overcome the difficulties they face and that they 
take what they have not earned. Today, we say, prejudice is expressed in the 
language of American individualism.39

Authors in this tradition have been criticized for the slipperiness of the 
concept of “symbolic racism,” for claiming that the blend of antiblack 
affect and individualism is new, and for not explaining why symbolic 
racism came about. The first critique, developed by Howard Schuman, is 
that the concept has been “defined and operationalized in complex and 
varying ways.”40 Despite this conceptual slipperiness, indexes of symbolic 
racism have been found to be in fact different from those of old-fashioned 
racism and to be strong predictors of whites’ opposition to affirmative 
action.41 The two other critiques, made forcefully by Lawrence Bobo, have 
been partially addressed by Kinder and Sanders in their book, Divided by 
Color. First, Kinder and Sanders, as well as Sears, have made clear that 
their contention is not that this is the first time in history that antiblack 
affect and elements of the American Creed have combined. Instead, their 
claim is that this combination has become central to the new face of rac-
ism. Regarding the third critique, Kinder and Sanders go at length to 
explain the transition from old-fashioned to symbolic racism. Neverthe-
less, their explanation hinges on arguing that changes in blacks’ tactics 
(from civil disobedience to urban violence) led to an onslaught of a new 
form of racial resentment that later found more fuel in controversies over 
welfare, crime, drugs, family, and affirmative action. What is missing in 
this explanation is a materially based explanation for why these changes 
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occurred. Instead, their theory of prejudice is rooted in the “process of 
socialization and the operation of routine cognitive and emotional psy-
chological processes.”42

Yet, despite its limitations, the symbolic racism tradition has brought 
attention to key elements of how whites explain racial inequality today. 
Whether this is “symbolic” of antiblack affect or not is beside the point 
and hard to assess, since, as a former student of mine queried, “How does 
one test for the unconscious?”43

The fourth explanation of whites’ contemporary racial attitudes is as-
sociated with those who claim that whites’ racial views represent a sense 
of group position. This position, forcefully advocated by Lawrence Bobo 
and James Kluegel, is similar to Jim Sidanius’s “social dominance” and 
Mary Jackman’s “group interests” arguments.44 In essence, the claim of 
all these authors is that white prejudice is an ideology to defend white 
privilege. Bobo and his associates have specifically suggested that be-
cause of socioeconomic changes that transpired in the 1950s and 1960s, a 
laissez-faire racism emerged that was fitting of the United States’ “modern, 
nationwide, postindustrial free labor economy and polity.”45 Laissez-faire 
racism “encompasses an ideology that blames blacks themselves for their 
poorer relative economic standing, seeing it as the function of perceived 
cultural inferiority.”46

Some of the basic arguments of authors in the symbolic and modern 
racism47 traditions and, particularly, of the laissez-faire racism view are 
fully compatible with my color-blind racism interpretation. As these 
authors, I argue that color-blind racism has rearticulated elements of 
traditional liberalism (work ethic, rewards by merit, equal opportunity, 
individualism, etc.) for racially illiberal goals. I also argue like them that 
whites today rely more on cultural rather than biological tropes to explain 
blacks’ position in this country. Finally, I concur with most analysts of 
post–civil rights matters in arguing that whites do not perceive discrimi-
nation to be a central factor shaping blacks’ life chances.

Although most of my differences with authors in the symbolic racism 
and laissez-faire traditions are methodological (see below), I have one 
central theoretical disagreement with them. Theoretically, most of these 
authors are still snarled in the prejudice problematic and thus interpret 
actors’ racial views as individual psychological dispositions. Although 
Bobo and his associates have a conceptualization that is closer to mine, 
they still retain the notion of prejudice and its psychological baggage 
rooted in interracial hostility.48 In contrast, my model is not anchored 
in actors’ affective dispositions (although affective dispositions may be 
manifest or latent in the way many express their racial views). Instead, it 
is based on a materialist interpretation of racial matters and thus sees the 
views of actors as corresponding to their systemic location. Those at the 
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bottom of the racial barrel tend to hold oppositional views and those who 
receive the manifold wages of whiteness tend to hold views in support 
of the racial status quo. Whether actors express “resentment” or “hostil-
ity” toward minorities is largely irrelevant for the maintenance of white 
privilege. As David Wellman points out in his Portraits of White Racism, 
“prejudiced people are not the only racists in America.”49

KEY TERMS: RACE, RACIAL 
STRUCTURE, AND RACIAL IDEOLOGY

One reason why, in general terms, whites and people of color cannot 
agree on racial matters is because they conceive terms such as “racism” 
very differently. Whereas for most whites racism is prejudice, for most 
people of color racism is systemic or institutionalized. Although this is 
not a theory book, my examination of color-blind racism has etched in it 
the indelible ink of a “regime of truth”50about how the world is organized. 
Thus, rather than hiding my theoretical assumptions, I state them openly 
for the benefit of readers and potential critics.

The first key term is the notion of race. There is very little formal dis-
agreement among social scientists in accepting the idea that race is a so-
cially constructed category.51 This means that notions of racial difference 
are human creations rather than eternal, essential categories. As such, 
racial categories have a history and are subject to change. And here ends 
the agreement among social scientists on this matter. There are at least 
three distinct variations on how social scientists approach this construc-
tionist perspective on race. The first approach, which is gaining popular-
ity among white social scientists, is the idea that because race is socially 
constructed, it is not a fundamental category of analysis and praxis. Some 
analysts go as far as to suggest that because race is a constructed category, 
then it is not real and social scientists who use the category are the ones 
who make it real.52

The second approach, typical of most sociological writing on race, gives 
lip service to the social constructionist view—usually a line in the begin-
ning of the article or book. Writers in this group then proceed to discuss 
“racial” differences in academic achievement, crime, and SAT scores as 
if they were truly racial.53 This is the central way in which contemporary 
scholars contribute to the propagation of racist interpretations of racial 
inequality. By failing to highlight the social dynamics that produce these 
racial differences, these scholars help reinforce the racial order.54

The third approach, and the one I use in this book, acknowledges that 
race, as other social categories such as class and gender, is constructed 
but insists that it has a social reality. This means that after race—or class 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   813_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   8 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



 The Strange Enigma of Race in Contemporary America 9

or gender—is created, it produces real effects on the actors racialized as 
“black” or “white.” Although race, as other social constructions, is un-
stable, it has a “changing same”55 quality at its core.

In order to explain how a socially constructed category produces 
real race effects, I need to introduce a second key term: the notion of 
racial structure. When race emerged in human history, it formed a social 
structure (a racialized social system) that awarded systemic privileges to 
Europeans (the peoples who became “white”) over non-Europeans (the 
peoples who became “nonwhite”).56 Racialized social systems, or white 
supremacy57 for short, became global and affected all societies where 
Europeans extended their reach. I therefore conceive a society’s racial 
structure as the totality of the social relations and practices that reinforce white 
privilege. Accordingly, the task of analysts interested in studying racial 
structures is to uncover the particular social, economic, political, social 
control, and ideological mechanisms responsible for the reproduction of 
racial privilege in a society.

But why are racial structures reproduced in the first place? Would not 
humans, after discovering the folly of racial thinking, work to abolish 
race as a category as well as a practice? Racial structures remain in place 
for the same reasons that other structures do. Since actors racialized as 
“white”—or as members of the dominant race—receive material benefits 
from the racial order, they struggle (or passively receive the manifold 
wages of whiteness) to maintain their privileges. In contrast, those de-
fined as belonging to the subordinate race or races struggle to change the 
status quo (or become resigned to their position). Therein lies the secret of 
racial structures and racial inequality the world over.58 They exist because 
they benefit members of the dominant race.

If the ultimate goal of the dominant race is to defend its collective 
interests (i.e., the perpetuation of systemic white privilege), it should sur-
prise no one that this group develops rationalizations to account for the 
status of the various races. And here I introduce my third key term, the 
notion of racial ideology. By this I mean the racially based frameworks used by 
actors to explain and justify (dominant race) or challenge (subordinate race 
or races) the racial status quo. Although all the races in a racialized social 
system have the capacity of developing these frameworks, the frameworks 
of the dominant race tend to become the master frameworks upon which 
all racial actors ground (for or against) their ideological positions. Why? 
Because as Marx pointed out in The German Ideology, “the ruling material 
force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force.”59 This does 
not mean that ideology is almighty. In fact, as I will show in chapter 7, 
ideological rule is always partial. Even in periods of hegemonic rule,60 
such as the current one, subordinate racial groups develop oppositional 
views. However, it would be foolish to believe that those who rule a 
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society do not have the power to at least color (pun intended) the views 
of the ruled.

Racial ideology can be conceived for analytical purposes as compris-
ing the following elements: common frames, style, and racial stories 
(details on each can be found in chapters 3, 4, and 5). The frames that 
bond together a particular racial ideology are rooted in the group-based 
conditions and experiences of the races and are, at the symbolic level, 
the representations developed by these groups to explain how the world 
is or ought to be. And because the group life of the various racially de-
fined groups is based on hierarchy and domination, the ruling ideology 
expresses as “common sense” the interests of the dominant race, while 
oppositional ideologies attempt to challenge that common sense by pro-
viding alternative frames, ideas, and stories based on the experiences of 
subordinated races.

Individual actors employ these elements as “building blocks . . . for 
manufacturing versions on actions, self, and social structures” in com-
municative situations.61 The looseness of the elements allows users to ma-
neuver within various contexts (e.g., responding to a race-related survey, 
discussing racial issues with family, or arguing about affirmative action 
in a college classroom) and produce various accounts and presentations 
of self (e.g., appearing ambivalent, tolerant, or strong minded). This loose 
character enhances the legitimating role of racial ideology because it 
allows for accommodation of contradictions, exceptions, and new infor-
mation. As Jackman points out about ideology in general, “Indeed, the 
strength of an ideology lies in its loose-jointed, flexible application. An 
ideology is a political instrument, not an exercise in personal logic: consistency 
is rigidity, the only pragmatic effect of which is to box oneself in.”62

Before I can proceed, two important caveats should be offered. First, 
although whites, because of their privileged position in the racial order, 
form a social group (the dominant race), they are fractured along class, 
gender, sexual orientation, and other forms of “social cleavage.” Hence, 
they have multiple and often contradictory interests that are not easy to 
disentangle and that predict a priori their mobilizing capacity (Do white 
workers have more in common with white capitalists than with black 
workers?). However, because all actors awarded the dominant racial 
position, regardless of their multiple structural locations (men or women, 
gay or straight, working class or bourgeois), benefit from what Mills calls 
the “racial contract,”63 most have historically endorsed the ideas that jus-
tify the racial status quo.

Second, although not every single member of the dominant race defends 
the racial status quo or spouts color-blind racism, most do. To explain 
this point by analogy, although not every capitalist defends capitalism 
(e.g., Frederick Engels, the coauthor of The Communist Manifesto, was a 
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capitalist) and not every man defends patriarchy (e.g., Achilles Heel is an 
English magazine published by feminist men), most do in some fashion. In 
the same vein, although some whites fight white supremacy and do not 
endorse white common sense, most subscribe to substantial portions of it 
in a casual, uncritical fashion that helps sustain the prevailing racial order.

HOW TO STUDY COLOR-BLIND RACISM

I will rely mostly on interview data to make my case. This choice is based 
on important conceptual and methodological considerations. Conceptu-
ally, my focus is examining whites’ racial ideology, and ideology, racial 
or not, is produced and reproduced in communicative interaction.64 
Hence, although surveys are useful instruments for gathering general in-
formation on actors’ views, they are severely limited tools for examining 
how people explain, justify, rationalize, and articulate racial viewpoints. 
People are less likely to express their positions and emotions about racial 
issues by answering “yes” and “no” or “strongly agree” and “strongly 
disagree” to questions. Despite the gallant effort of some survey research-
ers to produce methodologically correct questionnaires, survey questions 
still restrict the free flow of ideas and unnecessarily constrain the range of 
possible answers for respondents.65

Methodologically, I argue that because the normative climate in the 
post–civil rights era has made illegitimate the public expression of racially 
based feelings and viewpoints,66 surveys on racial attitudes have become 
like multiple-choice exams in which respondents work hard to choose the 
“right” answers (i.e., those that fit public norms). For instance, although a 
variety of data suggest racial considerations are central to whites’ residen-
tial choices, more than 90 percent of whites state in surveys that they have 
no problem with the idea of blacks moving into their neighborhoods.67 
Similarly, even though about 80 percent of whites claim they would not 
have a problem if a member of their family brought a black person home 
for dinner, research shows that (1) very few whites (fewer than 10 per-
cent) can legitimately claim the proverbial “some of my best friends are 
blacks” and (2) whites rarely fraternize with blacks.68 

Of more import yet is the insistence by mainstream survey researchers’ 
on using questions developed in the 1950s and 1960s to assess changes in 
racial tolerance. This strategy is predicated on the assumption that “rac-
ism” (what I label here “racial ideology”) does not change over time. If 
instead one regards racial ideology as in fact changing, the reliance on 
questions developed to tackle issues from the Jim Crow era will produce 
an artificial image of progress and miss most of whites’ contemporary 
racial nightmares.
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Despite my conceptual and methodological concerns with survey 
research, I believe well-designed surveys are still useful instruments to 
glance at America’s racial reality. Therefore, I report survey results from 
my own research projects as well as from research conducted by other 
scholars whenever appropriate. My point, then, is not to deny attitudinal 
change or to condemn to oblivion survey research on racial attitudes, but 
to understand whites’ new racial beliefs and their implications as well as 
possible.

DATA SOURCES

The data for this book come primarily from two similarly structured proj-
ects. The first is the 1997 Survey of Social Attitudes of College Students, 
based on a convenient sample of 627 college students (including 451 
white students) surveyed at a large midwestern university (MU hence-
forth), a large southern university (SU), and a medium-sized West Coast 
university (WU). A 10 percent random sample of the white students who 
provided information in the survey on how to contact them (about 90 
percent) were interviewed (forty-one students altogether, of which sev-
enteen were men and twenty-four women and of which thirty-one were 
from middle- and upper-middle-class backgrounds and ten were from 
the working class).

Although the data from this study are very suggestive and, I believe, 
essentially right, the study has some limitations. First, it is based on a 
convenient, rather than a representative, sample, limiting the capacity for 
generalizing the findings to the white population at large. Nevertheless, it 
is worth pointing out that the bias in that sample is in the direction of more 
racial tolerance, since researchers have consistently found that young, 
college-educated whites are more likely to be racially tolerant than any 
other segment of the white population.69 Another limitation of the study 
is that interviews were conducted only with white respondents. Thus, 
this data set does not allow us to examine whether or not their views are 
different from blacks’. Finally, due to budget constraints, the sample was 
small, albeit large when compared to most interview-based work.70

The second data source for this book is the 1998 Detroit Area Study 
(DAS). This data set overcomes many of the limitations of the college stu-
dents’ data set, since the former is based on a representative sample and 
includes a significant number of interviews with both white and black re-
spondents. The 1998 DAS is a probabilistic survey of four hundred black 
and white Detroit metropolitan-area residents (323 whites and 67 blacks). 
The response rate was an acceptable 67.5 percent. As part of this study, 
84 respondents (a 21 percent subsample) were randomly selected for in-
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depth interviews (sixty-six were whites and seventeen were blacks). The 
interviews were race matched, followed a structured interview protocol, 
were conducted in the respondents’ homes, and lasted about one hour.

The major limitation of the 1998 DAS data set is that the respondents 
are black and white only. As the United States has become a multiracial 
society, one has to be concerned about the generalizability of an analysis 
based on findings on blacks and whites. Although I posit color-blind 
racism is the general ideology of the post–civil rights era, I realize that a 
fuller analysis should include the views of other people of color. Thus, I 
will bring to bear data from other sources in my conclusion to show how 
other people of color fit into the notion of color-blind racism. On a final 
note regarding the 1997 Survey of Social Attitudes of College Students 
and the 1998 DAS, I am well aware that some readers may question their 
continued validity. However, both survey research as well as interview-
based research (e.g., Bush 2004; Gallagher 2002; etc.) done since have pro-
duced similar results, thus adding strength to my arguments in this book.

POLITICS, INTERPRETATION, AND OBJECTIVITY

Social scientific research is always a political enterprise. Despite the 
Enlightenment’s dream71 of pure objectivity, the problems we pose, the 
theories we use, the methods we employ, and the analyses we perform 
are social products themselves and to an extent reflect societal contradic-
tions and power dynamics. This view has become more acceptable in the 
social sciences today than it was ten or twenty years ago.72 Accordingly, it 
is harder for social scientists today to defend sociologist Max Weber’s call 
for a separation between researcher, method, and data.73

My scholarly goals in this book are to describe the main components 
of color-blind racism and explain their functions and to use these com-
ponents to theorize how future U.S. race relations might look. I hope this 
effort helps social analysts to get over the present impasse on the nature 
and meaning of whites’ racial views. Yet, by accomplishing my schol-
arly goals, I also hope to attain a much larger and important political 
goal: uncovering the basic profile of the main ideology reinforcing con-
temporary racial inequality. By definition, then, my work is a challenge 
to post–civil rights white common sense; to the view that race no longer 
matters; and to anyone who believes that the problems afflicting people 
of color are fundamentally rooted in their pathological cultures.74 More 
specifically, I want to advance an argument (the sophisticated nature of 
color-blind racism), an approach (analyzing racial ideology rather than 
“prejudice”), and a politics (fighting racial domination based on a group 
rights’75 agenda) that assist scholars and activists alike in their research 
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and struggle against color-blind nonsense. I also hope that this book 
will serve as a wake-up call to color-blind liberal and progressive whites 
and confused members of minority communities who may favor equal 
opportunity but not affirmative action, who believe discrimination is 
not an important factor shaping the life chances of people of color, or 
who still wonder if racial minorities do in fact have an inferior culture 
that accounts for their status in America. Nevertheless, recognizing 
the political nature of research is not a green light for sloppiness and 
one-sidedness or for relying on unsystematically gathered data to make 
broad generalizations. Hence, I support my arguments with systematic 
interview data and reference where my data or analysis differs from that 
of mainstream analysts so that readers can find alternative interpreta-
tions to mine.

Let me now say a word on the matter of interpretation. It is true that 
“the spoken word has always the residue of ambiguity, no matter how 
carefully we word the questions and how carefully we report or code the 
answers.”76 Hence, it is possible for others to read the data differently. To 
satisfy the intellectual concerns of those who doubt my interpretation, 
whenever possible I present cases that do not nicely fit my interpretation 
(particularly in chapter 8). Nevertheless, I do not eschew the dangerous 
but necessary role of the analyst. I will make a strong case for the view 
that most whites endorse the ideology of color blindness and that this 
ideology is central to the maintenance of white privilege. The alternatives 
to this interpretive role of analysts, which I see as more problematic, are 
timid descriptions usually accompanied by a forest of caveats in which 
actors’ self-reports of events becomes the ultimate goal of the research 
itself. Although I do not deny that “people’s accounts count,”77 my goals 
are interpretive (what do people’s accounts mean?) and political (what 
do people’s accounts help accomplish in society). Description and data 
presentation without interpretation, without analysis, is like going to a 
beach without a swimsuit.

Does this mean that my interpretation is infallible because I have some 
degree of authority, which somehow confers me a special gaze? In truth, 
given the situational and partial character of all knowledge,78 neither I, nor 
my potential critics hold the monopoly over the right way of interpreting 
data. All of us try our best to construct robust explanations of events and 
hope that in the tilted market of ideas (tilted toward the interpretations of 
the powerful) the most plausible ones achieve legitimacy.

But if research is political by nature and my interpretation of the data 
is guided by my theoretical and political orientation, how can readers 
ascertain if my interpretation is better than those of other analysts? That 
is, how can we avoid the trap of relativism,79 of the idea that “all think-
ing is merely the expression of interest or power or group membership?” 
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My answer to these questions is that my explanations—as well as those 
of other analysts—ought to be judged like maps. Judge my cartographic 
effort of drawing the boundaries of contemporary white racial ideology in 
terms of its usefulness (Does it help to better understand whites’ views?), 
accuracy (Does it accurately depict whites’ arguments about racial mat-
ters?), details (Does it highlight elements of whites’ collective representa-
tions not discussed by others?), and clarity (Does it ultimately help you 
move from here to there?).80

ONE IMPORTANT CAVEAT

The purpose of this book is not to demonize whites or label them “rac-
ist.” Hunting for “racists” is the sport of choice of those who practice the 
“clinical approach” to race relations—the careful separation of good and 
bad, tolerant and intolerant Americans. Because this book is anchored in 
a structural understanding of race relations,81 my goal is to uncover the 
collective practices (in this book, the ideological ones) that help reinforce 
the contemporary racial order. Historically, many good people supported 
slavery and Jim Crow. Similarly, most color-blind whites who oppose (or 
have serious reservations about) affirmative action, believe that blacks’ 
problems are mostly their own doing, and do not see anything wrong 
with their own white lifestyle are good people, too. The analytical issue, 
then, is examining how many whites subscribe to an ideology that ulti-
mately helps preserve racial inequality rather than assessing how many 
hate or love blacks and other minorities.

Even with this caveat, some readers may still feel discomfort while 
reading this book. Since color-blind racism is the dominant racial ideol-
ogy, its tentacles have touched us all and thus most readers will subscribe 
to some—if not most—of its tenets, use its style, and believe many of its 
racial stories. Unfortunately, there is little I can do to ease the pain of 
these readers, since when one writes and exposes an ideology that is at 
play, its supporters “get burned,” so to speak. For readers in this situation 
(good people who may subscribe to many of the frames of color blind-
ness), I urge a personal and political movement away from claiming to 
be “nonracist” to becoming “antiracist.”82 Being an antiracist begins with 
understanding the institutional nature of racial matters and accepting that 
all actors in a racialized society are affected materially (receive benefits or 
disadvantages) and ideologically by the racial structure. This stand implies 
taking responsibility for your unwilling participation in these practices 
and beginning a new life committed to the goal of achieving real racial 
equality. The ride will be rough, but after your eyes have been opened, 
there is no point in standing still.
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THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

Color-blind racism emerged as a new racial ideology in the late 1960s, 
concomitantly with the crystallization of the “new racism” as America’s 
new racial structure. In chapter 2, I describe how this new racial regime 
emerged and outline its central practices and mechanisms in the social, 
economic, political, and social control areas. 

Because the social practices and mechanisms to reproduce racial privi-
lege acquired a new, subtle, and apparently nonracial character, new ra-
tionalizations emerged to justify the new racial order. The new dominant 
themes or frameworks of color-blind racism are the subject of chapter 3.

All ideologies develop a set of stylistic parameters; a certain way of 
conveying its ideas to audiences. Color-blind racism is no exception. In 
chapter 4, I document the main stylistic components of this ideology. In 
chapter 5, I delve into the story lines (“The past is the past” or “I didn’t 
get a job or promotion—or was not admitted to a certain college—because 
a black man got it”) and personal stories that have emerged in the post–
civil rights era to provide color-blind racism’s gut-level emotionality.

If we take seriously whites’ self-profession to color blindness, one 
would expect significantly high levels of racial interaction with minori-
ties in general and blacks in particular. Using the data from these two 
projects, in chapter 6, I examine whites’ patterns of interracial interactions 
and conclude that they tend to navigate in what I label as a “white habi-
tus” or a set of primary networks and associations with other whites that 
reinforces the racial order by fostering racial solidarity among whites and 
negative affect toward racial “others.”

In chapter 7, I address “race traitors,”83 or whites who do not endorse 
the ideology of color blindness. After profiling college students and DAS 
respondents who fit the racial progressive mold, I suggest white women 
from working-class origins are the most likely candidates to commit racial 
treason in the United States. Nevertheless, I also show that color-blind 
racism has affected even these progressive whites. If color-blind racism 
has affected racial progressives, has it affected blacks, too? Attempting to 
answer this question is the focus of chapter 8. Using DAS data, I contend 
that although blacks have developed an oppositional ideology, color-
blind racism has affected blacks in a mostly indirect fashion. Rather than 
totally controlling blacks’ field of ideas and cognitions, color-blind racism 
has confused some issues, restricted the possibility of discussing others, 
and, overall, blunted the utopian character of blacks’ oppositional views. 
In chapter 9, I challenge the assertions that the United States is still or-
ganized along a biracial divide and posit that the United States is slowly 
moving toward a triracial or “plural” order similar to that found in many 
Latin American and Caribbean countries. In chapter 10, I examine the 
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Obama phenomenon and suggest it is not emblematic of post-racialism 
but part of the color-blind drama I examine in this book. In chapter 11, I 
conclude by assessing the implications of color-blind racism, of the Latin 
Americanization of racial stratification, and of Obamerica for the struggle 
for racial and social justice in this country.

NOTES

1. Even members of these organizations now claim that they are not racist, 
simply pro-white. For David Duke’s discussion on this matter, see his website, 
www.duke.org.

2. Some, such as former president George H. W. Bush, use Dr. King’s dictum to 
oppose affirmative action. Interestingly, when Bush was in Congress, he opposed 
most of the civil rights legislation advocated by King. Furthermore, few whites 
have ever read the speech in which King used this phrase. If they had, they would 
realize that his dream referred to the future, that he emphasized that the “Negro 
[was] still not free.” King also emphasized that there could not be peace without 
justice. In his words, “There will be neither rest nor tranquility in America until 
the Negro is granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt will continue 
to shake the foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges.” See 
Martin Luther King Jr., A Call to Conscience: The Landmark Speeches of Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., edited by Clayborne Carson and Kris Shephard (New York: Intel-
lectual Properties Management, in association with Warner Books, 2001).

3. These views have been corroborated in survey after survey. For instance, a 
recent nationwide survey found that 66 percent of whites thought the disadvan-
taged status of blacks in America was due to blacks’ welfare dependency and 
63 percent thought blacks lacked the motivation to improve their socioeconomic 
status. Tom W. Smith, “Intergroup Relations in Contemporary America,” in In-
tergroup Relations in the United States: Research Perspectives, edited by Wayne Win-
borne and Renae Cohen, 69–106 (New York: National Conference for Community 
and Justice, 2000).

4. This phrase was made popular by Rodney King immediately after his first 
trial. Curiously, the phrase was provided to King by his white lawyer and a movie 
producer. See Houston A. Baker, “Scene . . . Not Heard,” in Reading Rodney King, 
Reading Urban Uprising, edited by Robert Gooding-Williams, 38–50 (New York: 
Routledge, 1993), 45.

5. This term was coined in Joe R. Feagin and Hernán Vera, White Racism: The 
Basics (New York: Routledge, 1995), to refer to whites’ myths about race in con-
temporary America, particularly their self-delusions.

6. See Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro, Black Wealth/White Wealth (New 
York: Routledge, 1995). See also Juliane Malveaux, “Black Dollar Power: Econom-
ics in the Black Community,” Essence 10 (October 1999): 88–92; John Goering (ed.), 
Fragile Rights in Cities (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007), and Thomas M. 
Shapiro, The Hidden Cost of Being African American: How Wealth Perpetuates Inequal-
ity (London: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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 7. For a vivid description of the educational inequalities between blacks and 
whites, see Jonathan Kozol, Savage Inequalities (New York: Crown, 1992). For a dis-
cussion of resegregation and its consequences, see Gary Orfield, Susan Eaton, and 
the Harvard Project on School Desegregation, Dismantling Desegregation: The Quiet 
Reversal of Brown v. Board of Education (New York: New York Press, 1996). For a 
discussion of racial matters in “integrated” campuses, see Joe R. Feagin, Hernán 
Vera, and Nikitah Imani, The Agony of Education: Black Students at White Colleges 
and Universities (New York: Routledge, 1996); and chapter 2 in Roy Brooks, Inte-
gration or Separation? A Strategy for Racial Equality (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1996).

 8. William J. Collins and Robert A. Margo, “Race and the Value of Owner-
Occupied Housing, 1940–1990,” Working Papers Series (Annandale-on-Hudson, 
N.Y.: Bard College, Levy Economics Institute, August 2000).

 9. Douglas Massey and Nancy E. Denton, American Apartheid (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993); John Yinger, Closed Doors, Opportunities 
Lost: The Continuing Costs of Housing Discrimination (New York: Russell Sage Foun-
dation, 1995); Judith N. Desena, “Local Gatekeeping Practices and Residential 
Segregation,” Sociological Inquiry 64, no. 3 (1994): 307–21.

10. Joe R. Feagin and Melvin Sikes, Living with Racism: The Black Middle-Class 
Experience (Boston: Beacon, 1994); Peter Siegelman, “Racial Discrimination in ‘Ev-
eryday’ Commercial Transactions: What Do We Know . . . ,” in A National Report 
Card on Discrimination in America: The Role of Testing, edited by Michael Fix and 
Margery Austin Turner, chapter 4 (Washington, D.C.: Urban Institute, March 
1999).

11. Oliver and Shapiro, Black Wealth/White Wealth; Siegelman, “Racial Discrimi-
nation.”

12. Katheryn K. Russell, The Color of Crime (New York: New York University 
Press, 1998).

13. David A. Harris, Driving While Black: Racial Profiling on Our Nation’s High-
ways, Special Report (New York: American Civil Liberties Union, June 1999).

14. Derrick Bell, Race, Racism and American Law (Boston: Little, Brown, 1992).
15. The work of William A. Ryan and Joel Kovel represent early efforts to un-

derstand the parameters of post–civil rights racial ideology. See William A. Ryan, 
Blaming the Victim (New York: Random House, 1976); Joel Kovel, White Racism: A 
Psychohistory (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985).

16. Melvin Thomas has found that this perspective deeply affects social science 
research on racial matters. Melvin Thomas, “Anything but Race: The Social Sci-
ence Retreat from Racism,” African American Research Perspectives 6, no. 1 (Winter 
2000): 79–96.

17. This statement is from the top officer of a cart transport company in Chi-
cago. William Julius Wilson, When Work Disappears (New York: Norton, 1996), 112.

18. These comments are from a resident of Canarsie, New York. Jonathan Rie-
der, Canarsie: The Jews and Italians of Brooklyn against Liberalism (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1985), 58.

19. See my chapter with Amanda E. Lewis, “The ‘New Racism’: Toward an 
Analysis of the U.S. Racial Structure, 1960–1990s,” in Race, Nation, and Citizenship, 
edited by Paul Wong, 100–150 (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1999). For a more re-
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cent, updated version, see chapter 3 in my White Supremacy and Racism in the Post 
Civil Rights Era (Boulder, Colo.: Rienner, 2001).

20. For general findings on housing matters, see John Yinger, Closed Doors. For 
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INTRODUCTION

The white commonsense view on racial matters is that racists are few 
and far between, that discrimination1 has all but disappeared since the 

1960s, and that most whites are color blind. This view, which emerged 
in the 1970s, has gone viral with the election of Barack Obama as presi-
dent in 2008. Whites seem to be collectively shouting, “We have a black 
president, so we are finally beyond race!” (see chapter 10 for a discus-
sion on Obama, the new racism, and color blindness). This new common 
sense is not totally without foundation (e.g., traditional racial practices 
and exclusion as well as Jim Crow–based racist beliefs have decreased in 
significance), but it is ultimately false. What has happened is that white 
supremacy in the United States (i.e., the racial structure of America) has 
changed. Today “new racism” practices have emerged that are more 
sophisticated and subtle than those typical of the Jim Crow era. Yet, as I 
will argue, these practices are as effective as the old ones in maintaining 
the racial status quo. In this chapter, I trace the evolution of these new 
structures of racial domination to show how racial inequality is perpetu-
ated in a color-blind world. I begin this chapter with a brief description of 
how this new racial structure (the new racism) came about. Against this 
backdrop, I survey the evidence of how black-white racial inequality is 
produced and reproduced in the United States in four areas: social, politi-
cal, social control, and economic. The evidence is perused from 1960 until 
the present with the goal of examining the mechanisms and practices that 
keep minorities “in their place.” I conclude the chapter with a discussion 

2

The New Racism
The U.S. Racial Structure Since the 1960s
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of some of the social, political, and legal repercussions of the new racial 
structure of America. 

The argument that race and racism have “decreased in significance” in 
contemporary America was made prominent in the late 1970s by black 
sociologist William Julius Wilson.2 This view is consistent with survey 
data on white attitudes since the early 1960s3 as well as with many demo-
graphic and economic studies comparing the status of whites and blacks 
in terms of income, occupations, health, and education that suggest that a 
remarkable reduction in racial inequality has occurred in America.4 

A smaller number of social scientists, on the other hand, believe that 
race continues to play a role similar to the one it played in the past.5 For 
these authors, little has changed in America in terms of racism and there 
is a general pessimism in the prospects of changing the racial status of mi-
norities. Although this is a minority viewpoint in academia, it represents 
the perception of many members of minority communities, especially of 
the black community. 

These opinions about the changing import of race and racism in the 
United States are based on a narrowly defined notion of racism. For these 
analysts, racism is fundamentally an ideological or attitudinal phenom-
enon. In contrast, as I stated in the previous chapter, I regard racism 
as a structure, that is, as a network of social relations at social, political, 
economic, and ideological levels that shapes the life chances of the vari-
ous races. What social scientists define as racism is conceptualized in this 
framework as racial ideology. Racism (racial ideology) helps to glue and, 
at the same time, organize the nature and character of race relations in a 
society. From this vantage point, rather than arguing about whether the 
significance of race has declined, increased, or not changed at all, the issue 
at hand is assessing if a transformation has occurred in the racial structure 
of the United States. It is my contention that despite the profound changes 
that occurred in the 1960s, a new racial structure—the new racism for 
short—is operating, which accounts for the persistence of racial inequal-
ity.

The elements that comprise this new racial structure are

1. the increasingly covert nature of racial discourse and racial practices; 
2.  the avoidance of racial terminology and the ever-growing claim by 

whites that they experience “reverse racism”; 
3.  the elaboration of a racial agenda over political matters that eschews 

direct racial references;
4.  the invisibility of most mechanisms to reproduce racial inequality; 

and, finally, 
5.  the rearticulation of some racial practices characteristic of the Jim 

Crow period of race relations.
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I begin this chapter with a brief description of how this new racial 
structure (new racism) came about. Against this backdrop, I survey the 
evidence of how black-white racial inequality is produced and repro-
duced in the United States in several areas: social, political, economic, and 
ideological. The evidence is perused from 1960 until the present with the 
goal of examining the mechanisms and practices that keep minorities “in 
their place.” I conclude the chapter with a discussion of some of the social, 
political, and legal repercussions of the new racial structure of America.

 Before I move forward, I must state one important caveat. Although 
I hold that the dominant form of racism now practiced is a subtle one, 
this does not mean I am blind to the vulgar explicit racism now in vogue 
among the “Tea Party” and others on the right. Racial regimes may 
change, but that transformation is never complete and remnants of the 
old-fashioned Jim Crow racism are clearly resurgent. This resurgence 
is important and clearly influences the life chances of people of color; 
however, I contend that it is not the core of the system and the practices 
responsible for reproducing racial domination today. 

THE EMERGENCE OF A NEW RACIAL STRUCTURE IN THE 1960s

Blacks were kept in a subordinate position during the Jim Crow period 
of race relations through a variety of bluntly racist practices. At the eco-
nomic level, blacks were restricted to menial jobs by the joint effort of 
planters, corporations, and unions. Hence it is not surprising that in 1890 
87 percent of blacks worked as either agricultural workers or domes-
tics or in personal service (see table 2.1 below). In the South, they were 
mostly tenant farmers and this was accomplished through vagrancy and 
apprenticeship laws, restrictions on the right of blacks to buy land and 
to work in certain occupations, debt imprisonment, and the convict lease 
system.6 In the North, the exclusionary practices of managers and unions 

Table 2.1.  Distribution of Blacks by Occupations, 1890  

Industry Number Percent

Agriculture 1,728,325 56.2
Domestic and Personal Service 956,754 31.1
Manufacturing 208,374  6.8
Trade and Transportation 145,717  4.8
Professionals 33,994  1.1

Source: Lorenzo J. Greene and Carter Godwin Woodson, The Negro Wage Earner (Washington, D.C.: As-
sociation for the Study of Negro Life and History, 1930), p. 37, table 10.
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kept them in unskilled occupations with very little chance for occupa-
tional mobility.7 Thus, rather than a split labor market, “most blacks in 
the South between 1865 and 1900 were not yet in a position to compete 
directly with whites for the same occupations.”8 As tenant workers, they 
were “reduced to the status of a serf” and cheated by white landlords in a 
variety of ways. As industrial workers in the North, they were located at 
the bottom of the well with little chance for occupational mobility. 

The economic position of blacks did not change much until well into 
the twentieth century. It was not until after WWI, which created a labor 
shortage in the industrial North, that many blacks migrated from the 
South and joined the ranks of the working class.9 Yet this transition from 
agricultural to industrial jobs did not break the Jim Crow pattern of em-
ployment. Spero and Harris contend that although there was no wage 
discrimination between blacks and whites in the North, blacks earned 
less than whites because they were concentrated in low-skill jobs: The jobs 
into which the Negroes went were usually those that native Americans 
and Americanized foreign-born white labor did not want. This largely 
accounts for the almost-spectacular increase in the proportion of Negroes 
in the iron and steel foundries, where the work is dirty, hot, and unpleas-
ant.10

At the social level, the rules of the new racial order emerged slowly 
given that the War and the Reconstruction (1865–1877) shook the rules 
of racial engagement and challenged the place of blacks in society. The 
transition from slavery to Jim Crow was characterized by inconsistency 
and no generally accepted code of racial mores. Slavery did not require 
either a very sophisticated and specific set of rules to preserve “social 
distance” or an elaborate racial ideology (racism) because of the thorough 
differences of status among the races. But as blacks became free, they 
posed a threat to white supremacy. Slowly but surely segregationist laws 
and practices emerged after 1865 and were solidified by the 1880s with 
the enactment of Jim Crow laws all over the South. These laws involved 
the disenfranchisement of blacks, racial separation in public accommoda-
tions, segregation in housing, schools, the workplace, and in other areas 
to insure white supremacy. C. Vann Woodward describes the extent of 
these laws in the following manner:

The extremes to which caste penalties and separation were carried in parts of 
the South could hardly find a counterpart short of the latitudes of India and 
South Africa. . . . Curfew . . . separate phone booths . . . separate books and 
storage of books in public schools . . . South Carolina separated the mulatto 
caste of prostitutes, and even “Ray Stannard Baker found Jim Crow Bibles 
for Negro witnesses in Atlanta and Jim Crow elevators for Negro passengers 
in Atlanta buildings.”11
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Politically, blacks were virtually disenfranchised in the South and were 
almost totally dependent on white politicians in the North. In the South, 
poll taxes, literacy tests, and outright coercive strategies restrained their 
political options. In the North, black politicians were subordinate to white 
ethnic political machineries and did not represent much for their own 
communities.12 

In terms of social control, blacks in the South were regulated by the 
actions of individual whites, violent racist organizations such as the Ku 
Klux Klan, mob violence in the form of lynching, and the lack of en-
forcement of the laws of the land by state agencies. In the North, blacks 
suffered less from these practices largely because they were extremely 
residentially segregated and, thus, did not pose a “threat” to whites. 
However, whenever blacks “crossed the line,” whites erupted in violence 
such as during the race riots of the late 1910s.13 

Finally, in consonance with the above practices, racial ideology during 
the Jim Crow period of race relations was explicitly racist. Without ques-
tion, most whites believed that minorities were intellectually and morally 
inferior, that they should be kept apart, and that whites should not mix 
with any of them.14 

The apartheid that blacks15 experienced in the United States was 
predicated on (1) keeping them in rural areas, mostly in the South, (2) 
maintaining them as agricultural workers, and (3) excluding them from 
the political process. However, as blacks successfully challenged their 
socioeconomic position by migrating initially from rural areas to urban 
areas in the South and later to the North and West, by pushing themselves 
by whatever means necessary into nonagricultural occupations, and 
by developing political organizations and movements like Garveyism, 
the NAACP, CORE, the National Urban League, the Southern Regional 
Council, and the CIC, the infrastructure of racial apartheid began to 
crumble.16 Among the other factors leading to the abolition of the segre-
gationist order, the most significant were the participation of blacks in 
World War I and World War II, which patently underscored the contra-
diction between fighting for freedom abroad and lacking it at home; the 
Cold War, which made it a necessity to eliminate overt discrimination at 
home in order to sell the United States as the champion of democracy; and 
a number of judicial decisions, legislative acts, and presidential decrees 
that transpired since the 1940s.17 

The aforementioned political, social, and economic processes occurred 
in a fast-changing U.S. political economy. From 1920 until 1940, the North 
expanded its industrialization process at a furious pace. After WWII the 
South industrialized at an even more dramatic pace. Many Northern in-
dustries moved South in search of lower production costs and have con-
tinued doing so.18 Hence today over 70 percent of the Southern labor force 
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is engaged in nonagricultural pursuits. This industrialization process 
provided the pull factor for blacks to move from the rural South, which, 
coupled with the push factor of escaping the violence of Jim Crow and the 
demise in agricultural jobs, created the optimal conditions for the “great 
migration.”19 Although the 1.8 million blacks who migrated between 
1910 and 1940 from the South to the North and West faced severe racial 
practices and economic constraints from white workers, labor unions, and 
whites in general, the North provided them expanded opportunities in all 
realms of life. This great migration continued between 1940 and 1970 as 
4.4 million more blacks left the South.20

The impact of this migration was enormous on the overall condition 
of blacks. By 1970 blacks were geographically diffused throughout the 
United States; 80 percent were urban dwellers and had achieved a higher 
rate of urbanization than whites; they had increased their education and 
developed a small but thriving middle class; social and political organiza-
tions flourished and became training ground for many black leaders; by 
virtue of their new geographic dispersion, blacks increasingly became a 
national group; and they were able to develop a new consciousness, new 
attitudes, and a new view on how to deal with racial discrimination, char-
acterized by Gunnar Myrdal as the “protest motive.”21 

Even in the South, the social, political, and cultural condition of blacks 
improved somewhat with the early process of industrialization. And, af-
ter the 1960s, even their economic condition changed as the top business 
elite abandoned all-out discrimination because of the adverse economic 
effects created by violence and protest demonstrations. According to Mel-
vin M. Lehman, this pattern was reinforced by northern industrial capital 
that had penetrated the South, making the “southern system of brutality, 
social discrimination, and legalized (or extra-legalized) persecution . . . 
more and more economically and politically dysfunctional.”22 

To be clear, neither urbanization nor industrialization were nonracial 
“rational” progressive forces in themselves. Both northern and southern 
capitalists accommodated racial practices in their hiring, company poli-
cies, and daily activities. In the case of southern capitalists, industrializa-
tion became a necessity with the progressive decline of its agricultural 
economy. Although southern capitalists were able to maintain Jim Crow 
and industrialization for over fifty years (1890s to 1950s), by the mid-
1950s it became clear that they could not coexist peacefully. Blacks in the 
North had acquired enough political muscle to push the federal govern-
ment to do something about their civil rights. After the Brown decision of 
1954 and its rejection by most of the South, instability and protests spread 
all over the South. Such instability was anathema for attracting capital. 
Therefore, the business elite, reluctantly and gradually, developed an 
accommodation with the new policies. In the North, the accommoda-
tion began much earlier in the 1920s, 1930s, and particularly after WWII, 
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and involved the subordinate incorporation of blacks in industry. This 
accommodation, although progressive, maintained the view that blacks 
were inferior workers and kept them in the bottom of the occupational 
hierarchy. The views of northern managers were typified by a “progres-
sive” manager who in the 1950s commented that “Negroes, basically and 
as a group, with only rare exceptions, are not as well trained for higher 
skills and jobs as whites. They appear to be excellent for work, usually 
unskilled, that requires stamina and brawn—and little else. They are un-
reliable and cannot adjust to the demands of the factory.”23 Views like this 
continue to plague American capitalists in the post-1960 period.24 What 
industrialization and urbanization did for blacks was to provide a new 
context for struggle that made the southern Jim Crow system impossible 
to maintain in the face of black opposition. (Interested parties should see 
the similarities between this case in the United States and the collapse of 
Apartheid in South Africa. There the enlightened segment of the business 
elite decided to meet with leaders of the ANC in the late 1980s to discuss 
a possible solution to the sociopolitical crisis. They did so because of the 
pressure of international economic sanctions, anti-divestment campaigns, 
and boycotts to South African products.25 Hence, for the elite, that matter 
was not black and white but green!) 

These demographic, social, political, and economic factors and the ac-
tions of blacks made change almost inevitable. But ripe conditions are 
not enough to change any structural order. Hence, the racial order had to 
be directly challenged if it was going to be effectively transformed. That 
was the role fulfilled by the civil rights movement and the other forms of 
mass protest by blacks (so-called race riots) that took place in the 1960s 
and 1970s. Organized and spontaneous challenges were the catalysts that 
brought down overt segregation. 

Yet the demise of Jim Crow did not mean the end of racism in America. 
Many analysts noted that “racism” (as usually defined) and race rela-
tions acquired instead a new character since the 1960s. They point to 
the increasingly covert nature of racial discourse and racial practices; 
the avoidance of racial terminology in racial conflicts by whites; and the 
elaboration of a racial agenda over political matters (e.g., state interven-
tion, individual rights, responsibility, etc.) that eschews direct racial ref-
erences.26 In the following sections I describe the typical discriminatory 
practices of the post–civil rights era. 

INTERRACIAL SOCIAL INTERACTION 
DURING THE NEW RACISM PERIOD

In all areas of social life blacks and whites remain mostly separate and 
disturbingly unequal. A close examination of research in the areas of 
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housing, education, and everyday social interaction reveals startlingly 
little progress since the 1960s. 

Residential Segregation

U.S. Census 2000 data indicates that residential segregation has declined 
for the third straight decade. During the 1990s, segregation declined in 272 
metropolitan statistical areas and increased in 19 areas; however, black-
white segregation remained high in the older Rust-Belt metropolitan 
areas and increased during the 1990s in the suburbs. Furthermore, blacks 
are still more segregated than any other racial or ethnic group—segrega-
tion that they have experienced longer than any other group—and are 
segregated at every income level.27 The black poor, in particular, suffer 
the greatest degree of “hypersegregation” from the rest of America, and 
this pattern of extreme isolation has remained the same through the last 
one-third century. In their book, American Apartheid, Massey and Denton 
measure the block-level indices of residential segregation of thirty met-
ropolitan areas from 1940 to 1980. The index of residential segregation 
for the North is around 80 and for the South around 70 (an index of 100 
indicates total segregation and one of 0, no segregation at all). Even with 
a steady decline in most of the metropolitan areas included, levels are still 
extremely high, especially in the northern cities. In addition the level of 
black isolation has improved little since the 1970s. The average level of 
isolation was close to 66 percent in 1980 and no metropolitan area had an 
isolation index under 50 percent. In 2000, national black isolation was 65 
percent and remained 80 percent or higher in cities such as Detroit, New-
ark, and Chicago. Due to higher white flight of families with children to 
segregated suburbs, white children are the most segregated (68.3 percent) 
by neighborhood.28

Some demographic data suggests that residential segregation is de-
clining. U.S. Census 2010 data indicates that residential segregation has 
declined for the fourth straight decade. Although many of these types 
of indices are used as if they were sophisticated measures, the reality 
is otherwise, as these indices essentially rely on “simple numerical and 
percentage comparisons of the numbers and proportions of persons in 
each race/ethnicity group in a population.”29 Scholars have pointed to the 
problem of unmeasured segregation because of the scale of census tracts. 
More fundamentally, however, I suggest that “racial contacts” do not 
mean substantive integration, since there are significant forms of racism 
compatible with “physical closeness.” The apparent “integration” noted 
in some settings may have more to do with poverty and falling incomes 
of poor whites or simply the restructuring of urban space than as a result 
of meaningful racial integration. 
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The costs to blacks of residential segregation are high; they are likely 
to pay more for housing in a limited market, likely to have lower-quality 
housing, less likely to own their housing, likely to live in areas where 
employment is difficult to find, and likely to have to contend with pre-
maturely depreciated housing.30 Segregation makes it unlikely that poor 
blacks will be able to escape poverty. For instance, 72 percent of black 
Americans born into the lowest economic quartile of neighborhoods re-
side in poor areas as adults, compared with only 40 percent of whites.31 
Furthermore, race is also the most salient predictor of intergenerational 
downward residential mobility, with “the odds of downward mobility 3.6 
times as large as the odds for whites.”32 The big difference is in how seg-
regation is accomplished today. In the Jim Crow era the housing industry 
used overtly discriminatory practices such as real estate agents employ-
ing outright refusal or subterfuge to avoid renting or selling to black 
customers, federal government redlining policies, overtly discriminatory 
insurance and lending practices, and racially restrictive covenants on 
housing deeds in order to maintain segregated communities. In contrast, 
in the post–civil rights era, covert behaviors have replaced these practices 
and maintained the same outcome—separate communities. 

Many studies have detailed the obstacles that minorities face from gov-
ernment agencies, real estate agents, money lenders, and white residents 
that continue to limit their housing options.33 Housing audits done in 
many locations reveal that blacks and Latinos are denied available hous-
ing from 35 to 75 percent of the time depending on the city in question.34 
Turner, Struyk, and Yinger, in reporting the results of the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development’s Housing Discrimination Study, found 
that blacks and Latinos experienced discrimination in approximately half 
of their efforts to rent or buy housing. Yinger, in a separate article, re-
ported that the average incidence of discrimination for audit studies is 47 
percent. These housing studies have shown that when paired with similar 
white counterparts, blacks are likely to be shown fewer apartments, be 
quoted higher rents, or offered worse conditions, and be steered to spe-
cific neighborhoods. Using a similar procedure in a 2000 audit of housing 
racial practices in twenty-three U.S. metropolitan areas, Turner and col-
leagues report that although there was improvement since the 1989 audit, 
whites continued to be given more information about potential rentals 
and were shown more available housing units in both the rental and 
sales markets. The study also showed a significant increase in geographic 
steering that perpetuated segregation, predominantly through real estate 
agent editorializing.35

In one study of lending practices done by the Kentucky Human Rights 
Commission, black and white testers with equal characteristics requested 
conventional mortgages for the same housing from ten of the top lending 
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institutions in Louisville, and while there were cases in which discrimi-
nation was apparent (blacks having trouble getting appointments, etc.), 
in the eighty-five visits made to inquire about loans, none of the black 
testers (with one exception) knew they were being discriminated against, 
though all of them were. Blacks were given less information, less encour-
agement to return and apply for the loan, fewer helpful hints as to how 
to successfully obtain a loan, and differential treatment in prequalify-
ing—sometimes being told they would not qualify when whites of the 
same profile were told they would. Similar studies done in Chicago and 
New York revealed discrimination in seven out of ten lending institu-
tions in Chicago and in the one institution studied in New York City.36 
National data from the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act shows that black 
applicants are denied mortgages at least twice as frequently as whites 
of the same income and gender. Finally, a study by the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Boston found that after controlling for a number of variables, 
blacks on average are denied loans 60 percent more times than whites.37 
In an overview of mortgage loan practices during the 1990s, Turner and 
Skidmore report that blacks received less information from loan officers, 
were quoted higher interest rates, and suffered higher loan denial rates. 
Much of the gain in home ownership among African Americans in the 
1990s was achieved through subprime lenders who offer usurious rates, 
due in large part to the continued practice of redlining of black neighbor-
hoods by mainstream lenders. It is these same subprime mortgages that 
have caused the recent mortgage crisis to impact minorities more severely 
than whites.38 

The racial practices of banks did not proceed in a color-blind fashion, 
as black neighborhoods were actively targeted for higher-interest loans. 
For instance, Wells Fargo recently settled a lawsuit with the NAACP for 
$175 million. The suit alleged that customers were steered toward higher-
interest subprime loans—called “ghetto loans” for “mud people” within 
the organization. Although Wells Fargo has been a high-profile fall guy 
for this racist practice, the evidence suggests that banks routinely engage 
in discriminatory lending. Further, this lending is not based upon blacks 
having worse economic profiles, as higher-income blacks were more 
likely to be steered toward subprime loans.39 

Education

The history of black-white education in this country is one of substantive 
inequities maintained through public institutions. While today many of 
the traditional barriers to black advancement have been outlawed, the sit-
uation is by no means one of equity. Although scholars have documented 
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the narrowing of the gap in the quantity of education attained by blacks 
and whites, little has been said about the persisting gap in the quality of 
education received.40 Still remaining (and in some cases worsening) high 
levels of de facto segregation are at least partly to blame for the gap in 
quality. However, tracking, differential assignment to special education, 
and other informal school practices are important factors too.

Over 30 percent of black students attend schools that are 95 percent 
or more nonwhite and over 30 percent of white students attend schools 
that are less than 95 percent white. In the 1998–1999 school year, 36.5 
percent of blacks attended schools that were at least 90 percent nonwhite 
and 70.2 percent of blacks attended schools that were at least 50 percent 
nonwhite. Despite some progress during the period immediately after 
1964, the level of school segregation for black students remains relatively 
high in all regions and has deteriorated in the Northeast and Midwest 
regions. The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University reports a trend 
beginning in 1986 toward resegregation of U.S. schools. As a consequence 
of resegregation during the decade of the 1990s, U.S. schools were more 
segregated in the 2000–2001 school year than in 1970. The relevance of 
this fact is that, as Gary Orfield has noted, “Segregated schools are still 
profoundly unequal.” Inner-city minority schools, in sharp contrast to 
white suburban schools, lack decent buildings, are overcrowded, have 
outdated equipment—if they have equipment at all—do not have enough 
textbooks for their students, lack library resources, are technologically 
behind, and pay their teaching and administrative staff less, which pro-
duces, despite exceptions, a low level of morale. According to Jonathon 
Kozol these “savage inequalities,” have been directly related to lower 
reading achievement and learning attained by black students and their 
limited computer skills.41

In integrated schools, blacks still have to contend with discrimina-
tory practices. Oakes and her coauthors have found clear evidence of 
discriminatory practices in tracking within schools. Whites (and Asians) 
are considerably (and statistically significantly) more likely to be placed 
in the academic track than comparably achieving African American and 
Latino students.42 Another study found that of the 1985 students who 
took the SAT, 65.1 percent of blacks compared to 81.2 percent of whites 
were enrolled in an academic track. No wonder black students tend to 
score lower on the SAT than white students. (As of early 2013, a new 
book by Amanda E. Lewis and John B. Diamond titled Despite the Best 
Intentions: Why Racial Inequality Thrives in Good Schools is about to be 
published by Oxford documenting exactly what happens in so-called 
integrated schools to minority students. So check this book out when it 
hits the bookstores.)
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Other Areas of Social Life

A brief survey of research in other areas of social life reveals persistent 
discrimination, unequal treatment, and, in some cases, exclusion. In terms 
of intermarriage, blacks are less likely than any other racial or ethnic 
group to intermarry. This is one of the few areas where whites still openly 
express reservations in surveys.43 In 1993, only 0.4 percent of all new mar-
riages were black-white unions.44 Furthermore, while a recent publication 
from the Pew Research Center stated that “a record 14.6 percent of all new 
marriages in the United States were between spouses of a different race or 
ethnicity,” only 9 percent of whites married nonwhites in 2008.45 Not only 
are over 90 percent of whites marrying other whites, but also additional 
research shows that intermarriage rates among Latinos and Asians has 
actually decreased since 1980.46 In addition to whites’ negative attitudes 
toward interracial relationships, the high level of residential segregation 
and the limited friendships between blacks and whites contribute to this 
low rate of intermarriage. Research by Jackman and Crane showed that 
only 9.4 percent of whites could name one good black friend. This led 
them to conclude that very few whites “could rightly claim that ‘some of 
their best friends’ are black.”47

In the realm of everyday life, several recent works have attempted to 
examine the daily experiences blacks have with racism. In his interviews 
of middle-class blacks who have supposedly “made it,” Ellis Cose re-
peatedly discovered a sense among these “successful blacks” that they 
were being continually blocked and constrained in ways that make it 
impossible to hold anyone accountable. Black executives, lawyers, and 
bankers repeatedly reported a feeling of being second class, of having a 
constant nagging sense that they were being treated differently despite 
doing everything they were supposed to do. In one series of examples 
Cose reports experiences of job tracking in which blacks are only given 
those jobs that dealt with “minority concerns” and that were seen as ei-
ther unimportant or undesirable. Cose quotes many of his interviewees 
discussing the feeling of being susceptible to being “stripped of status at 
a moment’s notice” by a store clerk, a cab driver, the waiter at a restau-
rant, a security guard, and so on.48 Feagin and McKinney point out that 
the chronic stress and “justified rage” resulting from these mistreatments 
costs African Americans psychologically, creates loss of personal energy, 
and affects their physical health.49

In 1981 Howard Schuman and his coauthors replicated a 1950 study 
of restaurants in New York’s Upper East Side and found a substantial 
amount of discrimination remained. Similar to the housing audits, the 
discrimination was of a subtle nature. Black patrons were refused use of 
the coatroom, they were seated in either isolated places or undesirable 
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locations like near the kitchen, orders were reversed, and service workers 
were flustered by a black presence. A recent review of the literature on 
discrimination in the service industry shows that these practices continue. 
People of color are referred to using code words such as “Canadian,” 
“cousins,” “moolies,” “black tops,” and even “white people” to signal 
among servers that they are undesirable patrons. The problem doesn’t 
end at nasty names, however, with servers unwilling to serve black pa-
trons, extended waiting periods when tables are open, and instructions 
from managers to treat blacks poorly.50 Importantly, much of the evidence 
of this type of behavior comes from reports from waiters, and people of 
color subjected to these racial practices are left to wonder if this behavior 
is indeed race-based. Lawrence Otis Graham reports in his book Member 
of the Club that in ten of New York’s best restaurants he and his friends 
visited, they were stared at, mistaken for restaurant workers, seated in 
terrible spots, and buffered so as to avoid proximity to whites in most of 
them. Actually, Otis Graham reports that they were treated reasonably 
well in only two of the ten restaurants, one Russian and the other French. 
The suits recently filed against Denny’s, Shoney’s, and the International 
House of Pancakes seem to suggest that restaurants’ racial practices dis-
criminate against blacks of all class backgrounds.51

Joe R. Feagin and Melvin P. Sikes also document the dense network of 
discriminatory practices confronted by middle-class blacks in everyday life. 
Although they correctly point out that blacks face discriminatory practices 
that range from overt and violent to covert and gentle, the latter seem to be 
prevalent. In public spaces the discriminatory behavior described by black 
interviewees included poor service, special requirements applied only to 
them, surveillance in stores, being ignored at retail stores selling expensive 
commodities, receiving the worst accommodations in restaurants or hotels, 
being confused constantly with menial workers, along with the usual but 
seemingly less frequent epithets and overtly racist behavior. 

More recently, a body of work on racial “microaggressions” chronicles 
how minorities can be subtly put down in many cross-race interactions. 
These may be a proto-typical example of the way the new racism oper-
ates, as microaggressions can be crimes of omission (i.e., an environment 
only displays symbols such as photos or reading material relevant to the 
dominant white culture) or of commission, as when one implies that a mi-
nority is unqualified for a job or admission to school, and is only present 
because of affirmative action. Importantly, the content of these messages 
is almost always devoid of overt racial appeals, allowing the perpetrator 
to maintain that they are neutral. This makes it very difficult for people 
of color to respond to this type of aggression. These microagressions can 
have a serious affect on the lives of people of color, as this kind of hostility 
has been tied to a number of negative health outcomes.52 
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The Continuing Racial Economic Inequality

The economic life of blacks has always been influenced by structured 
racial inequality. A substantial body of literature on white-black employ-
ment differences has documented the influence of labor-market discrimi-
nation, wage differentials, occupational segmentation, as well as income 
and wealth inequalities and explaining racially differential economic out-
comes.53 Despite well-documented disparities between blacks and whites, 
many social scientists focused their attention on the growth of the black 
middle class. Some of them projected the “success” of this segment to the 
entire community, creating an image of general economic progress. To be 
sure, blacks have experienced significant progress in several areas of their 
economic life over the past four decades (the economic standing of black 
women vis-à-vis white women, the opening of jobs that were reserved 
for whites, the development of the significant middle class, etc.). Yet their 
overall economic situation relative to whites has not advanced much.54 

THE POLITICAL STRUCTURE OF THE NEW RACIAL ORDER

Almost all commentators on black politics recognize that blacks became 
serious participants in “legitimate” politics very recently.55 But since 1965, 
as blacks were able to register and vote, their representation in local and 
national political structures has increased dramatically. The data on this 
point is fairly clear. Whereas in 1970 there were only 1,460 black elected 
officials at all levels of the U.S. political system, by 1989 the total had 
increased to 7,226, and in the early 1990s their number reached 8,000.56 
Moreover, by 1990 “blacks held elective positions in every state except 
Idaho, Montana, and North Dakota.”57 In Congress there has been an 
increase in the number of African American elected officials from ten, or 
1.9 percent of the members of Congress in 1970, to twenty-six, or 5.8 per-
cent of the total in 1991. The 113th Congress has been hailed as the most 
diverse in history. However, the Senate has a total of five people of color, 
leaving the senate an overwhelmingly white body, with white men being 
68 percent of the total in the house.58 Furthermore, a point that I make 
below, among the people of color in Congress, several are antiminority 
minorities such as Florida’s Marco Rubio and South Carolina’s Tim Scott. 
As is the case with conservatives such as Supreme Court justice Clarence 
Thomas, these politicians are out of touch with the views, goals, and as-
pirations of most people of color. 

Overall, the changes in this area give the impression of substantial 
progress and the beginning of a truly pluralist America.59 The new po-
litical space that blacks have gained has without question provided them 
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with some benefits. Today blacks have some direct—although small—in-
fluence in policies, have sensitized white politicians about the needs of 
blacks not only through their policy suggestions but also simply by their 
presence, and have established a direct link between government and citi-
zenship. In terms of the cities where blacks have been elected as mayors, 
some commentators have pointed out that “African American–owned 
businesses expand, the rate of small business failure declines, and there 
are significant increases in both the number and proportions of African 
Americans employed in city government.”60 But despite these accom-
plishments, blacks remain a subordinate group in the political system. 
What follows is a discussion of the current limitations that blacks face in 
the political system. 

Structural Barriers to the Election of Black Politicians

Racial gerrymandering, multimember legislative districts, election run-
offs, annexation of predominantly white areas, at-large district elections, 
and anti-single-shot devices (disallowing concentrating votes in one or 
two candidates in cities using at-large elections) have become standard 
practices to disenfranchise blacks since 1965. All of these tactics attempt 
to either minimize the number of majority-black election districts or 
neutralize their electoral impact by diluting the black vote.61 Except for 
gerrymandering (drawing districts so that minority coalitions waste 
their votes), the mechanisms have the facade of expanding democracy 
and being race-neutral. For instance, at-large districts were initially de-
veloped to weaken political machines by diluting the ethnic vote, but in 
recent times have become a way of diluting the black vote in cities.62 All 
these procedures are effective because black representation is still de-
pendent upon the existence of black districts. In the 2000 elections, un-
fair voting practices that turned away many black voters were reported 
in over a dozen U.S. states and similar voting irregularities in the 2004 
elections disenfranchised voters in predominantly black communities. 
Similarly, in the 2012 elections right-wing groups attacked the voting 
rights of blacks through voter ID laws in a number of states. Since 2003, 
thirty-four states have implemented voter ID laws63 that are similar to 
the poll taxes and literacy requirements under Jim Crow. Although it 
is claimed these laws are race-neutral, research from the University of 
Delaware showed that racial animus was the best predictor of support 
for the law, regardless of political party. Some of the legislatures, such 
as those in Florida and Pennsylvania, implemented these laws despite 
openly claiming that voter fraud was not a problem, but they hoped that 
their implementation would suppress black turnout, giving the election 
to Romney.64 
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Furthermore, the very structure of Congress and the rules of the game 
impose limits on what blacks can accomplish there even in the best of all 
possible scenarios. As John C. Berg has argued,

Congress has an internal structure, and positions in this structure give an 
advantage to those who hold them, but this advantage is biased; it is not 
equally available to the powerless and the powerful. Throughout America’s 
brief history, when representatives of oppressed groups have used the ac-
commodationist strategy, that strategy has failed. They have climbed pa-
tiently up the ladder of congressional seniority and committee position, only 
to find that they could not use their new power to effect the changes most 
needed by their constituents.65

Underrepresentation among Elected and Appointed Officials

The best proof that there are still structural barriers to the election of 
blacks is the fact that despite their burgeoning rate of voter registration 
and participation since 1965, black officials still represent 1 to 2 percent of all 
elected officials.66 Even more significant, blacks are substantially under-
represented even in places where they comprise 30 percent or more of 
the entire population.67 The majority of cities with a population of fifty 
thousand or greater with black mayors in 2004 had more than a 40 percent 
black population.68 Only three of the twelve largest cities with a 25 percent 
or more black population have black mayors. New York, Los Angeles, 
Chicago, Houston, and Dallas, which had black mayors in the 1990s, no 
longer do. Black appointees tend to be concentrated in the civil rights 
and social welfare bureaucracies and, in many of the remaining cases, are 
“sanitized” blacks like Justice Thomas or General Colin Powell. 

Why are blacks so underrepresented? Because of the historical ten-
dency of whites of only voting for or appointing white candidates. Thus 
the election and appointment of blacks seem to be circumscribed to lo-
cales in which blacks constitute a substantial segment of the population 
(40 percent or more) or to black candidates who “mainstream” or show 
“moderation.”69

Although many whites would argue that this trend has ended with 
President Obama, the evidence suggests that Obama’s ascendency to the 
presidency is in line with the historical trajectory of black politicians. See 
chapter 10 for an extended discussion of the Obama phenomenon. 

The Limited Possibilities of Elected and Appointed Officials

What is the overall impact of black elected officials and appointees for the 
black community at large? In Congress, because of their relatively small 
numbers, blacks have a very limited role in creating policy. At best, they 
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can shape aspects of legislation to soften the impact on poor minority 
communities and, so far, they have been able to curtail anti–civil rights 
legislation. The record of black appointees, who have been historically 
few, suggests that they tend to have an even more limited role in shap-
ing policy. In addition, there is a disturbing trend of appointing antiblack 
blacks (a trend begun by President Carter), which fits well into our new 
racism argument.70 By appointing conservative blacks to certain positions, 
the political system is symbolically integrated while maintaining policies 
and politics that keep blacks “in their place.” 

The Limited Impact of Elected Black Mayors

Elected black mayors are in a political quandary because of the decline 
of political machines. This decline reduces significantly the “power” of 
the mayoral position since political machines allowed mayors in the past 
to dispense resources to their constituencies. Given that these political 
machines have been replaced by nonpartisan bureaucratic political struc-
tures, the likelihood of a black mayor being able to use his or her position 
for distributing resources has been seriously eroded.71 Moreover, the fi-
nancial crisis of cities limits drastically the projects that mayors can carry 
out as well as their overall independence from the dominant. Further-
more, since cities are controlled by the interests of white business elites, 
elected black mayors are increasingly captive to pro-growth policies 
based on making cities conducive to business investments. These poli-
cies usually imply neglecting the most pressing needs of racial minori-
ties and the poor.72 Moreover, despite the progressive impact that many 
have noted in the black community (appointment of blacks to various 
city positions, increase in the rate of black municipal employees, higher 
responsiveness to the needs of the poor, etc.), most of the benefits have 
not accrued to the black masses. More importantly, the election of black 
mayors, unlike those from white ethnic groups in the past, has not led to 
the institutionalization of “black control in the realms of public and pri-
vate decision making.”73 Thus black mayors become “political managers” 
of cities in which the present economic, social, and political arrangements 
still benefit whites at large, and the elite in particular. 

Electoral Participation as Entrapment

The subordinate incorporation of blacks into electoral politics has reduced 
their options to effect meaningful social change. Historically, blacks have 
advanced in this country through overt protest politics.74 Hence the exten-
sion of universal suffrage to blacks has been a double-edged sword. On 
the one hand, it is one of the most enduring victories of the civil rights 
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movement but on the other hand, it is progressively becoming an obstacle 
for further black progress. Because the number of blacks in significant 
decision-making bodies (House, Senate, etc.) is minuscule, because whites 
still vote largely for white candidates, and because blacks do not have 
enough economic and social resources to utilize formal political rights as 
effectively as whites, electoral politics are restricting the political options 
of blacks in the United States. 

An example of how electoral politics restrict the options of blacks is 
the current political impasse experienced by blacks. They cannot vote 
Republican since that party has become increasingly a pro-white party; 
they cannot fully trust the Democratic party since it has shown in recent 
times a tremendous degree of ambivalence in its commitment to blacks as 
evidenced in the racialized discourse of many leaders on welfare, crime, 
government spending, and affirmative action; and the third-party option, 
advocated by many progressives, is still a farfetched idea with a very 
limited impact among black urban voters. The way out of this impasse 
seems to be through a return to mass protest but it is precisely that type of 
political activity that is incompatible with electoral politics. Hence what 
blacks need is what electoral participation limits. 

Obama’s election is perhaps the best illustration of this point. Since his 
election, many black politicians have complained that he has done little 
to further their legislative agenda. For instance, Maxine Waters, former 
chairperson of the Congressional Black Caucus, criticized Obama for 
ignoring the needs of black communities. These claims are backed up by 
empirical research, as the political scientist Daniel Gillian shows Obama 
has spoken less about race issues than any president since 1961.75 Further-
more, it is clear that Obama’s ability to address racial issues head on has 
been hugely constrained by the trap of electoral politics. The huge public 
outcries after his extremely mild comments on Henry Louis Gates’s im-
proper arrest and Trayvon Martin’s murder show how quickly the media 
and public opinion turn against Obama for appearing concerned about 
racial profiling. (For a full discussion of Obama’s place in the new racism 
order, see chapter 10.) 

”KEEPING THEM IN THEIR PLACE”: 
THE SOCIAL CONTROL OF BLACKS SINCE THE 1960s

All domination is ultimately maintained through social-control strate-
gies. For example, during slavery, whites used the whip, overseers, night 
patrols, and other highly repressive practices along with a number of 
paternalistic ones to keep blacks in their place. After slavery was abol-
ished, whites felt threatened by free blacks; hence, very strict written and 
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unwritten rules of racial contact (the Jim Crow laws) were developed to 
specify “the place” of blacks in the new environment of “freedom.” And, 
as insurance, lynching and other terroristic forms of social control were 
used to guarantee white supremacy. In contrast, as the Jim Crow practices 
have subsided, the control of blacks has been chiefly attained through 
state agencies (police, criminal court system, FBI). Marable describes the 
new system of control as follows:

The informal, vigilante-inspired techniques to suppress Blacks were no lon-
ger practical. Therefore, beginning with the Great Depression, and especially 
after 1945, white racists began to rely almost exclusively on the state appara-
tus to carry out the battle for white supremacy. Blacks charged with crimes 
would receive longer sentences than whites convicted of similar crimes. The 
police forces of municipal and metropolitan areas received a carte blanche in 
their daily acts of brutality against Blacks. The Federal and state government 
carefully monitored Blacks who advocated any kind of social change. Most 
important, capital punishment was used as a weapon against Blacks charged 
and convicted of major crimes. The criminal justice system, in short, became 
a modern instrument to perpetuate white hegemony. Extra-legal lynchings 
were replaced by “legal lynchings” and capital punishment.76

In the following sections of this chapter, I review the available data to 
see how well it fits Marable’s interpretation of the contemporary system 
of control. 

The State as Enforcer of Racial Order

The United States has the highest per capita incarcerated population in 
the world.77 The incarceration rate has risen 600 percent in the past thirty 
years,78 and race influences nearly every aspect of incarceration including 
arrest rates, conviction rates, the probability of post-incarceration employ-
ment, educational opportunities, and marriage outcomes. One in three 
black males born today can expect to spend some portion of his life behind 
bars, and Latinos have seen a 43 percent rise in their incarceration rates since 
1990.79 Data on arrest rates shows that the contrast between black and white 
arrest rates since 1950 has been striking. The black arrest rate increased 
throughout this period, reaching almost one hundred per one thousand by 
1978 compared to thirty-five per one thousand for whites.80 The 1989 data 
suggests that the arrest rate for blacks has stabilized at around eighty to 
ninety per one thousand.81 The implications for the black community are 
astounding. Eight to nine percent of all blacks are arrested every year. This 
means that a substantial number of black families experience the “services” 
of the criminal justice system every year, directly (arrested or incarcerated) 
as well as indirectly (visit to jails, stops by police, etc.). 
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In terms of how many blacks are incarcerated, we find a pattern similar 
to their arrest rates. Although blacks have always been overrepresented 
in the inmate population, as can be seen in table 2.2, this overrepresenta-
tion has skyrocketed since 1960. By 1980, the incarceration rate of blacks 
was six times that of whites. 

The statistics for black youth are even more depressing. Black youth 
aged ten to seventeen, who constitute 15 percent of American youth, 
account for 25 percent of arrests (Bishop 2005). Race differences exist at 
almost every stage of the juvenile justice process: black youth suffer racial 
profiling by police, higher rates of arrest, detention, and court referral, 
are charged with more serious offenses, and are more likely to be placed 
in larger public correctional facilities in contrast to small private group 
homes, foster homes, and drug and alcohol treatment centers.82 “Almost 
one in four Black men aged 20 to 30 are under the supervision of the crim-
inal justice system any given day.”83 The rate of incarceration of blacks 
for criminal offenses is over eight times greater than that of whites, with 

Table 2.2.  Percentage of U.S. Residents and Men in Prison or Jail, by Age, Race, and 
Education, 1980, 2000

All U.S. Residents, Men Aged 18–65 1980 2000

All U.S. Residents  0.2%  0.7%

Men Aged 18–65 
  All  0.7  2.1
  White  0.4  1.0
  Hispanic  1.6  3.3
  Black  3.0  7.9

Men Aged 20–40 
  White  0.6  1.6
  Hispanic  2.1  4.6
  Black  4.8 11.5

Non-college Men Aged 20–40 
  White  0.9  3.2
  Hispanic  2.6  5.5
  Black  6.0 17.0

High-School-Dropout Men Aged 20–40
  White  2.1  6.7
  Hispanic  3.2  6.0
  Black 10.7 32.4

Source: Bruce Western, “The Prison Boom and the Decline of American Citizenship,” Society 44, no. 5 
(2007): 30–36. 
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1 in 20 black men, in contrast to 1 in 180 white men, in prison.84 Hence, 
given these statistics, it is not surprising that today there are more blacks 
aged twenty to twenty-nine under the supervision of the criminal justice 
system (incarcerated, on parole, or on probation) than in college.

This dramatic increase in black incarceration has been attributed to 
legislative changes in the penal codes and the “get tough” attitude in law 
enforcement fueled by white fear of black crime. Furthermore, the fact 
that blacks are disproportionately convicted and receive longer sentences 
than whites for similar crimes contributes to their overrepresentation 
among the penal population. For example, “according to the Federal 
Judicial Center, in 1990 the average sentences for blacks on weapons and 
drug charges were 49 percent longer than those for whites who had com-
mitted and been convicted of the same crimes—and that disparity has 
been rising over time.”85 Self-report data suggest about 14 percent of U.S. 
illegal drug users are black; however, blacks constitute 35 percent of those 
arrested, 55 percent of those convicted, and 74 percent of those incarcer-
ated for drug possession.86

Official State Brutality against Blacks

Police departments grew exponentially after the 1960s, particularly 
in large metropolitan areas with large concentrations of blacks.87 This 
growth has been related by various studies to black urban mobilization 
and rebellion in the 1960s.88 Another way of measuring the impact of po-
lice departments on the life of blacks is surveying how blacks and whites 
rate police performance. Rosentraub and Harlow, in an article reviewing 
surveys on the attitudes of blacks and whites toward the police from 
1960 through 1981, found that blacks consistently view the police in a 
much more negative light than do whites. Despite attempts in the 1970s 
and 1980s to reduce the friction between black communities and police 
departments by hiring more black police officers and, in some cases, even 
hiring black chiefs of police, “there has been little change in the attitudes 
of blacks toward the police, especially when the attitudes of black respon-
dents are compared to those of white respondents.” Blacks are also more 
inclined to believe that police misconduct occurs frequently and is com-
mon in their city and neighborhood.89

The level of police force used with blacks has always been excessive. 
However, since the police have become the more direct enforcer of the so-
cial control of blacks since the 1960s, their level of violence against blacks 
has skyrocketed. For example, in 1975 46 percent of all the people killed by 
the police in official action were black.90 That situation has not changed much 
since. Robert Smith reported recently that of the people killed by the 
police, over half are black; the police usually claim that when they killed 
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blacks it was “accidental” because they thought that the victim was armed 
although in fact the victims were unarmed in 75 percent of the cases; there 
was an increase in the 1980s in the use of deadly force by the police and 
the only ameliorating factor was the election of a sensitive mayor in a city; 
and in the aftermath of the King verdict, 87 percent of civilian victims of 
police brutality reported in the newspapers of fifteen American major cit-
ies were black, and 93 percent of the officers involved were white. Even 
the Rodney King incident, probably the most celebrated and visible case 
of police brutality in recent times, may hide the real extent of police bru-
tality in America. While Americans became exhausted from watching the 
TV image of Rodney King being beaten by police officers, they did not 
know that during the 1980s, “18 citizens of Los Angeles died as a result 
of LAPD’s use of the choke hold; 16 of them reportedly black,” indicating 
that police brutality in Los Angeles was a common practice.91 

More recently, on January 1, 2009, Bay Area Rapid Transit District po-
lice officers shot and killed Oscar Grant III. At the time of the shooting 
several videos show Mr. Grant was unarmed, lying face down, with an of-
ficer kneeling on his back. Mr. Grant was hardly in a position to struggle. 
Another officer who was on the scene has admitted under oath that Grant 
posed no threat to himself or “any other officer.” Yet, this did not stop of-
ficer Mehserle from firing, point blank, into Grant’s back. The bullet then 
ripped through Grant’s body, ricocheted, and traveled back into him, 
lodging in his lung. Rather than seeking immediate medical care for Mr. 
Grant, they handcuffed him as he lay dying. Then the officers began grab-
bing cell-phones and video cameras from other travelers in the station, in 
an unfruitful attempt to destroy evidence of the crime.92 This story did not 
immediately become national news. Rather, after videos of the attack ap-
peared on YouTube, bloggers publicized the issue and local papers began 
to take notice. The police department was not terribly worried about the 
attack because they did not take the offending officer into custody until 
thirteen days later.93 Officer Mehserle was convicted of involuntary man-
slaughter, but served just eleven months in prison.94 To put it mildly, this 
is an extremely lenient sentence for a brazen, videotaped assassination. 

A more mundane form of police brutality in the form of “stop and 
frisk” laws in New York city daily terrorize young people of color. Os-
tensibly aimed at finding weapons and drugs, nearly 90 percent of the 
stops are black and brown youth. This is despite the fact that, according 
to antiracist activist Tim Wise,95 who is white,

White high school students are seven times more likely than blacks to have 
used cocaine; eight times more likely to have smoked crack; ten times more 
likely to have used LSD and seven times more likely to have used heroin. . . . 
What’s more, white youth ages 12-17 are more likely to sell drugs: 34 percent 
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more likely, in fact than their black counterparts. And it is white youth who 
are twice as likely to binge drink, and nearly twice as likely as blacks to drive 
drunk. And white males are twice as likely to bring a weapon to school as 
are black males.

The state-sanctioned abuse of blacks under the cover of enforcing drug 
laws is clearly not aimed at stopping drug distribution. Rather, it is a 
manifestation of how supposedly race-neutral laws can be applied at the 
discretion of officers and departments to control the black population.  

Since the late 1990s, a new form of state-sanctioned social control has 
been written into law in numerous states. Promoted by the right-wing 
American Legislative Exchange Council, these so-called stand your 
ground or castle doctrine laws institutionalize racist vigilantism. Made fa-
mous through the tragic murder of Trayvon Martin, a seventeen-year-old 
black kid walking to his home, these laws are applied in a racist manner. 
Twenty states have adopted these laws since 2000 and murder rates in 
these states, counter to the expectations of advocates for these laws, have 
increased by 8 percent.96 And, as one would expect in a racialized society, 
these laws have not been applied in a racially neutral manner: 

Whites who kill blacks in Stand Your Ground states are far more likely to be 
found justified in their killings. In non–Stand Your Ground states, whites are 
250 percent more likely to be found justified in killing a black person than a 
white person who kills another white person; in Stand Your Ground states, 
that number jumps to 354 percent.97

Capital Punishment as a Modern Form of Lynching

The raw statistics on capital punishment seem to indicate racial bias prima 
facie: Of 3,984 people lawfully executed since 1930 (until 1980), 2,113 were 
black, over half of the total, almost five times the proportion of blacks in 
the population as a whole.98 Blacks, who have made up about 13 percent of 
the population, have accounted for 52 percent of people executed in state 
or federal jurisdictions since 1930.99 However, social scientific research 
on racial sentencing has produced mixed results. A number of authors 
have found a bias in sentencing,100 but some have claimed that, as legal 
factors are taken into account, the bias disappears.101 Yet recent research 
has suggested that “discrimination has not declined or disappeared but 
simply has become more subtle and difficult to detect.”102 Despite claims 
that discrimination has declined in significance, research shows that it 
may have simply gone underground. Others have pointed out that the 
discrimination experienced by blacks may occur at earlier stages. For 
instance, research by Radelet and Pierce suggests that homicides with 
white victims and black suspects are more likely to be upgraded to a more 
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aggravated description by prosecutors. Hence, additive and linear mod-
els will tend to miss the effect of race.103

 There is a substantial body of research showing that blacks charged of 
murdering whites are more likely to be sentenced to death than any other 
victim-offender dyad. Similarly, blacks charged of raping white women 
also receive the death sentence at a much higher rate. The two tendencies 
were confirmed by Spohn in a 1994 article using data for Detroit in 1977 
and 1978: “Blacks who sexually assaulted whites faced a greater risk of 
incarceration than either blacks or whites who sexually assaulted blacks 
or whites who sexually assaulted whites; similarly, blacks who mur-
dered whites received longer sentences than did offenders in the other 
two categories.”104 Data from 1976 to 1981, after the Furman statues were 
implemented, for the states of Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Missis-
sippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, and Virginia on people charged with 
homicide indicates that cases involving white victims are more likely to 
warrant the death penalty than cases involving black victims. Although 
the authors find a black suspect–white victim effect in Florida, Georgia, 
and Illinois, they claim that it disappears when they control for severity of 
the crime.105 However, the most respected study on this matter carried out 
by Professor David C. Baldus to support the claim of Warren McClesky, 
a black man convicted of murdering a white police officer in 1978, found 
that there was a huge disparity in the imposition of the death penalty in 
Georgia.106 The study found that in cases involving white victims and 
black defendants the death penalty was imposed 22 percent of the time, 
whereas in the white-black dyad, the death penalty was imposed in only 
1 percent of the cases. Even after controlling for a number of variables, blacks 
were 4.3 times as likely as whites to receive a death sentence.107 In a 1990 review 
of twenty-eight studies on death-penalty sentencing, twenty-three of 
them found that the fact that victims are white “influences the likelihood 
that the defendant will be charged with a capital crime or that death pen-
alty will be imposed.”

It should not surprise anyone that in a racist society, court decisions on 
cases involving the death penalty exhibit a race effect. Research on juries 
suggests that they tend to be older, more affluent, more educated, more 
conviction-prone, and more white than the average in the community.108 

Moreover, research on the process of selecting jurors for death-penalty 
cases suggests that the voir dire process (questions to select the jury) pro-
duces juries that are pro–death penalty.109 This particular bias has been 
found to have a racial effect. Gregory D. Russell, in his The Death Penalty 
and Racial Bias: Overturning Supreme Court Assumptions, found indirect 
data (exhibited via surrogate measures) of racial bias among death-
qualified jurors. This finding adds to our understanding of why there is 
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a differential conviction rate for blacks and whites in cases involving the 
death penalty. As Russell explains, 

The evidence developed did suggest that juries composed of death-qualified 
jurors are more likely to be white, punitive, and authoritarian. Hence, they 
are more likely, on this evidence, to exhibit a tendency toward racially biased 
decisions. Will every juror or jury act in this manner? Of course not. The 
evidence simply suggests the probability that jurors so composed are more 
likely than not to be more predisposed to racially biased determinations than 
other juries, though the appearance of racial bias is quite idiosyncratic.110

The racial trends observed by research on the application of the death 
penalty will not abate any time soon. The 1986 Supreme Court decision 
McClesky v. Kemp, for example, stipulated that statistical evidence show-
ing racial discrimination was not enough and argued further that evi-
dence of discrimination would be valid only if the plaintiff could prove 
that a state “enacted or maintained the death penalty statute because of an 
anticipated racially discriminatory effect.”111 Given the new contours of 
the racial order, laws will not be written in ways to overtly discriminate 
against minorities. In this legal desert created by the Supreme Court, 
unless Congress enacts a law allowing statistical evidence as proof of dis-
crimination, minorities sentenced to death will have no legal recourse of 
claiming discrimination. The first attempt to enact such a law (the Racial 
Justice Act in 1988) failed miserably in Congress. The second attempt dur-
ing the 1993 discussion of Clinton’s crime bill failed also. Meanwhile, the 
number of incarcerated blacks on death row has reached the 40 percent 
range.112 

High Propensity to Arrest Blacks

Blacks complain that police officers mistreat them, disrespect them, as-
sume that they are criminals, violate their rights on a consistent basis, 
and are more violent when dealing with them. Blacks and other minori-
ties are stopped and frisked by police in “alarmingly disproportionate 
numbers.”113 Why is it that minorities receive “special treatment” from the 
police? Studies on police attitudes and on their socialization suggest that 
police officers live in a “cops’ world” and develop a cop mentality. And 
that cops’ world is a highly racialized one; minorities are viewed as dan-
gerous, prone to crime, violent, and disrespectful.114 Various studies have 
noted that the racist attitudes that police officers exhibit has an impact on 
their behavior toward minorities. Furthermore, other studies have sug-
gested that police discretion and demographic bias contribute to the over-
arrest of blacks. Extralegal subjective characteristics such as demeanor, 
appearance, and race have been found to influence the decision of police 
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officers to arrest individuals as well as other stages in the individual’s 
path through the criminal justice system.115 In terms of demographic bias, 
research suggests that because black communities are overpatrolled, the 
officers patrolling these areas develop a stereotypical view of their resi-
dents as more likely to commit criminal acts and are more likely to “see” 
criminal behavior than in white communities.116

Thus, it is not surprising that blacks are disproportionally arrested com-
pared to whites. It is possible to gauge the level of over-arrest endured by 
blacks by comparing the proportion of times that they are described by 
victims as the attackers with their arrest rates. Using this procedure, Farai 
Chideya contended that

for virtually every type of crime, African-American criminals are arrested at 
rates above their commission of the acts. For example, victimization reports 
indicated that 33 percent of women who were raped said that their attacker 
was black; however, black rape suspects made up fully 43 percent of those 
arrested. The disproportionate arrest rate adds to the public perception that 
rape is a “black” crime.117

Using these numbers, the rate of over-arrest for blacks in cases of rape is 
30 percent. As shocking as this seems to be, the rate for cases where the 
victim is white is even higher. Smith, Visher, and Davidson found that 
whereas the probability of arrest for cases in which the victim was white 
and the suspect black was 0.336, for cases of white suspects and black 
victims the probability dropped to 0.107. Blacks represent 65 percent of 
those exonerated for rape and half of the exonerations of men convicted of 
raping white women, even though less than 10 percent of rapes of white 
women are by black men.118

The enormous amount of anecdotal evidence on blacks detained, ha-
rassed, or illegally searched for looking “suspicious” is indicative of the 
racial consciousness and practices of white police officers. The following 
incidents are just a sample of recent cases of clearly racist policing:

1.  In Florida in 1993, after a British tourist was killed, police officers 
rounded up black men aged fifteen to twenty-one in Jefferson 
County.

2.  In 1992, all black men at the State University of New York Oneonta 
College were questioned as suspects after a white man was mur-
dered by a black man. 

3.  Black professors at predominantly white institutions report incidents 
of police harassment and even being detained.119 At the University 
of Michigan, Professor Aldon Morris was detained by the police 
because he was “confused” with a bank robber. He was not released 
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until white professors verified that he was indeed a professor, al-
though he had shown the police officers his university identification.

4.  In 1990 at Harvard, two black students running for a shuttle bus 
were detained after the description of a robbery went out over the 
police radio. 

5.  In 1994, the police department of Ann Arbor, Michigan, released a 
description of a serial rapist that fit a substantial proportion of the lo-
cal black population. They later asked over one hundred black men 
to “collaborate” with the investigation by giving blood samples to 
see if they fit the DNA profile of the rapist. 

6.  Over four years, a New Jersey man driving from his home to his of-
fice was stopped by police over one hundred times.120

7.  The Cambridge police department arrested Dr. Henry Louis Gates 
Jr., one of the most high-profile African American scholars in the 
county and director of Harvard’s African American Studies Pro-
gram, in his own home when he had committed no crime. A neigh-
bor had called the police on him as he was outside his house because 
he had forgotten his keys.

Repression of Black Leaders and the Civil Rights Movement

Leaders of the black movement such as Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, 
Stokely Carmichael, Louis Farrakhan, Huey P. Newton, Bobby Seale, 
Ron Karenga, and Martin Luther King Jr. and organizations such as the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the National As-
sociation for the Advancement of Colored People, Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC), the Black Panthers, the Revolutionary 
Action Movement, and the MOVE Organization have been monitored 
by the FBI. Of particular significance was the six-year investigation 
(from 1962 to 1968) launched by the FBI against Martin Luther King Jr. 
given that King, unlike other black leaders of his time, was not advocat-
ing change through radical means. As David Garrow points out, “It is 
quite apparent that no other black leader came in for the intensive and 
hostile attention that Dr. King was subjected to in the mid-1960s.”121 
Although initially the FBI claimed that the surveillance of King and the 
SCLC was because communists were involved in the organization—in 
this sense, it fitted the FBI organizational prerogatives—it soon delved 
into purely private matters of King’s life with the explicit intent of dis-
crediting him. Although many theories have been advanced for why 
King was singled out (J. Edgar Hoover’s racism, racism in the bureau, 
Hoover’s reaction to King’s public criticism of the bureau in 1961, the 
conservatism of the bureau, and Hoover’s as well as other top FBI 
agents’ fascination with sexuality), the bottom line was that King, the 
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most important black leader of this century, was carefully monitored by 
the FBI until his assassination.

The FBI persecution of leaders such as Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X 
and their organization, the Nation of Islam, was less hostile and consis-
tent than that of King and the SCLC because they were not mobilizing the 
black masses as King was. Only after Malcolm began making overtures to 
civil rights leaders and advocating militant political involvement did the 
FBI begin paying serious attention to him. After Malcolm’s assassination 
in 1965—an assassination in which the FBI was apparently involved—the 
FBI launched a special offensive (the COINTELPRO against so-called 
black nationalist hate groups) to curb the spread of black nationalism by 
any means necessary.122 By 1967, the FBI had over three thousand infor-
mants in black communities as part of this program and was conducting 
surveillance and playing “dirty tricks” on SNCC leader Stokely Carmi-
chael and on the Black Panthers.123 The FBI, through a smear campaign 
and other techniques, neutralized Stokely Carmichael, H. Rap Brown, 
Reverend Charles Koen of the Cairo United Front, and activist-comedian 
Dick Gregory.124 Even seemingly less threatening groups such as black 
student unions on campuses around the nation were infiltrated by the 
FBI. By the time the COINTELPRO became known to the American 
people in 1971, radical black organizations had been all but dismantled. 

Another area that indicates how social-control agents deal with the 
more politically dangerous threats posed by the black community is their 
handling of so-called riots. Balbus points out in his analysis of the 1960s 
rebellions in Los Angeles, Detroit, and Chicago that “justice” was carried 
out very swiftly because the “rioters” were black. 

Given that blacks are considered by many, including court authorities, to be 
“animals,” and that their violent behavior was viewed by many as confir-
mation of their animality, flagrant violations of formal rationality were far 
less delegitimating than they would have been had they been committed 
against whites. It is simply the case—and no survey data are necessary to 
demonstrate this thesis—that Americans are far more likely to tolerate the 
incarceration of blacks for prolonged periods of time under inhuman condi-
tions than they would be to tolerate similar indignities visited on whites.125

The number of people arrested in these rebellions is astounding. For 
instance, during the 1965 Watts riot in Los Angeles, four thousand people 
were arrested; during the Detroit riot of 1967, 7,200 people were arrested; 
during the Chicago riot of 1968 over 2,700 people were arrested; finally, 
in the 1992 L.A. rebellion, a staggering 9,456 people were arrested. This 
was due to a strategy of wholesale arrests, multiple charging, and extraor-
dinarily high bonds developed with the intent of swiftly “controlling” 
riots. In the mid-1960s President Johnson authorized the FBI to expand its 
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domestic intelligence, which “led to the designation of countless people 
as subversive or radicals in the FBI files.” In addition, Congress passed 
the Riot Control Act in 1968, which provided that persons who traveled or 
used facilities of interstate commerce with the intent to incite a riot could 
be fined ten thousand dollars or incarcerated for five years, or both.126 

Post–Civil Rights Social Control and the New Racism

The mechanisms by which blacks experience social control in the con-
temporary period are not overwhelmingly covert. Yet they share with 
the previous mechanisms discussed in this paper their invisibility. The 
mechanisms to keep blacks in “their place” are rendered invisible in 
three ways. First, because the enforcement of the racial order from the 
1960s onward has been institutionalized, individual whites can express a 
detachment from the racialized way in which social control agencies oper-
ate in America. Second, because these agencies are legally charged with 
defending order in society, their actions are deemed neutral and neces-
sary. Thus, it is no surprise that whites consistently support the police 
in surveys.127 Finally, the white-dominated media depicts incidents that 
seem to indicate that racial bias is endemic to the criminal justice system 
as isolated. For example, cases that presumably expose the racial charac-
ter of social-control agencies (e.g., the police beating of Rodney King, the 
police killing of Green, the acquittal or lenient sentences received by of-
ficers accused of police brutality, etc.) are viewed as “isolated” incidents 
and are separated from the larger social context in which they transpire. 
Ultimately, the emergence of the new racism does not mean that racial 
violence has disappeared as an enforcer of the racial order. Rather, these 
incidents are portrayed as nonracial applications of the law.

THE CONTINUING RACIAL ECONOMIC INEQUALITY

The economic life of African Americans has always been influenced by 
structured racial inequality. A substantial body of literature on white-
black employment differences has documented the influence of labor 
market discrimination, wage differentials, occupational segmentation, as 
well as income and wealth inequalities in explaining racially differential 
economic outcomes.128 Despite the well-documented disparities between 
blacks and whites, many social scientists have focused their attention on 
the growth of the black middle class.129 Some of them have projected the 
“success” of this segment to the entire community, creating an image of 
general economic progress. To be sure, African Americans have experi-
enced significant progress in several areas of their economic life over the 
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past three decades (the economic standing of black women vis-à-vis white 
women, the opening of jobs that were reserved for whites, the develop-
ment of a significant middle class, etc.). Yet their overall situation rela-
tive to whites has not advanced that much.130 The following sections of 
this chapter highlight the economic status of blacks and the mechanisms 
that structure economic inequality at the economic level in the post–civil 
rights period. 

Income and Wage Differentials

Studies analyzing differences in median income between blacks and 
whites have revealed some convergence; much of it has been attributed 
to the rising levels of educational attainment of African Americans, in 
particular among younger cohorts as well as affirmative action policies.131 
However, the empirical evidence regarding racial convergence in income 
is somewhat mixed. Several social scientists have found that the incomes 
of African Americans began rapid convergence with whites from World 
War II; but during the recession of the early 1970s, African Americans’ 
income levels began to stagnate and the racial convergence ceased. By the 
1990 a substantial black-white earnings gap had reemerged as the black-
white family income ratio reached 0.56, a ratio hardly larger than the 0.55 
of 1960. In 2003, the median black family income had only marginally 
improved to 61 percent of white median family income. Interestingly, 
the decline in blacks’ income vis-à-vis whites has been attributed to the 
decline in enforcement of antidiscrimination laws and affirmative action 
policies by the federal government. Thus, while blacks made marked ad-
vancement from World War II to the early 1970s, their income relative to 
whites has progressed little over the last several decades.

Furthermore, analysts who focus on income convergence tend to mask 
serious trends affecting the African American population—like unem-
ployment and underemployment and the decrease in the rate of labor-
force participation—by making their comparisons based on full-time 
workers. Darity and Myers astutely observe that the exclusion of African 
Americans with zero incomes (i.e., the unemployed and the jobless) 
in social scientists’ assessment of income differences between African 
Americans and whites masks the persistent racial fault line in economic 
life.132 The gap in unemployment between African Americans and whites 
increased during the 1970s and the 1980s—the same period in which Af-
rican Americans’ incomes ceased converging with whites.133 Even though 
the racial gap in employment decreased during the economic prosperity 
of the 1990s, the employment-to-population ratio for black men was 86 
percent that of white men and black men were employed seven hours 
less per week than whites by 1999. Moreover, employment rates of blacks 
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were much lower in some geographical areas. In 2003, only 52 percent of 
work-age black men in New York City were employed, “the lowest per-
cent since the Bureau of Labor Statistics begin recording employment to 
population ratios in 1979.”134

Income differences reflect to a large extent the different earning poten-
tial of blacks and whites in America. Black males in 1999 earned about 
60 percent as much as white males; black females, who had per capita 
incomes 90 percent of white females in 1990, saw their incomes drop to 85 
percent of white female income in 1999. This vast difference is attributed 
to blacks’ lesser educational attainment, lesser rates of return for their 
education and their labor-market experience, and their concentration in 
the South, all directly related to the racial dynamics of this country.135 
Does the difference in earnings disappear when the comparison is blacks 
and whites with similar characteristics? The answer is no. Farley and Al-
len carried out such a comparison for 1980 and found the gap for black 
men to be 14 percent. Although this gap, known in the literature as the 
cost of being black, was better than the 19 percent gap of 1960s, the fact 
that the gap grew to 16 percent in 1985 does not give much hope. Thus, 
prior to a hasty conclusion that structured racial inequality has declined 
significantly based on the fact that the income of full-time male black and 
white workers has approached 73 percent in 1986 compared to 43 per-
cent in 1940, we must examine other aspects of their economic life such 
as blacks’ occupational distribution in order to provide a more accurate 
picture of their economic standing. More recently, Day and Newburger 
show that blacks earn less than whites at every educational level and, 
similarly, Grodsky and Pager find that even as blacks move up the occu-
pational hierarchy, their income falls further behind their white peers.136 

Occupational Mobility and Segmentation

One of the primary reasons why blacks’ economic standing is much 
worse than whites is because of occupational race-typing. Although re-
cent occupational data show that African Americans have made substan-
tial progress in obtaining employment in occupational categories from 
which they previously were, for all practical purposes, excluded, they are 
still overrepresented among unskilled workers and underrepresented in 
higher-paying white-collar jobs. In 1960, whereas 60.4 percent of white 
men worked in blue-collar jobs, a whopping 76.7 percent of blacks did 
so.137 The 2000 U.S. Census shows whites are still more likely than blacks 
to be employed in managerial and professional occupations: 35.43 percent 
of white males and 40.64 percent of white females compared to 21.65 per-
cent of black males and 31 percent of black females. Blacks, in contrast, 
are disproportionately employed in service occupations: 20.23 percent of 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   5513_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   55 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



56 Chapter 2

black males and 26.39 percent of black females compared to 10.85 percent 
of white males and 17.03 percent of white females. Within service occupa-
tions, black males are most likely to be employed in building and grounds 
cleaning and maintenance; black females, in health, personal, and food 
care. Black males are also disproportionately represented in production, 
transportation, and material moving (26.17 percent of blacks compared to 
17.26 percent of whites). White males are more likely to hold construction 
jobs (17.26 percent of whites compared to 12.63 percent of blacks). 

Two other factors point to the segmentation experienced by blacks in 
America. First, despite the apparent decline in underrepresentation of 
African Americans in managerial and professional occupations, those 
employed in these occupations have lower earnings than their white 
counterparts. Second, while the significance of race as a determinant of 
occupational mobility for African American men may have declined dur-
ing the period of 1962 through 1973, other research suggests that their 
occupational mobility is less frequent than whites and more restricted in 
terms of destination.138 Oliver and Shapiro note that “nearly two out of 
five blacks from lower blue-collar backgrounds remain stuck in unskilled 
and, for the most part, poorly paid jobs.” Some mainstream researchers 
have attributed the racial differences in earnings to the existing educa-
tional gap between blacks and whites. However, Cotton found that racial 
differences among those employed in the managerial and professional 
occupations could not be explained by educational differences.139 This is 
not surprising since research has consistently shown that black men earn 
less than white men in almost all occupations.140 

Furthermore, as Collins points out, the relative opening of professional 
and managerial positions to blacks should not be mistaken for a decline in 
racial discrimination. While African Americans have succeeded in nontradi-
tional occupations, their occupational mobility still exhibits a distinct racial 
pattern. Several studies have indicated that, for the most part, Jim Crow–
type exclusion discrimination has been replaced with a new web of racial 
practices that limits their mobility and affects their everyday performance. 
One of the most pervasive of these practices is pigeonholing blacks in some 
positions, a practice reminiscent of typecasting blacks for “nigger jobs” dur-
ing Jim Crow. For instance, Collins finds that many African American exec-
utives fill affirmative action, community relations, minority affairs, or public 
relations positions that were created during the 1960s and 1970s to respond 
to civil rights demands, positions than do not provide much mobility.141

Racial Practices in the Labor Market

Since the early 1960s social scientists have acknowledged that racial 
practices in the labor market are important causal factors in explaining 
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the differential employment outcomes of blacks and whites. Yet, until 
recently, studies on labor-market discrimination assessed discrimination 
as the unexplained residual in black and white earnings after controlling 
for a number of variables. Although this measure is useful, it tends to un-
derestimate the extent of discrimination by eliminating differences (e.g., 
in education and occupational status) that are themselves the product of 
discrimination racial practices.142

Since the 1990s, analysts have relied on a research strategy to directly 
assess the impact of discrimination. The technique used to examine labor-
market discrimination is called an “employment audit,” borrowed from 
the housing audit strategy, and consists of sending subjects matched in 
most characteristics except their race to find jobs. By adopting this ap-
proach, analysts have been able to estimate the extent as well as the form 
of discriminatory racial practices minorities endure in the labor market. 
Probably the most famous of these studies was one carried out by the 
Urban Institute in 1991. It was conducted on randomly selected employ-
ers in San Diego, Chicago, and Washington, D.C., and found that on 
average, white testers were significantly favored over black testers. In 
20 percent of the audits, blacks were denied job opportunities, and in 31 
percent of the audits Latinos were denied job opportunities. In Milwau-
kee, Wisconsin, Pager divided applicant testers with comparable resumes 
into four groups: whites without criminal record, whites with criminal 
record, blacks without criminal record, and blacks with criminal record. 
White applicants with a criminal record (17 percent) were more likely to 
be called back for an interview than black applicants without a criminal 
record (14 percent).143

Research indicates that blacks are discriminated against at all levels of 
the job process. In the search process, they are left behind because most 
employers rely on informal social networks to advertise their jobs. And 
since blacks are not part of those networks, they are left out in the cold. 
Not only does this hinder blacks in their efforts to gain middle-class jobs, 
but also, as Royster shows in her book Race and the Invisible Hand, net-
works of gatekeepers maintain white privilege in trade careers as well. 
Specifically, she shows how white students in a trade school who have 
similar credentials to their black counterparts (in fact, blacks students 
in the study are slightly better) are given preference by employers who 
clearly wish to hire their “own kind.”144 

Furthermore, recent examination of welfare leavers since the 1996 
welfare reform laws indicate that white privilege operates even at low-
level service jobs. Employers were less likely to hire black than white 
welfare leavers and paid the black welfare leavers they did hire less. At 
the job entry level, in addition to the practices mentioned above, blacks 
are screened out by tests and the requirement of a high school diploma. 
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These two practices were developed in the late 1950s and 1960s as sub-
stitutes for outright exclusion from jobs and were mentioned in the 1964 
Civil Rights Act as practices that could have exclusionary results. They 
are discriminatory because the diploma and the tests are not essential to 
the job performance. 

In terms of job promotion, blacks face a glass ceiling because they are 
pigeonholed in dead-end jobs. Research also suggests that blacks’ exclu-
sion from informal social networks restricts their opportunities to demon-
strate criteria for promotion, such as loyalty, sound judgment, and lead-
ership potential. Black professionals are also constrained regarding what 
emotions they can express even when confronted with outright racism 
in the workplace.145 Moreover, Baldi and McBrier found that increased 
minority presence results in a negative effect on blacks. They suggest a 
group-threat process may be at work where white managers attempt to 
protect white workers in the face of increased minority presence.146 

Wealth

The available data on wealth indicates that the disparities in this impor-
tant area are greater than in any other economic area, and they are in-
creasing. Blacks owned only 3 percent of U.S. assets in 2001, even though 
they constituted 13 percent of the U.S. population. In 2001, the median 
net worth of whites, $120,989, was over 6.3 times that of blacks, which 
was only $19,024. Calculation of mean net worth reveals that, in 2001, the 
average black family had 17 cents for every dollar of the average white 
family. Oliver and Shapiro report that the racial wealth gap increased 
from $60,980 in 1998 to $82,663 in 2002. This astounding inequality in 
wealth increased in 2009. Although all segments of the population except 
for the top 10 percent lost in the 2008 debacle, the financial crisis, given 
the vulnerable standing of people of color, led to an increase in the wealth 
gap between whites and blacks (twenty times) and whites and Latinos 
(eighteen times).147 

A major reason for this disparity in wealth is inheritance and financial 
gifts from kin. The average financial legacy for white families in 2001 was 
ten times that of the average black family. Gittleman and Wolff examined 
factors affecting wealth accumulation from 1984 to 1994 and found no evi-
dence of differences in saving behaviors after controlling for income. Had 
blacks had comparable inheritance, income, and portfolios during this pe-
riod, they would have significantly narrowed the racial wealth gap. The 
researchers conclude, however, that it will be “extraordinarily difficult for 
blacks to make up significant ground relative to whites with respect to 
wealth” because of their much lower rates of inheritance, lower incomes, 
and the fact that much of their economic assets lie in home equity.148 
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Home equity is less among blacks than whites for several reasons. First, 
the long history of segregation and redlining ensures that black housing is 
concentrated in “less desirable” areas to the white mind. Further, housing 
stock in black areas appreciates much more slowly than similar housing 
in white locales, and in areas where the black population is growing, 
housing prices often fall. Whites are also likely to rate neighborhoods 
with high black populations as undesirable, promoting segregation.149

Managerial Views on Blacks

Recent research suggests that the views of white managers on blacks have 
not changed dramatically since the 1960s. Earlier studies were optimistic 
in predicting that managers would assume their social responsibilities 
toward blacks after years of exclusion.150 Blacks have complained that 
they are bypassed by white managers for promotion, that they are not 
treated as equals, and that they endure a subtle hostility from their fellow 
workers and supervisors.151 White employers and managers hiring for 
unskilled positions generally hold views that are more openly racist. In 
their interviews with Chicago and Cook county employers, Kirschenman 
and Neckerman and Wilson found that blacks were viewed as having a 
bad work ethic, as creating tensions in the workplace, as lazy and unreli-
able, as lacking leadership, and as having a bad attitude. For instance, a 
suburban drugstore manager said the following about blacks:

It’s unfortunate, but in my business I think overall [black men] tend to be 
viewed as dishonest. I think that’s too bad but that’s the image they have. 
(Interviewer: So you think it’s an image problem?) Yeah, a dishonest, an im-
age problem of being dishonest, mean and lazy. They are known to be lazy. 
They are [laughs]. I hate to tell you, but. It’s all an image though. Whether 
they are or not, I don’t know, but it’s an image that is perceived. (Interviewer: 
I see. How do you think that image was developed?) Go look in the jails 
[laughs].152 

Similarly, the chairman of a car transport company, when asked if there 
were differences in the work ethic of whites, blacks, and Latinos, stated,

Definitively! I don’t think, I know: I’ve seen it over a period of 30 years. I 
have it right in here. Basically, the Oriental is much more aggressive and 
intelligent and studious than the Hispanic. The Hispanics, except Cubans of 
course, they have the work ethnic [sic]. The Hispanics are mañana, mañana, 
mañana tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow. (Interviewer: You mentioned the 
case of native-born blacks.) They’re the laziest of the bunch. (Interviewer: 
That would relate to your earliest remarks about dependability. What is the 
reason for that?) The parents are that way so, what the hell, they didn’t have 
a role model to copy, that’s part of it.153
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In an investigation of the labor-market difficulties of urban minorities, 
Moss and Tilly studied the attitudes of employers toward prospective 
employees of entry-level, working-class jobs in the metropolitan areas 
of Atlanta, Boston, Detroit, and Los Angeles between 1992 and 1995. 
Most employers expressed greater concern about soft skills, such as so-
cial skills, which are subjectively determined, than about the hard skills 
of potential employees, and they found urban blacks, especially black 
males and inner-city residents, wanting in this respect. Moss and Tilly 
attributed the employers’ racial bias to racial stereotypes, negative and 
racialized images of inner-city residents, and cultural differences, such as 
dress, vocabulary, and syntax.154

CONCLUSION

To sum up, blacks through their struggle have been able to gain access to 
the political system but that access has not translated itself into a signifi-
cant influence. More blacks are elected to office and appointed to various 
positions than at any other time but that has a very limited impact on the 
status of the black masses. Moreover, a series of indirect barriers to the 
election of blacks, the rules of the game in Congress, and conditions in 
the cities of America where blacks have seemingly had more political suc-
cess help to maintain them at bay and to preserve white political power 
almost intact. The changes in the racial dynamics at all levels, of which I 
have documented in this chapter only the social and economic, seem to 
amount to a reorganization—still incomplete and somewhat partial—of 
the racial structure of this country. This reorganization of the racial struc-
ture is incomplete because (1) not all the mechanisms and practices have 
settled, that is, have become institutionalized, and (2) we still have many 
legacies of the previous period affecting the life chances of blacks. On 
the first point, discrimination in the realm of education, for example, has 
not taken a definite institutional pattern in the contemporary period. In-
stead, there are various means (resegregation through white flight to the 
suburbs and to private schools, within-school segregation, tracking, etc.) 
to guarantee white advantages. On the second point, we still have old-
fashioned racists, extra-legal violence, and an undeclared apartheid in the 
housing arena. Although many of these practices are manifestations of the 
legacies of slavery and Jim Crow in this country, the evidence reviewed 
here suggests that blacks and other minorities should fear less the angry 
men with white hoods and their traditional discriminatory practices than 
the men with suits and their “smiling discrimination.”155 

I agree with Pettigrew and Martin when they claim that “the greater 
subtlety of these new forms [of racial discrimination] pose new problems 
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of remedy. They act at both the structural-institutional level focused on by 
sociologists, and the face-to-face situational level focused on by social psy-
chologists.”156 Some of these problems that require remedy are as follows: 

1.  Detection of racial discrimination is extremely difficult for the party 
being discriminated against. Furthermore, too many progressive 
whites tend to explain away many of the claims of contemporary 
discrimination because

often the black is the only person in a position to draw the conclu-
sion that prejudice is operating in the work situation. Whites have 
usually observed only a subset of the incidents, any one of which 
can be explained away by a nonracial account. Consequently, many 
whites remain unconvinced of the reality of subtle prejudice and 
discrimination, and come to think of their black co-workers as “ter-
ribly touchy” and “overly sensitive” to the issue. For such reasons, 
the modern forms of prejudice frequently remain invisible even to 
its perpetrators.157

For example, when I, a black-looking Puerto Rican, am monitored 
in stores or asked numerous times by clerks, “May I help you?” (a 
way of letting me know they are checking me), I have limited legal 
recourse. How can I charge discrimination when the behavior seems 
to be “polite”? This is why some have referred to the new practices 
as “smiling discrimination.”158 

2.  The standards that the Supreme Court has enacted recently on 
discrimination cases (plaintiffs carrying the burden of proof in 
discrimination cases and the denial of statistical evidence as valid 
proof of discrimination) help to preserve intact the contemporary 
forms for reproducing racial inequality in America. Unless the court 
becomes cognizant of the new character of racial discrimination and 
changes its current practice of requiring the “smoking gun” in cases, 
the court itself will be participating in covering up the far-reaching 
effects of racism in America.

3.  Black leaders who continue to focus on the “old racism” will miss 
the most important manners by which racial inequality is being 
reproduced in America. It is vital that studies documenting the 
pervasive and comprehensive character of the new racism are done 
systematically.

4.  Research that is still focused on the old racism will invariably find a 
decline in the significance of race. Research on racial practices has to 
become as sophisticated as the new racism. The studies carried out 
by the Urban Institute and the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development in which testers are sent out to various settings and 
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organizations are an example of what can be done. Unfortunately, 
that type of research does not enjoy the sympathy of our disciplines 
and has even been deemed “unethical.” The web of discriminatory 
practices in the contemporary period is still not complete.

Hence it is still possible to mount an offensive to change its course. 
However, as I write this chapter, the prospects for such an offensive look 
bleak. First, the election of Obama, as I argue later in this volume, has nar-
rowed the space for challenging race-based inequality. Nowadays whites 
believe racism has all but been defeated and thus it is much harder to 
challenge new and old-fashioned discrimination. Second, civil rights or-
ganizations such as the NAACP and the National Urban League continue 
to fight the enemies of the past, like the Ku Klux Klan or their Tea Party 
cousins, but not the contemporary structures and practices that are pri-
marily responsible for post–civil rights racial inequality. The more these 
organizations fight “racists,” the more they fail to highlight the new ways 
in which racial inequality is produced and reproduced, helping these 
practices sediment. Third, we may have missed the boat to challenge the 
system of “mass incarcerations”159 and will pay dearly for doing so. If we 
do not work toward the development of a social movement to stop this 
tactic of social control, our collective chances for racial redemption are 
null. Unless this situation is reversed, the racial practices of the “new rac-
ism” will be institutionalized and minority folk will continue enduring a 
second-class existence in seemingly color-blind America. 

NOTES

1. In prior versions of this chapter (Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Amanda E. 
Lewis, “The ‘New Racism’: Toward an Analysis of the U.S. Racial Structure, 
1960–1990s,” in Race, Nation, and Citizenship, edited by Paul Wong, 100–150 
[Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1999]; Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, White Supremacy and 
Racism in the Post–Civil Rights Era [Boulder, Colo.: Rienner, 2001]; and Eduardo 
Bonilla-Silva and David Dietrich, “The Sweet Enchantment of Color-Blind Racism 
in Obamerica,” The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 
634 [March 2011]: 190–206) I used the disciplinarily accepted term “discrimina-
tion,” but in this paper, where appropriate, I substitute with the notion of “racial 
practices.” I do so because the notion of discrimination, married to the limiting 
prejudice problematic (Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, “Rethinking Racism,” American So-
ciological Review 62, no. 3 [1997]: 465–80), does not allow us to capture normative, 
seemingly nonracial, kinder, and gentler forms of reproducing racial domination. 
Accordingly, by “racial practices” I refer to behaviors, styles, cultural affectations, 
traditions, and organizational procedures that help maintain white rule. Because 
many of these practices become routine (“That’s the way things are!”), they are 
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The master defense against accurate social perception and change is al-
ways and in every society the tremendous conviction of rightness about 
any behavior form which exists.

—John Dollard, Class and Caste in a Southern Town

If Jim Crow’s racial structure has been replaced by a “new racism,” 
what happened to Jim Crow racism? What happened to beliefs about 

blacks’ mental, moral, and intellectual inferiority, to the idea that “it is 
the [black man’s] own fault that he is a lower-caste . . . a lower-class man” 
or the assertion that blacks “lack initiative, are shiftless, have no sense of 
time, or do not wish to better themselves”1; in short, what happened to 
the basic claim that blacks are subhuman?2 Social analysts of all stripes 
agree that most whites no longer subscribe to these tenets. However, this 
does not mean the “end of racism,”3 as a few conservative commentators 
have suggested. Instead, a new powerful ideology has emerged to defend 
the contemporary racial order: the ideology of color-blind racism. Yet, 
color-blind racism is a curious racial ideology. Although it engages, as all 
ideologies do, in “blaming the victim,” it does so in a very indirect, “now 
you see it, now you don’t” style that matches the character of the new 
racism. Because of the slipperiness of color-blind racism, in this chapter, I 
examine its central frames and explain how whites use them in ways that 
justify racial inequality.

3

The Central Frames 
of Color-Blind Racism
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THE FRAMES OF COLOR-BLIND RACISM

Ideologies are about “meaning in the service of power.”4 They are expres-
sions at the symbolic level of the fact of dominance. As such, the ideolo-
gies of the powerful are central in the production and reinforcement of 
the status quo. They comfort rulers and charm the ruled much like an 
Indian snake handler. Whereas rulers receive solace by believing they are 
not involved in the terrible ordeal of creating and maintaining inequal-
ity, the ruled are charmed by the almost magic qualities of a hegemonic 
ideology.5

The central component of any dominant racial ideology is its frames or 
set paths for interpreting information. These set paths operate as cul-de-sacs 
because after people filter issues through them, they explain racial phe-
nomena following a predictable route. Although by definition dominant 
frames must misrepresent the world (hide the fact of dominance), this 
does not mean that they are totally without foundation. (For instance, it 
is true that people of color in the United States are much better off today 
than at any other time in history. However, it is also true—facts hidden 
by color-blind racism—that because people of color still experience sys-
tematic discrimination and remain appreciably behind whites in many 
important areas of life, their chances of catching up with whites are very 
slim.) Dominant racial frames, therefore, provide the intellectual road 
map used by rulers to navigate the always rocky road of domination and, 
as I will show in chapter 6, derail the ruled from their track to freedom 
and equality.

Analysis of the interviews with college students and DAS respondents 
revealed that color-blind racism has four central frames and that these 
frames are used by an overwhelming majority of the white respondents. 
The four frames are abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism, and 
minimization of racism. Of the four frames, abstract liberalism is the most 
important, as it constitutes the foundation of the new racial ideology. It is 
also the hardest to understand (What is racial about opposing busing or 
affirmative action, policies that clearly interfere with our American indi-
vidualism?). Thus, I dedicate more space in this chapter to its discussion 
and to how it plays out in the color-blind drama.

In order to adequately understand the abstract liberalism frame, first 
we need to know what is liberalism. According to John Gray, liberalism, 
or “liberal humanism,” is at the core of modernity; of the philosophical, 
economic, cultural, and political challenge to the feudal order. Although 
he acknowledges that liberalism has no “essence,” he points out that it 
has a “set of distinctive features,” namely, individualism, universalism, 
egalitarianism, and meliorism (the idea that people and institutions can 
be improved).6 All these components were endorsed and placed at the 
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core of the constitutions of emerging nation-states by a new set of ac-
tors: the bourgeoisies of early modern capitalism. When the bourgeoisie 
lauded freedom, they meant “free trade, free selling and buying”; when 
they applauded “individualism,” they had in mind “the bourgeois . . . the 
middle-class owner of property”; “The ideas of religious liberty and free-
dom of conscience merely gave expression to the sway of free competition 
within the domain of knowledge.”7

Hence, classical liberalism was the philosophy of a nascent class that as 
an aspiring ruling class expressed its needs (political as well as economic) 
as general societal goals. But the bourgeois goals were not extended to the 
populace in their own midst until the twentieth century.8 Moreover, the 
liberal project was never inclusive of the countries that Spain, Portugal, 
France, Britain, the Netherlands, Italy, and later on, Germany used as 
outposts for raw materials and racialized workers (e.g., slaves). Although 
contemporary commentators debate the merits of liberal humanism as it 
pertains to current debates about race-based policies, muticulturalism, 
and “equality of results,”9 many seem oblivious to the fact that “European 
humanism (and liberalism) usually meant that only Europeans were human.”10 
Philosophers such as Kant stated that the differences between blacks and 
whites were “to be as great in regard to mental capacities as in colour.” 
Voltaire, the great French philosopher, said on the same subject that “only 
a blind man is permitted to doubt that Whites, Blacks, and Albinoes . . . 
are totally different races.” Lastly, even the father of modern liberalism, 
John Stuart Mill, author of On Liberty, justified nineteenth-century co-
lonialism and supported slavery in antiquity and in certain nineteenth-
century colonial situations.11 To be clear, my intent here is not to vilify the 
founders of liberalism, but to point out that modernity, liberalism, and 
racial exclusion were all part of the same historical movement.

The liberal tradition informed the American Revolution, the U.S. Con-
stitution, and “the leading American liberal thinker of this period, Thomas 
Jefferson.”12 And in the United States as in Europe, the exclusion of the 
majority of white men and all white women from the rights of citizenship 
and the classification of Native Americans and African Americans as sub-
persons accompanied the development of the new liberal nation-state.13 
Specifically, racially based policies such as slavery, the removal of Native 
Americans from their lands and their banishment to reservations, the su-
perexploitation and degrading utilization of Mexicans and various Asian 
groups as contract laborers, Jim Crow, and many other policies were part 
of the United States’ “liberal” history from 1776 until the 1960s.

Nevertheless, I would be remiss if I failed to acknowledge that, in both 
Europe and the United States, disenfranchised groups and progressive 
politicians used the liberal rhetoric to advance social and legal reforms 
(e.g., the civil rights movement, the National Organization of Women, 
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Liberal parties in Europe).14 Thus liberalism, when extended to its seem-
ingly logical conclusions (“Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for 
all”) and connected to social movements, can be progressive. My point, 
however, is less about social-reform liberalism (although I contend many 
reform organizations and many white reform-minded individuals15 have 
adopted color-blind racism) than about how central elements of liberal-
ism have been rearticulated in post–civil rights America to rationalize 
racially unfair situations.

The frame of abstract liberalism involves using ideas associated 
with political liberalism (e.g., “equal opportunity,” the idea that force 
should not be used to achieve social policy) and economic liberalism 
(e.g., choice, individualism) in an abstract manner to explain racial 
matters. By framing race-related issues in the language of liberalism, 
whites can appear “reasonable” and even “moral,” while opposing al-
most all practical approaches to deal with de facto racial inequality. For 
instance, the principle of equal opportunity, central to the agenda of the 
civil rights movement and whose extension to people of color was vehe-
mently opposed by most whites, is invoked by whites today to oppose 
affirmative-action policies because they supposedly represent the “pref-
erential treatment” of certain groups. This claim necessitates ignoring the 
fact that people of color are severely underrepresented in most good jobs, 
schools, and universities and, hence, it is an abstract utilization of the 
idea of “equal opportunity.” Another example is regarding each person 
as an “individual” with “choices” and using this liberal principle as a 
justification for whites having the right of choosing to live in segregated 
neighborhoods or sending their children to segregated schools. This claim 
requires ignoring the multiple institutional and state-sponsored practices 
behind segregation and being unconcerned about these practices’ nega-
tive consequences for minorities.

Naturalization is a frame that allows whites to explain away racial 
phenomena by suggesting they are natural occurrences. For example, 
whites can claim “segregation” is natural because people from all back-
grounds “gravitate toward likeness.” Or that their taste for whiteness in 
friends and partners is just “the way things are.” Although the above 
statements can be interpreted as “racist” and as contradicting the color-
blind logic, they are actually used to reinforce the myth of nonracialism. 
How? By suggesting these preferences are almost biologically driven and 
typical of all groups in society, preferences for primary associations with 
members of one’s race are rationalized as nonracial because “they (racial 
minorities) do it too.”

Cultural racism is a frame that relies on culturally based arguments 
such as “Mexicans do not put much emphasis on education” or “blacks 
have too many babies” to explain the standing of minorities in society. 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   7613_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   76 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



 The Central Frames of Color-Blind Racism 77

This frame has been adequately discussed by many commentators and 
does not require much discussion.16 During slavery and Jim Crow a cen-
tral rationale for excluding racial minorities was their presumed biologi-
cal inferiority. Even as late as 1940, a white newspaper editor in Durham, 
North Carolina, could confidently state that

a Negro is different from other people in that he’s an unfortunate branch of 
the human family who hasn’t been able to make out of himself all he is ca-
pable of. He is not capable of being rushed because of the background of the 
jungle. Part of his human nature can’t be rushed; it gets him off his balance. 
. . . You can’t wipe away inbred character in one year or a hundred years. It 
must be nursed along. We look upon him for his lack of culture, as being less 
reliable, in business and unsafe socially. His passions are aroused easily.17

Today only white supremacist organizations spout things such as this 
in open forums. Yet, these biological views have been replaced by cultural 
ones that, as I will show, are as effective in defending the racial status 
quo.18 For example, George McDermott, one of the white middle-class 
residents interviewed by Katherine Newman in her Declining Fortunes, 
stated,

I believe in morality: I believe in ethics: I believe in hard work: I believe in all 
the old values. I don’t believe in handouts. . . . So that the whole welfare sys-
tem falls into that [category]. . . . The idea of fourteen-year-old kids getting 
pregnant and then having five children by the time they’re twenty is absurd! 
It’s ridiculous! And that’s what’s causing this country to go downhill.

And as Newman poignantly comments, “George does not see himself 
as racist. Publicly he would subscribe to the principle everyone in this so-
ciety deserves a fair shake.”19 Color-blind racism is racism without racists!

Minimization of racism is a frame that suggests discrimination is 
no longer a central factor affecting minorities’ life chances (“It’s bet-
ter now than in the past” or “There is discrimination, but there are 
plenty of jobs out there”). This frame allows whites to accept facts such 
as the racially motivated murder of James Byrd Jr. in Jasper, Texas,20 the 
brutal police attack on Rodney King, the Texaco case,21 the 2005 lawsuit 
by black workers alleging that Tyson Foods maintained a “Whites Only” 
bathroom in one of their Alabama plants, the neglect and slow response 
by government officials toward a mostly black population during Hur-
ricane Katrina, and many other cases and still accuse minorities of being 
“hypersensitive,” of using race as an “excuse,” or of “playing the infa-
mous race card.” More significantly, this frame also involves regarding 
discrimination exclusively as all-out racist behavior, which, given the way 
“new racism” practices operate in post–civil rights America (chapter 1), 
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eliminates the bulk of racially motivated actions by individual whites and 
institutions by fiat.

Before proceeding to illustrate how whites use these frames, I need to 
clarify a few points about the data and how I present them. First, whites 
used these frames in combination rather than in pure form. This is un-
derstandable, since informal expressions of ideology are a constructive 
effort, a process of building arguments in situ. Therefore, the examples 
of how whites use a particular frame may be mixed with other frames. 
Second, the frames were verbalized by participants in various emotional 
tones, ranging from sympathy to absolute disgust and outrage toward 
minorities. This suggests whites with differing levels of sympathy toward 
minorities resort to the same frames when constructing their accounts of 
racial matters. I attempt to represent this range of emotion in the quotes. 
Third, because the college student and DAS samples represent two dif-
ferent populations, I present quotes from the two studies separately in 
the text. I do so to better identify differences in style or content among 
the two populations. Fourth, the quotes in the chapter were selected to 
embrace the variety of ways in which the frames are used by respondents. 
This implies that many outrageously racist quotes were left out for the 
sake of representing the variance in the samples. Fifth, the interviews 
were transcribed to be as close to what the respondents uttered as pos-
sible. Thus the transcripts include nonlexical expressions (umm, ahh, 
umhmm), pauses (indicated by ellipses when they are short and by a 
number in seconds in parentheses representing the duration of the pause 
when they are longer than five seconds), emphases (indicated by italics 
or, for notations of the respondent’s tone, by italic letters in brackets), 
self-corrections (denoted by a short line, —), and other important discur-
sive matters (laughs and changes in tone are indicated with italic letters 
in brackets). Whenever I have added words, they appear in brackets; the 
interviewers’ interventions appear in brackets and in italic letters. How-
ever, to improve its readability, I edited the material lightly.

ABSTRACT LIBERALISM: UNMASKING REASONABLE RACISM22

Because of the curious way in which liberalism’s principles are used 
in the post–civil rights era, other analysts label modern racial ideology 
“laissez-fare racism” or “competitive racism” or argue that modern rac-
ism is essentially a combination of the “American Creed” with antiblack 
resentment.23 The importance of this frame is evident in that whites use it 
on issues ranging from affirmative action and interracial friendship and 
marriage to neighborhood and residential segregation. Because of the piv-
otal role played by this frame in organizing whites’ racial views, I provide 
numerous examples below.
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Rationalizing Racial Unfairness in the Name of Equal Opportunity

An archetype of how white students use the notion of equal opportunity 
in an abstract manner to oppose racial fairness is Sue, a student at SU.

When asked if minority students should be provided unique opportu-
nities to be admitted into universities, Sue stated:

I don’t think that they should be provided with unique opportunities. I think 
that they should have the same opportunities as everyone else. You know, 
it’s up to them to meet the standards and whatever that’s required for en-
trance into universities or whatever. I don’t think that just because they’re a 
minority that they should, you know, not meet the requirements, you know.

Sue, like most whites, ignored the effects of past and contemporary 
discrimination on the social, economic, and educational status of minori-
ties. Therefore, by supporting equal opportunity for everyone without 
a concern for the savage inequalities between whites and blacks, Sue’s 
stance safeguards white privilege. Sue even used the notion of equal op-
portunity to avoid explaining why blacks tend to perform worse than 
whites academically: “I don’t know . . . um, like I said, I don’t see it as a 
group thing. I see it more as an individual [thing] and I don’t know why 
as a whole they don’t do better. I mean, as I see it, they have the same op-
portunity and everything. They should be doing equal.”

College students are not the only ones who use this abstract notion of 
equal opportunity to justify their racial views. For example, Eric, a cor-
porate auditor in his forties, and a very affable man who seemed more 
tolerant than most members of his generation (e.g., he had dated a black 
woman for three years, recognized that discrimination happens “a lot” 
and identified multiple examples, and even said that “the system is . . . is 
white”), erupted in anger when asked if reparations were due to blacks 
for the injuries caused by slavery and Jim Crow: “Oh tell them to shut 
up, OK! I had nothing to do with the whole situation. The opportunity 
is there, there is no reparation involved and let’s not dwell on it. I’m 
very opinionated about that!” After suggesting that Jews and Japanese 
are the ones who really deserve reparation, Eric added, “But something 
that happened three God-damned generations ago, what do you want us 
to do about it now? Give them opportunity, give them scholarships, but 
reparations?”

Was Eric just a white with a “principled opposition” to government 
intervention (see chapter 1 for analysts who make this claim)? This does 
not seem to be the case since Eric, like most whites, made a distinction 
between government spending on behalf of victims of child abuse, the 
homeless, and battered women (whom whites deem as legitimate candi-
dates for assistance) and government spending on blacks (whom whites 
deem as unworthy candidates for assistance). This finding was consistent 
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with DAS survey results. For instance, whereas 64.3 percent of whites 
agreed that “we should expand the services that benefit the poor,” only 
39.6 percent (as opposed to 84 percent of blacks) agreed with the proposi-
tion “The government should make every effort to improve the social and 
economic position of blacks living in the United States.” Furthermore, 
whereas 75.2 percent of white respondents approved of increasing fed-
eral spending for the environment and 59.7 percent for social security, 
only 31.7 percent approved such increases for programs to assist blacks. 
And when the question dealt with government programs that were not 
perceived as “racial” in any way,24 the proportion of whites supporting 
the program increased even more.

“The Most Qualified . . .”: 
A Meritocratic Way of Defending White Privilege

Another tenet of liberalism whites use to explain racial matters is the Jef-
fersonian idea of “the cream rises to the top,” or meritocracy (reward by 
merit). And whites seem unconcerned that the color of the “cream” that 
usually “rises” is white. For example, Diane, a student at SU, expressed 
her dissatisfaction about providing blacks unique opportunities to be 
admitted into universities: “I don’t think you should admit anyone. It’s 
gotta be, you’ve gotta be on the level to do it. If they were prepared be-
forehand to handle the college level to succeed in it, then there you go, 
anyone can.” Diane then added, “They’ve gotta have the motivation to 
do well before you get there, I mean, I can’t imagine being unprepared to 
go [to college] like just barely getting by in high school and then coming 
here to take the classes, you just can’t go, ‘OK, we want to put minorities 
in here so put anyone in,’ you know.” Diane also used the notion of meri-
tocracy to explain her opposition to affirmative action.

That’s so hard. I still believe in merit, you know, I still believe in equality, 
you know. If you did have two people with the same qualifications, one’s 
minority and one’s not, you know, I’d want to interview them and just 
maybe a personality stands out that works with the job, I don’t know. Just 
find something other than race to base it on, you know? Let that not be a 
factor if they qualify.

How could Diane maintain these views and remain “reasonable”? 
Diane could say these things and seem reasonable because she believes 
discrimination is not the reason why blacks are worse off than whites. 
Instead, she relied on the cultural racism frame to explain blacks’ status. 
This view can be seen too in her response to a question on why blacks fare 
worse academically than whites: “I don’t know why. Mine was a personal 
motivation so, you know, I don’t know. I don’t want to say they weren’t 
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personally motivated to get good grades, but that’s what it was for me.” 
Diane expanded on this matter and said, “Maybe some of them don’t 
have parents to push them or . . . maybe the schools are not equal.” She 
also speculated, “Maybe, you know, they’ve got in their mind that they 
can’t succeed because they’re a minority and they don’t try, you know, 
no one there to tell them ‘You can do it, it doesn’t matter who you are.’”

Whites from the Detroit metro area used the meritocratic frame as ex-
tensively as college students. For instance Jim, a thirty-year-old computer 
software salesperson from a privileged background, explained in the fol-
lowing way his opposition to affirmative action:

I think it’s unfair top to bottom on everybody and the whole process. It often, 
you know, discrimination itself is a bad word, right? But you discriminate 
every day. You wanna buy a beer at the store and there are six kinda beers 
you can get, from Natural Light to Sam Adams, right? And you look at the 
price and you look at the kind of beer, and you . . . it’s a choice. And a lot 
of that you have laid out in front of you, which one you get? Now, should 
the government sponsor Sam Adams and make it cheaper than Natural 
Light because it’s brewed by someone in Boston? That doesn’t make much 
sense, right? Why would we want that or make Sam Adams eight times as 
expensive because we want people to buy Natural Light? And it’s the same 
thing about getting into school or getting into some place. And universities 
it’s easy, and universities is a hot topic now, and I could bug you, you know, 
Midwestern University I don’t think has a lot of racism in the admissions 
process. And I think Midwestern University would, would agree with that 
pretty strongly. So why not just pick people that are going to do well at 
Midwestern University, pick people by their merit? I think we should stop 
the whole idea of choosing people based on their color. It’s bad to choose 
someone based on their color; why do we, why do we enforce it in an insti-
tutional process?

Since Jim posited hiring decisions are like market choices (choosing 
between competing brands of beer), he embraced a laissez-faire position 
on hiring. The problem with Jim’s view is that discrimination in the labor 
market is alive and well (e.g., it affects black and Latino job applicants 30 
to 50 percent of the time) and that most jobs (as many as 80 percent) are 
obtained through informal networks.25 Jim himself acknowledged that be-
ing white is an advantage in America because “there’s more people in the 
world who are white and are racist against people that are black than vice 
versa.” However, Jim also believes that although blacks “perceive or feel” 
like there is a lot of discrimination, he does not believe there is much dis-
crimination out there. Hence, by upholding a strict laissez-faire view on 
hiring and, at the same time, ignoring the significant impact of past and 
contemporary discrimination in the labor market, Jim can safely voice his 
opposition to affirmative action in an apparently race-neutral way.
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“Nothing Should Be Forced upon People”: 
Keeping Things the Way They Are

A central tenet of liberal democracies is that governments should inter-
vene in economic and social matters as little as possible because the “in-
visible hand of the market” eventually balances states of disequilibrium. 
A corollary of this tenet, and part of the American mythology, is the idea 
that social change should be the outcome of a rational and democratic 
process and not of the government’s coercive capacity.26 During the Jim 
Crow era, the belief that racial change should happen through a slow, 
evolutionary process in “peoples’ hearts” rather than through govern-
mental actions was expressed in the phrase “you cannot legislate moral-
ity.”27 This old standpoint has been curiously reformulated in the modern 
era to justify keeping racial affairs the way they are. These ideas appeared 
occasionally in discussions on affirmative action, but most often in discus-
sions about school and residential integration in America.

Sonny, a student at MU, explained in typical fashion her position on 
whether school segregation is the fault of government, whites, or blacks. 
As almost all the students, Sonny first stated her belief that school inte-
gration is in principle a good thing to have: “In principle, yeah, I think 
that’s a good idea because like with, like with people interacting, they 
will understand each other better in future generations.” But Sonny also, 
as most students, was not too fond of government attempts to remedy 
school segregation or, in her words, “I, I don’t—I mean, it should be done 
if people want to do it. If people volunteer for it, and they want that part 
of their lives, then they should do it, but the government should not force 
people to bus if they don’t want that.” When asked to clarify her stance 
on this matter, she added, “I don’t think the government should impose 
any legislation thinking that it will change people’s hearts because people 
have to change them on their own. You can’t force them to say, ‘Well, OK, 
now that I have to bus my kid there, I like it.’”

DAS respondents were as adamant as students in arguing that it is not 
the government’s business to remedy racial problems. For example, Lynn, 
a human resources manager in her early fifties, explained why there has 
been so little school integration since the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education 
decision:

I don’t and that’s another one. I do not believe in busing. The reason I don’t 
believe in busing, you know, I said I don’t. I didn’t encourage my children 
to play with the neighborhood kids. I still felt that going to school in your 
community was the key to developing a child’s sense of community and I 
still believe that. One of the reasons, another reason I moved from where I 
was [was] that I didn’t want my children to be bused. I didn’t want to have 
them got on a bus, especially me working. So I don’t think that is an answer. 
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I think the answer is education and helping people learn to make a life for 
themselves and, you know, any type of social program that interacts, that 
provides interaction between races I think is excellent. But I’m just not a 
busing person.

Lynn wants equal opportunity in education as well as community 
schools, a position that sounds perfectly reasonable. However, one would 
expect Lynn to support doing something to make sure that communities 
throughout America are diverse, a policy that other things being equal 
would guarantee school integration. Yet, Lynn took a very strong laissez-
faire, anti-government-intervention stance on this matter. Lynn answered 
as follows the question, “America has lots of all-white and all-black 
neighborhoods. What do you think of this situation?”

I don’t have a problem with all-white and all-black neighborhoods if that’s 
the choice of the people, the individuals. But, if it’s forced either way, if I’m a 
black person and I’ve come into the neighborhood and I want to live here 
and selectively denied that option, that’s wrong. But, again, there still has 
to be some type of social interaction for growth and if the social interaction 
takes place then, the cross-integration will take place, I think.

When pressed about what she thought could be done specifically to 
increase the mixing of the races in neighborhoods, Lynn restated that this 
could only be achieved “through educating (people) and encouraging 
businesses.” Lynn was not alone in having this abstract view on school 
and neighborhood integration. Only one of the white respondents who 
opposed busing in the interviews (69.7 percent of whites opposed busing 
in the survey) provided a specific proposal that if implemented would 
increase residential as well as school integration.28

Individual Choice or an Excuse for Racial 
Unfairness and Racially Based Choices?

Individualism29 today has been recast as a justification for opposing 
policies to ameliorate racial inequality because they are “group based” 
rather than “case by case.” In addition, the idea of individual choice is 
used to defend whites’ right to live and associate primarily with whites 
(segregation) and for choosing whites exclusively as their mates. The 
problem with how whites apply the notion of individualism to our pres-
ent racial conundrum is that a relation of domination-subordination still 
ordains race relations in the United States (see chapters 1 and 4 in my 
White Supremacy and Racism in the Post–Civil Rights Era). Thus, if minority 
groups face group-based discrimination and whites have group-based 
advantages, demanding individual treatment for all can only benefit the 
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advantaged group.30 And behind the idea of people having the right of 
making their own “choices” lays the fallacy of racial pluralism—the false 
assumption that all racial groups have the same power in the American 
polity. Because whites have more power, their unfettered, so-called indi-
vidual choices help reproduce a form of white supremacy in neighbor-
hoods, schools, and society in general.

Lynn, a human resources manager, used the notion of individualism in 
a very curious way. Although Lynn expressed her support for affirmative 
action because “there’s still a lot of discrimination,” she thinks that “there 
isn’t as much discrimination as there used to be.” Lynn also acknowl-
edged white males have advantages in society and said “the white male is 
pretty much instilled” and “very much represses . . . um, people and other 
minorities.” Nevertheless, when it came to the possibility of affirmative 
action affecting her, Lynn said,

Um, because affirmative action is based on a group as a whole, but when it 
comes down to the individual, like if affirmative action were against me one 
time, like it would anger me. I mean, because, you know, I as an individual 
got ripped off and, you know, getting a job.

DAS respondents also used individualism to justify their racial views 
and race-based preferences. For example, Mandi, a registered nurse in her 
thirties, said she had no problems with neighborhood segregation. She 
justified her potentially problematic position by saying that people have 
the right to choose where and with whom they live.

Umm, I think that people select a neighborhood to live in that they are simi-
lar to and people, you know, whatever similarities they find [louder voice], 
you know, it’s race, economical level, religion, or, you know, whatever. 
When you are looking at somebody you don’t know what, what denomina-
tion they are or what political preference they have, but you can tell right off 
in race. I think that they choose to live in a neighborhood that is their race.

NATURALIZATION: DECODING 
THE MEANING OF “THAT’S THE WAY IT IS”

A frame that has not yet been brought to the fore by social scientists is 
whites’ naturalization of race-related matters. Although the naturaliza-
tion frame was the least-used frame of color-blind racism by respondents 
in these two projects, about 50 percent of DAS respondents and college 
students used it, particularly when discussing school or neighborhood 
matters, to explain the limited contact between whites and minorities, 
or to rationalize whites’ preferences for whites as significant others. The 
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word “natural” or the phrase “that’s the way it is” is often interjected to 
normalize events or actions that could otherwise be interpreted as ra-
cially motivated (residential segregation) or racist (preference for whites 
as friends and partners). But, as social scientists know quite well, few 
things that happen in the social world are “natural,” particularly things 
pertaining to racial matters. Segregation as well as racial preferences are 
produced through social processes and that is the delusion/illusion com-
ponent of this frame.

The importance and usefulness of this frame can be illustrated with 
Sara, a student at MU who used the frame on three separate occasions. 
Sara, for example, used the frame to answer the question on black self-
segregation.

Hmm, I don’t really think it’s a segregation. I mean, I think people, you 
know, spend time with people that they are like, not necessarily in color, 
but you know, their ideas and values and, you know, maybe their class 
has something to do with what they’re used to. But I don’t really think it’s 
a segregation. I don’t think I would have trouble, you know, approaching 
someone of a different race or color. I don’t think it’s a problem. It’s just that 
the people that I do hang out with are just the people that I’m with all the 
time. They’re in my organizations and stuff like that.

Sara also used the naturalization frame to explain the paltry level of 
school integration in the United States.

Well, I also think that, you know, where you are in school has to do with the 
neighborhood that you grow up in and, like, I grew up in mainly all-white 
communities so that community was who I was going to school with. And 
if that community had been more black, then that would be, I guess, more 
integrated and that would be just fine. I don’t know if there’s any way you 
can change the places in which people live because I think there are gonna 
be white communities and there are gonna be black communities and, you 
know, I don’t know how you can get two communities like in the same 
school system.

The interviewer followed up Sara’s answer with the question, “Why do 
you think there are white communities and black communities?” Sara’s 
answer was, “Maybe like I said before, if people like to be with people 
that they’re similar with and it means, you know—well, I don’t think it 
has anything to do with color. I think it has to do with where they. . . .” 
Sara did not complete her thought as a light seems to have clicked on in 
her mind. She then proceeded to change her answer and acknowledged 
that race has a bearing on how people select neighborhoods: “Well, I 
guess it does [laughs].” The interviewer asked Sara if she thought her par-
ents would move into an almost all-black neighborhood. Sara employed 
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all sorts of rhetorical maneuvers (see chapter 4) to defend her parents by 
conveying the idea that racial considerations would have never been a 
criterion for selecting a neighborhood.

Finally Liz, a student at SU, suggested that self-segregation is a univer-
sal process or, in her own words: “I do think they segregate themselves, 
but I don’t necessarily think it’s on purpose. I think it’s that, you know, 
we all try to stay with our own kind so, therefore, you know, they get along 
better with their own people or whatnot [my emphasis].” By universalizing 
segregation as a natural phenomenon, Liz was able to justify even her 
own racial preference for white mates. When asked if she had ever been 
attracted to minority people, Liz said,

Um no, just because I wasn’t really attracted to them, you know, I’m more 
attracted to someone that’s like kinda more like me. But, you know, and I 
wouldn’t say that, I mean, I like if he’s good looking or not, you know, it’s not 
that, it’s just I’m more attracted to someone white, I don’t know why [laughs].

DAS respondents naturalized racial matters too, but in general did it 
in a more crude fashion. For instance, Bill, a manager in a manufacturing 
firm, explained the limited level school integration:

I don’t think it’s anybody’s fault. Because people tend to group with their 
own people. Whether it’s white or black or upper-middle class or lower class 
or, you now, upper class, you know, Asians. People tend to group with their 
own. Doesn’t mean if a black person moves into your neighborhood, they 
shouldn’t go to your school. They should and you should mix and welcome 
them and everything else, but you can’t force people together. If people want 
to be together, they should intermix more. [Interviewer: OK. So the lack of mix-
ing is really just kind of an individual lack of desire?] Well, individuals, it’s just 
the way it is. You know, people group together for lots of different reasons: 
social, religious. Just as animals in the wild, you know. Elephants group 
together, cheetahs group together. You bus a cheetah into an elephant herd 
because they should mix? You can’t force that [laughs].

Bill’s unflattering and unfitting metaphor comparing racial segregation 
to the separation of species, however, was not the only crude way of using 
the naturalization frame. For example, Earl, a small-time contractor in his 
fifties, explained segregation in a matter-of-fact way.

I think you’re never going to change that! I think it’s just kind of, you know, 
it’s going to end up that way. . . . Every race sticks together and that’s the 
way it should be, you know. I grew up in a white neighborhood, you know, 
most of the blacks will live in the black neighborhood. [Interviewer: So you 
don’t think there’s anything wrong?] No. Well, they can move, they still have 
the freedom to move anywhere they want anyway.
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A significant number of DAS respondents naturalized racial matters in 
a straightforward manner. For example, Jim, a thirty-year-old computer 
software salesperson for a large company, naturalized school segregation 
as follows:

Eh, you know, it’s more of the human nature’s fault. It’s not the govern-
ment’s fault, right? The government doesn’t tell people where to live. So 
as people decide where to live or where to move into or where they wanna 
feel comfortable, [they] move to where they feel comfortable. We all kinda 
hang out with people that are like us. I mean, you look at Detroit, we have 
a Mexican village, why do we have a Mexican village? Why aren’t Mexican 
people spread out all over on metro Detroit? Well, they like being near other 
Mexican people; that way they could have a store that suited them close by 
them, you know, those sort of things probably together. So, it’s more human 
nature that I would blame for it.

Despite whites’ belief that residential and school segregation, friend-
ship, and attraction are natural and raceless occurrences, social scientists 
have documented how racial considerations affect all these issues. For 
example, residential segregation is created by white buyers searching 
for white neighborhoods and aided by realtors, bankers, and sellers.31 As 
white neighborhoods develop, white schools follow—an outcome that 
further contributes to the process of racial isolation. Socialized in a “white 
habitus” (see chapter 5) and influenced by the Eurocentric culture, it is 
no wonder whites interpret their racialized choices for white significant 
others as “natural.” They are the “natural” consequence of a white social-
ization process.32

“THEY DON’T HAVE IT ALL TOGETHER”: CULTURAL RACISM

Pierre-André Taguieff has argued that modern European racism does not 
rely on an essentialist interpretation of minorities’ endowments.33 Instead, 
it presents their presumed cultural practices as fixed features (hence, he 
labels it as the “biologization of racism”) and uses that as the rationale for 
justifying racial inequality. Thus, Europeans may no longer believe Afri-
cans, Arabs, Asian Indians, or blacks from the West Indies are biologically 
inferior, but they assail them for their presumed lack of hygiene, family 
disorganization, and lack of morality.34 This cultural racism frame is very 
well established in the United States. Originally labeled as the “culture 
of poverty”35 in the 1960s, this tradition has resurfaced many times since, 
resurrected by conservative scholars such as Charles Murray and Law-
rence Mead, liberals such as William Julius Wilson, and even radicals 
such as Cornel West.36 The essence of the American version of this frame 
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is “blaming the victim,” arguing that minorities’ standing is a product of 
their lack of effort, loose family organization, and inappropriate values.

Since there is little disagreement among social scientists about the 
centrality of this frame in the post–civil rights era, I focus my attention 
on highlighting what this frame allows whites to accomplish. I begin 
my illustration of this frame with two, clear-cut examples of college 
students who used it. The students agreed with the premise of the 
question, “Many whites explain the status of blacks in this country as a 
result of blacks lacking motivation, not having the proper work ethic, 
or being lazy. What do you think?” The first student is Kara, an MU 
student.

I think, to some extent, that’s true. Just from, like, looking at the black people 
that I’ve met in my classes and the few that I knew before college, not like 
they’re—I don’t want to say waiting for a handout, but to some extent, that’s 
kind of what I’m like hinting at. Like, almost like they feel like they were 
discriminated against hundreds of years ago, now what are you gonna give 
me? You know, or maybe even it’s just their background, that they’ve never, 
like maybe they’re the first generation to be in college, so they feel like just 
that is enough for them.

The second quote is from Kim, a student at SU:

Yeah, I totally agree with that. I don’t think, you know, they’re all like that, 
but, I mean, it’s just that if it wasn’t that way, why would there be so many 
blacks living in the projects? You know, why would there be so many poor 
blacks? If they worked hard, they could make it just as high as anyone else 
could. You know, I just think that’s just, you know, they’re raised that way 
and they see what their parents are like so they assume that’s the way it 
should be. And they just follow the roles their parents had for them and 
don’t go anywhere.

When cultural racism is used in combination with the “minimization 
of racism” frame, the results are ideologically deadly. If people of color 
say they experience discrimination, whites, such as Kara and Kim, do not 
believe them and claim they use discrimination as an “excuse” to hide 
the central reason why they are behind whites in society: their presumed 
“laziness.”

Although Kara and Kim used the cultural racism frame in a crude form, 
most students did not. They articulated their culture of poverty views in a 
gentler, at times even “compassionate,” way. For example, Ann, a student 
at WU, inserted the frame in her answer to a question about why blacks 
as a group fare worse than whites academically.
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Um, I guess I would have to say primarily family structure. Maybe it’s not 
[being] able to support the child and, you know, in school and really encour-
age. It might be that it’s a single-parent family and it’s necessary [for them] 
to get out and get a job, you know, a full-time job and work a part-time job 
and still try to go to school. Maybe it’s not encouraged as much for, like long 
term, it’s mainly survival. I don’t know, something, income; if the family is 
really skimping by it would be really far-fetched, well, it wouldn’t be prob-
ably necessarily the first thing that a child from [such] a family would think 
of, you know, expensive college rather than paying the rent, you know what 
I mean [laughs]? So, I mean, you know, the priorities are different.

Although Ann’s arguments seem “reasonable” (poor people may have 
a different set of priorities than other people based on their economic situ-
ation), her explanation is wanting because it avoids mentioning the insti-
tutional effects of discrimination in the labor, housing, and educational 
markets and the well-documented37 impact that discrimination has on 
middle- and upper-middle-class blacks. More significantly, Ann’s failure 
to recognize how old- and new-fashioned discrimination affects blacks’ 
life chances is not an argumentative slip, but the way in which most 
whites construe the situation of blacks, as evidenced by how respondents 
in both samples used similar arguments in answering questions about 
blacks’ status.

This kinder and gentler way of using the cultural frame was the pre-
ferred choice of students. For example, Jay, a student at WU, explained as 
follows why blacks have a worse overall standing than whites:

Hmm, I think it’s due to lack of education. I think because if they didn’t grow 
up in a household that afforded them the time to go to school and they had 
to go out and get jobs right away, I think it is just a cycle [that] perpetuates 
things, you know. I mean, I can’t say that blacks can’t do it because, obvi-
ously, there are many, many of them [that] have succeeded in getting good 
jobs and all that.

Jay, as most whites, admits to the “exceptional black.” However, Jay 
immediately goes back to the gentle cultural argument:

So it’s possible that the cycle seems to perpetuate itself because—I mean, 
let’s say they go out and get jobs and they settle down much earlier than 
they would normally if they had gone to school and then they have kids at a 
young age and they—these kids—have to go and get jobs and so.

How did DAS respondents use this cultural frame? They relied on 
this frame as often as students did but were significantly more likely to 
use it in a straightforward and crude manner. The following two cases 
exemplify how most DAS respondents used this frame. First is Isaac, an 
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engineer in his fifties. In response to the question comparing blacks’ and 
whites’ overall standing, Isaac argued that few blacks have the education 
to work as engineers. This led to the following exchange between Isaac 
and the interviewer:

Interviewer: So you feel maybe there’s a lack of interest in education that 
black people have?

Isaac: They want to get a shortcut to make money. There’s no urgency to 
get education. They want to make, to get money faster than whites. They 
don’t want to take the time to get educated, they want to get money fast.

Interviewer: So they also don’t put the time into developing their educational 
skills?

Isaac: Yeah the way you learn, the way you grow, is the way you become.
Interviewer: Some people say that minorities are worse off than whites be-

cause they lack motivation, are lazy, or do not have the proper values to 
succeed in our society. What do you think?

Isaac: Right now I think our minorities are lazy. They don’t have the patience 
to keep going.

Ian, the manager of information security at an automotive company, 
explained why blacks are worse off than whites as follows: “The majority 
of ‘em just don’t strive to do anything, to make themselves better. Again, 
I’ve seen that all the way through. ‘I do this today, I’m fine, I’m happy 
with it, I don’t need anything better.’ Never, never, never striving or giv-
ing extra to, to make themselves better.”

Ian’s perception of blacks as lazy emerged from his understanding 
of blacks as culturally deficient. This view was clearly expressed in his 
response to the question, “Do you think that the races are naturally dif-
ferent?”

Well I think that genes have something, some play in this, but I think a lot of 
it is past history of the people and the way they’re brought up. You look at 
Chinese, if you’re gonna get ahead in China, you’ve gotta be very intellectual 
and you’ve gotta be willing to, uh, to fight for everything that you’re gonna 
get. Ja–Japan is the same way. For a kid just to get into college, they gonna 
take two years of going through entrance exams to get in. Then you kinda 
look at the blacks’ situation. It’s like, “Well, because of slavery, I ought to be 
given this for nothing, so I don’t have to work for it, just give it to me.” So 
culture and their upbringing is the big part of this.

Although Ian came close to the old biological view (“Well, I think genes 
have something, some play in this”), overall he made use of the cultural 
frame to explain blacks’ status (Asians do well because they “gotta be 
intellectual,” whereas blacks believe that because of slavery they do not 
have to work).
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MINIMIZATION OF RACISM: WHITES’ 
DECLINING SIGNIFICANCE OF RACE THESIS

When William Julius Wilson published The Declining Significance of Race 
in 1978, he made many whites in academia feel good about themselves. 
Wilson’s main claim—that class rather than race was the central obstacle 
for black mobility—was an argument that had been brewing among 
whites for quite a while. Yet, whites believe that discrimination exists. 
For example, when white and black respondents in the DAS survey were 
given the statement, “Discrimination against blacks is no longer a prob-
lem in the United States,” a high proportion of both groups (82.5 percent 
of whites and 89.5 percent of blacks) “disagreed” or “strongly disagreed” 
with that statement. Although whites and blacks believe discrimination 
is still a problem, they dispute its salience as a factor explaining blacks’ 
collective standing. Thus, in response to the more specific statement, 
“Blacks are in the position that they are today as a group because of pres-
ent day discrimination,” only 32.9 percent of whites “agreed” or “strongly 
agreed” (compared to 60.5 percent of blacks). This means that in general 
whites believe discrimination has all but disappeared, whereas blacks 
believe that discrimination—old and new—is alive and well.

College students were more likely than DAS respondents to give lip 
service to the existence of discrimination. Because students for this study 
were taking social science courses at the time of the interviews, they may 
have become sensitized to the significance of discrimination as well as 
to the new character of contemporary discrimination. However, despite 
this sensitization, few believed discrimination and institutionalized rac-
ism are the reasons minorities lag behind whites in this society. In gen-
eral, the students articulated their declining significance of race thesis in 
three ways. A plurality (eighteen of forty-one) used an indirect strategy 
of denial set by one of the following two phrases, “I am not black” or “I 
don’t see discrimination” (see chapter 4 for an analysis of the functions of 
these phrases), others (nine of forty-one) minimized racism directly, and 
yet others (seven of forty-one) argued minorities make things look racial 
when they are not.

The following example illustrates how students used the indirect strat-
egy of denial. The response of Mary, a student at SU, to the statement, 
“Many blacks and other minorities claim that they do not get access to 
good jobs because of discrimination and that when they get the jobs they 
are not promoted at the same speed as their white peers,” was,

I think before you really start talking about hiring practices and promotion 
practices, you have to look at credentials. I mean, you know, I’ve only really 
had one job. I worked for a general contractor so it was basically me in the 
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office all day with him, my boss. But I, in fact, you have to look at credentials. 
I mean, I don’t know if, you know, a white person gets a job over a minority, 
I can’t sit here and say, “Well, that’s discrimination,” because I don’t know 
what the factors were. This person got a master’s degree versus a bachelor’s 
degree, or more in-depth training than this person, you know? I mean, I 
definitely do not doubt that [discrimination] happens, that minorities get 
passed over for promotions and that they are not hired based on their race. 
I have absolutely no doubt that it happens. I think that before you can sit 
there and start calling a lot of things discrimination, you need to look into 
the background, the credentials behind it.

Rather than stating “I don’t believe minorities experience discrimina-
tion,” Mary suggested they may not get jobs or promotions because they 
lack the credentials. And although Mary, as most whites, recognizes 
discrimination exists (“I definitely do not doubt that [discrimination] 
happens”), she clearly believes most claims are bogus (“I think that before 
you can sit there and start calling a lot of things discrimination, you need 
to look into the background, the credentials behind it”).

The next example is of students who minimized the significance of 
racism directly. Andy, a student at WU, answered a question on whether 
discrimination is the central reason why blacks are behind whites today 
by saying, “I think they do.” Yet his answer was wanting, since he could 
not provide a meaningful explanation of how discrimination affects 
minorities’ life chances. More importantly, Andy’s answers to the other 
questions minimized the salience of racism. For instance, his answer to 
the question of whether or not discrimination affects the chances of mi-
norities getting jobs and promotions was, “I think that there’s probably 
less than it used to be, but that it still happens. It’s just in isolated places 
or, you know, it happens in different places, but in most jobs, I think it 
probably does not happen.” When asked to elaborate, Andy stated he 
believes the reason why blacks do not get good jobs is, “if anything, it’s 
probably education” because “you can’t apply for certain jobs without a 
lot of education.”

The last example is of students who argued blacks make situations 
racial that are not. Janet, an SU student, answered all the questions 
on discrimination by denying that discrimination is a salient factor in 
minorities’ life chances and suggesting alternative interpretations. For 
instance, Janet’s answer to the same question, on whether or not dis-
crimination is the central reason why blacks lag behind whites, was, 
“I would say it depends on the individual. I’m sure there are some . . . 
that do and others [that] don’t, so. . . .” When asked to clarify, she said, 
“Right. But I would say for the most part, most of them don’t unless 
they make it out to be the case.” When the interviewer asked Janet if she 
thought most claims of discrimination by minorities were a perception 
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issue, she replied, “If they looked at it as a different way or something, 
they might see—might not see it as racism, you see what I’m saying? 
[Interviewer: You are saying that they are seeing more than is actually out 
there?] Right.” When asked about discrimination in jobs, Janet answered 
in a blunt fashion:

I would say that’s a bunch of crap [laughs]. I mean, if they’re qualified, they’ll 
hire you and if you are not qualified, then you don’t get the job. It’s the same 
way with, once you get the job, if you are qualified for a promotion, you’ll 
get the promotion. It’s the same way with white, blacks, Asians, whatever. If 
you do the job, you’ll get the job.

DAS respondents used similar argumentative strategies to deny the 
significance of discrimination. The strategy they used the most was 
direct minimization (eighteen of sixty-six), followed by outright denial 
(thirteen of sixty-six), stating that minorities make things racial (eleven 
of sixty-six), and indirect minimization (three of sixty-six). The remain-
ing respondents (twenty of sixty-six) include a few who sincerely believe 
discrimination is important (see chapter 7) and others who denied the 
centrality of discrimination in their own peculiar way.

The first case exemplifies DAS respondents who minimized the sig-
nificance of discrimination directly. Joann, a poor white woman in her 
fifties who works in a large chain store, answered the direct discrimina-
tion question by stating, “I don’t see any in the store.” When asked about 
discrimination against minorities in general, Joann said,

I don’t think it’s as bad as it was. It probably needs improvement. What 
[society] needs is a knowledgeable crew and I think that is the truth there. I 
think that the work will have to be done up continually until we’re all one 
big happy family. [Interviewer: Do you foresee that happening?] It wouldn’t 
surprise me. My great-granddaughter might marry a black, I don’t know. I 
have no idea!

The next case is an example of respondents who denied discrimina-
tion outright. It is worth pointing out that all the DAS respondents who 
used this strategy were from working- or lower-class backgrounds. Scott, 
a twenty-three-year-old drafter for a mechanical engineering company, 
answered the direct question on discrimination as follows:

I don’t—nowadays I don’t, I don’t really feel that way, I really don’t at all. 
Maybe like when I was younger I would notice it, but right now I don’t really 
feel that there’s too much segregation anymore. If it is because of the person, 
you know, from their past experience. And, I mean, if you got a record, 
you’re not gonna go too far, you know. So then they might feel like “Just be-
ing held back just because, you know, just ‘cause I’m black.”
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The interviewer followed up Scott’s answer with the question, “So you 
don’t think that discrimination is a factor in most blacks’ lives nowa-
days?” His answer was, “It might be just because of their past and their 
attitudes toward life. But if you just took it as everyday life and just went 
with it, no, I don’t feel it at all, I don’t see it. I don’t practice it and my 
friends, all my friends [don’t] practice it.”

Next are examples of respondents who argued blacks make things ra-
cial that are not. Sandra, a retail salesperson in her early forties, explained 
her view on discrimination as follows:

I think if you are looking for discrimination, I think it’s there to be found. But 
if you make the best of any situation, and if you don’t use it as an excuse. I think 
sometimes it’s an excuse because people felt they deserved a job, whatever! 
I think if things didn’t go their way I know a lot of people have a tendency 
to use prejudice or racism as whatever as an excuse. I think in some ways, yes 
there [are] people who are prejudiced. It’s not only blacks, it’s about Spanish, 
or women. In a lot of ways there [is] a lot of reverse discrimination. It’s just 
what you wanna make of it.

Finally, I provide an example of respondents who used the indirect 
minimization strategy. Dave, an engineer in his forties who owns a small-
time employment agency, answered the direct question on discrimina-
tion by saying, “[laughs] I don’t know any blacks so I don’t know. But, 
in general, I probably have to say it’s true.” When asked for clarification, 
Dave stated,

Oh that’s a hard one to just, well, I guess it comes down to stereotypes 
though like I said earlier. It just—some people may try to say that some 
blacks don’t work as hard as whites. So, in looking for a job they may feel like 
they didn’t get the job because they have been discriminated against because 
they were black, that’s very possible. That may not really be, but as a person, 
they make the assumption.

Dave explained blacks’ inferior status as compared to whites by sug-
gesting that it “really comes down to individuals” and that he has “espe-
cially noted that if you want a job, [there are] jobs out there.” In this reply 
Dave intimates his belief that racial discrimination is not a factor in the 
labor market since “[there are] jobs out there.”

The last case is of DAS respondents who did not fit the overall strate-
gies and used sui generis arguments to deny the significance of racial 
discrimination. Henrietta, a transsexual school teacher in his fifties, said 
the following in response to the question on discrimination:

[Nine-second pause] Trying to be an unbiased observer because as a trans-
sexual I am discriminated against. I think if people act responsible they will 
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not be discriminated against. People who are acting irresponsible, in other 
words, demanding things, ah, “I need this” or “You did this because of my 
skin color,” yeah, then they will be discriminated against. People who are 
intelligent present themselves in a manner that is appropriate for the situa-
tion and will not be discriminated against.

Thus, Henrietta suggests that blacks who experience discrimination 
deserve so because they act irresponsibly or complain too much.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I illustrated how whites use the four central frames of 
color-blind racism, namely, abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural 
racism, and minimization of racism. These frames are central to the views 
of whites, young (college-student sample) and old (DAS respondents), 
and serve them as an interpretive matrix from where to extract arguments 
to explain a host of racial issues. More significantly, together these frames 
form an impregnable yet elastic wall that barricades whites from the 
United States’ racial reality. The trick is in the way the frames bundle with 
each other, that is, in the wall they form. Whites, for example, would have 
a tough time using the abstract liberalism frame if they could not resort to 
the minimization of racism frame as well. Precisely because they use these 
frames the way children use building blocks, whites can say things such 
as “I am all for equal opportunity, that’s why I oppose affirmative action” 
and also say “Everyone has almost the same opportunities to succeed in 
this country because discrimination and racism are all but gone.” And if 
anyone dares to point out that in this land of milk and honey there is a 
tremendous level of racial inequality—a fact that could deflate the balloon 
of color blindness—they can argue this is due to minorities’ schools, lack 
of education, family disorganization, or lack of proper values and work 
ethic. In short, whites can blame minorities (blacks in particular) for their 
own status.

But what if someone pokes holes in whites’ color-blind story by point-
ing out that whites live mostly in white neighborhoods, marry and be-
friend mostly whites, interact mostly with whites in their jobs, and send 
their children to white schools or, if they attend mixed schools, make sure 
they take most of their classes with white children. Whites have two dis-
cursive options to avoid the potentially devastating effects of these argu-
ments. They can resort to the abstract liberalism frame and say something 
like “I support integration, but I do not believe in forcing people to do 
anything that they do not want to do” or “People have the right to make 
their own individual choices and no one can interfere.” Alternatively, 
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they can naturalize the whiteness in which they live (“Blacks like living 
with blacks, and whites like living with whites . . . it’s a natural thing”). 
As I documented in this chapter, whites mix and match arguments as they 
see fit. Therefore, someone can say, “Segregation is a natural thing” but 
also say that “I believe that no one has the right of preventing people from 
moving into a neighborhood.” These frames then form a formidable wall 
because they provide whites a seemingly nonracial way of stating their 
racial views without appearing irrational or rabidly racist.

But if the ideological wall of color-blind racism were not pliable, a few 
hard blows would suffice to bring it down. That is why the flexibility of 
the frames is so useful. Color-blind racism’s frames are pliable because 
they do not rely on absolutes (“All blacks are . . .” or “Discrimination 
ended in 1965”). Instead, color-blind racism gives some room for excep-
tions (“Not all blacks are lazy, but most are”) and allows for a variety of 
ways of holding on to the frames—from crude and straightforward to 
gentle and indirect. Regarding the former, almost every white respondent 
in these studies mentioned the exceptional black (“Well, Robert, my black 
friend, is not like that”), agreed in principle with racially progressive no-
tions (“I believe that school integration is great because we can learn so 
much from each other” or “Gee, I wish I could see the day when we have 
the first black president”), or even joined Martin Luther King Jr. in the 
dream of color blindness (“In two or three generations race will disappear 
and we will all just be Americans”). Regarding the latter, whites used 
the color-blind frames in crude ways, displaying resentment and anger 
toward minorities (“Blacks are God-damned lazy”) or in compassionate 
ways (“It is terrible the way they live in those neighborhoods, with those 
schools, without fathers, with crime just around the corner . . . it saddens 
me whenever I see all that on TV”).

The pliability of the color-blind wall is further enhanced by the style 
of color blindness. For instance, if whites find themselves in a rhetorical 
bind, such as having disclosed a personal taste for whiteness or a dislike 
for blackness, they can always utter a disclaimer such as, “I am not preju-
diced,” or “If I ever fall in love with a black person, the race thing will 
never be an obstacle for us getting together.” They can tiptoe around the 
most dangerous racial minefields because the stylistic elements of color 
blindness provide them the necessary tools to get in and out of almost any 
discussion. I examine these tools in detail in the next chapter.

NOTES

1. John Dollard, Caste and Class in a Southern Town, 2d ed. (New York: Double-
day, 1949).
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 2. For discussions on the “defensive beliefs” that supported Jim Crow, see 
Dollard, Caste and Class; Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem 
and Modern Democracy (New York: Harper Brothers, 1944); Allison Davis et al., 
Deep South (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1941); and Charles S. Johnson, 
Patterns of Negro Segregation (New York: Harper Brothers, 1943).

 3. This is taken from the title of conservative commentator Dinesh D’Souza’s 
book, The End of Racism: Principles for a Multiracial Society (New York: Free Press, 
1995). This book is, among other things, a crude example of color-blind racism.

 4. J. B. Thompson, Studies in the Theory of Ideology (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 1984).
 5. All ideologies aspire to be hegemonic, to rule the hearts of rulers and ruled. 

However, only those that incorporate elements of the “common sense” of the 
oppressed (albeit in partial and refracted manner) can truly become hegemonic.

 6. See John Gray, Liberalism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1986).

 7. All these quotes are from The Communist Manifesto. See David McLellan 
(ed.), Karl Marx: Selected Writings (London: Oxford University Press, 1982). For a 
detailed intellectual assault at the farce of liberalism, see Karl Marx and Frederick 
Engels, The German Ideology (New York: International, 1985).

 8. For a marvelous discussion of this point and of “racial capitalism,” see Ce-
dric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000).

 9. Good examples of this trend are Andrea T. Baumeister, Liberalism and the 
“Politics of Difference” (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000), and Patrick 
Neal, Liberalism and Its Discontents (New York: New York University Press, 1997). 
Although Baumeister skillfully shows the tensions in traditional liberal discourse 
that foreshadow some of today’s debates and provides a reasonable philosophi-
cal resolution based on “value pluralism,” she fails to point out the exclusionary 
character of liberalism and the Enlightenment. Neal’s account produces two 
interesting modifications of liberalism: the idea that liberal states cannot be neu-
tral and the notion of “modus vivendi liberalism,” which entails an open liberal 
approach to social issues. Yet, like Baumeister, Neal is silent about the racism of 
the founding fathers of liberalism and the meaning of their racial exclusions for 
today’s liberal project.

10. Charles W. Mills, The Racial Contract (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1997), 27.

11. The quotes by Kant and Voltaire as well as the views of Mill on slavery 
and colonialism can be found in chapter 2 of David Theo Goldberg, Racist Culture 
(Cambridge, UK: Blackwell, 1993). See also Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and Am-
bivalence (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991).

12. Richard Bellamy, “Liberalism,” in Contemporary Political Ideologies, edited 
by Roger Eatwall and Anthony Wright, 23–49 (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1993).

13. See Dana D. Nelson, National Citizenship: Capitalist Citizenship and the 
Imagined Fraternity of White Men (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1998), 
and chapter 5 in Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1980).

14. From a social movements perspective, “liberal groups are those that at-
tempt to reform social systems for the purpose of giving all groups equal oppor-
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tunities.” Margaret L. Andersen, Thinking about Women: Sociological Perspectives on 
Sex and Gender (New York: Macmillan, 1988), 299.

15. For a scathing critique of color-blind “radicals” such as Todd Gitlin, Mi-
chael Tomasky, Richard Rorty, Jim Sleeper, Barbara Epstein, and Eric Hobsbawm, 
see chapter 4 in Robin D. G. Kelley, Yo’ Mama’s Disfunktional: Fighting the Culture 
Wars in Urban America (Boston: Beacon, 1997).

16. The classic statement on the subject still is William Ryan, Blaming the Victim 
(New York: Vintage, 1976).

17. Charles S. Johnson, Racial Attitudes: Interviews Revealing Attitudes of Northern 
and Southern White Persons, of a Wide Range of Occupational and Educational Levels, 
toward Negroes (Nashville, Tenn.: Social Science Institute, Fisk University, 1946), 
153.

18. It is important to note that cultural racism was part and parcel of European 
and American racisms. My point is that this theme has supplanted biological rac-
ism in importance and effectiveness.

19. Katherine S. Newman, Declining Fortunes: The Withering of the American 
Dream (New York: Basic, 1993), 168.

20. James Byrd was a black man murdered by three white supremacist ex-
convicts in 1998 in Jasper, Texas.

21. High-level Texaco executives were caught on tape saying some racially 
insensitive things about blacks and other minorities a few years back, which led 
them to settle a lawsuit brought by minority employees accusing the company of 
racial discrimination in pay and promotion.

22. I borrow the phrase “reasonable racism” from Jody David Armour, Negro-
phobia and Reasonable Racism (New York: New York University Press, 1997).

23. The former label is used in the works of Lawrence Bobo and his coauthors 
(see chapter 1) and the latter by Philomena Essed, in Diversity: Gender, Color, and 
Culture (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1996).

24. When the question at hand could be perceived as racial, white support de-
clined significantly. Thus, for example, only 21 percent of whites agreed with the 
proposition to increase welfare spending.

25. The specific citations for these facts can be found in the introduction, or the 
reader can consult my chapter, coauthored with Amanda E. Lewis, “The ‘New 
Racism’: Toward an Analysis of the U.S. Racial Structure, 1960–1990s,” in Race, 
Nationality, and Citizenship, edited by Paul Wong (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1999).

26. Bringing about social change in this country has never been a rational, civi-
lized feat, particularly when racial considerations have been involved. Force and 
resistance have accompanied the most significant changes in America’s political 
and racial order. We used force to achieve our independence from Britain, to keep 
the Union together, and to end state-sanctioned Jim Crow. An excellent little book 
on this subject is Irving J. Sloan, Our Violent Past: An American Chronicle (New 
York: Random House, 1970).

27. Southern sociologist Howard W. Odum took William Graham Sumner’s 
idea of “mores” and suggested that racial conflicts must be solved through an 
evolutionary approach that he labeled “racial adjustments.” In a similar vein, 
northern sociologist Robert E. Park argued that race contacts went through “race 
cycles” that ended in racial assimilation. See Howard W. Odum, American Social 
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Problems (New York: Holt, 1939), and Robert E. Park, Race and Culture (Glencoe, 
Ill.: Free Press, 1950).

28. One respondent suggested a tax-incentive policy to stimulate residential 
integration.

29. Despite its elitist origins in American history (see chapter 5 in Zinn, A 
People’s History of the United States), the notion of individualism has been used 
by social reform movements such as the Jacksonian democracy movement of the 
nineteenth century, the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s (“one man, 
one vote”), and the woman’s suffrage movement of the early twentieth century 
(“one person, one vote”) to advance truly inclusive democratic agendas.

30. David Ingram, Group Rights: Reconciling Equality and Difference (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2000).

31. For a review, see chapter 4 in my White Supremacy and Racism in the Post–
Civil Rights Era (Boulder, Colo.: Rienner, 2001).

32. On all these matters, see Beverly Daniel Tatum, “Why Are All the Black Kids 
Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?”: And Other Conversations about Race (New York: 
Basic, 1997).

33. Most of the work of this important French scholar has not been published 
in English. A few of his pieces have appeared in Telos and, fortunately, the Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press translated his La Force du préjugé: Essai sur le racisme 
et ses doubles. Pierre-André Taguieff, The Force of Prejudice: Racism and Its Doubles 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001). See also Pierre-André Tagu-
ieff (ed.), Face au racisme, Tome II: Analyse, hypothèses, perspectives (Paris: La Décou-
verte, 1991).

34. See my “‘This Is a White Country’: The Racial Ideology of the Western Na-
tions of the World-System,” Research in Politics and Society 6, no. 1 (1999): 85–102.

35. The culture of poverty argument was formally developed by anthropologist 
Oscar Lewis. His claim was that the poor develop a culture based on adaptations 
to their poverty status, which is then transmitted from generation to generation 
and becomes an obstacle for moving out of poverty. Although Lewis formulated 
his thesis as a class-based one, because the characters in his famous books, The 
Children of Sánchez (1961) and La Vida (1965), were Mexican and Puerto Rican, 
respectively, it was almost impossible not to interpret his argument as especially 
pertinent for understanding minorities’ well-being in America. Lewis’s argument 
was roundly condemned by many of his contemporaries, but it stuck in scholarly 
policy circles as well as among conservative politicians and a few “liberals” such 
as Senator Patrick Moynihan.

36. Charles A. Murray, Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950–1980 (New 
York: Basic, 1984); Lawrence M. Mead, Beyond Entitlement: The Social Obligations 
of Citizenship (New York: Free Press, 1986); William Julius Wilson, The Truly Dis-
advantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1987); Cornel West, Race Matters (Boston: Beacon, 1993).

37. See Sharon Collins, Black Corporate Executives: The Making and Breaking of a 
Black Middle Class (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1997); Ellis Cose, The 
Rage of a Privileged Class (New York: HarperCollins, 1995); and Joe R. Feagin and 
Melvin Sikes, Living with Racism: The Black Middle-Class Experience (Boston: Bea-
con, 1994).
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Subscribing to an ideology is like wearing a piece of clothing. When 
you wear it, you also wear a certain style, a certain fashion, a certain 

way of presenting yourself to the world. The style of an ideology refers to 
its peculiar linguistic manners and rhetorical strategies (or race talk),1 to the 
technical tools that allow users to articulate its frames and story lines. As 
such, the style of an ideology is the thread used to join pieces of fabric into 
garments. The neatness of the garments, however, depends on the context 
in which they are being stitched. If the garment is being assembled in an 
open forum (with minorities present or in public venues), dominant ac-
tors will weave its fibers carefully (“I am not a racist, but . . .”) and not too 
tight (“I am not black, so I don’t know”). If, in contrast, the needlework 
is being done among friends, the cuts will be rough and the seams loose 
(“Darned lazy niggers”).

I examine in this chapter the basic style of color blindness. At the core 
of my analysis is the idea that because the normative climate changed 
dramatically from the Jim Crow to the post–civil rights era, the language 
of color blindness is slippery, apparently contradictory, and often subtle.2 
Thus, analysts must excavate the rhetorical maze of confusing, ambiva-
lent answers to straight questions; of answers speckled with disclaimers 
such as “I don’t know, but . . .” or “Yes and no”; of answers almost un-
intelligible because of their higher-than-usual level of incoherence. This 
is not an easy task and the analyst can end up mistaking honest “I don’t 
knows” for rhetorical moves to save face or nervousness for thematically 
induced incoherence. Cognizant of this possibility, I offer as much data as 
possible on each cited case.

4

The Style of Color Blindness
How to Talk Nasty about Minorities 

without Sounding Racist
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Since a full discursive analysis of the stylistic components of color 
blindness is beyond the scope of this chapter,3 I focus instead on show-
casing five things. First, I document whites’ avoidance of direct racial 
language to expressing their racial views. Second, I analyze the central 
“semantic moves” (see below) whites use as verbal parachutes to avoid 
dangerous discussions or to save face. Third, I examine the role of projec-
tion in whites’ racial discourse. Fourth, I show the role of diminutives in 
color-blind race talk. Finally, I show how incursions into forbidden issues 
produce almost total incoherence in many whites. This last element is not 
part of the stylistic tools of color blindness but the result of talking about 
racially sensitive matters in a period in which certain things cannot be 
uttered in public. Nevertheless, because rhetorical incoherence appears 
often in whites’ remarks, it must be regarded as part of the overall lan-
guage of color blindness.

One concern for readers of this chapter may be whether I am attributing 
intentionality to whites as they piece together their accounts. That is, am 
I suggesting white respondents are “racists” trying to cover up their real 
views through these stylistic devices? First, readers need to be reminded 
that I see the problem of racism as a problem of power (see chapter 1). 
Therefore, the intentions of individual actors are largely irrelevant to the 
explanation of social outcomes. Second, based on my structural definition 
of “racism,” it should also be clear that I conceive racial analysis as “be-
yond good and evil.” The analysis of people’s racial accounts is not akin to 
an analysis of people’s character or morality. Lastly, ideologies, like gram-
mar, are learned socially and, therefore, the rules of how to speak properly 
come “naturally” to people socialized in particular societies. Thus, whites 
construct their accounts with the frames, style, and stories available in 
color-blind America in a mostly unconscious fashion. As Stuart Hall has 
pointed out, “We all constantly make use of a whole set of frameworks of 
interpretation and understanding, often in a very practical unconscious 
way, and [those] things alone enable us to make sense of what is going on 
around us, what our position is, and what we are likely to do.”4

CALLING BLACKS “NIGGER” SOFTLY: 
RACISM WITHOUT RACIAL EPITHETS

The literature about life in plantations, accounts from frontiersmen, or 
narratives from cattle ranchers show that whites used to talk about mi-
norities in a straightforward matter. When people of color were property 
or regarded as secondary human beings, there was no reason to be con-
cerned in talking about them. But the civil rights era shattered, among 
many things, the United States’ norms about public discussions on race. 
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Hence using words such as “nigger” and “spic” and even saying things 
that sound or can be perceived as racist is deemed immoral. And because 
the dominant racial ideology purports to be color blind, there is little 
space for socially sanctioned speech about race-related matters. Does this 
mean that whites do not talk about minorities in public? As I showed in 
the previous chapter, whites talk about minorities in public, even in the 
somewhat formal venue of an interview sponsored by a major research 
university. But I also showed they talk in a very careful, indirect, hesitant 
manner and, occasionally, even through coded language.5 

Almost all whites we interviewed avoided using traditional Jim Crow 
terminology to refer to blacks. Only one college student and six DAS re-
spondents used terms such as “colored” or “Negroes” to refer to blacks 
and not a single one used the term “nigger” as a legitimate term. The stu-
dent who used the term “colored” was Rachel, an MU student who had 
very conservative racial views. However, it was not clear whether or not 
she used the term as part of her normal repertoire. She used the term in 
her answer to a question about who were her friends in college:

I wouldn’t say mostly white. I’d say, it’s probably a mix. ’Cause I have like 
a lot of Asian friends. I have a lot of colored friends,6 you know, but it wasn’t 
maybe not even the same, like, background either, I don’t know. It’s hard to 
tell, you know? From looking at somebody, so. . . .

From this statement, it is unclear whether she used the term in the old 
sense or wanted to say “people of color” and got confused.

All DAS respondents who used the term “colored” were sixty years of 
age or older. For example, Pauline, a retired woman in her late seventies, 
described the racial makeup of the schools she attended while growing 
up: “They were mixed, you know. [Interviewer: Mixed of what?] Well [raises 
voice] we had mostly colored and the white.”

Although none of these older respondents were racial progressives, it 
would be a mistake to regard them as “Archie Bunkers,” just because they 
used the racial language of the past. In truth, all these respondents were 
whites who have not fully absorbed the racial ideology and style of the 
post–civil rights era. Yet, based on what they said, some of these respon-
dents seemed more open-minded than many younger respondents. For 
instance, when Pauline was asked if she had black friends while growing 
up, she said, “I always had black friends, even when I worked I had black 
friends. In fact, I had a couple of my best friends.” Although many whites’ 
self-reports on friendship with blacks are suspect (see chapter 5), based 
on Pauline’s own narrative, she seems to have had real associations with 
blacks. For example, she played with black kids while growing up and 
remembered fondly her black coworker. More significantly, Pauline, who 
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has a niece who is dating a black “gentleman,” seemed less concerned 
than one would expect:

I feel like it’s none of my business. She’s had trouble with ah, she’s divorced. 
She’s had a lot of trouble with her ex, and he’s very, very abusive. This fellow 
she’s going with is very kind. The kids like him so there you go. So maybe it’s 
gonna be good for her and the kids. And for him too, who knows!

The fact that white youth do not use racial slurs as legitimate terms in 
public does not mean that they do not use these terms or denigrate blacks 
in private. For example, most college students acknowledged listening 
to or telling racist jokes with friends; six even told the jokes in the inter-
views. For example, Lynn, an MU student, told the following joke she 
heard back home:

Lynn: Okay [laughing]. It was, it’s terrible but, what do you call a car full of 
niggers driving off a cliff?

Interviewer: What?
Lynn: A good beginning. 

Eric, another MU student, told the following joke: “It was, what do you 
call a black man, a black man in a, in a coat and a tie? And it was, the de-
fendant or something. Yeah, it was the defendant. And that was probably 
a couple of weeks ago or something that I heard that.”

In addition, racist terminology is current in the life of students and 
DAS respondents, as illustrated by the fact that more than half of them 
acknowledged that they have friends or close relatives who are “racist.” 
For example, Lee, a WU student, acknowledged, “My father is pretty rac-
ist, so I heard everything, just about every racial slur you could possibly 
think of I heard it from him and I think that had an effect on me early.” He 
also said that while his family was watching black TV shows such as San-
ford and Son or The Jeffersons, his father would say things such as “Are we 
gonna watch the nigger shows?” Lee and his brothers would say, “Yeah,” 
because it was “just kind of second nature.” Although Lee believes he has 
been able to successfully repel his father’s racist influence, he admitted 
that he had some Nazi leanings while growing up and that although “I 
wasn’t a skinhead or anything, but, you know, every now and again, I 
would draw a swastika on my notebook or something.”

READING THROUGH THE 
RHETORICAL MAZE OF COLOR BLINDNESS

Because post–civil rights racial norms disallow the open expression of 
racial views, whites have developed a concealed way of voicing them. 
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Analysis of post–civil rights racial speech suggests whites rely on “se-
mantic moves,” or “strategically managed . . . propositions” whose 
meanings can be determined by the “content of speech act sequences,”7 
to safely state their views. For instance, most whites use apparent denials 
(“I don’t believe that, but . . .”), claims of ignorance (“I don’t know”), or 
other moves in the process of stating their racial views. The moves act as 
rhetorical shields to save face because whites can always go back to the 
safety of the disclaimers (“I didn’t mean that because, as I told you, I am 
not a racist”). The data in this chapter will show whites often sandwich 
their racial statements between slices of nonracial utterances. In what fol-
lows I showcase the most common verbal strategies of post–civil rights 
racial speech.

“I Am Not Prejudiced, but . . .” and “Some of My Best Friends Are . . .”

Phrases such as “I am not a racist” or “Some of my best friends are black” 
have become standard fare of post–civil rights racial discourse. They act 
as discursive buffers before or after someone states something that is or 
could be interpreted as racist. Therefore, it was not surprising to find that 
four students and ten DAS respondents used phrases such as “I’m not 
prejudiced, but” in their answers. One example of how the respondents 
inserted this semantic move was Rhonda, a part-time employee in a jew-
elry store in her sixties. She used the move to safely express her highly 
racial views on why she thinks blacks are worse off than whites:

Well, I’m gonna be, you understand I’m, I’m [not] prejudice or racial or what-
ever. They’re always given the smut jobs because they would do it. Then 
they stopped, they stopped doing [them]. The welfare system got to be very, 
very easy. And I’m not saying all, there’s many, many white people on wel-
fare that shouldn’t be. But if you take the percentage in the Tri-city country 
area, you will find that the majority are white, but all you see is the black 
people on welfare. But it’s a graduation up. Thirty years ago they started it 
and they continued it, and they continued it, and they continued it. And it 
was easier to collect welfare from the state rather than go out and get a job. 
Why work if, if they gonna, if the government’s gonna take care of you? 

After Rhonda stated that, “I’m, I’m [not] prejudice or racial or what-
ever,” she then gave her account on how she believes the welfare state 
has spoiled blacks. The ideological value of the “I am not a racist, but . . .” 
move is clear here.

The phrase “Some of my best friends are . . .” or its equivalent was 
used by eight students and twelve DAS respondents. Surprisingly, many 
respondents used it to refer to their Asian friends. For example, Eric, a 
student at MU, used this phrase after revealing that most of his friends 
while growing up were white. Specifically, when asked “Okay, and you 
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say mostly whites, were there nonwhite friends along the way?” Eric an-
swered, “Yeah I had a few. I, one of my best friends when I lived in New 
Jersey was Korean.”

Jill, a salesperson in her thirties, used the “Some of my best friends are 
black” move in a rather odd way. In response to the question, “Have you 
ever dated racial minorities?” Jill said, “No, but I think one of my best 
friends is black.”

The interviewer then asked Jill, “OK, can you talk a little bit about that 
relationship?” Jill answered,

Yeah we worked together at Automotive Company and what happened is 
this man was very bright. He graduated first in his class in economics from 
Indiana University and he got a fellowship through Automotive Company, 
which probably helped because he was black. And I also know he got into 
Harvard because he had terrible GMAT scores, but he did get in. He didn’t 
have terrible, he had in the high fives. He did get in and graduated from 
Harvard and now he’s an investment banker. But you know what? He is a 
nice guy. What he lacks in intellect he makes up for in . . . he works so hard 
and he’s always trying to improve himself. He should be there because he 
works harder than anybody I know. 

One of Jill’s “best friends,” according to her own narrative, was “very 
bright” but had “terrible GMAT scores.” Yet, she continued, he “did get 
in” Harvard, which he deserved because “he is a nice guy” who makes 
up for “what he lacks in intellect” with hard work (was her “best friend” 
“very bright” or lacking “in intellect”?). She also sprinkled the story with 
her veiled concerns about affirmative action (her commentary about 
Automotive Company helping him “because he was black”). Please also 
notice this “best friend” is never identified by name.

“I Am Not Black, So I Don’t Know”

Since the aforementioned moves have become cliché (and thus less ef-
fective), color-blind racism has produced other semantic moves. These 
moves, as all the parts of any ideology, have developed collectively 
through a trial-and-error process and become resources available for the 
production of people’s racial accounts.8 One such move that appeared fre-
quently among white college students but not among DAS respondents 
was the phrase “I am not black, so I don’t know.” After respondents in-
terjected this phrase, they proceeded with statements that indicated they 
have strong views on the racial issue in question. For example, Brian, a 
student at SU, inserted the statement in response to the direct question 
on discrimination.
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I don’t know. I believe them. I don’t know, I’m not a black person living so 
I don’t hang out with a lot of black people, so I don’t see it happen. But I do 
watch TV and we were watching the stupid talk shows—there’s nothing else 
on—and there’s people out there. And just that and just hearing the news 
and stuff. I’m sure it’s less than it used to be, at least that’s what everybody 
keeps saying so . . . I think it’s less but I can’t say. But I can’t speak for like a 
black person who says they’re being harassed or being prejudice or discrimi-
nated against.

Brian’s statement can be broken down as follows. First, he stated “I’m 
not a black person,” so he did not see discrimination happening. Second, 
he recognized that discrimination still happens. Third, he carefully stated 
his own view: “It’s less than it used to be.”

The second example is Liz, a student at MU. She also used the phrase 
in her answer to the direct question on discrimination:

Um, just because I’m not black, I’m not Hispanic, I don’t really, don’t under-
stand. I don’t go through it I guess. But then again, I’ve seen like racism on, 
you know, towards whites, scholarships and as far as school goes, which, I 
mean, which bothers me too. So I guess I can kind of understand. 

Liz began her answer with the move and pondered whether or not she 
could understand minorities’ complaints about discrimination because 
“I don’t go through it I guess.” But then she changed the topic to the 
issue of so-called reverse discrimination toward whites in “scholarships 
and as far as school goes,” which “bothers me too.” Thus Liz equalized 
the complaints about discrimination by all groups and concluded that, 
after all, “I guess I can kind of understand” minorities’ claims about dis-
crimination. In a specific question on whether or not blacks experience 
discrimination in jobs and promotions, Liz answered by avoiding the is-
sue altogether: “Um, I just think that the best qualified should probably 
get the job and that, you know, like I wouldn’t see why someone black 
wouldn’t get a job over someone white who was more qualified or bet-
ter suited for the job.” Since Liz hinted that blacks lie when they make 
claims of discrimination, the interviewer asked her, “So when they say 
that [discrimination] happens to them, do you think they’re lying or 
. . . ?” Liz proceeded to make a quick reversal to restore her image of 
neutrality:

I mean, I don’t think they’re lying, but I wouldn’t, I mean, I guess in my little 
world, that everything is perfect, I wouldn’t see why that would happen. But 
I guess that there are people who are, you know, racist who do, you know, 
would not promote someone black just because they’re black, which I don’t 
really understand, you know. 
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Liz’s rhetorical back and forth (not understanding minorities’ claims 
of discrimination and then claiming she does) and reversals (hinting that 
minorities lie when they claim to have experienced discrimination and 
then saying that discrimination happens) typify how dangerous are the 
waters of color blindness. Negotiating the seemingly contradictory views 
that “race does not matter” but, at the same time, that “race matters” a 
little bit for minorities and a lot for whites in the form of reverse discrimi-
nation is not an easy task.

“Yes and No, But . . .”

Another semantic move typical of color-blind racism is the “yes and no” 
strategy. After respondents insert this phrase and, apparently taking or 
examining all sides, they proceed to take a stand on the issue at hand. Stu-
dents were more likely than DAS respondents to use this move, a finding 
that resonates with the fact, discussed in the previous chapter, that DAS 
respondents were more straightforward in the enunciation of the frames 
of color-blind racism. An example of how respondents used this move is 
Emily, a student at SU who answered a question about providing minori-
ties special opportunities to be admitted into universities as follows:

Unique opportunities, I don’t know? There might be, I guess, some minori-
ties do get schools [that] aren’t as well funded as others. So, I would have to 
say yes and no. I think they should get an opportunity to come, but I also 
don’t think they should allow other people to come. ‘Cause that’s sort of like 
a double-edged sword, maybe because you are discriminating against one 
group any way you do it and I don’t believe in that, and I don’t think you 
should discriminate against one group to give another a better chance. And 
I don’t believe that’s fair at all. But I also don’t believe that it’s fair they have 
to [attend a] school that can’t teach as well or don’t have the facilities to teach 
them like they should. I don’t know. I’m kinda wishy-washy on that. 

This “yes and no” answer can be interpreted as an expression of whites’ 
ambivalence on a very “controversial” social policy.9 However, Emily’s 
answer to the direct question on discrimination clearly shows that she is 
decisively against affirmative action:

I just have a problem with the discrimination, you’re gonna discriminate 
against a group and what happened in the past is horrible and it should 
never happen again, but I also think that to move forward you have to let 
go of the past and let go of what happened. You know, and it should really 
start equaling out, um, ’cause I feel that some of it will go too far and it will 
swing the other way. One group is going to be discriminated against—I 
don’t believe in that. I don’t think one group should have an advantage over 
another, regardless of what happened in the past.
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Thus, Emily opposes affirmative action as it is practiced because she 
interprets it as reverse discrimination. In turn, she favors programs that 
are not in place (expanding educational opportunities for minorities be-
fore college) or that would not change minorities’ status in a significant 
way (equal opportunity).

Mark, an MU student, used the “yes and no” strategy to express his 
view on affirmative action:

Yes and no. This is probably the toughest thing I have deciding. I really, 
‘cause I’ve thought about this a lot, but I can make a pro-con list and I still 
wouldn’t like. I’ve heard most of the issues on this subject and I honestly 
couldn’t give a definite answer. 

Mark, who was taking a sociology course at the time of the interview, 
recognized minorities “don’t have the same starting points and, if you 
are starting from so much lower, they should definitely be granted some 
additional opportunities to at least have an equal playing ground.” But 
he immediately added, “I’m gonna be going out for a job next year, and 
I’ll be honest, I’d be upset if I’m just as qualified as someone else, and 
individually, I’d be upset if a company takes, you know, like an Afri-
can American over me just because he is an African American.” Mark 
repeats this point when discussing three affirmative action–based hiring 
scenarios. When asked if he would support the hypothetical company’s 
hiring decisions, Mark said, “If I’m that person, I’m not gonna support 
it. If I’m that majority getting rejected just because I’m a different race.” 
Hence Mark’s philosophical “yes and no” on affirmative action seems to 
disappear when the policy is discussed in practical terms.

It is important to point out that other respondents did not use the 
particular phrase “yes and no” but inserted similar buffer statements 
to safely express their reservations, objections, and at times, opposition 
to certain policies. For example, Brian, a student at SU, explained his 
stance on affirmative action: “Man, that’s another one where [laughs] I 
kind of support and oppose it [laughs], you know? Uh pretty much the 
same thing I said before was that, I don’t know, if I come, I don’t know—
somebody underqualified shouldn’t get chosen, you know?” Brian op-
posed providing minorities unique opportunities to be admitted into 
universities and the hiring decisions in the three affirmative action hir-
ing scenarios. This suggests Brian leans more toward the “against” than 
the “for” stance on affirmative action, regardless of his odd “I kind of 
support and oppose” stance.

One example of DAS respondents who used this strategy is Sandra. A 
retail person in her forties, Sandra used the move to voice her opposition 
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to affirmative action. Sandra’s answer to the question, “Are you for or 
against affirmative action?” was

Yes and no. I feel someone should be able to have something, education, job, 
whatever, because they’ve earned it, they deserve it, they have the ability 
to do it. You don’t want to put a six-year-old as a rocket scientist. They don’t 
have the ability. It doesn’t matter if the kid’s black or white. As far as letting 
one have the job over another one just because of their race or their gender, 
I don’t believe in that. 

Sandra’s “yes and no” answer on affirmative action seems like truly a 
strong “no,” since she did not find any reason whatsoever for affirmative 
action programs to be in place. Her “yes and no” at the beginning was 
followed by a long statement on why affirmative action is wrong and thus 
she concluded by saying, “As far as letting one have the job over another 
because of their race or their gender [which is the way she interprets af-
firmative action policies], I don’t believe in that.”

Anything but Race 

Another rhetorical move akin to the “I am not a racist, but” and “Some 
of my best friends are” is “Anything but race.” This strategy involves 
interjecting comments such as “it’s not a prejudice thing” to dismiss the 
fact that race affects an aspect of the respondent’s life. Hence, this tool al-
lows whites to explain away racial fractures in their color-blind story. For 
example, Ray, a student at MU, dismissed the notion that race had any 
bearing on the fact that he had no minority friends in high school:

Yeah, I think, I think that as things got later on, I don’t think there was any 
type of prejudice involved. I just think that we really didn’t know these kids. 
You know what I mean? They lived in different neighborhoods, they went to 
different schools. Um, and there was never any effort made to exclude, and 
if anything, there was an effort made to cultivate these kids. 

Sonny, a student at MU, also used this tool to explain why she did not 
have minority friends while growing up. Sonny revealed in the interview 
that she had Italian friends,10 but suggested that “race never came into 
play” and that “most of my friends were just normal kids.” After reveal-
ing that “one of my best friends is Indian” (Asian Indian), she pondered 
why she and her friends did not have blacks in their crowd:

I mean, there was so many kids. I don’t think we had any black friends. I 
don’t know why. It kind of stuck together and I don’t know, it wasn’t that 
we, it wasn’t that we wouldn’t be like . . . allowing to black people. It’s just 
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that there was never, like, an opportunity. There’s no population like that 
around where we lived.

Both Ray and Sonny seemed to realize their almost-all-white networks 
violate their color-blind view of themselves. Thus, in their descriptions, 
they pointed out that this was a nonracial fact in their lives. My point here 
is not to accuse whites who do not have minority friends of being “racist” 
(see my definition of “racism” in chapter 1). Instead, I want to show that 
whites explain the product of racialized life (segregated neighborhoods, 
schools, and friendship networks) as nonracial outcomes and rely on the 
available stylistic elements of color blindness to produce such accounts.

As college students, DAS respondents used phrases in line with the 
“anything but race” strategy. For instance, Marge, an unemployed 
woman in her early fifties, used this rhetorical strategy in her response to 
the interracial marriage question:

Very different than what I used to think, I think it doesn’t have anything to do 
with racism. It has to do with how you will all be treated. Now, if it’s just a 
matter of you and the other person and there’s no families involved, no kids 
involved, and if you are living in an area [where people have] open minds, 
I think it’s fine. But when you start dragging kids in, no matter how much 
you love or whether you are a racist or not, that’s not the question, it’s how 
those kids are going to be treated. And so my answer is if there are kids, 
you know, families in and all that involved, and you’re living in a racially, 
you know, racist kind of area, no, I don’t believe in marrying somebody of a 
different race. But if it’s you two together and there’s nobody else involved, 
then I say it’s fine. But, you know, when you are dragging other people in, 
you have to think of them too. 

Obviously, the phrase “I think it doesn’t have anything to do with rac-
ism,” and the carefully but long-winded statement afterwards, allowed 
Marge to oppose almost all kinds of interracial unions on a variety of ap-
parently nonracial grounds (but see chapter 5).

“THEY ARE THE RACIST ONES”: 
PROJECTION AS A RHETORICAL TOOL

Psychologists since Freud have argued that projection is part of our nor-
mal equipment to defend ourselves.11 It is also an essential tool in the 
creation of a corporate identity (Us versus Them).12 More pertinent to 
this section, projection helps all of us “escape from guilt and responsibil-
ity and affix blame elsewhere.”13 College students and DAS respondents 
projected racism or racial motivations onto blacks and other minorities 
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as a way of avoiding responsibility and feeling good about themselves. 
The projections of college students appeared on a variety of issues (e.g., 
affirmative action, school and residential segregation, interracial friend-
ship and marriage, and the work ethic of blacks), but most often on the 
hot issue of so-called black self-segregation. For example, Janet, a student 
at SU, answered a question on whether or not blacks self-segregate, as 
follows:

I think they segregate themselves. Or, I mean, I don’t know how everybody 
else is, but I would have no problem with talking with or being friends with 
a black person or any other type of minority. I think they’ve just got into 
their heads that they are different and, as a result, they’re pulling themselves 
away. 

The interviewer followed up Janet’s answer with a question trying to 
ascertain whether or not Janet had tried to mingle with blacks, but Janet 
cut her off quickly with the following statement: “They’re off to their own 
kind of little, own world.”14

Janet projected once more in her answer to the interracial marriage 
question, but this time not onto blacks, but onto people who marry across 
the color line:

I would feel that in most situations they’re not really thinking of the, the 
child. I mean, they might not really think anything of it, but in reality I think 
most of the time when the child is growing up, he’s going to be picked on 
because he has parents from different races and it’s gonna ultimately affect 
the child and, and the end result is they’re only thinking of them—of their 
own happiness, not the happiness of, of the kid. 

By projecting selfishness onto people who intermarry (“they’re not 
really thinking of the, the child”), Janet was able to voice safely her oth-
erwise racially problematic opposition to intermarriage. Nevertheless, 
she admitted that if she or a member of her family ever became involved 
with someone from a different race, her family “would not like it at all! 
[laughs].”

Other examples of projection among students occurred when they dis-
cussed affirmative action. Although most students expressed open resent-
ment on this subject, a few projected the idea that blacks feel “terrible” if 
they are hired because of their race. For instance, Rachel, the conservative 
MU student cited above, explained her position on affirmative action as 
follows:

Affirmative action programs? Like I was saying, I think, I don’t know if I do 
because, I mean, I think the only reason they, you know, established it was 
to make up for the 200 and some years of slavery. And it’s just trying to, 
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like, for us it’s just trying to like make up for the past. And on the blacks, on 
that end, I think they’re kind of . . . I would feel bad, you know, because I’m 
getting in because of the color of my skin, not because of my merits. And I’d 
feel kind of inferior, you know, like I’d feel that the whole affirmative action 
system would inferiorize me. Just because maybe I’ll get like, you know, a 
better placement, you know, in a school just because of the color of my skin. 
I don’t know. 

This argument appears quite often in whites’ objections to affirma-
tive action.15 The rhetorical beauty of this projection is that it is couched 
as a “concern” on how blacks feel about affirmative action. Of course, 
because the market is heavily tilted toward whites, if someone ought to 
feel “inferior” about market decisions it should be whites, since they are 
the ones who receive preferential treatment “just because of the color of 
[their] skin.”

DAS respondents projected racism and racial motivations onto blacks 
and minorities but at a slightly higher rate. Twenty-two of the sixty-six 
white respondents projected racism or racial motivations onto blacks on a 
variety of issues. For example Ann, an unemployed woman in her twen-
ties, answered the question on whether blacks are hard to approach or 
are not welcomed by whites as follows: “I think that, I don’t know—they 
live too much on the past, if you ask me. Some of ’em do. You know, I 
think blacks are more prejudiced against whites than whites are against blacks.”

Francine, a homemaker in her late twenties, answered a question on 
why blacks and whites see the police and the criminal court system very 
differently in the following way: “Black people are just prejudiced. They just 
think that they’re out to get them or something.”

Pat, an orderly in a psychiatric hospital in her early thirties, balked at 
the idea of the government establishing programs on blacks’ behalf to 
deal with the effects of discrimination:

On behalf of blacks? No, I think it’s equaling out, I mean, if you want to go to 
school you can. I don’t think there should be—Years back [the government] 
came out with a Negro College Fund. We don’t have any United Caucasian 
Fund, I mean, I don’t know why they separate themselves because they are 
allowed to go to the same schools and colleges and everything as white 
people. It should be all together. I don’t think there should be specials, you 
know what I am saying? [giggles and snorts] No, I don’t—it should all be the 
same for everybody. Everybody wants equal rights, equal this and equal this 
and that will equal everything out. 

Beverly, a small-business owner and homemaker in her forties, pro-
jected the idea that blacks who are hired through affirmative action feel 
terrible. She stated that affirmative action is “unfair to black and white.” 
When the interviewer asked her to explain what she meant, Beverly said, 
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“Because a lot of companies they know that they’re hired [because they 
are black]. I mean, it’s got to be in their mind, it would be in [my] mind, 
that’s why I’m saying this. ‘Was I hired because I was good or because I 
was black?’”

Racial projections bring to mind the famous statement by DuBois in 
The Souls of Black Folk, “How does it feel to be a problem?”16 Whites freely 
lash out at minorities (“They self-segregate,” “They take advantage of the 
welfare system,” “They must feel terrible about affirmative action”) and 
seldom exhibit self-reflexivity. Minorities are the problem; whites are not.

“IT MAKES ME A LITTLE ANGRY”: 
THE ROLE OF DIMINUTIVES IN COLOR-BLIND RACE TALK

Because maintaining a nonracial, color-blind stance is key in the post–civil 
rights era, whites rely on diminutives to soften their racial blows. Hence, 
when they oppose affirmative action, few say, “I am against affirmative 
action.” Instead, they say something such as, “I am just a little bit against 
affirmative action.” Similarly, few whites who oppose interracial marriage 
state flatly, “I am against interracial marriage.” Instead, they say something 
such as, “I am just a bit concerned about the welfare of the children.”

About half of the college students and a quarter of DAS respondents 
used diminutives to cushion their views on issues such as interracial mar-
riage and affirmative action. For instance, Andy, a student at WU, used 
diminutives twice to state his concerns on interracial marriage:17 

I would say I have a little bit of the same concern about the children just 
because it’s more, I mean, would be more difficult on them. But, I mean, I 
definitely [nervous laugh] have no problem with any form of interracial mar-
riage. That’s just, just an extra hurdle that they would have to over, overcome 
with the children, but, but I—[it] wouldn’t be a detriment to the kids, I don’t 
think. That just makes it a little more difficult for them.

Mickey, a student at MU, used diminutives to make the potentially 
problematic claim that people at MU were oversensitive about matters re-
garding race or sexual orientation. Andy made his comments in response 
to a question about whether or not he participated in political activities 
on campus. After Andy stated in no uncertain terms that he did not par-
ticipate in any political activity, the interviewer, curious about the tone 
of the answer, commented “You sounded pretty staunch in your no.” To 
this Andy replied,

Yeah, I just, I don’t know. I think everybody, everybody here just seems like 
really uptight about that kind of stuff and, I mean, maybe it’s just because 
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I never had to deal with that kind of stuff at home, but, you know, it seems 
like you have to watch everything you say because if you slip a little bit, and 
you never know, there’s a protest the next day. 

When asked to explain what kind of “little slips” he was referring to, 
Andy said,

Like, I mean, if you hear a professor say something, like a racial slur, or 
something just like a little bit, you know, a little bit outta hand, you know. I 
mean. I would just see it as like, you know, he was just, you took it out of 
context or something, but, you know, it’s just little things like that. It’s just, 
it’s so touchy. Everything is so touchy it seems like around here. And I don’t, 
like I don’t like to get into debates about stuff and, you know, about cultures 
and stuff like that. ’Cause I’ve seen it, I’ve seen it around here, you know, 
plenty, you know, about like, with religious stuff and gay stuff and minority 
stuff. And it’s just nothin’ of that, I just don’t like to get into that stuff. 

Thus, Mickey uses the diminutives to state that people at MU are hy-
persensitive because they protest when a professor does “little things” 
like making “a racial slur” in class or making some insensitive religious 
or homophobic remarks.

DAS respondents also used diminutives, but consistent with what 
I have documented for other rhetorical tools and the frames of color 
blindness, they were less likely to use them. The following two examples 
illustrate how they used diminutives. First is Rita, an underemployed 
woman in her twenties. Rita stated her controversial belief that blacks are 
naturally different from whites as follows: “Well, I can’t say that generally 
they all are, but a lot of the ones I’ve encountered are a little more aggres-
sive, a little bit more high tempered, or whatever.”

Obviously, the diminutives and her qualification that her view applies 
to most but not all blacks muted somewhat her otherwise traditional Jim 
Crow position.

Judy, a college professor in her forties who throughout the interview 
signified her “racial progressiveness,” softened her opposition to affirma-
tive action by using a diminutive. “I’m for it a little bit, not real dramatically. 
I think it’s ah, I think is a temporary solution. I think it’s bad when, if you 
have like, it’s used for quotas.”

“I, I, I, I DON’T MEAN, YOU KNOW, BUT . . .”: 
RHETORICAL INCOHERENCE AND COLOR BLINDNESS

Rhetorical incoherence (e.g., grammatical mistakes, lengthy pauses, 
or repetition) is part of all natural speech. Nevertheless, the level of 
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incoherence increases noticeably when people discuss sensitive subjects. 
Because the new racial climate in America forbids the open expression of 
racially based feelings, views, and positions, when whites discuss issues that 
make them feel uncomfortable, they become almost incomprehensible.18 

Almost all the college students were incoherent when discussing cer-
tain racial issues, particularly their personal relationships with blacks. For 
example, Ray, the MU student cited above and a respondent who was 
very articulate throughout the interview, became almost incomprehen-
sible when answering the question about whether he had been involved 
with minorities while in college:

Um, so to answer that question, no. But I would not, I mean, I would not ever 
preclude a black woman from being my girlfriend on the basis that she was 
black. You know, I mean, you know what I mean? If you’re looking about 
it from, you know, the standpoint of just attraction, I mean, I think that, 
you know, I think, you know, I think, you know, all women are, I mean, all 
women have a sort of different type of beauty, if you will. And I think that, 
you know, for black women, it’s somewhat different than white women. But 
I don’t think it’s, you know, I mean, it’s, it’s, it’s nothing that would ever stop 
me from like, I mean, I don’t know, I mean, I don’t if that’s, I mean, that’s just 
sort of been my impression. I mean, it’s not like I would ever say, “No, I’ll 
never have a black girlfriend,” but it just seems to me like I’m not as attracted 
to black women as I am to white women, for whatever reason. It’s not about 
prejudice, it’s just sort of like, you know, whatever. Just sort of the way, way 
like I see white women as compared to black women, you know? 

The interviewer followed up Ray’s answer with the question, “Do you 
have any idea why that would be?” Ray replied, “I, I, I [sighs] don’t really 
know. It’s just sort of hard to describe. It’s just like, you know, who you’re 
more drawn to, you know, for whatever reason, you know?”

Mark, an MU student cited above, answered a direct question on inter-
racial marriage in the following manner:

I mean, personally, I don’t see myself, you know, marrying someone else. I 
mean, I don’t have anything against it. I just I guess I’m just more attracted 
to, I mean, others. Nothing like, I could not and I would never, and I don’t 
know how my parents would—just on another side, I don’t, like, if my par-
ents would feel about anything like that.

Mark was one of three students who openly opposed interracial mar-
riage. Acknowledging this seems to have rattled him emotionally, as his 
speech pattern became incongruous.

Another issue that made students feel seemingly uncomfortable was 
discussing their views on the matter of self-segregation. Ann, for ex-
ample, a WU student, became very hesitant in her answer to the question 
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of whether or not blacks self-segregate (remember, short lines [—] stand 
for self-corrections):

Um, no, I don’t think they segregate themselves, they just probably just, I 
guess probably they are, I don’t know. Let’s see, let’s try to—Like we were 
trying—Like mutual friends, I suppose, maybe and probably maybe it’s just 
your peers that you know, or maybe that they, they have more, more like 
activities, or classes and clubs, I don’t really know, but I don’t think it’s nec-
essarily conscious, I don’t—I wouldn’t say that I would feel uncomfortable 
going and talking to a whole group. 

One potential reason why some whites get out of rhythm when dis-
cussing self-segregation is the realization that whatever they say about 
minorities can be said about them. Thus, as they explain their opinions on 
this issue, respondents make sure they provide nonracial explanations of 
why minorities may seemingly self-segregate (Ann suggesting friendship 
networks are based on people sharing similar interests).

DAS respondents were significantly less likely than students to become 
incoherent, but when they did, it was around the same issues. Dorothy, 
for instance, a retired automobile company worker in her seventies, who 
spoke clearly throughout the interview, seemed confused when address-
ing the topic of interracial marriage:

Eh, well, I donno, but I, I, I feel that uh, I donno, I just feel like, that uh, you 
should [low voice] stick to your own race for marriage [Interviewer: And why is 
that?] Uh because I feel that there’s uh proble—There would be problems on 
both sides. A girl would feel hurt if, if his parents, you know were. . . . [End 
of Tape 1. Interviewer asked her to continue her answer.] Yeah, I really do. Well, I 
donno—they have a different culture than we do, really and I think that his 
family would be, would probably be just as upset. I watch this on TV every 
day and see how, you know, how they, they have a different, I donno—I 
hear the men, I know I hear that the black men on TV say that the black 
women are so, you know, so wild and mad, you know, tempers, you know 
what I mean. And I just feel that’s the limit. I donno, if my dau—If one of my 
daughters woulda, ah, married one, I would have accepted it because it’s my 
daughter and I would, I wo—And I would have never be, I would never be 
nasty to them. Because I feel they’re just as human as we are. If they treat me 
decent, I’m gonna treat them decent. That’s my feelings! 

Dorothy’s incoherence “makes sense” in light of her opposition to 
interracial marriage. Because openly opposing interracial marriage is 
controversial and violates the notion of color blindness, Dorothy seemed 
compelled to qualify her answer and insert the profoundly awkward 
statement about the equality of the races (“they’re just as human as we 
are”).
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Lynn, a human resource manager in her early fifties, became incoherent 
while stating her reservations about dating black men:

I don’t know. Just, well [high pitched voice] I think I would have been very 
uncomfortable, okay, I really do. I mean, it would just be, I [raises voice] 
wouldn’t want to go out with a really dark Middle Eastern man, or Indian, 
or Oriental. I mean, I, I just would be uncomfortable. If they’re closer to me 
in looks, okay. That’s just always the way I felt. Not that I didn’t like men of 
ethnic diversity, but I just—You have a certain taste, you know. I think I do. 

As with college students, DAS respondents became nervous when dis-
cussing some matters other than interracial marriage. For example, Eric, 
an auditor for an automotive company, became anxious when discussing 
whether or not he associates with his black coworkers:

Sure, sure, you can, it’s—if you work in that environment the, the race is 
there obviously. I don’t think it will ever go away, but I don’t practice it and I 
see a lot of people who don’t practice it. The, they, you know, but it’s existing 
and I know that and I don’t. Yeah, I, I, I, I go out with the black guys. I don’t 
even care. It don’t matter to me.

CONCLUSION

If the tales of color-blind racism are going to stick, whites need to be 
able to repair mistakes (or the appearance of mistakes) rhetorically. In 
this chapter I have documented the variety of tools available to whites to 
mend racial fissures, to restore a color-blind image when whiteness seeps 
through discursive cracks. Color-blind racism’s race talk avoids racist ter-
minology and preserves its mythological nonracialism through semantic 
moves such as “I am not a racist, but,” “Some of my best friends are . . . ,” 
“I am not black, but,” “Yes and no,” or “Anything but race.” Thus, if a 
school or neighborhood is completely white, they can say “It’s not a ra-
cial thing” or “It’s economics, not race.” They can also project the matter 
onto blacks by saying things such as “They don’t want to live with us” or 
“Blacks are the really prejudiced ones.”

But how can whites protect themselves against the charge of racism 
when they state positions that may be interpreted as racist? They can use 
diminutives as racial shock absorbers and utter statements such as “I am 
a little bit against affirmative action because it is terribly unfair to whites” 
or “I am a bit concerned about interracial marriage because the children 
suffer so much.” And, as in the case of the frames of color-blind racism, 
whites mix and match the stylistic tools of color-blind racism. Hence, re-
spondents could use a diminutive (“I am a little bit upset with blacks . . .”), 
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followed by a projection (“. . . because they cry racism for everything, 
even though they are the ones who are racist”), and balance out the state-
ment with a semantic move at the end (“. . . and I am not being racial 
about this, it’s just that, I don’t know”).

The interviews also revealed that talking about race in America is a 
highly emotional matter. Almost all the respondents exhibited a degree 
of incoherence at some point or other in the interviews. Digressions, long 
pauses, repetition, and self-corrections were the order of the day. This 
incoherent talk is the result of talking about race in a world that insists 
race does not matter, rather than being a tool of color blindness. However, 
since it is so preeminent in whites’ race talk, it must be included as part of 
the linguistic modalities of color-blind racism.

One final important point to make is that college students were more 
likely than DAS respondents to use semantic moves such as “I am not a 
racist, but,” “Some of my best friends are . . . ,” “Yes and no,” and “I am 
not black, but.” The students were also more likely to use diminutives 
to soften their racial views and to become incoherent when discussing 
sensitive racial matters. DAS respondents, however, were more likely 
to project than students. These findings match my findings in the previ-
ous chapter. Why is this the case? Preliminary analysis of survey and 
interview data from these two projects suggest that younger, educated, 
middle-class people are more likely than older, less-educated, working-
class people to make full use of the resources of color-blind racism.

This means white youths are more adept at surfing the dangerous waters 
of America’s contemporary racial landscape. This should not be surprising, 
since they are the cohort that has been ingrained from day one with the ide-
ology of color blindness. However, it is worth noting that young, educated, 
middle-class DAS respondents are not too far off from their older, less-
educated, working-class counterparts in their crudeness and lack of rhe-
torical sophistication. This may well mean that, as whites enter the labor 
market, they feel entitled to vent their resentment in a relatively straight-
forward manner. No need to sweeten the pill when you feel morally en-
titled to a job or promotion over all blacks, since you believe they are “not 
qualified,” when you believe the taxes you pay are being largely wasted 
on “welfare-dependent blacks,” when you are convinced that blacks use 
discrimination as an excuse to cover up for their own inadequacies.

In my substantiation of the frames and style of color blindness, many 
respondents inserted stories to make their points: stories about the myste-
rious “black man” who took “their job” or their “spot at Harvard.” These 
stories provide the emotional glue and the seal of authenticity needed to 
validate strong racial claims. Without these stories, venting racial animos-
ity would be untenable. I examine these stories and their functions in the 
next chapter.
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NOTES

 1. For a full discussion of the various stylistic components of a racial ideol-
ogy, see chapter 3 in my White Supremacy and Racism in the Post–Civil Rights Era 
(Boulder, Colo.: Rienner, 2001).

 2. There is no systematic research on whites’ private racial discourse. I suspect 
the structured and formal nature of our interview process made it a public mat-
ter and thus signified to respondents to be cautious. However, community-based 
studies on whites and undercover observational studies suggest whites are more 
likely to use racialized language in private, white spaces. For examples of the 
former, see Jonathan Rieder, Carnarsie: The Jews and Italians of Brooklyn against 
Liberalism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1985), and John Harti-
gan Jr., Racial Situations: Class Predicaments of Whiteness in Detroit (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1999). For an example of the latter, see Lawrence Otis 
Graham, Member of the Club (New York: HarperCollins, 1995). Other notable stud-
ies on this subject include Kristen Myers, Racetalk: Racism Hiding in Plain Sight 
(Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005), and Melanie Bush, Everyday Forms of 
Whiteness: Understanding Race in a “Post-Racial” World (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2011). See also Leslie Houts Picca and Joe R. Feagin’s Two-Faced Rac-
ism, Whites in the Backstage and Frontsage (New York: Routledge, 2007), where they 
document, using students’ journals, the extensive level of racist interactions in 
college campuses.

 3. For an example, see Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Tyrone A. Forman, “‘I Am 
Not a Racist but . . .’: Mapping White College Students’ Racial Ideology in the 
USA,” Discourse and Society 11, no. 1 (2000): 50–85.

 4. Stuart Hall, “The Narrative Construction of Reality,” Southern Review 17, 
no. 2 (1984): 7.

 5. For a discussion of coded racial discussions on government spending and 
taxes, see Tomas Edsall and Mary D. Edsall, Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race, 
Rights, and Taxes on American Politics (New York: Norton, 1992).

 6. To help readers, all the rhetorical maneuvers used by respondents in this 
chapter are set in sans-serif type. It does not indicate any type of emphasis in tone 
of voice.

 7. Teun van Dijk, Communicating Racism: Ethnic Prejudice in Cognition and Con-
versation (Amsterdam: Benjamins, 1987), 86.

 8. On ideology, see Teun van Dijk, Ideology: A Multidisciplinary Approach (Lon-
don: Sage, 1998).

 9. Paul Sniderman and Thomas Piazza, The Scar of Race (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1993); Seymour M. Lipset, American Exceptionalism 
(New York: Norton, 1996); Paul Sniderman and Edward G. Carmines, Reaching 
Beyond Race (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997).

10. Italians seem to have a tenuous claim to whiteness, since many “whites” 
mentioned them as examples of “minority friends” in the interviews.

11. For an excellent analysis of racial projection, see the classic book by Gordon W. 
Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday/Anchor, 1958).

12. For an excellent analysis of the creation of the antithetical figures of “bar-
barian” or “wild men” and “civilized men” in Europe and its central role in the 
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creation of the notion of “the other,” see Roger Bartra, Wild Men in the Looking 
Glass: The Mythic Origins of European Otherness (Ann Arbor: University of Michi-
gan Press, 1994).

13. Sam Keen, Faces of the Enemy: Reflections of the Hostile Imagination (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1986), 21.

14. On this matter and white college students’ lack of self-reflexivity, see Joe R. 
Feagin and Nikitah Imani, The Agony of Education (New York: Routledge, 1996). 
On the so-called issue of self-segregation, see Beverly Daniel Tatum, “Why Are All 
the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?”: And Other Conversations about Race 
(New York: Basic, 1997).

15. For a critique, see Bryan K. Fair, Racial Caste Baby: Color Blindness and the End 
of Affirmative Action (New York: New York University Press, 1997).

16. W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Penguin, 1995), 44.
17. The question was, “twenty-five to thirty-five percent of whites oppose 

interracial marriage. Many claim they do not have any problem with minorities, 
but that they are concerned about what would happen to the children. What is 
your view on this delicate matter?” It is important to point out that we obtained 
similar “concerns about the children” from the DAS sample, even though we 
did not include the second part of the question. At any rate, my focus here is on 
whether or not respondents used diminutives while stating concerns over racially 
sensitive issues.

18. For a similar finding, see van Dijk, Communicating Racism.
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Storytelling is central to communication. To a large degree, all com-
munication is about telling stories.1 We tell stories to our spouses, chil-

dren, friends, and coworkers. Through stories we present and represent 
ourselves and others.2 Stories have been defined as “social events that in-
struct us about social processes, social structures, and social situations.”3 
We literally narrate status (“When we were at the Gold Golf Club . . .”), 
biases (“This guy, who was not even a member of the GG Club . . .”), and 
beliefs about the social order (“. . . had the audacity of asking me out, even 
though he just drives a Cavalier”). Stories are also important because they 
help us reinforce our arguments; they assist us in our attempt of persuad-
ing listeners that we are “right.”

Thus, the stories we tell are not random, as they evince the social 
position of the narrators and belong to what Moscovici labels as “social 
representations.”4 Storytelling often represents the most ideological mo-
ments; when we tell stories we tell them as if there were only one way of 
telling them, as the “of course” way of understanding what is happening 
in the world. These are moments when we are “least aware that [we] are 
using a particular framework, and that if [we] used another framework 
the things we are talking about would have different meaning.”5 This is 
also the power of storytelling—that the stories seem to lie in the realm of 
the given, in the matter-of-fact world. Hence stories help us make sense 
of the world but in ways that reinforce the status quo, serving particular 
interests without appearing to do so.

Not surprisingly, then, since stories are a normal part of social life, they 
are a central component of color-blind racism. In this chapter, I examine 

5

“I Didn’t Get That Job 
Because of a Black Man”
Color-Blind Racism’s Racial Stories
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the stories people tell as they try to make sense of racial matters in con-
temporary America. While a number of authors have examined the racial 
stories people tell,6 few have specifically focused on the storytelling itself 
or on the ideological functions of stories. In the pages that follow I delve 
into modern racial stories as told by college students and DAS respon-
dents. These stories were not research-driven, since I did not probe for 
them in these projects. Instead, they emerged spontaneously in respon-
dents’ answers to questions, in their efforts to punctuate certain points or 
to underscore the salience of an issue, or as digressions in the middle of 
racially sensitive discussions.

I examine two kinds of stories in this chapter: story lines and testimonies. 
I define story lines as the socially shared tales that are fable-like and incorporate 
a common scheme and wording. Racial story lines are fable-like because, 
unlike testimonies (see below), they are often based on impersonal, ge-
neric arguments with little narrative content—they are the ideological 
“of course” racial narratives. In story lines characters are likely to be 
underdeveloped and are usually social types (e.g., the “black man” in 
statements such as “My best friend lost a job to a black man” or the “wel-
fare queen” in “Poor black women are welfare queens”). Furthermore, 
story lines are social products, a fact revealed by the similar schemata 
employed by different storytellers in the execution of the story lines—for 
example, in the use of similar phrases and words (such as “the past is the 
past”) in the accounts. What makes these story lines “ideological” is that 
storytellers and their audiences share a representational world that makes 
these stories seem factual. Hence, by telling and retelling these story lines, 
members of a social group (in this case, the dominant race) strengthen 
their collective understanding about how and why the world is the way 
it is; indeed these stories tell and retell a moral story agreed upon by par-
ticipants. These racial narratives, therefore, do more than assist dominant 
(and subordinate) groups to make sense of the world in particular ways; 
they also justify and defend (or challenge, in the case of oppositional sto-
ries)7 current racial arrangements.

Testimonies, by contrast, are accounts in which the narrator is a central 
participant in the story or is close to the characters in the story.8 Testimonies 
provide the aura of authenticity and emotionality that only “firsthand” 
narratives can furnish (“I know this for a fact since I have worked all 
my life with blacks”). Therefore, these stories help narrators in gaining 
sympathy from listeners or in persuading them about points they want to 
convey. Though seemingly involving more detail and personal investment 
than story lines (but see my analysis below), many of the testimonies 
whites tell still serve rhetorical functions with regard to racial issues, such 
as saving face, signifying nonracialism, or bolstering their arguments on 
controversial racial matters. Moreover, they are often tightly linked to the 
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story lines above as personal experiences are understood and interpreted 
through the lens of more general racial narratives and understandings 
about the world.

THE MAJOR STORY LINES OF COLOR-BLIND RACISM

During the Jim Crow era the myth of the black rapist became a powerful 
story line that could be invoked to keep blacks “in their place.”9 In the era 
of the new racism (see chapter 1), new story lines have emerged that help 
keep blacks and other minorities in their (new, but still secondary) “place.” 
The major racial story lines of the post–civil rights era are “The past is the 
past,” “I did not own slaves,” “If [other ethnic groups] have made it, how 
come blacks have not?,” and “I did not get a (job or promotion) because 
of a black man.” Although some of these story lines (e.g., “The past is the 
past” and “I didn’t own any slaves”) were often interjected together by 
respondents, I present my discussion of each separately.

“The Past Is the Past”

“The past is the past” story line is central to color-blind racism since it fits 
well with the minimization of discrimination frame. Thus more than 50 
percent (twenty-one of forty-one) of the college students and most DAS 
respondents used the story line most often when discussing affirmative 
action or government programs targeted for blacks. The core of this story 
line is that we must put the past behind us and that programs such as af-
firmative action do exactly the opposite by keeping the racial flame alive. 
A perfect example of how students inserted this story line was provided 
by Andy, a student at WU. Andy’s answer to the question, “Do you 
believe that the history of oppression endured by minorities merits the 
intervention of the government on their behalf?” was,

I almost—I think that the past is kind of the past and so, history of oppres-
sion?10 I don’t know if anyone [is] owed anything because of the, like, past 
[is] really past history, but to look at things, the way things are right at this 
moment and to try to move forward from there. Then I support some things, 
maybe affirmative action, so long as it wasn’t a runaway sort of. . . .

Emily, a student at SU, used the story line in an exchange with the in-
terviewer on the meaning of affirmative action:

I have, I just have a problem with the discrimination, you’re gonna discrimi-
nate against a group and what happened in the past is horrible and it should 
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never happen again, but I also think that to move forward you have to let go 
of the past and let go of what happened, you know? And it should really 
start equaling out ’cause I feel that some of, some of it will go too far and it’ll 
swing the other way. One group is going to be discriminated against, I don’t, 
I don’t believe in that. I don’t think one group should have an advantage 
over another regardless of what happened in the past.

Very few DAS respondents who expressed their displeasure with 
programs they believe benefit blacks solely because of their racial back-
ground did not use a version of this story line. For instance, Jennifer, a 
school-district personnel director in her forties, expressed her opposi-
tion to affirmative action in a straightforward manner: “In general I am 
against it. I think it had its place. It was necessary.” She later reaffirmed 
her position using a version of the story line in response to a hypothetical 
case dealing with a company that decides to hire a black over a white ap-
plicant because of past discrimination:

Again, I don’t think that we can make retribution for things that happened in 
the past. I don’t think it serves any purpose today to try to fix something 
that happened a long time ago that doesn’t affect anyone today. All it does is 
bring up to the surface that there was a problem.

Jennifer’s last statement (“All it does is bring up to the surface that 
there was a problem”) is the central ideological component of this story 
line. For whites, remedial policies are inherently divisive, hence whites’ 
insistence on forgetting the past.

Kate, a salesperson and part-time college student in her twenties, used 
the story line to explain her opposition to government programs for 
blacks. Kate first stated, “To make up for what we did in the past, I’d say no. I 
mean, we can’t still punish the Germans for what happened to the Jews so 
if that is to make up for what they did, then I’d say no.” Since her answer 
left open the possibility there may be cases in which compensatory as-
sistance was reasonable, the interviewer asked for clarification. After the 
interviewer read the question to Kate again, she answered,

Am I not elaborating enough? [Interviewer: Oh, no, no, no, no, we’re just . . .] 
No, I don’t think that the government should because I think that’s saying 
“OK, we made a mistake a hundred of years ago so now we’re gonna try to 
make up for it.” But yet, you know, I think that is the past and you have to 
move along; I mean, should they admit that they made a mistake? Yes! But 
should there be programs for blacks that aren’t for whites if they’re in the 
same position, you know? If they’re hurting or they’re battered or they’re 
starving should it be any different because they’re not black? No!
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Some respondents used the story line while venting lots of anger at the 
idea of affirmative action or reparations. John II, for instance, a retired 
architect and homebuilder in his late sixties, vented anger in his response 
to the question on reparations:

Not a nickel, not a nickel! I think that’s ridiculous. I think that’s a great way 
to go for the black vote. But I think that’s a ridiculous assumption because 
those that say we should pay them because they were slaves back in the 
past and yet, how often do you hear about the people who were whites that 
were slaves and ah, the whites that were ah? Boy, we should get reparations, 
the Irish should get reparations from the English. . . .

But what is ideological about this story? Is it not true that “the past 
is the past”? First, whites interpreted the past as slavery, even when in 
some questions we left it open (e.g., questions regarding the “history of 
oppression”) or specified we were referring to “slavery and Jim Crow.” 
Since Jim Crow died slowly in the country (1960s to 1970s), their constant 
reference to a remote past distorts the fact about how recent overt forms 
of racial oppression impeded black progress. This also means that most 
whites are still connected to parents and grandparents who participated 
in Jim Crow in some fashion. Second, the effects of historic discrimination 
have limited blacks’ capacity to accumulate wealth at the same rate as 
whites. According to Melvin L. Oliver and Thomas M. Shapiro, the “ac-
cumulation of disadvantages” has “sedimented” blacks economically so 
that, even if all forms of economic discrimination blacks face ended today, 
they would not catch up with whites for several hundred years!11 Third, 
believing discrimination is a thing of the past helps whites reinforce their 
staunch opposition to all race-based compensatory programs. This story 
line, then, is used to deny the enduring effects of historic discrimination 
as well as to deny the significance of contemporary discrimination. Thus, 
when one considers the combined effects of historic and contemporary 
discrimination, the anchor holding minorities in place weighs a ton and 
cannot be easily dismissed.

“I Didn’t Own Any Slaves”

The essence of the “I didn’t own any slaves” story line is that present gen-
erations are not responsible for the ills of slavery. This story line was used 
frequently in conjunction with the story line of “The past is the past,” but 
it was inserted less often (nine students and a third of DAS respondents). 
As with the previous story line, this one was usually invoked in discus-
sions about affirmative action. For instance, Carol, a student at SU, said 
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in response to the question on government intervention: “I mean, I almost 
kind of have the ‘what happened, happened’ attitude. You know, I mean, 
my generation certainly didn’t inflict any of this onto your generation, I mean, if 
anyone should pay it’s the generation that did the inflicting.” Because the 
generation who “did the inflicting” is long gone, her suggestion would 
not have any impact on blacks today.

Lynn, an MU student, used the story line to explain her opposition to 
a hypothetical company hiring a black candidate over a white candidate 
because of past discrimination:

I think I would, I would, I’d disagree, I think. I mean, yeah, I think I’d dis-
agree because, I mean, even though it’s kinda what affirmative action—well, 
it’s not really because I don’t think like my generation should have to—I 
mean, in a way, we should, but we shouldn’t be punished real harshly for the 
things that our ancestors did, on the one hand, but on the other hand, I think 
that now we should try and change the way we do things so that we aren’t 
doing the same things that our ancestors did.

Using the story line here gave credence to Lynn’s stance on this case 
because she had stated before she supported affirmative action and she 
realized that this case was “kinda what affirmative action” is. It also 
helped Lynn to regain her composure after a serious bout of rhetorical 
incoherence (“I think I would, I would, I’d disagree, I think. I mean, yeah, 
I think I’d disagree because, I mean”).

Finally, Sara, a student at SU, used the story line to state her view on 
government intervention on blacks’ behalf:

Hmm [long exhalation], maybe just—Well, I don’t know ’cause it seems like 
people are always wondering if, you know, do we, like do we as white peo-
ple owe people as black something their ancestors were, you know, treated 
so badly. But then, I mean, it wasn’t really us that did that, so I don’t know. 
I mean, I think that the race or that culture should, you know, be paid back 
for something in some way. But I don’t think that . . . I don’t know [laughs].

DAS respondents used this story line in ways similar to students. For 
example, Dina, an employment manager for an advertising agency in her 
early thirties, used the story line to answer the question on government 
compensation to blacks for past discrimination:

No, and I, you know, I have to say that I’m pretty supportive of anything 
to help people, but I don’t know why that slavery thing has a—I’ve got a 
chip on my shoulder about that. It’s like it happened so long ago and you’ve 
got these sixteen-year-old kids saying, “Well, I deserve because great, great 
granddaddy was a slave.” Well, you know what, it doesn’t affect you. Me, 
as white person, I had nothing to do with slavery. You, as a black person, you 
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never experienced it. It was so long ago I just don’t see how that pertains to 
what’s happening to the race today so, you know, that’s one thing that I’m 
just like, “God, shut up!”

Roland, an electrical engineer in his forties, also used the story line to 
oppose the idea of reparations:

I think they’ve gotten enough. I don’t think we need to pay them anything 
or I think as long as they are afforded opportunities and avail themselves to 
the opportunities like everybody else, I, I don’t know why we should give 
them any reparation for something that happened, you know. . . . I can’t, 
I can’t help what happened in the 1400s, the 1500s, or the 1600s, when the 
blacks were brought over here and put into slavery. I mean, I had no control 
over that, neither did you, so I don’t think we should do anything as far as 
reparations are concerned.

Although most Detroit-area whites used this story line as part of 
their argumentative repertoire to explain their opposition to or doubts 
about affirmative action, occasionally they used them in odd places. For 
instance, Monica, a medical transcriber in her fifties with a strong com-
mitment to the Jehovah’s Witnesses religious viewpoint, used the story 
line while discussing discrimination. After a long statement arguing that 
because of past discrimination, blacks developed a cultural outlook based 
on the idea that they can’t succeed because of discrimination, Monica then 
proceeded to argue, “It’s, it’s become such a mess and it’s perpetuated 
again by media and by these special interest groups. You and I aren’t re-
sponsible for what our ancestors did in slavery, that we didn’t initiate that slavery.”

As can be seen, these two story lines served whites as instruments to 
object to blacks’ demands for compensatory policies. Furthermore, they 
helped whites stand on a high moral ground while objecting to these poli-
cies. But, again, what is ideological about this particular story line? It is a 
fact that most whites did not participate directly12 in slavery or came to the 
country years after slavery had ended.13 However, this story line ignores 
the fact that pro-white policies (“preferential treatment”) in jobs, housing, 
elections, and access to social space (“No blacks and Mexicans allowed 
here!”) have had (and continue to have) a positive multiplier effect for 
all those deemed “white.” Thus, not surprisingly, “suspect” racial groups 
such as the Irish, Italians, and Jews,14 among others, struggled to become 
“white” because by doing so, they could receive the manifold “wages of 
whiteness” (see chapter 1). Hence, the “It wasn’t me”15 approach of this 
story line does not fit the reality of how racial privilege operated and still 
operates in America. Although specific whites may not have participated 
directly in the overt discriminatory practices that injured blacks and other 
minorities in the past, they all have received unearned privileges16 by 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   12913_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   129 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



130 Chapter 5

virtue of being regarded as “white” and have benefited from the various 
incarnations of white supremacy in the United States.

“If Jews, Italians, and Irish Have Made It, 
How Come Blacks Have Not?”

Another story line that has become quite popular is “If (ethnic groups 
such as Japanese, Chinese, Jews, and Irish) have made it, how come blacks 
have not?” This story line is used by whites to suggest blacks’ status in 
America is their own doing, because other groups who experienced dis-
crimination in the past are doing quite well today. Few college students, 
but ten DAS respondents, used this story line. However, it is important to 
point out that 35 percent of the students agreed with the premise of this 
story line when it was asked in the survey.

One example of a student who used this story line is Kim, a student at 
SU. She inserted a version of the story line in combination with the “the 
past is the past” story line to explain why she does not favor government 
intervention on behalf of minorities:

Um no. I think that, you know, a lot of bad things happened to a lot of peo-
ple, but you can’t sit there and dwell on that. I mean, like the Jewish people, 
look what happened to them. You know, do you hear them sitting around 
complaining about it, you know, and attributing, you know, anything bad 
that happens to them? I’ve never heard anyone say, “Oh, it’s because I’m 
Jewish.” You know, and I know it’s a little different because, you know, a 
black, I mean, you can’t really, a lot of, you can’t really tell on the outside a 
lot of times, but, I mean, they don’t wallow in what happened to them a long 
time ago. I mean, it was a horrible thing, I admit, but I think that you need to 
move on and try to put that behind, you know, put that behind you.

Although DAS respondents were more likely than students to use this 
story line, they did not use it as frequently as they did the previous two. 
An example of how they used this story line was provided by Henrietta, 
a transvestite school teacher in his fifties. Henrietta used the story line in 
his answer to the question on government spending on blacks’ behalf:

[Five-second pause] As a person who was once reversed discriminated against, 
I would have to say no. Because the government does not need programs if 
they, if people would be motivated to bring themselves out of the poverty 
level. When we talk about certain programs, when the Irish came over, when 
the Italians, the Polish, and the East European Jews, they all were immi-
grants who lived in terrible conditions, who worked in terrible conditions, too. 
But they had one thing in common: they all knew that education was the way 
out of that poverty. And they did it. I’m not saying the blacks were brought 
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over here maybe not willingly, but if they realize education’s the key, that’s 
it. And that’s based on individuality.

Mandy, a registered nurse in her forties, used the story line to address 
the issue of whether or not blacks’ standing in this country is due to of 
their values and laziness:

Mandy: Generally, I think that’s probably true. Now are you talking about all 
minorities? [Interviewer: Umhumm.] ’Cause I don’t—when you look at the 
people coming from Asia, Japan, and China . . . they’re making the honor 
roll. When you look at the honor [roll] here in Rochester, they’re all foreign 
names. You know, some of those kids from minority families figured out 
that they had to work and strive and work harder if they were going to 
make it all the way to the top.

Interviewer: Okay. So you’re saying that you would classify minorities by race 
and go from there?

Mandy: Not all minorities are lazy and lay on the couch all the time.

This story line equates the experiences of immigrant groups with that 
of involuntary “immigrants” (such as enslaved Africans). But as Stephen 
Steinberg has perceptively pointed out in his The Ethnic Myth, most im-
migrant groups were able to get a foothold on certain economic niches 
or used resources such as an education or small amounts of capital to 
achieve social mobility. “In contrast, racial minorities were for the most 
part relegated to the preindustrial sectors of the national economy and, 
until the flow of immigration was cut off by the First World War, were de-
nied access to the industrial jobs that lured tens of millions of immigrants. 
All groups started at the bottom, but as Blauner points out, ‘the bottom’ 
has by no means been the same for all groups.”17 Thus, comparing these 
groups, as this story line does, is comparing apples and pears as a way to 
“blame the victims” (many minority groups).

“I Did Not Get a Job (or a Promotion), or Was 
Not Admitted to a College, Because of a Minority”

This story line is extremely useful to whites rhetorically and psychologi-
cally. When whites do not get a job or promotion, it must be because of 
a minority. If they are not admitted into a college, it must be because of 
a minority. This story line allows whites to never consider the possibility 
that they are not qualified for a job, promotion, or college. Curiously, the 
number of actual cases filed on reverse discrimination before the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission is quite small and the immense 
majority of them are dismissed as lacking any foundation.18 Furthermore, 
as I will show, most versions of this story line lack substance, are based 
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on limited data, and rely on less-than-credible information.19 This lack of 
specificity, however, does not detract from the usefulness of this story 
line, since its sense of veracity is not based on facts, but on commonly 
held beliefs by whites. Hence, when whites use this story line, precise in-
formation need not be included. And because this story line is built upon 
a personal moral tale, many whites vent personal frustrations or resent-
ment toward minorities while using it.

Almost a quarter of the students (ten of forty-one) and more than a third 
of the DAS respondents used this story line. For instance, Bob, the SU stu-
dent cited above, opposed providing unique opportunities to minorities 
to be admitted into universities. After anchoring his view in the abstract 
liberalism frame (“you should be judged on your qualifications, your ex-
perience, your education, your background, not of your race”), Bob added,

I had a friend, he wasn’t—I don’t like him that much, I think it’s my brother’s 
friend, a good friend of my brother’s, who didn’t get into law school here 
and he knows for a fact that other students less qualified than him did. And 
that really, and he was considering a lawsuit against the school. But for some 
reason, he didn’t. He had better grades, better LSAT, better everything, and 
he—other people got in up above him, I don’t care who it is, if it’s Eskimo, or 
Australian, or what it is, you should have the best person there.

This is a classic example of this story line. Bob “had a friend” (who was 
not his friend, but his brother’s friend and whom he did not “like that 
much”) who claimed to know “for a fact” (facts he never documents) that 
minority students who were less qualified than his brother20 were admit-
ted into SU Law School. Bob uses the story line here to reinforce his view 
that admission to colleges ought to be strictly based on merits.

Kara, a student from MU, inserted the story line when she was asked if 
she had been a victim of “reverse discrimination”:

I think applying to schools. I know a couple of people, like, schools like Notre 
Dame that are, you know, very, like, competitive to get into. Like, I was put 
on the wait list where this kid in my school who was black was admitted and, 
like, for me, you know, like, I almost had a four point, you know, I did well 
on my SATs, and he was kind of a slacker, grade-point wise, and I always 
thought it could have been something else, but it didn’t make sense to me and 
that was the only thing I could put it to.

When asked if she knew of other cases of “reverse discrimination,” 
Kara added, “Yeah, especially my friends that applied to the Ivy League 
schools.” They really felt that they were discriminated against.

Kara claims that while she was not admitted to Notre Dame, a black 
“kid” in her school who was “kind of a slacker” was. She believes the only 
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logical explanation for this is “reverse discrimination” and that many of 
her friends experienced it, too. But we do not get any data on how she 
did on her SAT (she reports doing “well,” but does not indicate her score) 
and, more significantly, we get absolutely no information on how well 
the black student did on the SAT. Regarding her friends’ claims, Kara 
provides even less information.

This story line was also important for white DAS respondents, since 
more than a third of them used it. One example is Ann, a young, unem-
ployed woman. She used the story line in her answer to the question, “Do 
you think that being white is an advantage or a disadvantage in contem-
porary America?”:

No. It’s, I don’t know. [Interviewer: Why do you think that?] I don’t know, 
it’s [laughs], it’s weird because my friend that is there, she went for a job 
interview with two of her white girlfriends. It was her and those three white 
females and the rest were black. Well, when they were done with the testing 
they took their scores and they all had the same scores, the three white girls. 
And they come out and they hire, they said that the two white girls didn’t 
pass their math test, but they said that she passed hers and then they hired 
her.

Ann claims that a black friend of hers experienced preferential treat-
ment in a job search. As usual in the iterations of this story line, the story 
is very fuzzy and refers to third parties. In Ann’s narrative it is very dif-
ficult to assess any of the particularities of the case. How many people 
went for the job? How many tests did they take? What scores did all the 
applicants get? Were the applicants interviewed after they were tested? 
What kind of job were they applying for? The answers to all these ques-
tions are uncertain.

Marie, a homemaker in her late thirties, used the story line to explain 
her position on affirmative action:

Ah, I’m puzzled a little bit by that. I’m for making sure everybody gets equal 
opportunity. I think that there are points, though, where it is inappropriate. 
Just as an example, my sister has a good student that applied for a teaching 
position at a university and was told that she was one of three final can-
didates for the position, but the other two candidates, one was a Mexican 
American and the other was a black female. Unless she could prove she had 
some active minority in her background, she could not be considered for the 
position because they had to hire a minority.

Although Marie’s story seems more robust than usual, the details do 
not square with what we know of the academic job market. First, based 
on the peculiar list of final candidates (peculiar because it is very unusual 
to have two minority scholars as finalists in a job search), it seems this job 
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required expertise on racial matters. This does not disqualify the white 
applicant, but it adds some complexity to the story. Second, the argument 
that she had to prove some minority background to qualify for this posi-
tion (after she made the final cut) is not credible. Had that been the case, 
this applicant could have successfully sued this university for discrimina-
tion. An alternative reading of the events is that this white applicant lost 
out to a minority candidate and explained this to herself, her professor, 
and her peers as many whites do, as a case of reverse discrimination.

Many of the workers in the sample vented lots of anger against what 
they regarded as “preferential treatment” for minorities, although few 
knew what affirmative action was. Not surprisingly, many used the story 
line in its most generic sense. The following two cases illustrate my point. 
First is Darren, a bus driver in his late forties. He opposed affirmative ac-
tion by stating that “two wrongs don’t make a right” and used the story 
line to supply evidence on which to base his opinion:

Ah no, other than I have applied at jobs and been turned down because I was 
white. Now, I have nothing against the black person [if he] was qualified better 
than I was. But when the guy comes into the interview and I’m off on the side 
and I can hear them talking and he can’t even speak good English, he doesn’t 
know how to read a map, and they’re gonna make him a bus driver and hire 
him over me. I’ve been doing bus driving off and on since 1973 and I know 
the guy well enough that [I know] he’s a lousy driver. I know why he got the 
job, and I don’t think that’s fair.

Darren believed he was turned down for a job as a bus driver because 
he was white. Furthermore, he claimed that he overheard the interview 
and that his black competitor could not “even speak good English.” But 
his story is as loose as the others. Both applicants now work in the same 
company, which suggests Darren got the job there at some point in time. 
And Darren failed to mention two other factors that may account—be-
sides driving skills, which we cannot ascertain based on the information 
he provided—for why this other driver may have gotten the job before 
Darren did. First, this company is located in Detroit and it makes busi-
ness sense to hire black bus drivers. Second, and more important, Darren 
has moved a lot in his life and has had more than twelve jobs. Hence, 
any rational manager must look at his record with some trepidation and 
wonder why this person has moved so much and whether he would be 
a reliable worker.

Tony, a carpet installer in his twenties, used a very unusual version 
of the story line to explain why he believes being white is no longer an 
advantage in America: “Oh yeah. Like when my girlfriend went to get 
on aid, the lady told her if she was black, she could have got help, but 
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she wasn’t black and she wasn’t getting no help.” Tony’s account can be 
translated as “I did not get welfare because of blacks.”

TESTIMONIES AND COLOR BLINDNESS

The role of testimonies in the color-blind drama cannot be underesti-
mated. Almost every respondent in the two studies interpolated them 
for rhetorical purposes such as saving face, signifying nonracialism, or 
bolstering an argument. Notwithstanding that testimonies were more 
random than story lines, I classified them into three categories: stories 
of interactions with blacks (negative and positive), stories of disclosure 
of knowledge of someone close who is racist, and a residual category of 
sui generis testimonies. The purpose of this discussion is examining the 
similarities in the narrative form of these stories as well as assessing their 
rhetorical function. I discuss each story category separately below.

Stories of Interactions with Blacks

Most of the stories of interactions with blacks that whites told in these 
interviews were of two kinds. One type of story portrayed a negative 
incident with blacks usually used to justify a position taken on some is-
sue (e.g., “Blacks are aggressive. A year ago I was called a racist by . . .”). 
The other type of story involved a positive incident or relationship with a 
black person as a way to signify the narrator’s good relationships with or 
views toward blacks. About a third of the students and DAS respondents 
narrated one of these testimonies at some point in the interview.

Negative Interactions with Blacks

Mickey, a student at MU, acknowledged that his family talks about racial 
matters often and blamed it on the area they lived in. He said his family 
lived near Benton Harbor—a formerly white area that has become pre-
dominantly black, a neighborhood that has “one of the highest crime rates 
in, like, the country” and that “now [is] a really dirtiest place.” The inter-
viewer asked him whether or not people in his community worried about 
violence and crime spreading to their community. Mickey acknowledged 
that he thought “about that a lot” and added,

But, I mean, nothing really happened horribly. Actually, a neighbor of mine 
[laughs]—kind of a grim story—I have a younger brother who’s friends with 
one of my neighbors just down the street who hangs out with him some-
times. And he was drivin’ downtown in Benton Harbor about a couple of 
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months ago, and I think he was trying to get some marijuana or somethin’ 
stupid like that, and he got beat over the head with a baseball bat. Got some 
black eyes and he had brain damage. He’s okay now, but he was in a coma 
for a little bit. And he’s like, I think he’s got minor brain damage, irreversible. 
But nothing that’s affecting him, like, too bad but, I mean, that was just one 
incident that happened a couple of months [ago] that made me think about 
stuff like this.

This testimony helped Mickey to safely state later in the interview his 
belief that blacks are “more aggressive” than whites and to suggest the 
problems of Benton Harbor are moral ones.

Leslie, a student at WU, supported “proposing liberal values” and 
“having people value the cultural diversity in our country” as a govern-
ment strategy to increase school integration in America. Nevertheless, she 
had reservations about busing and narrated the following story to bolster 
her viewpoint:

There was a time when one of the black kids actually punched out the prin-
cipal. And there was a time when I was in the P.E. locker room and I set my 
bag down just to go to the bathroom and then come back out and everything 
in my locker. I was gone maybe, you know, a minute and I come back and I 
see a really big woman [with other students] stealing money out of my bag. 
And I confronted them and they were like, “No, we’re not doing anything,” 
and so I went to the principal because they stole $60 [laughs]. And the only 
reason I had that much money on me was that I was going shopping after 
school and I con—confronted like the principal and he confronted them. 
And they threatened to beat me up, and they were like, “You almost got us 
suspended.” And they like, surrounded me during lunch [laughs].

It is hard to determine if Leslie was picked on because she looked dif-
ferent (she was dressing hippie style) in this mixed school, a school that 
nonetheless was majority white. The important matter, however, is that 
she believes this is what happened and that her interpretation of this 
experience informs her stand on busing. Leslie opposes busing and this 
testimony gives her a convenient rationale for opposing it.

The last example of these stories from college students comes from 
Rick, a Mormon student at WU. When asked about blacks’ claims of ex-
periencing discrimination, Rick suggested, “Some people read too much 
into what other people say.” He mentioned that he himself was accused 
of being racist by a black man in a discussion about affirmative action:

I, I can’t remember. It was—I think it was talking about affirmative action 
or something, and he called me that I was being a racist or something and I 
said, “I am sorry. I did not mean that in that way, if it was taken that way.” I 
totally apologized because I, my belief system doesn’t incorporate racism, ac-
cording to me. But maybe I wasn’t being as sensitive or maybe he was being 
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oversensitive—I don’t know which way it went—but from my experience I 
kind of developed the attitude that I think too many—Too often we are too 
easily offended and it goes both ways, not just blacks but whites, you know.

Although Rick stated that his hypersensitivity thesis works both ways, 
his story was narrated in response to a question about blacks and dis-
crimination. When he was asked again if he believed blacks experienced 
lots of discrimination, he pointed out, “It depends on the part of country.” 
This answer was used by many respondents to suggest that racism hap-
pens “elsewhere.” Thus his testimony served him to bolster his belief that 
blacks falsely accuse whites of discrimination and, therefore, to minimize 
the significance of racism.

DAS respondents told negative stories of interaction with blacks, too. 
Bill, a retired school teacher in his eighties, narrated a story to explain 
why he thinks blacks and whites are different. After pointing out that 
blacks “seem to be very religious” and mentioning that they bought a 
church in his neighborhood, Bill claimed they forced a restaurant out of 
business:

They did have a Sweden House on the corner and all the neighbors were 
happy about it because they could [go] to the Sweden House and have din-
ner. Well, before long the blacks took over. They are only one mile away and 
on Sunday afternoon, they come in droves, in buses from the churches, bus 
loads of ’em, and they all fill the restaurant and the white people come and 
see that and turn around and go. They burnt it down, the Sweden House. We 
don’t have a Sweden House anymore.

The interviewer asked Bill why they closed the restaurant. Bill said 
that it closed because “they were not making any money on ’em.” He 
explained this as follows:

They like to eat. They pile their dishes just loaded with that stuff and I actu-
ally didn’t see it, but I saw one lady come in with a full plate of chicken. I 
didn’t pay much attention, but the next thing I know, they are leaving. Now 
I know she didn’t eat all that chicken. She probably put it in her purse and 
walked out with it. I didn’t see that. Lot of them are doing that, how can they 
make any money? And seeing that they are all heavy people, it seems like they 
do a lot of eating. So I don’t know what to say about something like that.

Although most of this story is based on Bill’s racist interpretation of 
events, the fact remains that he uses it to validate his belief that blacks 
“like to eat,” are cheap, and steal.

The second example is Joan, a video store employee in her late thirties. 
She told a story about a black woman who unfairly accused her of being 
racist:
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Like black people, they use their excuse that they’re black and that’s the 
reason why white people won’t be accepting me. I’ve seen it, too. I had this 
black person, for instance, who chewed me out at Videobuster. Yelled at me 
a year ago. Started calling me a white honky and every racist slur that you 
could think of happened. My uncle showed up, you know, he works for the 
government and I get to see him often. He came in and I was in tears ’cause 
I was not brought up that way. This woman was totally flabbergasted be-
cause my uncle asked her if she had a problem and told her I was his niece. 
I just gave him a hug. This woman was calling me names that were totally 
uncalled for. She did not have a receipt. I wouldn’t—I do it with everybody. 
You do not have a receipt, you don’t get an exchange. She tried to return our 
products, our store rentals without store code on it as a gift from someone 
else. She said I was accusing her of stealing it from the store. I could not 
refund the money. She called me racial names.

Joan’s story and case is very interesting, because she considered herself 
white, even though she claimed to have black, Native American, and Jew-
ish in her background. She was coded as white (and apparently looked 
the part) because in the original survey she had stated that she was white. 
The “uncle” she referred to in this story was a black man, but in truth he 
was just her godfather. The rhetorical goal of this particular story was to 
punctuate her belief that blacks use race as an excuse, a belief that she 
repeated often in the interview.

Positive Interactions with Blacks

The number of whites narrating positive testimonies of interactions with 
blacks was similar to the number of those narrating negative testimonies. 
These stories had a positive self-presentation rhetorical goal. For instance, 
Mary, a student at SU, said, in response to the question on whether blacks 
self-segregate or are not made to feel welcome by whites, that her family 
is racist. In this context, Mary narrated her testimony of positive interac-
tions with her black roommate:

My floor actually, the year I had a black roommate, happened to be pre-
dominantly African American and so those became some of my best friends, 
the people I was around. And we would actually sit around and talk about 
stereotypes and prejudices and I learned so much just about the hair texture, 
you know? What it means for a black person to get a perm versus me, you 
know. I learned a lot. And it really, I think, for me, broke down a lot of barri-
ers and ended a lot of stereotypes I may still [have] had. Because like I said, 
I mean, those really became some of my best friends. And even still we don’t 
really keep in touch, but if I see any of ’em on campus, still, you know, we 
always talk with each other and everything.
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Mary’s story rings of self-presentation from start to finish. Yet, because 
Mary was not too refined in her delivery, the story hurt her more than 
it helped her. For instance, she used the term “those” people twice and 
pointed out twice that they became “some of my best friends.” Further-
more, her claim that she learned a lot from this interaction seems super-
ficial, since she only talked about hair texture and perms. Finally, these 
nameless “best friends” later became only casual acquaintances after a 
year of sharing a floor with Mary.

Another example of how students used these positive stories was pro-
vided by John, a forty-year-old WU student. In response to the question, 
“Do you talk about race or racial issues now?” John inserted a story about 
his cousin marrying a black man:

Yes I do, there was a cousin of mine—she married a black man. They came to 
visit me and I had to really look at this really close and consider the fact that 
he’s actually a pretty neat person that she married and I considered it unfair 
that she should be made to feel saddened and I don’t.

John’s story helped him project an image of maturity and racial sensi-
tivity. However, based on his answers throughout the entire interview, 
it is clear that John had some racist views about minorities. For example, 
John claimed that people from South India smelled differently because 
“they eat a lot of spices.” He also pointed out that blacks exuded a strong 
body odor that has an “effect on people’s psyche, how they react to the 
racial issue, a subliminal type of thing.”

DAS respondents used these positive stories of interaction with blacks 
for the same purposes. However, because these respondents were older, 
their stories included a wider range of matters. John II, a semiretired 
house designer in his sixties, inserted a World War II story of positive 
interaction with blacks in response to the question on whether blacks are 
hard to approach or are not made to feel welcome by whites. After stating 
that he had no experiences upon which to base an opinion on this matter, 
John II narrated the following story:

Three Filipino scouts and I were waiting, trying to catch a load south. We 
had one, probably a 200–300 watt bulb hanging over the intersection to put 
some light there, and there was an alley that went off on one of the roads 
that we could hear some shouting. We could see in the dark of that alley, see 
the light from a door and some three fellows ran out and saw us, the Filipino 
scouts and I, and thought we [were] the ones that had apparently done some-
thing outrageous and he opened up on us with an automatic carbine. So the 
Filipino scouts stood farther away from me and they got the cover and I got 
behind the curb. It wasn’t quite enough curb to hide me and the fellow was 
shooting a full automatic. A jeep came in out of one of the roads and slid to 
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a stop and about the time he said, “Get in!” They said, “Let’s go!” because 
I was in laying across the back seat and he took off. When we got down the 
road, I climbed out of the back seat into the front seat and it was a colored 
captain. He wouldn’t give me his name or anything. He said, “That’s all 
right,” but I’ve always remembered that. He put himself at risk under fire to 
pick up a man and take him out of a line of fire.

John’s testimony served him as a vehicle to state his view that blacks 
and whites can act civilized toward each other. His story resembles those 
that so many veterans tell of interracial solidarity during war. However, 
for John, as for many white veterans, these stories became just stories 
without much effect on their behavior or attitudes toward blacks after 
they returned to America.21 For example, John II, who used the term 
“colored” to refer to the black man who saved his life, opposed inter-
racial marriage and acknowledged that he is “more comfortable around 
whites because I’ve grown up with them” and, thus, had no qualms about 
neighborhoods or schools being almost completely white. Hence, John II’s 
stand amounts to a modern version of the separate-but-equal policy of the 
past; blacks and whites can be civil toward each other, but they should 
not live near each other or marry each other.

Stories of Disclosure of Knowledge of Someone Close Who Is Racist

Twelve students and eight DAS respondents disclosed information about 
someone close being racist (usually a parent or grandparent). The nar-
rative form used to disclose this information resembles confession in 
church, because respondents insert these testimonies as if they were ex-
pecting absolution from listeners from the possibility of being regarded 
as racist. These stories are structured around a trinity formula: confes-
sion, example, and self-absolution. The religious motif in these stories is 
further enhanced by the fact that it is usually through the influence of a 
woman (mother Mary) that the storyteller hopes to receive absolution. 
For example, Bob, the SU student previously cited, acknowledged that his 
father was racist in response to a question on whether his family talked 
about race while he was growing up:

Um [clears throat], you can tell my parents’ background by the way they talk 
about things. They’re both born in New York, a small town in New York. 
My mom is very open to things, but like my dad, he, he still uses terms like 
“them” and “those people” and stuff like that which I don’t like at all, which 
I just don’t even talk about and stuff like that with him. We get along, but 
only there’s some things we don’t agree with and that’s something you can’t 
change. That is, I’ve tried for twelve years. I remember one time, I think it 
was my dad asked me something like how come I didn’t have any more 
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white friends? And I said, “Well, why don’t you go live in a white neighbor-
hood and put me in a white school?” [laughs] So that was the end of that 
conversation.

Bob’s story fits perfectly the trinity formula. First, he confesses that his 
father “uses terms like ‘them’ and ‘those people.’” He then provides an 
exculpatory example of how he challenged his father’s racist leanings. 
And throughout the narration, Bob inserts elements (“my mother is very 
open to things”) or comments (“stuff like that which I don’t like at all”) 
to indicate he is not like his father, probably because of his mother, who 
“is very open to things.”

Emily, the SU student cited above, in response to the same question Bob 
answered, admitted that her father was racist:

Um, I don’t know if it necessarily was a conversation, but my mom, I mean, 
she never was racist against people, you know. She always looked at them 
as people and stuff and I think my sister and I get a lot of that from her. 
And my dad is racist, but I didn’t live with him growing up. My parents 
were divorced, but she would talk about, you know, that it’s not good. And 
I remember one time, actually, I was a little girl, and I had my best friend 
was black, and I once said something that was—I don’t know if it was racist, 
it just wasn’t a very nice remark, I don’t think. And my mom sat me down 
and said, “How do you think she would feel if she heard you say that?” you 
know. So she really she would call attention to things so we would pay at-
tention to what was going on.

Emily uses all the elements of the trinity formula: confession (“my dad 
is racist”), self-absolution (“my sister and I get a lot of that from her”), 
and example (how her mother corrected her racist comment about her 
friend). Emily’s rhetorical use of the story is clearer than Bob’s, given that 
she focuses on proving that she takes from her mother’s rather than from 
her father’s side.

The last example of how college students used this story is from Mike, 
an MU student. In response to the question, “Do you ever talk about ra-
cial issues at home?” Mike said,

Yeah we do. I mean, my dad came from a pretty racist background, I mean, 
not, you know, like—well, actually, his grandfather, I think, was in the Ku 
Klux Klan, um, until he got married. And my great grandmother, who I 
knew—she died, but I knew her—was completely the opposite. And basi-
cally when they got married, she said “no way.” So that ended, but I mean, 
there was still a certain, you know, racism that pervaded. In his family they 
were pretty racist, so you’ll still hear, you know, racial slurs slip out every 
once in a while, but I think he makes a conscious effort not to, I mean, he cer-
tainly didn’t ever try to teach me things like that, you know. For one thing, 
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my dad was in the navy for a long time, so I grew up with my mom for the 
first five years or so, and then he worked and my mom stayed at home with 
me. So my dad’s influence was not nearly as much as my mom’s to begin 
with, and even when it was, I wouldn’t say that influenced me a lot, but there 
were definitely, I mean, racist ideas in his family. And I see that with my 
grandparents, you know, his parents.

Mike confesses that his dad comes from a “pretty racist background.” 
Then he mentions that his father’s grandfather was in the KKK. Finally, 
he concludes the story by suggesting he was immune to this background, 
because his father “didn’t try to teach me things like that” and because he 
was raised mainly by his mother.

Since we did not pose the question on whether respondents talked 
about race while growing up to DAS respondents, few (eight of sixty-six) 
used this personal story; and when they did, their delivery of the story 
was somewhat more disorganized than that of students. Yet, when DAS 
respondents inserted the story, it was also organized around the trin-
ity formula. Scott, a twenty-three-year-old drafter, while explaining his 
view on whether blacks self-segregate or are not made to feel welcome 
by whites, revealed that his father was racist. In response to the specific 
question, “Do you think that (white workers) are apprehensive about ap-
proaching their black colleagues or the same?” Scott stated,

The same way just reversed, you know, just ’cause you know. I mean, my 
dad grew up in Detroit in a real bad neighborhood and he was brought on 
that way, I mean, he is real prejudice. I brought one of my buddies home 
one time and he was like, “No, I don’t want you hanging out with him,” you 
know, he don’t trust them.

Scott immediately added, “That’s my dad though, but that’s not me. I 
take, you know, I take people for what they are and I don’t judge people 
by word of mouth, you know, just treat you the way you treat me.” The 
interviewer then asked Scott why he did not develop the same attitudes 
toward blacks as his dad. Scott stated that it was due to his mom because 
“she went to Catholic school all the way up until high school. So, she’s got 
a lot of Catholic values so, can’t really be prejudice if you’re, you’re reli-
gious. So my mom always shunned on being prejudice.” Scott’s story is 
clearly framed by the trinity formula. First, he confesses his father is “real 
prejudice.” Then, he uses the example of his father’s racist views about 
his friend. Finally, Scott suggests he is not like his dad because of his 
mother’s Catholic influence. However, among young DAS respondents, 
Scott had some of the most highly racialized views on a number of issues 
(see his views on interracial marriage in chapter 7).
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The last example of a DAS respondent using this story is Jenny, a 
public-school administrator in her fifties. In response to the question on 
how she felt about the neighborhood where she grew up, Jenny stated 
that many of her neighbors were closed-minded and she labeled them as 
“Archie Bunkers.” After narrating an incident in which one black kid was 
refused as a dance partner by a girl in her school, Jenny said,

My grand, my grandmother, who was—she was Scandinavian. But she used 
to make fun of blacks. And when we would drive through a black neighbor-
hood she would say things like, “Look at all the little chocolate drops.” And I 
can remember being a young child—maybe five, six, or seven years old—and 
being offended by her remarks. My parents never, ever said anything like 
that. My parents were very open-minded and broad-minded.

Again, Jenny uses the same formula. First, she provides the confession 
about her grandmother harboring racist views. Then, she supplies the 
example of her grandmother making denigrating remarks about black 
children. Finally, Jenny distances herself from this relative by pointing 
out that she was “offended by her (grandmothers’) remarks” as well as 
by saying that her parents were “very open-minded.”

Am I making these stories seem racial? Is it not possible for whites to 
tell stories of family members who are racist without these stories being 
connected to color-blind racism? Is it not true that sometimes a story is 
just a story? If these testimonies were just random stories that people tell 
without any ideological content, one would not be able to find a similar 
structure in them and would have difficulty assigning any rhetorical 
function. Furthermore, the fact they were told at similar points in the 
interviews suggests they are part of what John Dollard labeled almost 
seventy years ago as “defensive beliefs.”22 In contrast, when white racial 
progressives mentioned having racist family members or growing up in 
racist neighborhoods, they did not use the trinity formula typical of this 
testimony (see chapter 7). From an analytical perspective, then, these 
testimonies cannot be seen as expressions of “facts” or just plain stories.

Other Personal Stories

The final group of personal testimonies is a residual category of race-
related stories. These stories were even more sui generis and even less 
prevalent among respondents. Furthermore, they seemed to be of the 
last-resort variety and were not helpful all the time to respondents’ at-
tempts to save face. The two that appeared most often were stories about 
someone close being involved with a minority person and stories about 
having had good black friends in the distant past.
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Someone Close to Me Married or Dated a Minority

These stories are kindred to the rhetorical move of “Some of my best 
friends are . . . ,” discussed in chapter 4. Their purpose is mostly positive 
self-presentation. Because I do not think generalizations can be extrapo-
lated from these stories, I just present one example of each. The example 
of the first testimony came from Trudy, a salesperson in her late twenties. 
When asked if she had ever dated a black man, she said, “No, no. No 
nev—There was this one guy I kind of liked. He was Oriental.” When 
asked her view on interracial marriage, Trudy replied,

I don’t really know how I feel about that. I don’t think there’s anything 
wrong with it. I don’t know if I had a child and they wanted to marry a black 
person, I don’t know how I would feel. I think it might be kind of odd for 
the children. And in fact, my husband has this real good friend at work, her 
name is Laverne. She’s black and her husband’s white and, you know, they’ll 
have us for dinner. I mean, real nice couple! I mean, I don’t see anything 
wrong, you know, if that’s what they want to do, I don’t have a problem. Me, 
personally, I don’t know if I would feel comfortable, you know.

The purpose of the story about her husband’s “real good friend” seems 
obvious. By including this story, Trudy is able to express her personal 
concerns about interracial marriage as if they are nonracial because, after 
all, her husband has a black friend who is married to a white guy and 
they seem like a “real nice couple” and invite them for dinner. However, 
the oddity of the story and the fact she referred to her Asian date as “Ori-
ental” does not make this an ideologically useful testimony.

I Used to Have Very Good Black Friends

White respondents who did not have any associations with blacks could 
not use the “Some of my best friends are blacks” move to signify color 
blindness. Thus, some of the respondents in this predicament claimed 
they had very good black friends in the past. As with the testimony above, 
I provide just one example. Lucy, a part-time cook for a vending company 
in her late sixties, had very few interactions with blacks throughout her 
life. However, when asked to describe the racial composition of her work-
place, she said, “We used to have three colored girls, but since then, they 
have quit.” Later on, in response to a question on her interaction with 
her coworkers, Lucy said the “commissary kitchen (people) were good 
friends,” that she would “go out to dinner with people that used to work 
there and (the) ones that still do,” and that they even “have a barbecue 
once a year and a picnic in the summer.” Nevertheless, when asked if 
blacks participated in these activities, she said, “Uh, no, no.” Because this 
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answer did not fit very well the color-blind outlook that Lucy wanted to 
portray, she tried to amend it in her answer to the next question, dealing 
with the subject of so-called black self-segregation:

Well, like I told you, we had some of ’em and Kathleen, she’d go out to din-
ner with us. You know and so, the individuals I think—her other girlfriend, 
she, she moved out of town and she came in, she came in to see us. And you 
know, we’re real happy for her and in fact another one was just in not too 
long ago. She has—we told her, you know, well, she has made some mis-
takes, a couple of children and didn’t get married. And we says, you know, 
“Deanna, go back to school.” Well, she came back to tell us she listened to us 
and she’s doing real well and a good job, you know. I suppose, you know, 
they’re still friends of ours, you know. We don’t see ’em that much anymore, 
but they did come back and say that they were happy they listened to us.

By resuscitating black acquaintances from the past and making them 
her friends (see chapter 6), Lucy attempted to rebuild her investment in 
color blindness. However, this rhetorical attempt was not very success-
ful because Lucy is still trapped in the language of the past (“colored” 
and “some of ’em”) and narrated a story pregnant with Jim Crow pa-
ternalism.

CONCLUSION

At the outset of this chapter I stated that we make stories and that these 
stories, in turn, make us. I described two types of racial stories, story 
lines and testimonies. These racial stories “make” whites, but also help 
them navigate the turbulent waters of contemporary public discussions 
on race. The four story lines I analyzed, “The past is the past,” “I did not 
own slaves,” “If (other ethnic groups such as Italians or Jews) have made 
it, how come blacks have not?” and “I did not get a (job or promotion) 
because of a black man,” help whites discursively since they provide 
“evidence” to solidify their viewpoints. For example, if whites object to 
the idea of affirmative action or reparations, they can insert “The past is 
the past” or “I did not own any slaves” story lines to strengthen the ap-
parent reasonableness of their argument. If the issue at hand is explaining 
blacks’ status in America, the story line of “If (other ethnic groups such as 
Italians or Jews) have made it, how come blacks have not?” is very appro-
priate. Finally, because the story line of “I did not get a (job or promotion) 
because of a black man” seems personal (in truth, the facts included in 
this story line tend to be secondhand or based on racialized impressions 
of social outcomes), it has become a powerful rhetorical weapon to win 
arguments (“I know for a fact that . . .”).
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In addition to the rhetorical role filled by story lines, they also serve 
whites as vehicles to vent deep-seated emotions23 about racial matters. 
In case after case, whether students or whites from the Detroit area, re-
spondents vented anger about what they interpreted as blacks’ whining 
(“I didn’t own any slaves and I do not understand why they keep asking 
for things when slavery ended two hundred God-damned years ago!”) 
or about not getting into certain jobs or universities because of minori-
ties (“A friend of mine was not admitted into SU Law School, but many 
unqualified black students were and that’s wrong”). The story lines then 
serve whites as legitimate conduits for expressing anger, animosity, and 
resentment toward racial minorities.

Although testimonies are more loose and unstructured than story lines, 
they are as important in whites’ rhetorical arsenal. Almost every respon-
dent used them at some point or another in the interviews. Even though 
these stories were more random, compared to story lines, I organized 
them into three categories, namely, stories of interactions with blacks 
(negative and positive), stories of disclosure of someone close who is rac-
ist, and other stories. The testimonies of disclosure of someone close who 
is racist serve clear self-presentational purposes (“I am not a racist like my 
dad, uncle, or friend”). Stories of positive interactions with blacks were 
also used for self-presentational purposes. For example, if a respondent 
had a “good experience” in the past with a black person, that experience 
could be used to cover up for a present that blacks are not part of, that 
is, for a totally white life—an apparent blemish in the color-blind fable. 
Testimonies of “bad experiences” with blacks were mostly used to give 
credence to respondents’ negative views about blacks. For example, if 
respondents believe blacks are aggressive, narrating a story of a black 
person behaving in an aggressive manner helps them make the point.

Although the last category of personal stories is a residual one, I high-
lighted two that appeared more often in the interviews and seemed more 
structured, namely, “Someone close to me married or dated a minority” 
and “I used to have very good black friends.” Respondents who used 
these stories usually had a positive self-presentational concern, even 
though these stories were largely ineffectual and extremely odd (“I am 
not a racist because my sister dated a black guy some time ago”). How-
ever, these stories were probably the only vehicles for signaling nonracial-
ism for respondents who lived totally submerged in whiteness. Likewise, 
respondents who used the personal stories of “I used to have very good 
black friends” navigated completely white environments and hence de-
pended on these recollections to validate their claim to color blindness.

A final point on story lines and testimonies: because these story lines 
are social products, the media play an important role in reinforcing them.24 
News reports on affirmative action seldom address the whiteness of 
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academia or the workplace and its implications;25 sensational reports on 
welfare cheats never address the reality of welfare, that people on welfare 
live below the poverty line;26 stories of “bad” behavior by black and La-
tino youths are presented as “normal,” whereas stories depicting “bad” 
behavior by white youths are not.27 News reports on minorities thus tend 
to be presented as morality tales that support the various racial stories of 
the color-blind era. These reports are then recycled by the white audience 
as absolute truths (“Didn’t you hear about that black guy who couldn’t 
read and was admitted into Harvard? It was in the news.”). Therefore, the 
media uses the racial stories we create and makes them as if they were 
independent creations that validate our racial angst.28 

One of the things I have shown indirectly in this and previous chapters 
is that whites tend to interact mostly with whites. This fact, and its impli-
cations, has not been adequately examined by social scientists. Few have 
asked questions such as, What are the sociological and social-psychologi-
cal consequences of whites living in primarily white environments? How 
can whites develop empathy and gain an understanding of blacks if so 
few of them develop meaningful interactions with them? I turn my atten-
tion to these and related matters in the next chapter.

NOTES

1. For an interesting discussion of stories and a superb story on how affirma-
tive action is being undercut from within in academia, see Adalberto Aguirre 
Jr., “Academic Storytelling: A Critical Race Theory Story of Affirmative Action,” 
Sociological Perspectives 43, no. 2 (2000): 319–39.

2. On this issue, see Margaret Somers, “The Narrative Constitution of Identity: 
A Relational and Network Approach,” Theory and Society 23, no. 3 (1994): 605–49.

3. Aguirre, “Academic Storytelling,” 320.
4. Stuart Hall, “The Narrative Construction of Reality,” Southern Review 17, no. 

2 (1984): 8. 
5. Hall, “Narrative Construction,” 8.
6. See most notably Ruth Frankenberg, White Women, Race Matters (Minneapo-

lis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). For an attempt at examining the ideo-
logical role of modern racial storytelling in America, see James Fraser and Edward 
Kick, “The Interpretive Repertoires of Whites on Race-Targeted Policies: Claims 
Making of Reverse Discrimination,” Sociological Perspectives 43, no. 1 (2000): 13–28. 
See also Nina Eliasoph, “‘Everyday Racism’ in a Culture of Political Avoidance: 
Civil Society, Speech, and Taboo,” Social Problems 46, no. 4 (1997): 479–502. 

7. In this chapter, I focus on the dominant racial stories. The questions included 
in these projects did not elicit oppositional racial stories from blacks. 

8. See Norman K. Denzin, The Research Act (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice 
Hall, 1989). 
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 9. Patricia Hill-Collins, Black Feminist Thought (New York: Routledge, 1990); 
Catherine Clinton, The Plantation Mistress (New York: Pantheon, 1982).

10. As in the previous chapter, I set off the pertinent phrase with a different 
font not to signify emphasis from the respondents, but to help readers identify 
the racial story.

11. Melvin L. Oliver and Thomas Shapiro, Black Wealth/White Wealth (New 
York: Routledge, 1995); Thomas M. Shapiro, The Hidden Cost of Being African 
American: How Wealth Perpetuates Inequality (London: Oxford University Press, 
2004). For an estimate of how much America owes blacks, see Richard F. America, 
Paying the Social Debt: What White America Owes Black America (Westport, Conn.: 
Praeger, 1993). See also William A. Darity Jr., “Stratification Economics: The Role 
of Intergroup Inequality,” Journal of Economics and Finance 29, no. 2 (2005): 144–53.

12. Most of the white population in the South participated in slavery as a social 
institution in, for example by participating in the patrol system, which sought to 
catch runaway slaves. See George P. Rawick, From Sundown to Sunup: The Making 
of the Black Community (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1972). 

13. Jim Goad, in his The Redneck Manifesto (New York: Touchstone, 1998), states 
that at the peak of slavery (1860), only one out of every fifteen whites was a slave-
holder. However, Goad, whose manifesto includes a number of interesting ideas, 
fails to analyze how slavery formed a social system in which all whites partici-
pated (in patrols, in the war effort, in catching fugitives).

14. See David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness (London: Verso, 1994); Noel 
Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: Routledge, 1995); and Karen 
Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says about Race in America 
(New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1998).

15. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Tyrone A. Forman, Amanda E. Lewis, and David 
G. Embrick, “‘It Wasn’t Me’: How Will Race and Racism Work in 21st Century 
America,” Research in Political Sociology 12 (2003). 

16. On this point, see Joe R. Feagin, Racist America: Roots, Realities, and Future 
Reparations (New York: Routledge, 2000).

17. Stephen Steinberg, The Ethnic Myth (Boston: Beacon, 1989).
18. See Tom Wicker, Tragic Failure (New York: Morrow, 1996).
19. For a similar finding based on data from the Los Angeles Study of Urban 

Inequality (part of the Multi City Study of Urban Inequality), see chapter 14 in 
Lawrence Bobo and Susan Suh, “Surveying Racial Discrimination: Analyses from 
a Multiethnic Labor Market,” in Prismatic Metropolis: Inequality in Los Angeles, ed-
ited by Laurence Bobo et al., 523–60 (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2000).

20. As Beverly Daniel Tatum points out, “When these stories are told, I wonder 
how the speaker knows so much about the person of color’s resume.” Tatum, 
“Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?”: And Other Conversa-
tions about Race (New York: Basic, 1997), 115. 

21. S. A. Stouffer, The American Soldier, vols. 1 and 2 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1949). See also Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (New 
York: Doubleday, 1954).

22. John Dollard, Caste and Class in a Southern Town (New York: Doubleday/
Anchor, 1957).
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23. In his recent Racist America, Feagin has forcefully argued that emotions are 
a central part of “systemic racism.”

24. The classic study on racism and the media is Paul Hartmann, Racism and the 
Mass Media: A Study of the Role of the Mass Media in the Formation of White Beliefs and 
Attitudes in Britain (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1974). See also the impor-
tant contributions of Teun van Dijk, in News as Discourse (Hillsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum, 
1988) and Racism and the Press (London: Routledge, 1991), and by Darnell Hunt, 
in Screening the Los Angeles “Riots”: Race, Seeing, and Resistance (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1996) and O. J. Simpson Facts and Fictions: News Rituals in 
the Construction of Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 

25. On this point, see Joe R. Feagin, Hernán Vera, and Nikitah Imani, The Agony 
of Education: Black Students at White Colleges and Universities (New York: Routledge, 
1996). 

26. On the realities of how women survive on welfare, see Kathryn Edin, Mak-
ing Ends Meet: How Single Mothers Survive Welfare and Long-Wage Work (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 1997). For a discussion on the limited supply of good 
jobs and its implications, see Gordon Lafer, The Job Training Charade (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 2002).

27. For example, whereas gang-related activity in urban areas is naturalized, 
gang-like activity in the suburbs (such as drug selling and drug use, the many 
recent mass murders in schools, prostitution) is presented as exceptional behavior 
that we need to think long and hard about to prevent. For an example of the latter, 
see “Born to Be Bad,” Dateline NBC, April 27, 1999. 

28. Here I am borrowing Marx’s idea of “commodity fetishism” to explain how 
these media stories operate.
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In every racial ghetto there are particular “racial problems” unique 
to the lives and conditions of the people in that ghetto. [In] our white 
society, although we are not accustomed to thinking of ourselves as 
ghettoized people, we have a “white life style” and “white racial prob-
lems” which have emerged as a result of our confinement in a prison 
built by racism. . . . The language we speak, the food we eat, the people 
we marry, the songs we sing, and the organizations we belong to are 
unique because of our separate residential and cultural life. 

—Joseph Barndt, Liberating Our White Ghetto

Social scientists in various fields have amply shown the serious re-
percussions of social and spatial isolation for blacks. For example, 

in the 1960s, observers of black ghetto life argued vigorously that the 
segregation experienced by blacks had led them to live in a “culture of 
poverty.”1 In the late 1970s and 1980s, this idea resurfaced in the work of 
conservative commentators such as Charles Murray and Lawrence Mead, 
liberal commentators such as William Julius Wilson and Ken Auletta, 
and even radical commentators such as Cornel West.2 All these authors 
have argued that blacks segregated in ghettos have developed a cultural 
outlook that does not foster a sense of personal responsibility (Murray 
and Mead), produces pathological behavior (Wilson and Auletta), or that 
creates a profound sense of despair and nihilism (West). Other commen-
tators have argued that segregation and isolation have led blacks in ghet-
tos to develop a unique style (“cool pose”), an anti-intellectual strategy 

6

Peeking Inside the (White) 
House of Color Blindness

The Significance of Whites’ Segregation
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embodied in an “oppositional identity” to deal with educational barriers 
and to protect their self-esteem (Ogbu), and even a “code of the street” to 
conduct public interactions (Anderson).3 Scholars have made analogous 
arguments about Latinos in similar circumstances.4 (For critiques of these 
arguments that tend to “blame the victims,” see Amanda E. Lewis, Race 
in the Schoolyard: Negotiating the Colorline in Classrooms and Communities 
[New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2003], and Judith Blau, “Race in 
the Schools”: Perpetuating White Dominance [Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner 
Publishers, 2003].)

One of the most lucid examples of this type of analysis is Massey and 
Denton’s American Apartheid. In this book the authors clearly show the 
incredibly high levels of residential segregation and isolation experienced 
by blacks and speculate, based on the work of others, that these realities 
foment in blacks what they label “the culture of segregation” or “a set 
of behaviors, attitudes, and values that are increasingly at variance with 
those held in the wider society.”5 According to these authors, some of 
the major characteristics of this culture are little concern with marriage, a 
drug-related lifestyle, and even a “language of segregation.”

Despite the serious limitations of this subcultural approach to the life-
style of poor blacks,6 no one should doubt that, in general, the social and 
spatial isolation of one group from others leads to differentiation of those 
groups as well as the development of group cohesion and identity in the 
segregated group. If this idea applies to racial minorities, it must apply 
to whites, too, and because whites experience even higher levels of social 
and spatial isolation than blacks, the “racial problems” related to their 
“confinement in the prison built by racism” must be as consequential 
as those produced by black and Latino ghettoization. Therefore, in this 
chapter I explore how whites’ high levels of social and spatial segregation 
and isolation from minorities creates what I label as a “white habitus,”7 a 
racialized, uninterrupted socialization process that conditions and creates 
whites’ racial taste, perceptions, feelings, and emotions and their views 
on racial matters.

One of the central consequences of the white habitus is that it pro-
motes a sense of group belonging (a white culture of solidarity) and 
negative views about nonwhites.8 The analysis focuses on blacks in 
particular because of the data I have (see chapter 1), but also because 
blacks are still the racial antithesis of whites in the racial spectrum. I 
first examine whites’ levels of residential segregation and personal as-
sociation with blacks. Second, I explore how they interpret their racial 
segregation and isolation from blacks. Third, I present data that suggest 
some of the potential consequences of whites’ limited level of interac-
tion with blacks.
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WHITES’ RACIAL SEGREGATION AND ISOLATION

In surveys, whites express openness to and, in many cases, even prefer-
ence for an interracial lifestyle.9 The answers of both college students and 
DAS respondents to questions about residential and school integration as 
well as others indicating support for the principle of integration bear this 
out (see table 6.1).10 Similarly, on traditional “social distance”11questions, 
such as whether respondents object to a family member inviting a black 
friend for dinner or whether they approve of marriage between blacks 
and whites, a large number of whites agreed with the racially tolerant 
response. Thus, 92 percent of the students (and 87.2 percent of the DAS re-
spondents) indicated they had “no objection” to the former; 80.4 percent 
of students (and 57.7 percent of DAS respondents) approved of the latter.

However, based on their answers to questions dealing with their own 
behavior, whites seemed less committed to an interracial life. For ex-
ample, when students were asked about the five people with whom they 
interacted most on a daily basis, 67.7 percent stated that none of these 
five people were black. Similarly, to the social-distance question, “Have 
you invited a black person for lunch or dinner recently?” 68.5 percent 
said “no” (see nontraditional items in table 6.1 below). In line with these 
findings, 87 percent of white DAS respondents admitted that none of their 
three closest friends were black, 89 percent that they had never had a 
romantic relationship with a black person, and 94.5 percent12 had a white 
spouse at the time of the interview. Of the 323 white respondents in the 
DAS survey, only one was married to a black person at the time of the 
interview! In this section I begin to deconstruct the apparent “paradox”13 
between whites’ commitment to the principle of interracialism and their 
mostly white pattern of association based on their answers to a series of 
questions about their past and present lives.

“It Was a White Neighborhood”: 
Facts of Whites’ Segregation and Isolation

If the survey results suggest that few whites live an integrated life, the 
interview data confirm it. For example, only four of the forty-one white 
students interviewed for this project reported having resided in neigh-
borhoods with a significant black or other minority presence (i.e., where 
minorities made up at least 20 percent of their neighbors). Similarly, only 
eight of the sixty-six whites interviewed for DAS grew up in racially 
mixed neighborhoods. These findings are consistent with research on 
residential segregation.14

As perplexing as these numbers are, the facts of “whiteness” (levels of 
racial isolation and segregation from blacks) get more disturbing yet. For 
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Table 6.1.

Social Distance Questions

Survey 
Sample 
(N = 451)

Interview 
Sample 
(N = 41)

DAS Sample 
9N = 323)

Traditional Items
B2. If a black family with about the same income and 
education as you moved next door, would you mind it a 
lot, a little, or not at all?
1. Not at alla 92.4% 95.1% 90.9%
B12. Do you approve or disapprove of marriage 
between whites and blacks?
1. Approve 80.4 90.2 57.5
2. Not Sureb 12.9 4.9 —
3. Disapprove 6.7 4.9 42.5
B7. How strongly would you object if a member of your 
family had a friendship with a black person?
1. No objectiona 92.4 92.7 87.2
Nontraditional Items
A13. Think of the five people with whom you interact 
the most on an almost daily basis. Of these five, how 
many of them are black?
1. None 67.7 68.3 NA
2. One 20.0 24.4
3. Two or more 12.2 7.3
A15. Have you invited a black person for lunch or 
dinner recently?
1. No 68.5 75.0 NA
2. Yes 31.5 25.0
A6. Think of your three closest friends, other than 
relatives. How often do you engage in social activities 
with them:
1. More than once a week 21.7
2. Once a week 29.5
3. Once a month NA NA 28.9
4. Less than once a month 17.1
5. Never  2.8
A7. How many of these (three) friends are (white/black)?
0. None 87.0
1. One 11.2
2. Two NA NA 11.2
3. Three  0.6
H10. Does your spouse consider (himself/herself), 
primarily white or Caucasian, black or African 
American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian or 
Pacific Islander, or something else?
1. White 94.5
2. Black  0.5
3. Native NA NA  0.5
4. Asian  1.5
7. Other  3.0
Have you ever had a romantic relationship with a 
(black/white) person?
1. Yes NA NA 10.3
2. No 89.7

Sources: 1997 Survey of Social Attitudes of College Students and 1998 Detroit Area Study.

a Percentages in other categories were insignificant and thus are not reported here.

b The option of “not sure” was not included in the survey.
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instance, two of the four college students who grew up in racially mixed 
neighborhoods did not associate with minorities and another one related 
to minorities in a racialized way.15 Of the eight DAS respondents who 
grew up in mixed neighborhoods, two had no meaningful interactions 
with blacks and four had very limited interactions.

Not surprisingly, given whites’ racial isolation, few reported having 
close minority or black friends. Although “friendship” is a hard concept 
to operationalize given its historically and culturally contingent nature 
and unclear boundaries, most researchers agree that close friends exhibit 
a high degree of interaction, interdependence, and closeness.16 In fact, when 
researchers ask people about good friends, they have found that the most 
common metaphor for describing closeness is kinship. Thus, good friends 
are like family members.17

Based on these criteria and on respondents’ self-reports on interracial 
“friendship,” thirty-four of the forty-one college students did not have 
black friends while growing up (schools and neighborhoods). After 
cross-validating18 the answers of those who reported friendship with 
blacks, only three of the remaining seven students had black friends while 
growing up. Among DAS respondents, sixty of the sixty-six reported not 
having close black friends in their neighborhoods. And, as with college 
students, after carefully examining the answers of the six respondents 
who claimed to have had black friends, only three could be regarded as 
having had a close black friend.

Since my claim that many whites inflate their reports on friendship 
with blacks is controversial, I provide two examples to illustrate how 
this process works. The first case is Sally, a student at MU. She grew up 
in Novi, Michigan, a neighborhood she described as “a hundred percent 
white and upper middle class.” Consequently, all her neighborhood 
friends were white. Yet, Sally attended mostly “integrated” schools while 
growing up. When asked, “Who did you hang out with in school?” she 
responded,

It wasn’t bad. Everyone hung with everyone. In particularly, I’d have to say 
my three best friends were white girls, but I definitely had an excellent girl-
friend that was African American and I had several acquaintances that were 
Asian. That’s about it, never really any.

Sally’s “excellent African American friend” did not participate in any of 
the activities she enjoyed with her “three best friends” on the weekends, 
such as playing tennis, going shopping, or just hanging out. Neither did 
Sally point to anything that indicated closeness nor interdependence be-
tween her and her black friend.

The second case is Pauline, a retired woman in her seventies. She grew 
up in Hamtramic, Michigan, a neighborhood where “there were a few 
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(black families), but not many.” When asked who her close friends were 
while growing up, Pauline said, “The majority were white.” The inter-
viewer followed up this answer with the question, “Do you remember 
having any black friends growing up?” Pauline’s reply was, “I always had 
black friends, even when I worked19 I had black friends. In fact, I had a 
couple of my best friends.” Pauline also claimed having had black friends 
in schools because “I had lots of friends” and “I was popular at school.” In 
both cases, Pauline seems to be referring to being “friendly” toward blacks 
rather than developing a meaningful personal interaction with blacks. This 
follows from her claim that she was trained to “respect everybody.”

These findings are consistent with research on interracial friendship, 
which usually finds that fewer than 10 percent of whites have black 
friends.20 Furthermore, the promotion of black associates into friends is 
consistent with research by survey expert Tom W. Smith. He shows that 
when whites are asked directly whether or not they have black friends, 
a large proportion (about 20 percent) say they do. When the question is 
filtered by asking first whether or not the respondent has friends, the 
proportion of respondents then claiming to have black friends declines 
significantly. Finally, when the respondents are asked first whether or not 
they have friends, then what their names are, and, finally, whether or not 
any of these friends are black, the proportion of whites claiming to have 
black friends declines precipitously.21

Can the low proportion of whites who befriend blacks be attributed to 
hypersegregation, as some researchers suggest?22 Alternatively, if whites 
had the demographic chance of interacting with blacks of similar status, 
would they do so? Based on the data from my two studies, neither stu-
dents nor Detroiters who had the demographic chance of interacting with 
blacks did so. For example, of the twenty-one students who attended 
“integrated” schools, only two developed meaningful associations with 
blacks. A higher proportion of DAS respondents (fifty of sixty-six) at-
tended predominantly white schools, but of the sixteen who attended 
integrated schools, five had black acquaintances, five had no black associ-
ates, and only six had black friends.

Why is it that integrated schools have not provided a meaningful plat-
form for interracial contacts? First, the structure of “desegregated” schools 
is such that interracial interactions do not lead to significant cross-racial 
relationships.23 For instance, even when whites are bused to predomi-
nantly minority schools, tracking guarantees they have a mostly white 
experience in their schools.24 Case in point: almost all of our respondents 
described their classes (academic track) as “mostly white,” even in cases 
where the schools were described as 40 percent or more minority. Our 
respondents also rarely remembered being in classes or clubs in which 
students of color were the majority. Second, school integration typically 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   15613_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   156 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



 Peeking Inside the (White) House of Color Blindness 157

occurs late in the lives of whites (usually in high school). By that time, 
they have already developed emotional attachments to whites as their 
primary social group, learned a number of stereotypes about minorities, 
and bypassed the development of the skills necessary to navigate multi-
cultural situations. Ray, a student at MU, explained aptly this last point:

Interviewer: Uh, so what about middle school or high school? Did it change 
much (compared to his previously all-white educational experiences)?25

Ray: Yeah, middle school, things began to change a little bit. Because there 
were more areas being included. And things did become a little bit more 
diversified, but mostly, it was pretty much the same, the same song and 
dance, you know what I mean? Because, I don’t know if this was the way 
they had it set up, but it was almost like they didn’t want the sort of lower 
areas to assimilate with the upper areas until high school. And so that 
meant that it wasn’t a whole new ball game in high school; the people that 
were friends before were pretty much stayed friends through there. And 
that’s not a hundred percent true, but it seemed to me that things were 
pretty segmented in high school.

Another possible place for meaningful cross-racial interaction is col-
lege; because of “the emphasis on individual achievement and univer-
salism in higher education, the college educated may be less likely to 
identify themselves with their social and cultural roots.”26 Yet, based on 
both survey and interview results of the two studies, the precollege pat-
tern of limited and superficial interaction with blacks is maintained in 
college. As I stated earlier, nearly 70 percent of college students reported 
they neither have a black person among “the five people with whom 
they interact the most on an almost daily basis” nor have “invited a 
black person for lunch or dinner recently.”27 This finding was confirmed 
in the interviews. Of the thirty-eight students who did not have black 
friends before college, only two developed friendships with blacks in 
college. Among the three subjects who had black friends before going to 
college, only one befriended a black in college (her boyfriend, who was 
also from her hometown). Altogether, only three of the forty-one college 
students had a black friend at the time of the interview. This finding is 
also consistent with previous research about the limited extent of white-
black interaction in college settings.28

In the case of DAS respondents, since all of them were eighteen years 
or older, the question that led us to assess their current level of interaction 
or association with blacks was “Are you currently in college, employed, 
searching for a job, or something else?” By far most white DAS respondents 
(forty-four) were working at the time of the interview, followed by retirees 
(ten), homemakers (six), people working part time (three), and unem-
ployed (three). Of the whites in these various situations, forty-one found 
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themselves in virtually all-white environments, but twenty-five were not. 
Of these twenty-five whites, eight did not associate with blacks at all, ten 
had superficial relationships with blacks, and only seven had black friends.

Once again, I found that a high proportion of the respondents pro-
moted black acquaintances to “good friends” or even “best friends.” 
Among college students, nearly 50 percent (nineteen of forty-one) stated 
they had black “friends” or that they “hung out” with blacks. After their 
claims were analyzed, however, it was clear that only three truly had 
black friends by the criteria discussed above. And among DAS respon-
dents, a little more than a third (twenty-four of sixty-six) made such 
claims, even though only ten interacted with blacks in a serious fashion.29 
The following two cases exemplify respondents who promoted black 
acquaintances to friends in the college or work setting. The first case is 
Emily, a student at MU, who in response to a question about her college 
friends said, “almost, well, mostly white.” Yet, almost immediately she 
added, “I have a few black friends.” Since I instructed my interviewers 
to follow up whites’ claims of friendship with blacks (I also asked them 
to do the same when blacks claimed friendship with whites, see chapter 
8) to assess the degree of closeness of these relationships, the interviewer 
inquired about Emily’s friends:

Interviewer: Okay, and so, other than Jessica [her best white friend], who else? 
Are there other people that you really spend a lot of time with? Or . . .

Emily: No. Just here and there, but I am really busy . . .
Interviewer: So who, if you can give me a rundown of some of these other 

people that you mentioned, like a bigger crowd of people that you might 
hang out with? Maybe your roommate30 is one of them. Um, who are those 
people? So, it sounds like Jessica is the person that you spend the most 
time with.

Emily: Well, my roommate is—I’m friends with some girls in my hall. And 
they are all black and they are really nice. And I hang out with them and 
my roommate, sometimes we do stuff together like go to the mall or—it’s 
not like I’m really good friends with them, but we do stuff together.

At the end, Emily recognized that “it’s not like I’m really good friends 
with them,” but the claim of friendship with blacks helped her maintain 
a pluralistic, color-blind outlook.

Jannis, a manager of human resources for a manufacturing firm she 
described as “55 percent black,” when asked if she had friends in her 
job said, she had with “a certain amount of them.” The interviewer then 
asked the racial background of her job friends and Jannis responded, “It 
really makes no difference” and that “staff members who are both black 
and white, we have shared meals with.” But Jannis did not associate with 
any of these black friends outside her job or demonstrate having ever 
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confided in them. Furthermore, Jannis believes self-segregation is natural 
because “no matter what racial group you are, you do, um, sort of gather 
with those people that are alike.” This may explain why she described 
interracial marriage as “salmons swimming upstream.”

Three things are noteworthy about these self-reports of friendship with 
blacks. First, blacks tend to be “otherized” (“these people,” “them,” and so 
forth) denoting the respondents’ social distance from blacks. For example, 
black “friends” are hardly ever identified by their first names. Second, su-
perficial contacts (for college students, sports, music,31 and the occasional 
friendly talk with a black student and, for Detroit residents, the occasional 
lunch or talk at work with blacks) are used as self-evident facts of friend-
ship. Missing from these reports of friendship with blacks is evidence of 
trust, of the capacity of confiding, and of interactions with these friends 
beyond the place or situation of formal contact (classroom, assigned room-
mates, or job). Finally, these “friendships” with blacks always disappear 
after the reason for the formal interaction ends—taking a class, rooming, 
playing in a band or in a sports team, or working in the same company.

“IT’S JUST THE WAY THINGS WERE”: WHITES’ 
INTERPRETATION OF THEIR OWN RACIAL SEGREGATION

Thus far I have shown that whites have very little contact with blacks in 
neighborhoods, schools, colleges, and jobs. But how do whites interpret 
their segregation and isolation from blacks? How do they feel about this 
racial reality that seems to contradict their endorsement of color blind-
ness? The most significant finding in this section is that whites do not 
interpret their hypersegregation from blacks as a problem, because they 
do not interpret this as a racial phenomenon. Instead, they normalize this 
crucial aspect of their lives by either not regarding it as an issue or inter-
preting is as “normal,” as “just the way things are.” For instance, most re-
spondents who lived in segregated neighborhoods described them as “all 
white,” “predominantly white,” or “primarily white,” but when asked 
how they felt about this fact, few stopped to think this was problematic 
at all. Among college students, only five thought that the racial composi-
tion of their neighborhood was a problem and, among DAS respondents, 
only eight made such comments. Among the eight DAS respondents who 
commented negatively on the whiteness of the racial composition of their 
neighborhoods, one was a Jewish woman who complained about anti-
Semitism, another was a Dutch person who complained about feeling 
isolated as a foreigner, and two others were whites who lived in minority 
neighborhoods while growing up. Therefore, only four DAS respondents 
recognized their racial isolation from minorities as a problem.
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The typical college students described their feelings about their neigh-
borhoods’ racial makeups with statements such as “I liked it, it was fine 
to me” (Kim, SU); “When I was growing up, I didn’t think about it much. 
I mean, it was fine for me, it doesn’t really bother me that much” (Brian, 
SU); “I really didn’t think about it” (Mary, MU); “Yeah, really comfort-
able” (Kara, MU); “I didn’t care, which is pretty standard, I think, for the 
kids. It’s taken for granted” (Bill, WU). The interpretation of hypersegre-
gation as a normal, matter-of-fact affair was expressed by students with 
statements such as “It’s like the perfect American neighborhood” and 
“The sort of white upper-middle-class, Leave It to Beaver’s what I think of” 
(Ray, MU) and “It was a middle-class normal neighborhood” (Rick, WU). 
DAS respondents’ answers to a similar question produced responses 
such as “I loved it! Everybody was one big happy family” (Jill); “Well, 
it’s a very comfortable town because if anybody had a problem, then the 
rest of the town was there to help you” (Monica); “Oh, it was great. They 
were all basically the same kind of people” (Don); and “They were good 
people. It was a good neighborhood” (Pat).

This lack of reflexivity is not surprising since, as psychologist Beverly 
Tatum argues, dominant identities tend to remain inarticulate precisely 
because they are seen as the “norm” and, therefore, “whites can easily 
reach adulthood without thinking much about their racial group.”32 

Thus, whereas whiteness is not perceived as a racial category, other 
categories are; whereas a white neighborhood is a “normal” neighbor-
hood, a black neighborhood is “racially segregated.” Nevertheless, 
besides white racial progressives (see chapter 7) who recognized racial 
segregation and isolation as a problem, a few other respondents realized 
in the interview that the racial composition of their neighborhoods or 
networks of friends could be regarded as problematic. For these respon-
dents, however, the issue was explaining these matters as not involving 
prejudice on their part. For instance, Carol, an SU student, said about 
the racial mix of her neighborhood, “Never, never entered my mind, it 
was just my neighborhood,” and she stressed that her community was 
thoroughly mixed. However, when asked who her friends were, she 
pointed out that they were almost all white (she had one “Hispanic” 
friend). At this point Carol seemed to realize the contradiction between 
claiming that she lived in a mixed neighborhood and having virtually 
all-white friends. Hence, Carol remarked in a rather indignant tone, “I 
mean, I don’t think it, like me being friends with them had anything to 
do with them being I guess white, it’s just they lived like next door and 
across the street from me.” Carol added that her friends’ race was just 
the result of “location.”

Sonny, an MU student, explained the limited interaction among blacks 
and whites in her school as a product of demography:
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I don’t think we had any black friends. I don’t know why. It kind of stuck 
together and, I don’t know, it wasn’t that we, it wasn’t that we wouldn’t be, 
like allowing to black people, it’s just that there was never, like, an opportu-
nity. There’s no population like around where I lived.

Ray, the MU student cited above, addressed the same issue in a rather 
defensive way:

I don’t think there was any type of prejudice involved, I just think that we 
really didn’t know these kids. You know what I mean? They lived in differ-
ent neighborhoods, they went to different schools. And there was never any 
effort made to exclude, and if anything, there was effort made to cultivate 
these kids. Any type of discrimination in terms of anything was really just 
taboo at East Lansing. It wasn’t like people were trying to exclude them, it’s 
just that they didn’t know them. It’s just the way things were.

Naturalizing whites’ racial isolation (“It’s just the way things were”; see 
chapter 2) was a strategy adopted by most college students to rationalize 
their limited contact with blacks. For example, Daniel, a WU student and 
a recent immigrant to this country, stated about segregation, “I guess in 
American society it seems sort of, it sort of comes natural, it appears to be 
the way of things.” Andy, another WU student, said about segregation, 
“I would agree that we don’t, or Caucasian people, or the majority does 
not make things necessarily comfortable for them, but not like intention-
ally, so I think it just sort of comes up that way [laughs].” Sue, a student at 
SU, commented about the whiteness of her neighborhood, “I lived there 
since I was two, I don’t really have much of an opinion on it. I just sort of, 
that’s how it was.”

The few DAS respondents who realized their limited interaction with 
blacks could be interpreted as “racist” were also keen in pointing out that 
race had no bearing in their lives. As college students, many used the 
demographic excuse to explain why they did not interact with minorities. 
For example, Kim, a housewife in her late twenties, had a racial life typi-
cal of DAS respondents. Kim grew up in various cities in Michigan with 
few blacks around and had no interactions with them. At the time of the 
interview she lived in a neighborhood she described as “mostly white.” 
When asked if she had black friends in school, Kim said, “I never had 
close black friends.” Kim then inserted a personal story about her father 
being racist (for a discussion on these stories, see chapter 4). Later on, 
when discussing with whom she interacted as a homemaker, Kim said,

Yep, yep, my husband has some black friends in, you know. You just don’t 
see ‘em [respondent is referring to blacks here]. They move or whatever, we 
don’t see ‘em. It’s just—I wished I did so I could just say, you know, “I do” 
[have black friends]. They are just not around, they don’t live in our area.
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Trudy, a salesperson at a large retail store in her late twenties, also 
had the typical white life. She grew up in Warren, Michigan, an area she 
described as “pretty much white.” She attended both private and public 
schools that she also described as “mostly white.” In neither her neighbor-
hoods nor the schools she attended did Trudy develop friendships with 
blacks. However, 20 percent of her coworkers are black. Yet, when asked 
about friends in her job, she reported they are “mostly white.” When 
asked if she had any black friends in her job, Trudy said, “Yeah, mostly 
like acquaintances, not like real good friends.” Asked about this situa-
tion, Trudy said she “didn’t do a whole lot” with her black acquaintances 
because “I mean, I don’t get a lot of opportunity because there are not a 
whole lot of black people that I work with.”

Lastly, Rita, an underemployed worker at a cookie company in her 
twenties, explained her lack of black friends while attending racially 
mixed schools in Detroit: “No, but it wasn’t because I didn’t want to. It’s 
not, it’s not because—I didn’t have a problem with them. It just, I never 
socialized with them. Yeah more like they actually never socialized with 
me.”

Like Rita, whites’ lack of reflexivity about how race fractures their own 
lives is evident in their racial projections on a variety of issues (for a dis-
cussion on the role of projection, see chapter 3). For example, Kara, an MU 
student, commented on so-called black self-segregation: “They just kind 
of clique with those people and at first I was like, I guess you are always 
kind of taken aback by it when you see, like, a whole table of minorities, 
it’s harder to go up to people and talk to them when there’s a whole 
group of them.” Mickey, another MU student, said on the same issue, 
“I’ve definitely seen that. I think the one thing that sticks out the most, 
the one example, is just like, like dining facilities. Like it’s never, it’s never 
integrated. It’s always, they always they have their own place to eat.” 
The interviewer asked Mickey if he thought this practice was exclusive 
to blacks and he answered, “That’s mainly just African American people, 
yeah.” Finally, Dan, another student from WU, noted that the fact that 
blacks have “their own dorms, activities, clubs, and such might be a con-
tributing factor because it kind of encourages them to spend more time 
with each other and not worry [about] interact[ing] with other people.” 
Kara does not see white cliquing, Mickey does not see white tables, and 
Dan does not see white anything!

Many DAS respondents also projected racial motivations onto blacks. 
For example, Ian, a manager of information security for an automotive 
company in his fifties, addressed this issue as follows:

I think they’re hard to approach at times. At least the ones I have dealt with 
and deal with on a day-to-day basis. If you question ’em, they take it person-
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ally, very defensive. And I try not to, not to make race an issue because I do 
have to deal with, you know, Indians and Chinese and everything and, as 
long as, you know, they can do the job, I have no problem with it. But when 
you constantly go to somebody and say—just follow up with ’em, “Did 
you do this? Did you do that? Did you make sure of this?” and they take it 
personally, I have a problem with that. You know, ’cause it’s not, you know, 
we’re not bothering to check anybody’s integrity. It’s just, “Did you get the 
job done?” and, at times they don’t like to be questioned.

When asked if he thought this was “more a problem of self-segregating 
or a problem of not feeling welcomed” by whites, Ian answered without 
any hesitation: “Self-segregating.”

Matt, a city worker in his twenties, provided a similar one-sided expla-
nation:

Yeah right. I don’t know about hard to approach but from ah, where I’ve 
worked in the past and presently, it seems they’re not open to any infor-
mation or ideas from white folks. That they’re, you know, set in their own 
way or maybe their way is a better way, which may or may not be true. But 
they’re, they’re not hard to approach. I have no problem approaching them, 
but when I do, it’s like it goes in one ear and out of the other. They don’t 
really, you know, take what you have to say as either encouragement or 
support or help. And, you know, just view a white guy talking for no reason.

Finally, various respondents made direct statements that signify they 
regard whiteness as “normal” and, therefore, nonracial. For example, 
Rick, a WU student, said that blacks are into the “me syndrome,” which 
he thinks is “so stupid,” and added that in his dealings with people from 
other ethnic groups the question of segregation “wasn’t even approached, 
we were just friends and because I grew up in a white neighborhood, I 
really didn’t see race.” What allows Rick to say that because he “grew up 
in a white neighborhood” he “didn’t see race” is that he interprets “race” 
as something that only racial minorities have.

Lee, another WU student, complained about the monotony of his 
neighborhood because it was “all white people, but we lived pretty close 
to Washington, D.C., and there was a lot of culture there, I mean.” There-
fore for Lee,33 culture, which he defines narrowly as music, food, and arts, 
was the prerogative of D.C., an area that was more than two-thirds black 
at the time of the interview. For Lee, then, blacks and Latinos have “cul-
ture,” but whites (who are not regarded as a race) do not.

Many DAS respondents also saw blacks and other minorities as the 
only actors who could be regarded as racial. Although this can be inferred 
from the way they answered many questions, a few used expressions 
that showed this directly. For example, Susie, a social worker in her late 
forties, said about the racial mix in her school, “I don’t think there was 
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any racial children in my, you know, public schools.” Susie repeated the 
expression (racial children) when describing the racial makeup of her 
workplace:

Oh, jeez, I just had an employee with that. Umhum [raises voice] I think it’s 
probably 52/48 [percent], 52 being Caucasian, 48 being black, close to 50/50. 
But she indicated [referring to a black “friend” at work] there’s a few blacks 
missing [lowers voice], one of my racial friends.

The data presented in this section indicates that whites do not see or 
interpret their own racial segregation and isolation as a racial issue at all. 
This blindness is central for understanding their views on a host of racial 
matters. Recognizing whites’ lack of realization that race matters in their 
lives, combined with their limited interracial socialization, helps decipher 
the apparent contradiction between their stated preference for a color-
blind approach to life (which corresponds to their perception of how they 
live their own lives) and the white reality of their lives. I examine this 
apparent contradiction by focusing on their views on the sensitive matter 
of interracial relations.

“IF TWO PEOPLE ARE IN LOVE . . .”: 
WHITES’ VIEWS ON INTERRACIAL MARRIAGE

Despite whites’ stake in color blindness, in surveys they are more likely 
to oppose interracial marriage than any other form of interracial asso-
ciation.34 For example, only 57.5 percent of white DAS respondents ap-
proved of interracial marriage in the survey. Although the approval rate 
was higher among college students—80 percent for white-black unions 
and 86 percent for white-Mexican unions—it was still lower among 
students than was support for other social-distance questions (see table 
6.1). This latter finding about college students fits research that suggests 
educated people are more likely to express approval for the principles of 
integration.35

Nevertheless, most DAS respondents and even the few college stu-
dents who admitted they had problems with interracial marriage in the 
interviews brandished a laissez-fare or color-blind view on love. Love 
was described as a matter of personal choice between two people and, 
thus, as no one else’s business because “love conquers all obstacles” (see 
my discussion of abstract liberalism in chapter 2).36 Yet, this endorsement 
of color blindness in romantic relationships cannot be interpreted in a 
straightforward manner. Most respondents qualified their support in such 
a way or live such segregated lifestyles that their laissez-faire positions on 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   16413_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   164 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



 Peeking Inside the (White) House of Color Blindness 165

this subject seem empty. Furthermore, too many whites express an aver-
sion for blackness (“negrophobia”) that casts doubt on their professed 
color blindness.

In table 6.2, I map respondents’ answers to the interracial marriage 
question. The classifications are not mutually exclusive (e.g., some re-
spondents I classified as 2s could have been classified as 4s) and cannot 
be read as an ordinal scale, that is, as moving from racial progressives to 
racial reactionaries (e.g., some respondents I classified as 3s or 4s were 
in fact more racially progressive than some who were 2s). The purpose 
of this taxonomy is just to organize answers to this question rather than 
provide the ultimate analysis of which respondents are truly “for” or 
“against” these unions.

In the case of college students, the typical response was category 4, re-
spondents who qualified their support with expressions of concern for the 
children, family reactions, or location, or with rhetorical maneuvers in-
dicative of little personal commitment to these unions (“They can have all 
the fun they want, it doesn’t bother me at all”). Eight students supported 
interracial marriage but had all-white associations37 and two admitted 
directly that they would not do it themselves. Among DAS respondents, 
the typical response was also category 4 (32 percent), followed closely 
by respondents who opposed interracial marriage (22 percent). A similar 
proportion of DAS respondents and college students stated their support 
for interracial marriage in the interviews (32.5 percent to 33 percent).

Since the responses to this sensitive question are complex, I present 
various examples from each category. First I provide examples of respon-
dents’ answers in category 1—those who approved of interracial marriage 
and had an interracial lifestyle.38 Kay, a student at MU, answered the in-
terracial question in the following manner: “I don’t see anything wrong 
with it [laughs].” Kay laughed because before this question was posed to 

Table 6.2.  Respondents’ Answers to the Interracial Marriage Question

Respondents

DAS Students Respondents’ Views on Interracial Marriage (%) (%)

1. Support marriage/Interracial life 5 (12.5) 7 (11.0)
2. Support marriage/Primary white networks 8 (20.0) 14 (22.0)
3. Reservations toward intermarriage/Interracial life 4 (10.0) 2 (3.0)
4. Reservations toward intermarriage/Primary white networks 21 (52.5) 21 (32.0)
5. Opposes intermarriage/Interracial life 0 (0.0) 7 (11.0)
6. Opposes intermarriage/Primary white networks 2 (5.0) 14 (22.0)
Total number of respondents 40 a 65a

a The question was not asked to one of the students and one of the DAS respondents.
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her she had said that her boyfriend was black (she was the only white 
dating or married to a black among the 107 whites interviewed in these 
two projects). Franci, a homemaker in her twenties, answered the ques-
tion similarly: “As long as they’re happy, go for it!” Although many other 
whites used expressions such as this one, they immediately added long-
winded statements qualifying their support. In contrast, respondents in 
this category answered without hesitation and had an interracial lifestyle 
that included in some cases having dated across the color line. Franci, for 
example, had dated four minority men, one of whom was black.

But even in this category, which was the most internally consistent, 
there was some variance. For instance, Scott, a mechanical drafter in 
his twenties, answered the interracial question as follows: “If you are 
comfortable with it, do it. You know, I mean, I’m looking for a Viet-
namese—half-Vietnamese, half-Chinese right now. That’s my dream 
woman right there. I love Asian women.” Scott, who had dated Asian 
(half-Vietnamese), Latino, and Arab women in the past, seems like a clear 
example of respondents in category 1. Yet, Scott’s fascination for Asian 
women was highly racialized (he stated he liked them because their food 
“is awesome,” they are “just so attractive to me,” and he “just love[s] the 
Asian race, it’s mystical to me in a way”) and in tune with the way that 
many white men think of Asian women today.39 Even more problematic 
was Scott’s response in a follow-up to the interracial marriage question. 
After Scott stated he would have “no problem” marrying someone of a 
different race, the interviewer asked him, “So what do you think about 
people who are absolutely against it, you know, who want to keep the 
races pure or whatever?” His answer was,

I mean, I kind of, I feel that way also because I kind of, I don’t know, I kinda 
wanna stay with my nationality in a way, you know. I think once, once you 
start breaking away, you start losing your own like deep home family values 
and in a way, you get mixed emotions, you know. But then again, it’s just like 
the old times are gone, you know it’s all modern-day now. So really you[r] 
nationality really don’t, shouldn’t count. But then again some people don’t 
want to have so much blood within their family, within their name, you 
know. I know people that will not marry unless they’re a hundred percent 
Italian. I got a couple of people who will not date anyone unless they’re 
hundred percent Italian, so. . . .

Based on this response and the fact that Scott was classified as having 
an interracial lifestyle because he had one black friend while growing 
up, he could have been classified as someone who opposes interracial 
marriage.

Respondents in category 2—those who approved of interracial mar-
riage but associated primarily with whites—had more diverse responses. 
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Some were respondents on the “racial progressive” side (see chapter 7) 
such as Sam, a warehouse laborer in his twenties. His response to the 
intermarriage question was, “I have no problems with it. I just did it.” 
Sam was married to a Mexican American woman and stated he had been 
“attracted [to black women] but I’ve really never dated anyone like that.” 
Others were supportive of interracial marriage, but had a racial prefer-
ence for white mates. For example, Ray, an MU student cited above, 
answered the interracial marriage question as follows:

I think that there’s, I think that interracial marriage is totally legitimate. I 
think if two people love each other and they want to spend the rest of their 
lives together, I think they should definitely get married. And race should in 
no way be an inhibitive factor.

Although Ray seems supportive of interracial marriage (despite using 
some indirectness), his life before college and in college was centered ex-
clusively around whites. He grew up in a midsize city in the Midwest in 
an upper-middle-class neighborhood that he characterized as “all white” 
and described his friends as “what the average suburban kid is like 
nowadays.” More significantly, Ray, who was extremely articulate in the 
interview, stuttered remarkably over the question (asked before the one 
on intermarriage) dealing with whether or not he had ever been attracted 
to blacks (see chapter 3 for Ray’s answer). Ray’s hesitation was due to the 
fact he is not attracted to black women, something that clashes with his 
self-proclaimed color-blind approach to love and his apparent support for 
interracial marriages.

The third and fourth categories include respondents who had reserva-
tions about interracial marriage. I discuss them together because there are 
no meaningful variations in these two categories and I provide many ex-
amples, as a large number of respondents (nearly 50 percent) were in one 
of these two kindred categories. Most of the respondents in categories 3 
and 4 stated they had no problem with interracial marriage but proceeded 
to cite reasons why these marriages are more difficult. A typical example 
is Olga, a software salesperson for an insurance company in her forties:

Well, I guess my only concern is always if there’s children and how those 
children will be accepted or not accepted. And it would be nice to think that 
the world would be lovely and wonderful but, you know, I think people 
should be allowed to do whatever they want to do. I don’t think you should 
look at people’s skin color or their origin or anything to determine what it 
is you want to do. However, what are you putting those kids through when 
they’re a mixed that neither culture would accept because the cultures are 
sometimes just as bad about sticking together as they are about claiming that 
no one will let them in and out of each other’s areas. So sometimes that really 
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affects the kids and neither culture will accept the child as being their culture 
or the other. So that concerns me, but in general, I don’t have any problem 
with any of that.

Joann, a clerk in a department store in her early sixties, stated, “Except 
for someone that might be extremely young, I think that [if] they want 
to marry outside their race and put up with what they [will face], that’s 
their problem.” But Joann acknowledged that interracial marriage could 
not have happened in her own family because,

I, that I never [very loud] even though—because my husband was “whites 
marry whites, blacks marry blacks,” he was very prejudice about it. He grew 
up with that made up [in] his mind and that was it. Any white could marry 
any whites but blacks marry blacks and that is the way it was.

Ian, the manager of information security cited above, said in typical 
fashion about interracial marriage, “I don’t have a problem with it at all,” 
but added,

There’s gonna be problems. White and Chinese, white and even Italian, 
there’s gonna be problems, white and black. I have no problems with it, but 
they better face the facts of life, they’re gonna have a lot of problems. And 
they’re not gonna be accepted, I don’t, at least, I don’t think very well by 
either side.

College students in these categories answered in similar fashion. For 
instance, Sally, an MU student, stated her view on interracial marriage 
as follows:

I certainly don’t oppose the marriage, not at all, depending on where I am, 
if I had to have a concern, yes, it would be for the children. You know, it can 
be nasty and then other kids wouldn’t even notice. I think I could care less 
what anyone else does with their lives, as long as they are really happy. And 
if the parents can set a really strong foundation at home, it can be conquered, 
but I’m sure, in some places, it could cause a problem.

Sally’s apprehension matched the nature of her life and her specific 
views on blacks. Sally’s network of relationships was, in terms of interac-
tions, relationships, and residence, an almost entirely white one. When 
asked about her romantic life, Sally said that she had never dated a person 
of color and recognized that “I’ve never been attracted to a black person” 
and that “I never look at what they look like, it just hasn’t occurred in my 
life.”

Some respondents in these two categories could have been classified as 
people who opposed interracial marriage, even though they did not say 
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so. For example, Mandi, a nurse working in a nursing home in her thirties, 
answered the question on intermarriage by saying, “I wouldn’t do it.” 
When asked for her general position, she said, “I don’t think I could tell 
people what to do. I think it’s hard on people when they marry outside 
their race. The children.” Thus Mandi relies on abstract liberalism for her 
general position on interracial marriage, but is clear that interracial mar-
riage is not for her.

Another example is Dina, an employment manager for an advertising 
agency in her twenties. Her answer to the interracial marriage question 
was,

I don’t have an issue with it at all. You know, I personally, I don’t [date 
people] of another race so it’s very difficult for me to say, but I don’t think 
[sighs] I can’t see myself ever doing that, marrying someone of another race. 
But we have friends in interrational—interracial relationships and. . . .

Interestingly, Dina had dated a black man for a week in high school. 
Yet, she pointed out that “he was kinda like a white person, you know, he 
acted white, he talked white” and that she did it to “kinda just to tick off 
my grandpa.” In general, Dina said, “The guys I dated were white jocks 
kinda guys.”

Finally, I present respondents answers in categories 5 and 6, those who 
opposed interracial marriage. The first example is Janet, a married stu-
dent at SU. Janet, like a number of respondents, accused people in inter-
racial relationships of being selfish:

I would feel that in most situations they’re not really thinking of, of the child. 
I mean, they might not really think anything of it, but in reality I think most 
of the time the child is growing up, he’s going to be picked on because he has 
parents from different races, and it’s gonna, and it’s gonna ultimately affect 
the child and, and the end result is they’re only thinking of them—of their 
own happiness, not the happiness of the kid.

The interviewer followed up by asking, “How do you think your family 
would deal with it if you or someone else in your family became involved 
with someone of another race?” Janet’s answer was, “They would not like 
it at all [laughs]!”

Most older respondents expressed their disapproval of interracial mar-
riage without hesitation and relied on Jim Crow tenets to justify their 
position. For example, Jim, a retired man in his seventies, stated,

Well, I’m against it. I think scripture says that we should be very careful how 
we should choose our mates. I may love the girl I want to marry and she’s 
black, but I just can’t look at that situation. I have to look at what’s going to 
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happen afterwards, what’s going to happen to our kids. They’re the ones 
who take a beating. You’re not white, you’re not black.

However, some older respondents expressed their opposition in a more 
refined manner. For instance, Rhonda, a part-time salesperson in a golf 
store and of Jewish background, used the movie Fiddler in the Roof to state 
her view on this matter: “A bird and a fish can fall in love but where 
do they go to nest?” After saying this, Rhonda narrated a testimony 
(see chapter 4) to suggest blacks and whites should not marry because 
it causes many problems for the children. She then commented, “The 
children are the ones that are—they’re the ones that are not going to be, 
they’re the ones that don’t [know] where they belong. They don’t know if 
they are white, they don’t know if they’re black.”

As the previous examples illustrate, the argument of the children (or 
concerns for family) are not much different than those of respondents in 
categories 3 and 4. More significantly, a few respondents in these catego-
ries (those who opposed interracial marriage) used the jargon of color 
blindness in their responses. For example, Henrietta, a transsexual school 
teacher in his fifties, answered the question on intermarriage as follows: 
“[Five-second pause] If two people . . . are [in love] . . . I see nothing wrong 
with it. It’s their business.” Henrietta seems to have a laissez-faire view 
on interracial marriage. However, after stating his view, Henrietta pro-
ceeded to discuss the problems he has seen among biracial children in his 
school. In this discussion, Henrietta seemed to change his mind and said, 
“I would say I would have to be against it.” The interviewer then asked 
him, “So then it sounds like you yourself would not consider marrying 
someone of another race or . . . ?” Henrietta responded, “It depends. It 
depends on how I feel about the person due to my upbringing, could I, if 
you’re asking me could I marry a black man? No. If you are asking me if I 
could marry an Asiatic man or an American, Native American man? Yes.”

There are three things clear from the answers of the respondents in 
these studies to the question on interracial marriage. First, although most 
use the language of color blindness (“I have no problem with it” or “If 
two people are in love”), their answers reveal a deep level of reservation 
if not outright opposition toward these unions. Second, a large number 
of whites express a clear preference for whites as mates that seems to 
violate their professed color blindness. Third, even though whites do not 
have much contact with blacks or with people in interracial marriages, 
they reject these unions because of presumed “problems” that transpire 
in these marriages.

I suggest whites’ answers to the interracial marriage question are prima 
facie evidence of one of the consequences of the white habitus. Whites’ 
answers signify they have serious difficulties in thinking about these re-
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lationships as normal. From a social-psychological perspective, this is not 
a mystery. How can whites fall in love with people whom they never see, 
whom they regard as “different,” and with whom they hardly associate? 
Hence, what their answers to the interracial question betray is that white-
ness as a lifestyle fosters whiteness as a choice for friends and partners. 
Their answers also reveal concerns for not sounding “racist,” concerns 
that fit well what I have discussed about color-blind racism so far.

CONCLUSION

At the outset of this chapter I argued that whites live a white habitus that 
creates and conditions their views, cognitions, and even sense of beauty 
and, more importantly, fosters a sense of racial solidarity. This postulate 
fits the arguments and findings of the status construction and social 
identity theories. Whereas work in the social identity tradition has amply 
demonstrated how little it takes to create antagonistic groups, work in the 
status construction tradition has shown that once there are two or more 
status groups in a social system, those at the top tend to adjudicate the 
status differences to nominal characteristics such as race and gender.40 
Research in these traditions has also uncovered that when status differ-
ences between groups exist, as in the case between whites and blacks, the 
advantaged group develops its own “groupthink,” values, and norms to 
account for and rationalize these differences.

In this chapter I documented three things related to the white habitus. 
First, I showed that whites experience tremendous levels of racial segre-
gation and isolation while growing up. That isolation continues in college 
and in the workplace, even when blacks are present in these environ-
ments. Second, I documented how whites, for the most part, do not inter-
pret their racial isolation and segregation from blacks as racial. Instead, 
they either do not see any need to explain this or explain it as a nonracial 
matter (“Race has nothing to do with it” or “That’s the way things are”). 
Lastly, I examined their answers to the interracial marriage question and 
suggested that they are an example of what the white habitus produces, 
as they signify, despite the color-blind rhetoric, that whites are not very 
likely to engage in interracial unions with blacks.

The social psychology produced by the white habitus leads to the cre-
ation of positive self-views (“We are nice, normal people”) and negative 
other views (“They are lazy”).41 The more distant the group in question 
is from the white “norm,” other things being equal, the more negative 
whites will view the group. Because blacks are the group farthest from 
whites residentially and socially in this country42—although not neces-
sarily culturally43—they are the most likely candidates for debasement.44 
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In previous chapters I documented how whites see blacks in a negative 
light. For example, they regard blacks as lazy, as welfare-dependent, and 
as receiving preferential treatment. They also believe blacks complain too 
much about racism and discrimination. This negative view on blacks ex-
tends to the most personal realm: close interracial associations as friends 
and significant others. Although most whites rely on color blindness 
(“race doesn’t matter”), a free-market logic on human relationships (“if 
two people are in love”), and liberal individualism (“I don’t think that 
anyone should have the right to tell anyone else whether or not they 
should marry”) to articulate their views on interracial marriage, few seem 
to support these relationships and, more significantly, to be in a position 
to ever engage in one or even to be neutral in case a close family member 
enters into one.

Whites’ lack of true empathy for or interest in interracial marriage with 
blacks should not be a shock or a mystery to readers. People cannot like 
or love people they don’t see or interact with. This truism has been cor-
roborated by social psychologists, who for years have maintained that 
friendship and love emerge when people share activities, proximity, fa-
miliarity, and status.45 Thus, whites’ extreme racial isolation from blacks 
does not provide fertile soil upon which primary interracial associations 
can flourish, regardless of blacks’ level of assimilation. Therefore, whites’ 
theoretical support for interracial associations with blacks is not likely 
to lead to significant increases in their personal associations with blacks.

The social and political implications of the white habitus are very 
significant. The universe of whiteness navigated on an everyday basis 
by most whites fosters a high degree of homogeneity of racial views 
and even of the manners in which whites express these views. Despite 
the civil rights revolution, whites, young and old, live a fundamentally 
segregated life that has attitudinal, emotional, and political implications. 
Yet it is important to underscore the existence of racial progressives in 
these samples. Their existence suggests that although the white habitus 
conditions whites’ lives, whites can, as Marx said, “make their own his-
tory.”46 I found a number of respondents who lived interracial lifestyles, 
understood the significance of contemporary discrimination, and did not 
rely on color blindness to articulate their racial views. I turn my attention 
to this group of racial progressives in the next chapter.

NOTES
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erty in the United States (New York: Macmillan, 1962).
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in a structural manner. In my work, I use the term “racism” exclusively to des-
ignate the racial ideology of a racialized social system and, thus, labeling someone 
as “racist” represents a regression to an individualist and subjectivist reading of 
racial matters. The issue here is assessing the real degree of support for interracial 
relationships among whites. Thus, it is necessary to have a larger picture in view 
to clearly demarcate the meaning and implications of respondents’ self-reported 
approval of interracial relationships. By including elements from the respondents’ 
lives (such as lack of meaningful interracial interaction or fear of blacks), I am able 
to interpret their positions on interracial marriages in terms of a larger context. 
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they are supposed to be subservient and sensual, as “China Dolls,” the label given 
to this stereotype by the Media Action Network for Asian Americans. See Media 
Action Network for Asian Americans, A Memo from MANAA to Hollywood: Asian 
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and the Diffusion of Status Beliefs,” Social Psychology Quarterly 60, no. 1 (1997): 
14–31; Cecilia Ridgeway, Elizabeth Heger Boyle, Kathy J. Kuipers, and Dawn T. 
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tional Experience,” American Sociological Review 63 (June 1998): 331–50. 

41. Interestingly, a recent review of the past thirty years of work in the area 
of social psychology labels the area “color blind” and concludes that “social 
psychologists . . . have given race and ethnicity less attention than it warrants.” 
Hence, we still lack serious social-psychological analyses of the various ways in 
which race affects multiple social processes. Matthew O. Hunt, Pamela Braboy 
Jackson, Brian Powell, and Lala Carr Steelman, “Color Blind: The Treatment of 
Race and Ethnicity in Social Psychology,” Social Psychology Quarterly 63, no. 4 
(2000): 360–61. See also Carla Goar’s article, “Even the Rats Are White: White 
Supremacy in Experimental Methodology,” in White Logic, White Methods: Racism 
and Methodology, edited by Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Tukufu Zuberi (Lanham, 
Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2008).

42. For data on segregation by groups, see Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. 
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data on interracial perceptions of social ranking of the races, see Lawrence D. 
Bobo and Devon Johnson, “Racial Attitudes in a Prismatic Metropolis: Mapping 
Identity, Competition, and Views on Affirmative Action,” in Prismatic Metropolis: 
Inequality in Los Angeles, edited by Lawrence D. Bobo et al., 81–163 (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 2000). 

43. Greeks, Arabs, and Armenians, for instance, are, culturally speaking, far-
ther from “whites” than blacks, yet they have been incorporated into whiteness. 
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44. As Joe R. Feagin points out in his Racist America: Roots, Realities, and Future 
Reparations (New York: Routledge, 2000, 132), because of the racial demography 
and ecology of everyday life, the majority of blacks spend much more time inter-
acting with whites than the majority of whites spend interacting with blacks. Most 
blacks work, shop, or travel with large numbers of white Americans, whereas 
relatively few whites do the same with large numbers of black men and women. 
White views of blacks are not likely to be grounded in numerous equal-status con-
tacts with blacks. The sense of white superiority is reinforced by the continuing 
process in which whites live separated from black Americans or other Americans 
of color. White isolation and lack of contact feeds negative stereotyping, and there 
is little chance to unlearn inherited antiblack attitudes. For a recent update, see 
Joe R. Feagin’s latest book, Systemic Racism: A Theory of Oppression (New York: 
Routledge, 2006).

45. John Sabini, Social Psychology (New York: Norton, 1992).
46. The phrase is “Men make their own history, but they do not make it just 

as they please”; it appears in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. David 
McLellan, Karl Marx: Selected Writings (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982).
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Most whites in the United States rely on the ideology of color-blind 
racism to articulate their views (by relying on the frames of the 

ideology), present their ideas (by using the style of the ideology), and 
interpret interactions with people of color (by sharing the racial stories 
of the ideology). They believe blacks are culturally deficient, welfare-
dependent, and lazy. They regard affirmative action and reparations 
as tantamount to “reverse discrimination.” And because whites believe 
discrimination is a thing of the past, minorities’ protestations about being 
racially profiled, experiencing discrimination in the housing and labor 
markets, and being discriminated against in restaurants, stores, and other 
social settings are interpreted as “excuses.” Following the color-blind 
script, whites support almost all the goals of the civil rights movement in 
principle, but object in practice to almost all the policies that have been 
developed to make these goals a reality. Although they abhor what they 
regard as blacks’ “self-segregation,” they do not have any problem with 
their own racial segregation because they do not see it as a racial phenom-
enon. Finally, although they sing loudly the color-blind song, as I showed 
in the previous chapter, they live a white color-coded life.

Does this mean that all whites are refined Archie Bunkers? Does every 
single white subscribe to the frames, racial stories, and style associated 
with color-blind racism? The answer is obviously not. Historically, racial 
progress in America has always transpired because of the joint efforts of 
racial minorities and white progressives. No one can forget the coura-
geous efforts of whites such as John Brown, Thaddeus Stevens, Charles 
Sumner, Lydia Maria Child, the Grimke sisters, and the many whites who 
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joined the civil rights movement; no one should ever ignore white mili-
tants who struggled for racial equality and who risked their lives for this 
goal.1 Therefore today, as yesterday, a portion of the white population is 
not singing the tune of color blindness. Who are these modern-day “white 
traitors”?2 Are they middle-class, educated, racially enlightened whites, 
as most social scientists contend?3 Are they more likely to be socialized 
outside the white habitus (see chapter 6)? Are racial progressives beyond 
racial contradictions? These are some of the questions I examine in this 
chapter.

THE SURPRISING DEMOGRAPHY OF RACIAL PROGRESSIVES

Interview data from the 1997 Survey on Social Attitudes of College Stu-
dents and the 1998 Detroit Area Study suggest young, working-class 
women are the most likely candidates to be racial progressives.4 This 
finding contradicts the claims of most of the media and scholars (from 
Theodor Adorno’s The Authoritarian Personality onward), who contend 
“racists” are poor or working-class whites.5 These commentators con-
tend poor whites project their fears, their sense of losing out, and their 
concerns with demographic, civil, and political changes in America onto 
racial minorities. These opinion-shaping agents also propagate the view 
that most whites, whom they classify as “middle class,” are racially tol-
erant. But if racism is systemic,6 this view of “good” and “bad” whites 
distorts reality. Systems of privilege are defended by most of their ben-
eficiaries in a variety of ways. Some actors defend systemic privilege 
through violence, but most do so by following the normal customs and 
practices that help keep the system in place. Hence, the analytical (and 
political) issue regarding “racism” (racial ideology) ought always to be, 
What segment of the dominant race does not subscribe to the dominant 
racial ideology and why not?

I classified as racial progressives respondents who support affirmative 
action and interracial marriage and who recognize the significance of 
discrimination in the United States. In cases in which respondents exhib-
ited reservations on one of the issues, I made an effort to search for other 
elements disclosed in the interview to help me classify the respondents 
(e.g., whether they had meaningful relationships with minorities or the 
degree of racial progressiveness on other race-related issues discussed in 
the interviews). Based on these criteria, I classified 15 percent of college 
students (six of forty-one) and 12 percent of the DAS respondents (eight 
of sixty-six) as racial progressives.
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PROFILES OF RACIAL PROGRESSIVES: COLLEGE STUDENTS

I classified two students at WU and three at MU as racial progressives. 
Common characteristics of these five respondents were their class back-
ground (four belonged to the working or lower-middle class), gender (all 
were women), and being in college. Other elements that affected their 
degree of racial progressiveness were having meaningful associations or 
friendships with people of color (three of these women had dated black 
or Latino men) and having a very liberal or radical political ideology. I 
profile three of these students in the following pages.

Beth: “Being a White Male I Guess You Don’t 
Realize Shit Unless It’s Shoved in Your Face.”

Beth was a student at WU at the time of the interview. She grew up in 
southeast Portland in a lower-middle-class neighborhood and, although 
she classified herself as middle class, she acknowledged that while she 
was a child, her parents were not “making a whole lot.” This element, 
the fact that her father was a supervisor in a factory and had only a high-
school diploma, and the neighborhood where she grew up suggest Beth 
had a strong working-class influence in her formative years.

Beth was exposed early on in her life to people from many backgrounds. 
Of the four friends she mentioned from her childhood, one was half black, 
another was an adopted Thai, and another was Chinese. Among the four 
friends she mentioned having had in middle school, one was a girl from 
Trinidad and another was from China. Although Beth had only dated 
white males in her life (one had some Native American ancestry but, 
as she pointed out, “he doesn’t appear as stereotypical minority, he just 
looks white”), she acknowledged having had a “major crush on a black 
guy in middle school.” When probed on this matter, Beth stated she did 
not make a move because she was “too shy.” In addition, she mentioned 
that this black boy dated one of her white friends later on, which made 
her “so mad.”

Beth described herself politically as “very liberal” and, based on what 
she said throughout the interview about a number of social issues, the 
label fit. For instance, she supported interracial marriage strongly. Beth’s 
answer to the interracial question was different from those of most whites:

I don’t think that there is a problem with it at all. Yeah, it’s going to be dif-
ferent when the races are not so able to clearly define anymore. I mean, it’s 
going to be a whole new identity for us to label again, but I don’t know, I 
think the labeling just after a while, it’s going to become obsolete.
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Her views on affirmative action were equally strong. For example, Beth 
said in reference to a white male in one of her classes who opposed affir-
mative action that “being a white male I guess you don’t realize shit un-
less it’s shoved in your face.” Furthermore, Beth mentioned that she told 
this student the following in reference to his view on affirmative action:

I said, “Well, if you think it’s a quota system, well you’re wrong” and that 
maybe it’s hard to see what these people go through all their life and, I 
mean—me too, being female, what you go through, just the slight discrimi-
nation here and there, this like common slur, you don’t understand that. You 
just think it’s a harmless joke, but it’s not. It builds up [giggles]. He was just 
not getting it.

Beth understood that discrimination affects the life chances of minori-
ties and even supported programs compensating minorities for past dis-
crimination, because “it’s hard to start when you have hit rock bottom, it’s 
hard to climb back up.” Although three of the other progressive students 
had difficulty understanding the significance of school and neighborhood 
integration, Beth argued that “integration can change [people’s] hearts” 
and that “if people learn to get along they can, but if they’re kept apart 
from each other they won’t know how to communicate.”

Yet, as with all the progressives in the sample, Beth’s radicalism had 
some limitations. For example, although Beth had an impressive level of 
interaction with minorities before she entered college, she acknowledged, 
“I don’t have a lot of contact with minorities here.” Beth also interprets 
affirmative action exclusively as a program to guarantee equal opportu-
nity for minorities to compete fairly with whites or, in Beth’s words, as 
a program that “just gives them the chance to at least try.”7 Despite this 
limited interpretation of affirmative action, Beth supported providing 
unique educational opportunities for minorities because “many won’t get 
a chance otherwise in any way, shape, or form” and supported hiring the 
minority applicant in two of the hypothetical cases of the ABZ company. 
Also, when asked if the decisions of this hypothetical company could be 
regarded as reverse discrimination, she said, “Well, look at the work-
place. It’s 97 percent white and who is getting the preferential treatment?”

Mandy: “I Think That It Is People Who Oppose Interracial 
Relationships Based on the Problem They Would Have 
with Kids [That] Make the Problems for Their Kids.”

The second case is Mandy, a half-Cherokee8 student from WU. She was 
one of the few students who acknowledged in the survey as well as in 
the interview that she came from a working-class background. Mandy 
reported that she lived in “a section of town that was considered to be 
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for all the white trash.” Mandy, who is married, described her house-
hold as “poor” and stated that she and her husband earn less than 
$20,000 a year.

In the survey Mandy pointed out that she was “extremely liberal” on 
economic and social issues and said in the interview she had participated 
in feminist organizations as well as in groups defending the rights of 
gays and lesbians. Although she grew up in an area she described as “98 
percent white,” she indicated she had Native American, black, and Asian 
friends. She dated a black man and mentioned that he “is still a very good 
friend of mine.” In line with this history, Mandy supported interracial 
unions in a strong fashion:

I think that it is people who oppose interracial relationships based on the 
problem they would have with kids [that] make the problems for their kids 
[laughs]. I have a lot of friends who are in interracial marriages and they have 
children and those children are well loved, they are well socialized, they 
know who they are, where they come from. And I just think it’s people who 
oppose it who create the most problems.

Mandy was very clear about the impact of discrimination on racial 
minorities and narrated two incidents she witnessed to illustrate her posi-
tion. One of these incidents reveals how clearly she understands the new 
face of discrimination:

I was in a country store and I had my backpack, which was empty. And I 
was trying to figure out something to take to a potluck for school, and I was 
in there forever, walking around, and the guy at the counter didn’t care. And 
I could’ve stuck anything in my backpack if I wanted to. So I went up to 
pay for the item, “Well, how are you doing, ma’am?” and “Are you having 
a good day?” And all of sudden, I saw his face change and he was looking 
past me, and he just had this weird look on his face. So I turned around and 
there was a black man standing behind me. He went over to the guns, pick-
ing out a gun. And I’m standing there with money in my hand, and this guy 
goes, “Can I help you?” to the guy. He says, “Do you need something, sir? 
Is there anything you need?” And just kept looking at him. And so I said, 
you know, “Here’s my money [laughs] if you want to take it.” And he’s all 
so sorry and he’s taking my money, but he’s still keeping an eye on this guy. 
And I looked at the guy and he had this look on his face that just broke my 
heart because you could tell that he has to deal with this and I have never 
had to deal with that.

Because Mandy understood that discrimination happens today, she 
was one of the few whites who supported providing some kind of finan-
cial compensation to minorities for past discrimination, either through 
government programs or direct payments.
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Although Mandy hesitated in her support of affirmative action in the 
direct question, her answers to the specific ABZ company decisions were 
positive. For example, whereas most whites thought hiring a black job 
candidate who scored slightly less than a white on a test amounted to 
reverse discrimination, Mandy opined “the country had a history of hir-
ing only white people over black people, then it’s about damn time they 
hired a black person and, if it is discriminatory toward the white person, 
too bad.” She was also one of the few who pointed out that “five percent-
age points wasn’t enough of a difference in terms of score.” When asked 
about the notion of reverse discrimination, Mandy said, “Discrimination 
in reverse? The minute you were born in this country white male you 
have so many more privileges than the rest of the people, it’s unbeliev-
able.”

Of the forty-one college students, Mandy was the most consistently 
racially progressive respondent (see the beginning of this chapter for the 
discussion of the elements involved in classifying respondents as “pro-
gressives”). The only troublesome issues in her answers were a comment 
about her being “a little hesitant” if she had to sit at an all-black table, her 
overt concern with merits as the basis for affirmative action programs, 
and the fact that she described her extended family as “very racist.” Al-
though the story was not delivered as an ideological testimony (it did not 
use the trinity formula; see chapter 5), having family members who are 
“very racist” bears on anybody’s life. My point is not to make her racist by 
association. Instead, I suggest that having family members who are “very 
racist” imprints some of her actions and views whether she wants it to or 
not. For example, she acknowledged her family had “a hard time” when 
she dated the black man. She also acknowledged that her brother believes 
he has been a victim of “reverse discrimination,” although she disagrees 
adamantly with him on this issue. However, on the latter issue, she used 
arguments similar to those of her own brother to support affirmative ac-
tion. Thus, Mandy’s associations with her family will continue to be a part 
of her social milieu, as few people can dissociate themselves totally from 
the important people in their lives.9

Kay: “I’ve Been Going Out with the Same Guy 
Since My Sophomore Year in High School. He’s Black.”

Kay was a sophomore at MU when she was interviewed. As with most 
racial progressives, Kay is from a lower-class background. She grew up in 
Cassopolis, a small but very diverse community in Michigan. Kay stated 
that the community was “30 to 40 percent black” and “10 to 20 percent” 
Laotian. She had minority friends while growing up and attended the lo-
cal public school, which was more than 50 percent minority.
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While at MU, she was dating a young black man from Cassopolis with 
whom she had been since high school. Her association with this black 
man brought her into contact at MU with other people of color. Therefore, 
Kay’s answer to the interracial marriage question was, “I don’t see any-
thing wrong with it.” Kay appreciated racial diversity and stated,

I think it’s a very good thing, because I’m glad that I came from a diverse 
environment. Because the white friends that I do have here, like, came from 
Catholic schools that were all white and all girls, and it’s just—they are so 
different from me, and they are so sheltered. And I’m really glad and, like, 
proud of where I came from.

She also supported affirmative action and connected it to her own ad-
mission to MU:

Because I’m, like, compared to lots of other people, my grade point average 
isn’t high and it’s good they look at other, like, your activities and not just 
your grade point average, because that doesn’t reflect, you know, how good 
of a student you are, just your grade point average. You know, they need to 
look at lots of other things.

Kay was one of the few respondents in the two studies who understood 
that affirmative action was not just about race and that many colleges 
admit a portion of their students based on criteria other than grade point 
average and SAT scores. Nevertheless, Kay was the most tenuous racial 
progressive among college students. For example, even though she sup-
ported affirmative action and claimed that diversity had been very im-
portant in her life, she objected to the hypothetical ABZ company hiring 
an equally qualified black over a white applicant for diversity concerns:

Well, I guess if I was, like, put in the situation and, like, I think about if I was 
in that situation, if I was the applicant, I would be very upset. If I found out 
that was the reason, you know, I don’t think that’s a very good reason. Just 
because, you know, we have a lack of diversity. I mean, you need, I don’t 
know [laughs] I’ll just shut up [laughs].

All of Kay’s answers to the questions about the hypothetical ABZ com-
pany were problematic and similar to those of most whites. This was also 
the only subject in the interview that made her hesitate to the point of 
becoming rhetorically incoherent (see chapter 4).

Kay also opposed busing and used the frame of abstract liberalism to 
explain her stance. When asked if the government should intervene to 
make sure school integration becomes a reality, she said, “I think people 
should be able to go to school where they want to go to school. I mean, not 
be forced to have so many, you know, so many black people at this school, 
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so many Asian people at this school, you know, that’s difficult.” Kay’s 
specific view on busing was, “I don’t know if you’ve heard of Benton 
Harbor, Michigan. Like, they bus the black people in from there to their 
school because their community is, like, all white. I don’t know exactly 
why they did it, but I just think it’s kind of ridiculous.”

Finally, as with most whites who dated or interacted heavily with blacks, 
Kay’s parents objected to it. For instance, she explained, “My parents al-
ways told me that I could be friends with black people, but I couldn’t date 
them.” As in Mandy’s case, this fact of Kay’s life does not condemn her to 
racism for life; however, racialized considerations will affect her decision-
making process in the future, so long as she interacts with her family.

PROFILES OF RACIAL PROGRESSIVES: 
DETROIT AREA RESIDENTS

Although I classified eight DAS respondents as racial progressives, four 
were distinctly more progressive than the others. As with the college 
students, these respondents were mostly women (seven of eight), from 
working-class or lower-middle-class backgrounds (six of eight), and had 
an interracial lifestyle. I profile two of the most progressive whites from 
the 1998 DAS first, followed by two somewhat-less-progressive ones.

Sara: “Why [Was the Company 97 Percent White]? 
Because That’s, Well, the Fact There Is Racism.”

Sara is an unemployed woman in her twenties who was born and raised 
in Detroit city in a low-income neighborhood. She characterized the di-
versity in her neighborhood as “just a bunch of different people.” This 
description corresponds to the friends she had: one Arab, one black, one 
white, and one Mexican. Sara still lives in the neighborhood she grew up 
in, which she describes as “all low-income” and as very racially diverse. 
The schools she attended were also diverse and her best friend was a 
black girl named Bridget. She and Bridget hung out together in school 
and even skipped classes together.

Sara’s interracial lifestyle included having “an affair with a black guy,” 
whom she described as “real sweet.” Although later on she clarified that 
this “affair” was “just a date,” Sara seemed to truly have an interracial 
life. For example, her current boyfriend was “Hispanic” and her own 
sister was marrying a black man with whom she had had two children. 
Therefore, her answer to the interracial marriage question was a straight 
“I think if you love that person, it’s your business; no one else has a right 
to say anything.”
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Her answers to the discrimination question were consistently progres-
sive. She believes blacks experience daily discrimination and that they 
are not more lazy than whites, and even supports the idea of government 
spending on blacks’ behalf to compensate for past discrimination. Sara, 
as many of the poor and uneducated whites in the sample, had very little 
knowledge about programs such as “busing” or “affirmative action” and 
could not provide sensible answers to questions about them. Yet, when 
affirmative action–type hiring situations were posed to her through the 
hypothetical ABZ company, she opposed the three decisions. Neverthe-
less, she was one of the few whites who, when asked to explain why this 
company was 97 percent white, said, “Why? Because that’s, well, the fact 
there is racism.” Furthermore, she expressed a strong view against whites 
who are angry about an almost-all-white company hiring blacks:

I couldn’t, I couldn’t say that they should be angry about it. You know, but, 
you know, they should try to, they need more black people in there, yes 
they do. They have to have the fairness to because if they, if they can do 
that job, then let them have that job. Don’t—I think that’s so stupid about 
the discrimination bullshit [referring to whites who claim they experience 
discrimination].

Sara’s answer to the last question of the interview, “If you were the 
president of the USA, what would you do to eliminate racial inequality 
and ease racial tensions?” was yet another example of her progressive-
ness:

[raises her voice] I would put down that it should be equal to each and every 
person that’s out there. Equal school, equal jobs, everything should be equal. 
I don’t think one should get more than another. It should be right down the 
middle, equal. Equal to them both.

When asked if there was anything else she wanted to add, Sara said, 
“Um, I know a lot of people out there don’t believe in whites and blacks 
mixing in marriages and stuff, but I think that’s wrong. I think that if they 
love each other, then that’s their business. I think people should leave 
them alone.”

Sue: “I Suppose If You Keep Running Your Head 
into the Wall, after a While You Just Say, ‘No More.’”

Sue’s class background is confusing. Although she grew up in an upper-
middle-class household, she seems to be in a different class today. Sue is 
a retired school teacher in her early fifties, but as with many older, single 
adults, has experienced a step back in her class status. She described her 
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current job situation as follows: “I do real estate and estate cleanup on 
the side [laughs] to supplement my income so that’s about where I’m at. 
Or for free rent or whatever, like, I’m here for free rent [indecipherable] 
paint it up, clean it, no bills. That’d be a good business for you [addressing 
the interviewer].”

Sue seems to have had a mostly white network of associates from child-
hood until adulthood, but she pointed out that she became (and still is) 
close to the “cleaning lady” that worked for her father and that “I had 
friends at college of color and I never had any problem with it.” Later on, 
she referred to her “black acquaintances” and the “hard way to go” they 
have in the workplace. Although Sue’s connections to blacks are tenuous, 
they are real. For example, she remained in contact with the “cleaning 
lady” who worked for her father after the employment situation ended.

Sue believes discrimination is an important factor explaining blacks’ 
status and she acknowledged that “people have not given them the 
chances.” She said she had seen this since early on in her life with the 
“Kentucky and hillbilly attitude.” When asked if laziness had anything to 
do with blacks’ contemporary situation, Sue answered,

I don’t think it’s true. I think many of ‘em work twice as hard as [indecipher-
able] because it’s made so difficult for them. Others, I don’t know if I agree 
with this or whatever, I suppose if you keep running your head into the wall 
after a while you just say, “No more.”

Sue supports affirmative action, believes that being white is an advan-
tage, and thinks that whites’ anger about it stems from their fear of losing 
control:

I think because they feel they’re gonna lose control of what they assume is a 
weaker entity of society. And I don’t think they want them to have the op-
portunities to become equals, because they don’t want them sitting next to 
them in the country club or sitting next to them in the office place. They just 
like to keep ‘em right where they are at, underneath their feet. You know, I 
think a lot of it is fear. Because I think anger is repressed fear, it’s repressed. 
Fear, they are scared and I don’t know why, you know, what its cause is; it’s 
obviously their background, too.

But as all white racial progressives, Sue had some contradictions. First, 
her stance on interracial marriage was not very progressive. Although 
Sue stated, “I don’t have a problem with it” and pointed out that there 
are several members of her family in interracial marriages, she also said, 
“I wonder about the children, if it’s fair because society I don’t think gives 
’em a fair chance and sometimes I feel sorry for the kids. I have some em-
pathy there, I don’t know about—reserve my judgment on that.”
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Furthermore, Sue herself would not get involved in interracial marriages 
because of “a very bad experience with a [black] man that worked for my 
father in our home.” Although she says that now she feels “very comfort-
able with men of color,” she has not been able to “totally erase that.”10

Sue also interpreted some of the differences between whites and blacks 
as biological. For example, although Sue believes the differences between 
whites and blacks are “cultivated,” she said that “the fat, wider noses 
makes them, it’s easier for them to [be] high altitude runners.” Later on, 
she added, to accentuate her position, “I mean, I have no rhythm, I mean, 
black friends of mine [have it].” Fortuitously, she ended this problematic 
discussion by saying, “I think they do get a lot of practice.”

Lastly, Sue’s mostly white network of interaction and the fact that her 
boyfriend and some of her friends are prejudiced must affect her cogni-
tions and views. For instance, why would a racial progressive date (and 
remain with) someone who is “prejudiced”? Do the views of her preju-
diced boyfriend and friends affect her own views? Can associating with 
color-blind or outright Jim Crow–prejudiced whites muffle Sue’s racial 
progressiveness? Susan admitted that “my boyfriend, he’s prejudiced” 
and, as part of her answer to the question on white advantage, said that 
her boyfriend says that “he wishes he was a black woman, you know, 
’cause [laughing] he’d be up many levels.” Sue stated she supports af-
firmative action, but used the frame of abstract liberalism to oppose all 
the hiring decisions of the hypothetical ABZ company. Once again, I am 
not suggesting she is guilty of racism by association. However, my point 
again is to underscore that networks of social interaction matter whether 
actors are aware of it or not.

Staci: “Probably Because of Racism”

Staci was a school custodian in her fifties. She grew up in Troy, Michigan, 
in a middle-class community (her parents even owned a small cottage in 
northern Michigan). The majority of her networks until she began her life 
as a worker were completely white. However, Staci has worked as a hair 
stylist and now works as a custodian, which has brought her to a high 
level of interaction with blacks over the past twenty-five years of her life. 
Although Staci has never dated across the color line, she has no objections 
to interracial marriage. In her answer to the question on this matter Staci 
included just a minor qualification:

I think it’s just fine. You know, if you find someone that, you know, is your 
soul mate, I see nothing wrong with it whatsoever. It’s a—I think it’s prob-
ably difficult because of the way other people will, you know, view you but 
if they’re a strong enough person to handle that, then I think it’s just fine.
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Staci believes discrimination against blacks is daily and pointed out 
how she thinks it happens:

Probably in a million different ways: from buying something at, you know, 
waiting in line just to buy—not waiting in line but at a counter to buy some-
thing at a store and maybe you’re the first [to] buy [and] you don’t get waited 
on, you know, in proper sequence or. . . . You know, I hadn’t experienced it 
myself, so it’s hard to say but I’m sure there’s many ways for that to occur.

When asked why blacks are worse off than whites, Staci answered 
point blank, “Probably because of racism.” She also believes being white 
is an advantage and described white-skin privilege as follows:

Things are more accessible to you, you know. You don’t walk into some-
where and you’re not automatically judged by your skin color. You know, 
you’re just more or less accepted until, you know, people find out whether 
or not they like you and if they’re going to give you the benefit of the doubt, 
you know, second chances like that. That would be an advantage.

Nevertheless, color-blind racism has affected racial progressives too. 
Thus, Staci believes blacks do not deserve any special government assis-
tance and used the “the past is the past” story line to punctuate her view: 
“People have to let go of the past.” To explain her stance on reparations, 
she used yet another story line: “You’ve got the Irish, your Italians, all 
kinds of people that came over here to this country that weren’t treated 
nicely when they first arrived and, you know, you can’t give reparations 
to everyone that has been mistreated.” Staci also opposed busing and 
believed residential segregation is “more a matter of economics than any-
thing” (this is the “anything but racism” semantic move). When pressed 
in a follow-up question on this subject, she used the abstract liberalism 
frame and said that “the government can’t start telling people where to 
live” and that residential choice was “one of the things you strive for in 
life to be able to, you know, live in a neighborhood where you want, to 
go to schools that you feel would be right for your children and I don’t 
think that’s any of the government’s business where people live.” Finally, 
Staci also opposed affirmative action and two of the three ABZ company 
hiring decisions.

Judy: “I’m for It [Affirmative Action] 
a Little Bit, Not Real Dramatically.”

Judy is a college professor of nursing in her forties. She grew up between 
Kalamazoo and Royal Oak, Michigan, areas she described as “mainly 
Caucasian.” Her neighborhood as well as school friends while growing 
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up were all white, but that changed in college as she developed friend-
ships with black women. She meets once a month with one of her black 
friends to have dinner, share life stories, and “trade poems.” In her cur-
rent job, most of the staff and 30 percent of the professors are black. When 
asked if she interacts with her black peers, she said, “Oh yeah! I interact 
pretty heavily with the minority faculty because I chair the cultural rela-
tions committee in our college, so I’ve done that for the last couple of 
years so I deliberately engage them in conversation and interaction.”

Judy realizes discrimination is still important and described various 
examples of old- and new-style discrimination. For example, Judy said 
that a black man told her that he was not served “at Henry Ford Hospi-
tal” because he was black. Judy also said that many blacks are used as 
guinea pigs because they are black and poor. Finally, she mentioned that 
a black woman told her that when she shops in the suburbs “she notices 
that people won’t give her change in her hand” because they are “fear-
ful of her and that bugs her to death.” As with many racial progressives, 
Judy’s experience as a woman helped her empathize with blacks’ plight. 
For instance, while explaining how the few blacks that move up in society 
“feel always on display,” she connected it to her experiences as a woman:

It’s kind of like women, you know. I have to be that much better just because 
of various conditions and practices that occur. So in that way I can under-
stand it because it’s difficult being a woman in this society. It is planned, it’s 
organized by men. It’s set up for them and we’ve had to struggle to become 
equal. It’s just that way for people of color.

Although I classified Judy as a racial progressive, almost all her an-
swers to crucial racial questions were not completely progressive and, on 
occasion, they were not different from those of most whites. For example, 
her answer to the interracial marriage question was typical:

Oh, I have—I think it’s acceptable. Naturally, it’s [lowers voice]—the [raises her 
voice] problems with it I think only occur as it surrounds the kids and grow-
ing up in a culture that does not support, you know, such a—it doesn’t really 
support interracial marriage, our culture. So I think that the couple is—are 
adults when they take this on and it’s a choice and they know what they are 
doing and [I] think they have more struggles because they don’t really have 
a culture that says, “OK, great, whoever you are is fine!” So that’s kind of a 
problem; that’s the biggest problem I see.

When asked if she would have considered interracial marriage herself, 
she said, “I don’t think at the time I married I would [have], which would 
have been, you know, twenty-five years ago.” However, she added im-
mediately, “Currently I would.”
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Similarly, on the crucial question of affirmative action, Judy said that, 
“I’m a little bit for it, not real dramatically.” She then proceeded to state 
that it is a “temporary solution,” that “it’s bad” when “it’s used for quo-
tas,” that it should not be used for “real jobs,” and that it is not “consistent 
with the rest of the marketplace values.” Therefore, when asked if she 
thought affirmative action was unfair to whites, Judy said that “it can be 
unfair to whites” when it is used in the workplace. She also had lots of 
difficulties accepting any of the hiring decisions of the hypothetical ABZ 
company.

Finally, she could see almost no role for the government in dealing 
with racial inequality or residential and school segregation. Throughout 
the interview, when asked to specify a solution to these problems, Judy 
suggested education and dialogues as the solutions. For example, Judy’s 
solution to residential segregation is “town meetings.” The government 
intervention she favors is “day-care centers and schools and I think 
maybe more education programs would be best.” Judy also stated that 
she liked Bill Clinton’s racial dialogues because “we need to dialogue 
about this rather than trying to fix it through these, like affirmative action 
program[s], after the fact.” And when asked what she would do to elimi-
nate racial inequality and ease racial tension if she were the president 
of the United States, Judy said, “Start with educational programs” and 
“Keep the education coming and spend money on it.”

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I profiled white racial progressives. Contrary to those 
who hold the “commonsense” view on racial matters, racial progressives 
are more likely to come from working-class backgrounds. Specifically, I 
found that young, working-class women are more likely than any other 
segment of the white community to be racially progressive. They were 
more likely to support affirmative action and interracial marriage, have 
close personal relations with minorities in general and blacks in particu-
lar, and understand that discrimination is a central factor shaping the life 
chances of minorities in this country. Most also admitted that being white 
is an advantage in this country.

Although these respondents were substantially different in their views 
from most whites in these two studies, many of their views denoted 
the influence of color-blind racism. For example, all these respondents, 
though to various degrees, have been influenced by the frames of color 
blindness and, hence, on some issues had exactly the same views as 
most whites. Many had problems with affirmative action programs and 
policies; a few had serious problems with them. Others pondered the 
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“problems” children of interracial couples would face. Yet others thought 
residential and school decisions ought to be left to “people’s choices” and, 
thus, saw no reason for governmental intervention on these matters.

Elsewhere I have argued that whiteness is “embodied racial power” be-
cause “all actors socially regarded as ‘white’ . . . receive systemic privi-
leges just by virtue of wearing the white outfit whereas those regarded 
as nonwhite are denied those privileges.”11 However, the wages of white-
ness are not equally distributed. Poor and working-class whites receive 
a better deal than their minority brethren, but their material share of the 
benefits of whiteness is low, as they remain too close to the economic 
abyss.12 Hence, white workers have a powerful reason to exhibit more 
solidarity toward minorities than whites in other classes.

But if this is so, why have most workers in the United States been 
historically antiblack, antiminority, and anti-immigrant?13 I believe the 
answer has to do with the interaction between race and gender. It has 
been white male workers who have historically supported the racial 
order. Why? Because whether in periods of economic security or inse-
curity, white masculinity has provided white men with economic and 
noneconomic benefits.14 During good times, working-class men have been 
“the kings of the castle” (the home) and, during bad times (when “their” 
women have had to work in the paid labor force), they have been able to 
maintain a sense of control by demanding a traditional patriarchal orga-
nization of the home and by “patrolling neighborhoods” and the family 
from racial “pollution” (see reference on Fine and Weis in note 14).15 The 
white male bond16 thus has prevented working-class white men from join-
ing progressive racial movements en masse.

In line with this argument, one can also understand why white women 
are the most likely segment to express solidarity with racial minorities. 
Since systems of domination are always “articulated,”17 actors who ex-
perience multiple oppressions are more likely to share literally a “social 
space” as well as a set of experiences that tend to develop a sense of 
“commonality.”18 Since the 1960s, the percentages of racial minorities 
and white women in the working class have increased. According to 
Yates (2005) the majority of minimum wage workers and workers mak-
ing no more than a dollar above the minimum wage are women (nearly 
60 percent in either case). Furthermore, research by Mitra Toossi (2002) 
illustrates that by 2050 the share of white non-Hispanics in the U.S. labor 
force will decrease from 73 to 53 percent. In contrast, blacks are expected 
to increase their numbers in the workforce from 12 percent to 14 percent 
and Hispanics and Asians are expected to more than double their num-
bers in the labor force (from 11 to 24 percent for the former and from 5 to 
11 percent for the latter).19 The complex workings of contemporary racial-
ized capitalism have created a situation in which white women and racial 
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minorities increasingly share similar class conditions in the workplace20 
as well as social debasement, a situation that already is producing high 
levels of joint political action in a variety of areas.21

In my two projects, racially progressive women, one after the other, 
used their own experiences of discrimination as women as a lens through 
which to comprehend minorities’ racial oppression. It was also clear that 
their shared class vulnerability with minorities (such as bad jobs and low 
wages) was involved in their racial progressiveness and it may even be 
the reason why they were the most likely subgroup of all the whites in 
these samples to have dated across the color line. As Gordon Allport ar-
gues, race contacts among equals lead to better race relations.22

Besides the class/gender background of this group of whites, what 
other attributes do they share that may explain their high propensity 
for racial progressiveness? First, most of these respondents grew up in 
racially mixed neighborhoods. Although growing up in “integrated” 
neighborhoods does not necessarily lead to racial progressiveness (e.g., 
Bob, a respondent from SU, grew up in an integrated neighborhood), it in-
creases the likelihood of equal-status contacts between whites and people 
of color, which may in turn increase the likelihood of whites appreciating 
minorities as their equals. Second, and maybe related to the first attribute, 
almost all these respondents had minority friends while growing up. As 
I pointed out in chapter 6, whites’ own racial segregation and isolation 
leads them to a white habitus that impedes the development of empathy 
toward people of color and fosters a sense (and the views that accompany 
this sense) of “us versus them.” This “(white) racial solidarity” is less 
likely to develop among whites who have real friendships with minori-
ties, because race “can be a function of experiences and ties”;23 the more 
positive experiences and ties whites have with people of color, the more 
likely they are to see them in their full humanity. Third, many of these 
respondents were, in general terms, either politically progressive or radi-
cal. Hence, they were able to make connections that few whites are able to 
make (e.g., connecting patriarchal, class, and racial oppression). Fourth, 
many of these respondents had dated across the color line. Although dat-
ing or marrying someone of a different race does not translate into beliefs 
of racial equality (e.g., Scott, a twenty-three-year-old mechanic, had dated 
Asian and Arab women but regarded them as racialized and sexualized 
objects), the work most people in these relations do before and during the 
interaction requires dealing with many of the central racial aspects of 
American society.24

These findings can be used for research and politics. Other research-
ers must examine systematically whether or not my findings can be 
replicated. They may lead us away from the idea that racial tolerance is 
increased through mere education and into more specific formulations 
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on what education does and does not do and for whom. We should also 
examine whether or not the four additional variables I mention above 
(growing up in mixed neighborhoods, having black friends, being po-
litically progressive, and dating across the color line) do in fact increase, 
separately or together (what social scientists call “the interaction effect”), 
the likelihood of being racially progressive. Politically, my findings point 
to the need of a new kind of working-class politics in America (see chap-
ter 9). If working-class women are more likely to be racially progressive, 
organizations seeking progressive social change must rethink their poli-
tics. It may be that, after all, class will be the uniting factor in progressive 
politics, but it will be class solidarity through race and gender prisms.25

If racial progressives are influenced by color-blind racism, are blacks 
influenced too? That is, are blacks as color blind as whites—progressive 
or not? Do they use the frames of color-blind racism as much as whites? 
Do they resort to the style of color blindness when expressing their racial 
views? Do blacks use the racial stories of color blindness to punctuate 
their racial positions? I examine these matters in the next chapter.

NOTES

1. On antiracist whites from 1619 until the Civil War, see Herbert Aptheker, 
Anti-Racism in U.S. History: The First Two Hundred Years (New York: Greenwood, 
1992). On white women in the struggle for racial equality, see Gerda Lerner, The 
Grimké Sisters from South Carolina: Pioneers for Woman’s Rights and Abolition (New 
York: Schocken, 1967). On whites in the struggle for equality in the twentieth cen-
tury, see Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction in 
Black America, 1945–1990 (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1991).

2. I borrow the phrase “white traitors” from the journal Race Traitors. 
3. Lawrence Bobo and Fred Licari Bobo, “Education and Political Tolerance: 

Testing the Effects of Cognitive Sophistication and Target Group Affect,” Public 
Opinion Quarterly 53, no. 5 (1989): 547–59; Lincoln Quillian, “Group Threat and 
Regional Change in Attitudes toward African-Americans,” American Journal of 
Sociology 102, no. 3 (1996): 816–60. 

4. My finding corresponds to the recent findings of two social psychologists 
who studied high-school seniors from 1976 to 1992. They point out that these 
young women were “more willing to be friends with people of other races, to live 
near them and work with them, and to have their future children associate with 
them.” Monica Kirkpatrick Johnson and Margaret Mooney Marini, “Bridging the 
Racial Divide in the United States: The Effect of Gender,” Social Psychology Quar-
terly 61, no. 3 (1998): 247–58. See also Emily W. Kane, “Racial and Ethnic Varia-
tions in Gender-Related Attitudes,” Annual Review of Sociology 26 (2000): 419–39. 

5. Jack Levin and Jack McDevitt, in their 1993 Hate Crimes, suggest, “Hate 
crimes are more often committed under ordinary circumstances by otherwise 
unremarkable types—neighbors, a coworker at the next desk, or groups of young-
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sters looking for a thrill” (5). The authors also report an increase in racist attitudes 
and violence among white students across America. See Hate Crimes: The Rising 
Tide of Bigotry and Bloodshed (New York: Plenum, 1993). For a scathing critique 
of white middle-class liberals who blame the problem of racism on poor whites, 
see chapter 10 in Jim Goad, The Redneck Manifesto (New York: Touchstone, 1997). 

 6. See Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, “Rethinking Racism,” American Sociological Re-
view 62, no. 3 (1997): 465–80. For a more accessible formulation, see Joe R. Feagin, 
Racist America: Roots, Realities, and Future Reparations (New York: Routledge, 2000). 

 7. If affirmative action programs do not include goals, concerns about how 
race affects the scores of minorities in examinations, and a true interest for diver-
sity, affirmative action is no more than window dressing and it does not make 
a significant dent in narrowing the gap between minorities and the majority. 
See Edward Dorn, Rules and Racial Equality (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University 
Press, 1979).

 8. Mandy was in our sample because on the survey question on racial identity 
she identified herself as “white.” She also added that she “looks white.”

 9. We noted in the interviews that when people said that their family was 
“racist,” “conservative,” or “very racist,” this had a bearing on their own racial 
views. For example, on many occasions the respondents even quoted some of the 
racist members of their families as sources of authority on an issue. 

10. This is a racialized interpretation of the sexual incident. Although most 
white women experience terrible things with white men, it is when they have 
such encounters with blacks that they develop “negrophobia.” That is, when 
white men molest them, they do not develop “whitephobia.” On this point, see 
Alexander Thomas and Samuel Sillen, Racism and Psychiatry (New York: Brunner/
Mazel, 1972).

11. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Ashley Doane Jr. (eds.), “New Racism, Color-
Blind Racism, and the Future of Whiteness in America,” in Whiteout: The Continu-
ing Significance of Racism (New York: Routledge, 2003).

12. I agree with David Roediger that white workers receive a psychological 
wage from whiteness, but I insist that they receive other important material incen-
tives too (better jobs and more job security, slightly higher wages, better access 
to good schools and neighborhoods). If the “wages of whiteness” were just psy-
chological, one would expect more whites to become “white traitors.” See David 
Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness (London: Verso, 1994). 

13. See David Goldberg, The Color of Politics: Race and the Mainsprings of Ameri-
can Politics (New York: New York Press, 1997).

14. See Michelle Fine and Lois Weis, The Unknown City: Lives of Poor and 
Working-Class Young Adults (Boston: Beacon, 1998); Lillian B. Rubin, Families on the 
Fault Lines: America’s Working Class Speaks about the Family, the Economy, Race, and 
Ethnicity (New York: HarperCollins, 1994); and Dana D. Nelson, National Man-
hood: Capitalist Citizenship and the Imagined Fraternity of White Men (Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press, 1998). 

15. This is not a novel argument. See Catherine Clinton, The Plantation Mistress 
(New York: Pantheon, 1982).

16. I owe this concept to David G. Embrick, who studied the various forms of 
exclusion of minorities and women in a bread company while he was a graduate 
student in sociology at Texas A&M University.
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22. Gordon Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (New York: Doubleday, 1954).
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25. “Class is not a unified group, and people similarly situated in this social 
space will not necessarily form specific groups or organizations. Yet the complex 
historical workings of capitalism create changing conditions, physical spaces, and 
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Survey researchers are mostly in agreement about blacks’ racial atti-
tudes. Although they all underscore that blacks share basic elements 

of “Americanism” or the “American Creed,” such as the belief that those 
who work hard will be compensated in life, they also point out that blacks 
have vastly different positions than whites on central racial issues.1 For 
example, in surveys blacks and whites consistently have polar views on 
issues such as the significance of discrimination in America, the merits of 
affirmative action, support for certain government programs, and busing. 
Surveys even find significant differences in the level of support for inter-
racial social interaction (twenty percentage points on some items).2 

The survey results of the 1998 DAS are in line with these findings 
too. For instance, whereas 53 percent of whites stated their preference 
for neighborhoods that are “all” or “mostly” white, only 22 percent of 
blacks preferred neighborhoods described as “all” or “mostly” black. 
In fact, 62 percent of blacks preferred neighborhoods described as “half 
and half.” Regarding the policy of busing, 69 percent of whites opposed 
it, compared to 26 percent of blacks. On the hot issue of affirmative ac-
tion, 50 percent of whites stated they would support a proposal similar to 
that passed in California in 1996 to eliminate affirmative action, if such a 
proposal were put on the ballot in the state of Michigan. In stark contrast, 
only 6 percent of blacks said they would support such a proposal. Finally, 
whereas 56 percent of whites agreed that this country has experienced a 
lot of racial progress, only 29 percent of blacks agreed with this position.

Have these observed attitudinal differences between blacks and whites 
been corroborated in qualitative studies? The answer to this question 

8

Are Blacks Color Blind, Too?
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is not clear, because qualitative studies of blacks’ attitudes are sparse, 
single-issue driven, and based on segments of the black community, and 
they usually do not cover a wide range of racial issues. Most qualitative 
data on blacks’ views are part of larger studies on the woes of the black 
upper or middle class, the working class, the working poor, or the black 
underclass.3 Other qualitative research on blacks addresses specific as-
pects of their lives, such as their experiences in historically white colleges 
or with interracial friendship.4

Given the limited number of systematic, qualitative studies of blacks’ 
views, in this chapter, using interview data I gathered as part of the 1998 
DAS, I examine black Detroiters’ racial views. My specific goal is to assess 
the extent to which blacks rely on the frames, style, and racial stories of 
color blindness to articulate their positions. I recognize, however, that the 
relatively small size of the sample (N 17) limits the possibility of general-
izing from this study. Yet, because the cases were randomly selected from 
a randomly chosen larger sample (see chapter 1), I believe the results are 
robust and will be corroborated in studies with larger samples of blacks.

I proceed as follows: first, I assess the influence of the frames of color 
blindness on blacks; second, I examine the extent to which blacks rely on 
the style of color-blind racism; finally, I explore whether or not blacks 
have adopted the racial stories of color-blind racism.

SLIGHTLY COLOR BLIND: 
COLOR-BLIND RACISM’S FRAMES AND BLACKS

Do blacks endorse the frames of color-blind racism? Do they use its 
frames as the foundation upon which to articulate their views on racial 
matters? Content analysis of the interviews with black and white DAS 
respondents suggests blacks are significantly less likely than whites to 
use the frames of color blindness directly. As table 8.1 shows, whereas all 
these frames are essential to whites’ explanations of racial matters, only 
three (abstract liberalism, cultural racism, and naturalization of racial 
matters) have impacted blacks’ consciousness.

Because the direct effect of the frames of color-blind racism on blacks 
is minimal, it is plausible to argue that blacks and whites navigate two 
totally different ideological worlds and thus that color-blind racism is 
partially ineffective. However, an ideology is not dominant because it af-
fects all actors in a social system in the same way and to the same degree. 
Instead, an ideology is dominant if most members (dominant and sub-
ordinate) of a social system have to accommodate their views vis-à-vis 
that ideology.5 If an ideology dominates the space of what people think 
is feasible and thinkable, and even provides the parameters to oppose the 
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status quo, then that ideology is dominant. In this section I analyze how 
the different frames of color-blind racism have affected blacks. My main 
contention is that color-blind racism has affected blacks indirectly and that 
this has consequences for the likelihood of blacks developing an all-out 
oppositional ideology to color-blind racism.

Abstract Liberalism and Blacks

Abstract liberalism is the explanatory well from which whites gather 
ideas to account for residential and school segregation, limited levels of 
interracial marriage, and a host of other racial issues. Slightly more than a 
third of the blacks in this study used this frame directly in their answers.6 

I will illustrate in this section how this frame has affected blacks’ views 
on two issues, namely, affirmative action and school and residential seg-
regation.

Affirmative Action

Affirmative action has become emblematic of racial tensions in contem-
porary America. Not surprisingly, the frames of color blindness had very 
little direct and indirect influence on blacks on this important subject. 
Blacks overwhelmingly expressed support for affirmative action and 
other race-targeted programs and rebuked white opposition to them. A 
typical response to the question “Are you for or against affirmative ac-
tion?” was that of Edward, an unemployed man in his fifties:

I’d say that I would have to be for affirmative action simply because you 
still have ignorant people. Some of these ignorant people are in control and 
have a little more power than I’d like to think they should have in regards 
to what they can do to prevent other people from having opportunities that 
means that they can’t have growth and development. Affirmative action is a 
means and method. Then it’s like a key when you got a locked door. You’ve 
got to have it. 

When asked, “What would you say to those who say affirmative action 
is unfair to whites?” Edward responded, “I tell them that ‘What do you 
call fair?’ If you got everything, it’s kind of like saying you are upset be-
cause you got ice cream and you don’t have a cone. Then put it in a bowl, 
you already got everything. Don’t worry about it.”

Regina, a poor homemaker in her early fifties with little formal educa-
tion, expressed her support for affirmative action in clear terms. Her an-
swer to the affirmative action question was, “I’m for it.” In the follow-up 
question about whether affirmative action could be regarded as unfair to 
whites, Regina stated, “Well, I say the colored race have had a hard time 
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all they lives and the whites, it’s been easy for them. I think they should 
give them [blacks] a break.”

Finally, Joe, an electronic technician in his thirties, echoed the views of 
the previous respondents on whites’ concerns about the unfairness of af-
firmative action: “They need to wake up and smell the roses.”

Only one black respondent, Irma, an accounting clerk in her early 
thirties, opposed affirmative action. She explained her opposition to af-
firmative action in a way that resonates with how whites explain their 
opposition to this program: “Affirmative action [draws out the words], I 
guess I would say I’m against because I believe you should have the equal 
opportunity not just be given something just because of your race. I think 
it’s just for equal opportunity.” However, Irma’s stand on affirmative 
action was more complex than this answer suggests. For instance, Irma 
believes discrimination is an everyday matter and she provided personal 
examples. When asked, “Have you yourself experienced that type of 
discrimination,” she said, “[answers immediately] Oh yeah, umhum.” At 
the interviewer’s request, Irma elaborated about her personal encoun-
ters with discrimination: “Um, we’ve experienced discrimination in our 
neighborhoods growing up as kids walking down the street. Police offi-
cers were, you know, call you names, you know, the white race would call 
you names, throw chocolate milk at you.” Consistent with this answer, 
Irma supported the decision of the hypothetical ABZ company, described 
as 97 percent white, to hire a black over a white candidate to redress past 
discrimination. And when she was asked, “What do you say to those who 
think that this is preferential treatment?” Irma replied,

We say some blacks take so much discrimination that sometimes, I guess, we 
deserve a break. But I still think that given, put on the same playing field and 
same rules and same kind of scores and everything like that, whoever gets 
the highest scores should be able to fill that position.

Irma realizes that “blacks take so much discrimination,” but hopes to 
live in a society where race does not matter in hiring decisions. Yet, since 

Table 8.1.  Deployment of Color-Blind Frames by White 
and Black Respondents, DAS 1998

Frames Whites Blacks

Abstract Liberalism 64/67 (96%) 6/17 (35%)
  On Affirmative Action 59/67 (88%) 1/17 (6%)
Cultural Racism 59/67 (88%) 4/17 (24%)
Naturalization 27/67 (43%) 4/17 (24%)
Denial of Discrimination’s Systemic Nature 56/67 (84%) 1/17 (6%)
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Irma realizes that employers are not color blind; when asked why she 
thought the hypothetical company in the question was 97 percent white, 
she suggested, “Probably ’cause they wanted to keep it like that.”

School and Residential Segregation

In contrast to the issue of affirmative action, abstract liberalism had a 
profound influence on how blacks interpreted segregation. Although a 
large number of blacks blamed the government, whites, or racism for 
residential segregation (seven of seventeen) and a majority blamed them 
for school segregation (twelve of seventeen) and demanded school equal-
ity (in funding and otherwise), blacks’ views were not monolithic. Four 
blacks believed school or residential segregation was “natural,” three 
that blacks had something to do with residential segregation or that it 
was “no one’s fault,” and two that racial segregation was not a problem. 
More significantly, six blacks used the abstract liberalism frame directly 
to account for school or residential segregation. (Note that the numbers 
do not add up here because some respondents blamed whites for segrega-
tion and still used the abstract liberalism frame or claimed that blacks had 
something to do with it too.)

First, let me provide one example of how most blacks answered the 
questions on residential and school segregation. Latasha, a self-employed 
nail polisher in her late twenties, blamed government for the lack of 
school integration. She pointed out that whereas schools in the suburbs 
“might get $2,500 per child,” public schools in Detroit city “only get 
$1,000 per child.” She asserted in her discussion on busing that “the 
problem you come about education, it’s the money, that’s what the main 
thing is, is the money with the kids.” Latasha’s concern with the limited 
funding received by inner-city schools was echoed by most blacks.

Latasha aspires to live in a society where race does not affect people’s 
residential choices, or in her words, “You shouldn’t have to single your-
self to this area or single yourself to that area because you’re [of a] dif-
ferent race.” However, because Latasha realizes discrimination has not 
disappeared in America, her color-blind dream is not like that of whites. 
After stating her hope for a race-neutral housing market, for example, 
Latasha acknowledged of race that “sometimes it is” a factor. More spe-
cifically, Latasha commented she has experienced discrimination herself 
while shopping in downtown Detroit. Therefore, she supported govern-
ment intervention to guarantee blacks access to all neighborhoods and 
programs to improve the neighborhoods where most blacks live.

Although most blacks blame whites or the government for the high 
level of segregation in the United States, their views are more mixed and 
contradictory. For example, Tyrone, an unemployed man in his early 
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forties, supported school and residential integration. Tyrone stated his 
support for residential integration, a choice supported by 62 percent of 
blacks in the survey, as follows: “I think all the neighborhoods should 
be mixed. Then every—then there wouldn’t be no concept of how differ-
ent people are. They would know how each race would be.” However, 
Tyrone opposed government intervention to guarantee residential inte-
gration: “Well, you can’t tell people where [to] live. They got to pay for 
their own house, so people are going to live where they want to live. So 
you can’t do that.” Tyrone used the abstract liberalism frame (“You can’t 
tell people where to live” and “They got to pay for their own house”) to 
oppose doing anything about one of the central factors behind blacks’ 
contemporary plight in America.7 Interestingly, Tyrone, as I will show 
below, was a strong supporter of government intervention on many other 
racial matters.

Tyrone’s contradictory position on this issue was not unique. For ex-
ample, Mark, a bus driver in his thirties, recognized the role of white 
violence in the maintenance of school segregation. Yet he opposed gov-
ernment intervention to increase residential integration:

No more than if blacks or whites attempt to integrate an area and are faced 
with, are faced with . . . [Mark whispers to himself: “I can’t think of the word”] 
aggression when attempting to do so. And I can’t say necessarily the federal 
government, but on a local level, they should be afforded every protection or 
opportunity that they deserve and that is their right. 

Mark’s answer, particularly his insistence on governmental interven-
tion to guarantee individuals’ access to housing markets, is almost verba-
tim the standard answer offered by most whites to this question.

One good example of how abstract liberalism has blurred blacks’ views 
on some issues was provided by Nel, a retired janitor in her early seven-
ties who thought racism was an important force behind neighborhood 
segregation. However, Nel believed blacks were partly responsible for 
this situation:

Well, [the] only thing I can say is, I believe the whites don’t want to live 
around blacks and some of the blacks don’t want to live around the whites. It 
is because they have, well, they have a chip on their shoulder. I think a neigh-
borhood is much better when it’s mixed, you know. We got the little thing 
that’s racism. That’s what causes a lot of this, too, between black and white. 

The consequence of interpreting neighborhood segregation as the 
outcome of people’s choices (“some blacks don’t want to live around the 
whites”) is that Nel did not see any role for government to help remedy 
this situation.8 Hence Nel stated in a pessimistic manner the following 
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about the prospects of the government redressing residential segregation 
in America: “They go [laughs] ah, if they were right it would be good if 
they could do something about it, but I don’t see much [they can do].”

Finally, one extreme example of blacks’ reliance on abstract liberalism 
to explain segregation is Carla, an executive secretary in her forties. She 
believed that school segregation was a matter of choice:

I think it’s everybody’s fault except for the government. White people and 
black people choose to put their children in [the] school that they wanted 
them to be into and a lot of time you go into a school and they say, “There’s 
a lot of black people enrolled and I’m going to send you to this one,” or, “It’s 
more white people here than black so I’m going to send you to this one.” So 
it’s more so the parents’ fault. 

For Carla, neighborhood segregation is the product of people’s choices. 
Therefore, she does not believe anything can be done about it. She says 
of the prospects of changing the situation, “Nothing, I mean, nothing as 
far as showing anybody anything or telling anyone anything. They will 
only do what they want to do so you can tell them and stress it but if they 
choose not to, they won’t.”

Cultural Racism and Blacks

Whites’ cultural explanation of blacks’ standing in America affected di-
rectly only a few blacks (three of seventeen). The typical black respondent 
argued this is a ruse used by whites to hide their role in blacks’ contem-
porary situation. For example, Jimmy, a social worker in his forties, ex-
plained blacks’ lower standing compared to whites as follows:

Because the whites are in the majority and all and they’re in a position of 
power. They got the wealth, they do the hiring, they [are] the employers 
opposed to the employees. They—we have the last hired, the first fired, and 
we get the lowest jobs and those [are] the things that perpetuate those situ-
ations and all. 

Another example of blacks’ typical responses to this question is Tri-
sha, a homemaker in her early forties: “I wouldn’t say they lazy. I think 
they just say you lazy ’cause you black. But I don’t think they is. They 
just don’t want to give them a chance to prove themselves that they can 
achieve more.”

Despite the fact that few blacks bought completely this cultural expla-
nation, this bounded the way many blacks discuss issues such as discrimi-
nation or the specific charge that they are lazy. The direct and indirect 
influence of this cultural frame in the interviews did not come as a total 
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surprise, since in the survey a significant proportion of blacks agreed 
with many stereotypes about blacks. For instance, 32 percent of blacks 
agreed with the proposition that blacks are “violent,” 32 percent with the 
idea that blacks are “lazy,” and 30 percent with the notion that blacks are 
“welfare-dependent” (50 percent, 20 percent, and 53 percent of whites 
agreed with these stereotypes, respectively).

The two examples below illustrate how this frame has bounded blacks’ 
views. First is Vonda, a homemaker in her late fifties with very little edu-
cation. She explained blacks’ lower standing compared to whites in the 
following way: “Ah. [Eight-second pause] I don’t know, I don’t know how 
to answer that one. Maybe if they get off their butts and get an education 
like white, I don’t know. Maybe that’s it.”

When asked specifically if she believes blacks are worse off than whites 
because they are lazy, Vonda stated, “Yeah, I think they probably more and 
more lazy than white are.” Although Vonda’s answer sounds much like 
those of whites on this issue, it is important to point out that she agreed 
with the majority of blacks on most of the other issues.

Next is Regina, a homemaker in her early fifties who shared most po-
sitions on race issues with the majority of blacks in the sample. Yet, the 
cultural theme framed the way she explained why blacks are worse off 
than whites in this country:

Well, I don’t think they [lack] the proper, you know, things to succeed, but 
the ones that wants to have, they can have. But it’s just some don’t want to 
have anything. They can’t blame it on other person, which I don’t. I don’t 
blame it on anyone ‘cause I don’t have anything. I blame it on myself ’cause 
I think I should have did better when I was coming up and got a better 
education. 

Nevertheless, Regina, as most blacks, believes discrimination is impor-
tant and stated without hesitation and with emphasis that being white 
is still an “Advantage!” When she was asked, “Why?” Regina replied, 
“Because of they color.” In her responses to the questions on discrimina-
tion, Regina said blacks experience “a lot of discrimination” and that the 
reason why blacks have a lower standing than whites is because “they 
don’t have the education that they should have.”

There are two significant things to underscore about Vonda’s and Regi-
na’s answers. First, both accept the cultural premise to explain blacks’ sta-
tus in America (laziness is a central reason why blacks are behind whites 
in this country) although Regina limits it to some blacks. The second 
point is that, as most blacks, both of these respondents believe discrimina-
tion is a central factor behind blacks’ current standing in America. Their 
puzzling stance (believing that blacks are lazy but that discrimination is 
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central) exemplifies how color-blind racism has affected some blacks on 
central racial matters.

Naturalization of Racial Matters and Blacks

Although blacks do not have a cohesive view on segregation, their expla-
nations of why segregation exists are different from those of whites. Most 
blacks point out that whites have something to do with segregation or 
that whites do not want to live or share resources with blacks. For exam-
ple, Jimmy, the social worker cited above, said about school segregation:

Yeah, I think the mixing of the races in the school, to me, is probably the 
whites’ fault, to me. And, if it’s a better school, and blacks try to go there and 
all, I think they are not really welcome and given an opportunity to [develop] 
and then they don’t get the—In the inner city and all, it’s not—the schooling 
the funding or whatever is not the same. If it was equal here in the black and 
white areas and all, they might not even want to go there. But I think this, 
if they, [when] they try to go to better schooling, I think they’re prohibited 
from going there more so by whites and the government and all.

Yet, some blacks (three of seventeen) relied on the naturalization 
frame mixed with abstract liberalism to explain segregation. For instance, 
although Jimmy underscored the role of discrimination in school segre-
gation, he attributed neighborhood segregation to natural tendencies in 
people:

Well, I’m sure that people clique by choice and all. I mean whites tend to 
stay with whites because they’re comfortable. But given, you know—I’d say 
if we tried to mix a little more, we might tend to get together more and all, 
integrate more and all, but as it stands now and all, we tend to be comfort-
able [with] our race and that’s the way it generally goes. 

Natasha, a licensed practical nurse in her early thirties, blamed the gov-
ernment for the low level of school integration in this country “because 
they make the laws.” She also supported busing because it is “a good 
thing because you get to know about other peoples’ cultures and their 
way of living.” However, Natasha believes neighborhood segregation is 
the product of peoples’ natural choices or, in her own words,

I really don’t [think about this situation] ’cause I move basically [giggles] 
where I can afford it. I don’t think that any one race shouldn’t be allowed 
anywhere in this world. It’s a free country, so. I think they just choose to be 
with their kind. Blacks choose to live around blacks and whites choose to live 
around whites.
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Therefore, when asked if she believes the government can play a role in 
remedying residential segregation, Natasha said,

No, but I think that [there] shouldn’t be any limitations on that one man, 
one black woman moving into an all-white neighborhood. He shouldn’t get 
treated any different. But I know that [lowers voice] [I am] fantasizing [very 
loudly and giggles]. I mean, you never know, it may work out. I really don’t 
think the government should get into it because I don’t think they’d say, 
“OK, this is a white [raises voice] neighborhood,” you know what I’m saying? 
Like I said, people tend to segregate together.”

The third respondent who used the naturalization frame was Mark, the 
bus driver cited above. Mark believes school segregation is maintained by 
whites—often through violent means—to the detriment of “many bright 
African American students in urban areas [who do] not have the means 
to get to predominantly white schools to be afforded greater learning 
experiences.” However, Mark explained neighborhood segregation as the 
outcome of natural tendencies in people:

It’s something that’s gonna naturally occur. And both because of economic 
and social grievances, there are gonna be some whites that are economically 
better off than other whites and other blacks and they are gonna want to be 
along with other races. And that holds true with both blacks also.

Minimization of Racism and Blacks 

Notwithstanding how color-blind racism affects blacks’ understandings 
of various racial issues, the reality of discrimination is such that few 
blacks believe discrimination is no longer very significant. An over-
whelming majority of blacks stated that antiblack discrimination is still 
central in America. In the survey questions regarding this issue, blacks’ 
answers confirming discrimination were twenty to thirty percentage 
points higher than those of whites. More significantly, 61 percent of 
blacks, compared with only 33 percent of whites, agreed with the state-
ment “Blacks are in the position that they are as a group because of 
present day discrimination.”

Blacks’ answers to the questions about discrimination in the in-depth 
interview were as strong, if not stronger, than their answers in the survey. 
For example, Tyrone, the unemployed man cited above, said about blacks 
facing discrimination,

I think sometimes you do. ’Cause I used to work in Sterling Heights [a neigh-
borhood in Detroit]. I used to be out their waiting on the bus, somebody 
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would drive by and call me a “black-ass nigger” at least three times out of the 
week [laughs] and I’m just trying to work and come home [Interviewer: Wow!].

Likewise, when he was asked why he thinks blacks have a lower stand-
ing than whites in America, he cited racial discrimination as a factor:

Well, ’cause who is the boss? He want to give you the worse job ’cause of 
the color of your skin. I been through that up in Sterling Heights. Me and 
Dwayne was the only two blacks in the maintenance department. Me and 
Dwayne got the nastiest jobs they was. They go, “Go get them they’ll do it!” 
And they’d come get me and Dwayne. Me and Dwayne got the nastiest jobs.

Accordingly, Tyrone was a strong supporter of affirmative action, 
government programs for blacks, and even of reparations. He stated his 
support for reparations as follows:

They should get something [raises his voice], they should get something. They 
was suppose to give the black man forty acres and a mule. Where’s my forty 
acres of land at or my money that you going to pay me for these forty acres I 
was supposed to get? You know, give me a tractor, give me some money, give 
me something! 

Natalie, a data entry clerk in her twenties, said about whether or not 
blacks experience lots of discrimination, “I think some blacks do experi-
ence it.” When asked to give examples, Natalie, as most blacks,9 narrated 
a personal experience.

Yes, I agree with that because I have had, store [stutters slightly] people that 
work in stores follow me around [raises her voice] “May I help you?” you 
know, they do it in a way that you, if you weren’t paying attention, you 
wouldn’t think that they were following you but they are, and they tend to 
follow black people more than they do other people. 

Consistent with her view on discrimination, Natalie believes blacks 
are worse off than whites because of “racism” and thus supported gov-
ernment intervention on blacks’ behalf. Her response to the question on 
whether government should intervene on blacks’ behalf was,

Yes, because they tend to have, they [raises her voice] have programs for other 
people who suffered past discrimination. They help like Japanese people and 
stuff, so why can’t they help us? I mean, basically, the reason that we were 
discriminated against and people from Japan were discriminated against 
their own people by their own people, but we helped them out. Why they 
can’t help some black people like they do them? 
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Other respondents narrated incidents typical of post–civil rights dis-
crimination.10 For example, Jimmy, the social worker cited above, said of 
discrimination:

Well, I think it’s real and it’s true and all and if you really—it’s just hard to 
get the evidence and put it on the table and expose it and all. But examples 
are like when you see a black and a white go out together to apply for an 
apartment and the white get told one thing and given the better break and 
the black being told the opposite thing and a worse break. It’s just one way 
to expose it and all. But it is real and it does exist and it’s just hard to uncover 
and all. 

Latasha, the self-employed nail polisher cited before, answered the 
question about the significance of discrimination for blacks in a personal 
way:

You do, you do, you really do because you have some people that just won’t 
let it go. You know, they put on a lot of front and a lot of air and you have 
some people that just won’t let go and some people just won’t hide it. They’ll 
slap it right in your face and do it right in front of you. 

When asked if she could provide any examples, she narrated how her 
own supervisor avoids dealing with her directly and relegates this task to 
some of her white coworkers.

Thelma, a widow in her late sixties, answered the discrimination ques-
tion by saying, “By whites? [Interviewer: Or by whomever, yeah anyone.] 
Yeah!” When prompted to say more on this subject, Thelma said, “Be-
cause it’s like me or you go to a job and apply for a job, right. They turn 
us down and this white man or white female walks up there and they hire 
her like this. So that’s discrimination right there!”

One of the scariest incidents of overt discrimination was narrated by 
Edward, the unemployed forty-one-year-old man cited above. As part of 
his explanation about the interactions he used to have with whites in jobs, 
he narrated the following incident:

I even had an argument when I was hired at Cross Company, and guess 
what it was about? They said how violent we were and I was commenting 
about “Well, look, man, y’all ain’t no different.” And guess what? I had 
somebody jump up behind me—and we are in an engineering office—and 
he called me. And who I thought was a fairly decent person, I thought who 
I was on good terms with. And they started this conversation about racism, 
about the difference between black and white people. It wasn’t me. I’m the 
only black person in the office. I’d exchanged my viewpoint with people in 
the office. He jumps up and he wasn’t necessarily being insulted. He jumps 
us and calls me an African Nigger. He comes around the drafting board and 
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I coaxing him along because I’m thinking that he’s not gonna do anything. 
But the guy swings at me and clips me in the jaw. 

So far I have shown that blacks believe discrimination is salient, that 
it affects them personally, and that it operates in crude and subtle ways. 
Yet, the minimization of racism frame has affected how some blacks think 
about discrimination. For example, most whites regard discrimination 
exclusively as old-fashioned, one-on-one racist behavior by whites against 
minorities and, therefore, think discrimination is declining in significance. 
Some blacks agree with this view and do not think discrimination is im-
portant. For instance, Carla, the executive secretary mentioned above, 
answered the discrimination question by stating, “I don’t experience ah, 
did you say racial discrimination? I don’t experience discrimination in 
daily life, maybe on one or two occasions but not every day.”

Other blacks who regarded discrimination as overtly racist behavior 
believed that only blacks who work with whites experience lots of dis-
crimination. For example, Alma, a homemaker and part-time worker, 
answered the discrimination question as follows:

Well, if they are [giggles], I mean, that’s kind of hard to say for everybody 
because on the average most people don’t be around another race every day 
in order to consider discrimination. But probably a person that works on [a] 
mixed, you know, with whites and blacks, it’s well, yeah those I’ve heard 
have the discrimination. 

Yet other blacks qualified their answers (“some blacks experience dis-
crimination, but . . .”) and used the cultural and abstract liberalism frames 
to explain the status of blacks. For instance, Natasha, the practical nurse 
cited above, answered the discrimination question as follows: “I’d say 
[high-pitched voice] some probably do, they probably do. It depends on 
what plan in their life, where they are, besides their job, what type of job, 
they would get some discrimination.” When pressed by the interviewer 
with the question, “How much do you think it affects, you know, black 
people, this discrimination, in their daily lives?” Natasha stated,

It don’t—it [doesn’t stop] anything as far as that goes, you know. You know 
what I am saying? You might have to deal with it, but you have to keep 
going. I don’t think it really puts an impact on it, on your day, or inhibits 
anybody from doing what they want to do or being what they want to be. 
That’s up to the individuals.

Vonda, the homemaker cited above, could not even assess whether or 
not discrimination affects blacks a lot: “[Eight-second pause] I don’t know 
how to, you know, I don’t know how to answer that one.”
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THE STYLE OF COLOR-BLIND RACISM AND BLACKS

I suggested in chapter 4 that the style of color blindness is oblique, indi-
rect, subtle, and full of apparent ambivalence and even flat-out contradic-
tions. My main finding in this section is that blacks have not been affected 
in any meaningful way by the style of color-blind racism. Because the 
influence of the style of this ideology on blacks is virtually nonexistent in 
some areas (racist terminology, racial projections, and diminutives), here 
I examine only its impact in the areas of semantic moves and rhetorical 
incoherence.

Semantic Moves and Blacks

Whites use a number of verbal pirouettes to avoid appearing “racist.” 
Specifically, I argue that color blindness has a peculiar race talk that in-
cludes semantic moves in situations in which whites feel they may sound 
racist. Although some analysts might expect blacks to be as conscious 
of not being perceived as antiwhite as whites are of being perceived as 
antiblack, or that they might be as conscious as whites of being seen as 
having strong racial views, my findings suggest otherwise—a finding that 
is consistent with previous work.11 In general, blacks call it as they see it. 
If they oppose interracial marriage, they are significantly less likely than 
whites to beat around the bush. If they do not have white friends or do 
not associate with whites, they say so without promoting a white acquain-
tance to the friend status.12 If blacks agree or disagree with a policy, they 
usually state their opinion clearly. I suggest this straightforwardness re-
flects the fact that blacks have very little to hide—or very little to lose—in 
the contemporary racial order.13 Whereas in slavery or Jim Crow, blacks 
had to be “stage Negroes”14 if they wanted to survive, as a consequence 
of new norms, whites now have to be “stage whites.” Therefore, being at 
the bottom of the racial order in post–civil rights America gives blacks at 
least the freedom to speak their minds.

An area that potentially could have made blacks defensive and brought 
out some rhetorical hesitation was the issue of “reverse discrimination.” 
Nevertheless, blacks were clear in their beliefs that this idea is nonsense. 
Jimmy, the social worker cited above, said that whites who talk about 
“reverse discrimination” are “just hollerin’.” Jimmy’s response to a ques-
tion about whether or not the decision of a hypothetical company hiring 
a black over a white job candidate was discriminatory against whites15 

was as follows:

Yeah it’s discriminating against whites, but in the sense that you already got 
all the power of a position and all. And it’s like you’re a hundred percent 
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and all and if I say go down to 97 percent you’ll holla’ you’re discriminating 
against me and all. But, you know what I mean, you need some discrimina-
tion [laughs].

Although Jimmy interprets affirmative action as “discriminatory,” he 
believes it is necessary to improve blacks’ status. Malcolm, a construc-
tion worker in his forties, expressed views similar to Jimmy’s and in a 
straightforward manner as well. For instance, when asked about his view 
on affirmative action, he answered “I’m for it.” His response to a follow-
up question asking if he thought this program was unfair to whites was, 
“Well, racism affects all blacks but affirmative action affects a certain 
percentage of whites. So you really can’t compare. You know, like this, 
they call it anti-[lowers his voice] discrimination or, you know, you can’t 
compare the two.”

Although most blacks answered the questions without filtering 
them through the rhetorical maze of color blindness, a few answered 
questions using phrases similar to those of color blindness. However, 
I suggest these respondents, unlike whites, were not trying to buffer 
polemical or racist views. Instead, they were usually pointing out con-
tradictions between the way things ought to be and the way things are. 
For example, Tyrone, the unemployed worker I cited before, used what 
could be seen as the “yes and no” move to explain his view on affirma-
tive action.

Well one way I’m for it, one way I’m against it. Now, if everybody had 
equal chance, there’s nothing against the color of your skin or nothing, we 
wouldn’t need affirmative action. But by the way not giving people chances, 
we need it. You gotta have something, you know, to help.

Although his answer seems to include the “yes and no” move (“one 
way I’m for it, one way I’m against it”), Tyrone does not hesitate at all in 
stating that because America is not color blind, we need affirmative action 
(“You gotta have something to help”). By contrast, when whites used the 
“Yes and no, but” move, they added other phrases to signify ambivalence 
and insecurity (e.g., “I am not sure” or “I don’t know”), even when they 
were making a strong case one way or the other (see chapter 3). Tyrone 
did not do that. Further evidence that Tyrone was not ambivalent or try-
ing to hide his views on affirmative action discursively comes from his 
answer to the question about whether or not the decisions of the hypo-
thetical company were discriminatory against whites. His answer was, 
“How can they discriminate against whites when the employment is 97 
percent white? That’s no discrimination! You got 97 percent white people 
and 3 percent of a different race.”
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In the same vein, when he was asked to explain why so many whites 
seem to be angry about affirmative action, Tyrone replied in a way that is 
consistent with his strong support for affirmative action:

Well some of them figure out that they are not getting a fair chance. Some of 
them don’t like it just because it’s helping the blacks. But to me, you know, 
like I said, if we all had a fair chance, we wouldn’t need affirmative action. 
They ought to know. See, they not black and how can they say this is what 
they go through? They ain’t never been black. They ain’t never been through 
what we go through. 

Another semantic move that has become quite popular among whites is 
“Some of my best friends are black.” I did not find a single black respon-
dent who used the analogous phrase “Some of my best friends are white.” 
Whereas whites used this phrase to inflate their associations with blacks 
and, occasionally, to be able to say something very negative about blacks, 
blacks did not resort to similar phrases to state their views about whites. 
For example, blacks who did not have white friends had no problem stat-
ing it. The following examples illustrate how blacks who did not have 
white friends described this situation. Mark, the bus driver previously 
cited, when questioned about whether or not he had close white friends in 
school, responded, “At Renaissance I didn’t have any close white friends. 
I had some that I interacted with that were associates and acquaintances.” 
Later in the interview, when asked if he had white friends on his cur-
rent job, Mark said, “I can’t say I have any friends. I have those whites 
that I associate with basically on the job.” Natasha, the young practical 
nurse cited above, when asked, “Did you have any close white friends in 
school,” replied, “Ah no, I didn’t have any.” Regina, the homemaker cited 
above, stated in no uncertain terms that she did not have white friends 
while growing up: “No, not down [raises her voice], not in Louisiana. No.”

Rhetorical Incoherence and Blacks

Most whites in these studies were incoherent at some point in the inter-
views because of the racially sensitive nature of the subject of discussion. 
In contrast, when blacks were incoherent, it was because either that was 
their usual speech pattern or they lacked knowledge of the issue at hand. 
For example, whereas the topic of intermarriage led many whites to 
virtual muteness, blacks stated their views on this matter without much 
hesitation. Their behavior on this subject corresponds to the survey re-
sults. Fifty-eight percent of whites and 88 percent of blacks in the DAS 
survey approved of interracial marriage. However, when the question 
was “Suppose your own child married (a white/a black) person. Would 
you mind it a lot, a little, or not at all,” 58 percent of whites said they 
would mind it “a lot” while 32 percent said they would mind it “a little,” 
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whereas 84 percent of blacks said that they would not mind it at all, a 
number that almost matches the 88 percent who approved of interracial 
unions. This suggests blacks have more consistent views on this sensitive 
matter and, therefore, may be less likely than whites to try to provide 
socially desirable answers.

Whether blacks approved of interracial marriage and would do it 
themselves (eight of seventeen), approved of it but would never do it 
themselves (seven of seventeen), approved of it but pointed out prob-
lems the couples might face (two of seventeen), or were opposed to these 
relationships (one of seventeen), they stated their answers in a clearer 
manner than white respondents (numbers add up to eighteen rather than 
seventeen, because the answer of one respondent fit two categories). Be-
fore proceeding with my analysis, I need to add two caveats. First, I am 
interested in highlighting the form or style of their answers rather than 
examining the ultimate meaning of their answers. Second, I must point 
out the asymmetric interpretation of these questions for black and white 
respondents.16 Whereas for whites the question of interracial marriage 
seems to evoke visceral reactions based on racialized readings of black 
bodies, for blacks—particularly for older blacks—the question evokes a 
history of rejection, exclusion, and even the not well-studied social and 
family training among blacks of avoiding these relationships to stay out 
of trouble. This means that blacks’ and whites’ disapproval of interracial 
marriage means different things because the issue evokes different his-
torical and personal circumstances and reactions.

An example of a black respondent who had no problems with inter-
racial marriage but would not do it herself was Nel, the retired janitor 
cited above:

Interviewer: OK, thank you. Now can you tell me, I guess the, you know, 
[who] were the people that you dated and married, were they—what race 
were they?

Nel: Black [laughs].
Interviewer: They were all black?
Nel: Yeah.
Interviewer: All right, thank you. Let’s see, now, did you ever have any ro-

mantic interest in a white person?
Nel: I never even dreamed, you know, thought of it.
Interviewer: Now why is that?
Nel: I don’t know. You’re talking ’bout like romance, no? [unintelligible] I re-

ally can’t answer that question. 

Nel’s answers in this series of questions were, for the most part, very 
straightforward. Only on the last question, dealing with why she did not 
have any romantic interest in whites, did Nel not provide a satisfactory 
answer. However, the demeanor, tone, and rhetoric used by Nel and the 
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other respondents to questions in this category suggest they were not try-
ing to hide or distort their feelings and opinions on this sensitive matter.

Nel’s straightforward style, for example, surfaced even when she was 
asked her opinion on interracial marriage. Nel’s answer was a simple “I 
don’t think there’s anything wrong with it.” When the interviewer asked 
Nel to explain this answer, she stated, “I don’t see anything, really, I 
don’t see any difference no more than the skin tone.” Although this an-
swer could be interpreted as a baseless one similar to that of most whites, 
Nel did not qualify her support for these marriages, as most whites did. 
Moreover, Nel added the following piece of information that bolstered 
the credibility of her answer: “But now I have a brother who’s still [alive] 
and his [white] wife. And they was just so nice, you know. They lived up 
in Minnesota but they were nice, you know. Maybe that’s why I don’t 
think anything about it, you know.”

Eight black respondents approved of interracial marriage and said they 
would do it themselves. Their answers to the interracial questions were 
similar to that of Irma, the young conservative accounting clerk previ-
ously cited:

Irma: I, it doesn’t matter to me. If, if the persons [are] in love, then it don’t 
matter.

Interviewer: Would you yourself have considered marrying someone from a 
different race?

Irma: Yeah if I had, if the opportunity were, yeah I guess. 

An extreme example of blacks who subscribed to this view is Carla, 
the executive secretary previously cited. She is also an example of how 
straight blacks were in answering the interracial marriage question. Her 
answer was, “If you like it, I love it.” Asked if she would consider mar-
rying outside her race, she said, “Yes.” These answers were unusual for 
blacks but fit Carla’s answers on this and other subjects. For example, 
when Carla was asked if she had ever had any romantic interest in people 
of other races, she said, “[I] always wanted to.” And when she was asked 
if she had ever been interested in whites, she said, “Yes.”

Black respondents who opposed interracial marriage said so without 
much hesitation. For instance, Joe, an electronic mechanic in his forties, 
opposed interracial relationships without hesitation:

Interviewer: Did you ever have any white relationships?
Joe: No.
Interviewer: Did you ever have any romantic interest in a white person?
Joe: No.
Interviewer: And why would you think that is so?
Joe: My preference.
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Interviewer: Is your spouse the same racial background as you are?
Joe: Yes.
Interviewer: People have mixed feelings about marrying outside their race. 

What is your view on this delicate matter?
Joe: [clears throat] I feel people of the same race should stay together instead 

of interacting.
Interviewer: So you yourself would not consider marrying someone or would 

not have considered marrying someone of a different race?
Joe: I would say that. I would say that. 

Joe answered all these difficult questions the same way he answered 
all the questions throughout the interview: in a short and precise manner.

Of all the blacks in this sample, I found only two who hesitated in a 
notable way on the interracial marriage question. The hesitation of one of 
these respondents came when the interviewer asked him a question that 
was not part of the interview protocol. Malcolm, the construction worker 
cited above, hesitated somewhat in his answer to the question “Did you 
think you could see yourself having a romantic interest in another black 
person here?” Malcolm’s answer to this question was, “I probably would. 
I, I, if it happened like that, then I’d say either way.” The interviewer posed 
this rather unusual question to Malcolm, a man in his forties, because 
he described himself as a “solitary person” but said he had dated a few 
women while he was in the “service” in Germany and all of them were 
white. His hesitation, then, could be attributed to the interviewer address-
ing a sensitive issue but on a different front: a forty-something man not in-
volved with any woman (was he concerned that the interviewer was check-
ing his sexual orientation?) or his exclusive interest in white women (was 
he concerned that the interviewer thought he was a negrophobic black?).

RACIAL STORIES OF COLOR BLINDNESS AND BLACKS

In chapter 5, I documented the salience of four color-blind story lines, 
namely, “The past is the past,” “I didn’t own any slaves,” “I did not get a 
(job/promotion) because of a black man,” and “If (ethnic groups such as 
Jews and Italians) have made it, how come blacks have not?” I also dis-
cussed the role that testimonies or personal stories have in the color-blind 
ideology. I argued that racial stories help whites seal tightly their larger 
color-blind fable by providing gut-level, emotional arguments to validate 
some important myths about race relations in America. Notwithstanding 
that color blindness has tainted the way blacks formulate many issues, 
based on my analysis of the seventeen interviews it seems that blacks are 
not buying into these stories in any significant way. I could not detect 
any influence of the latter two story lines, even among conservative black 
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respondents, and I could detect none whatsoever of testimonies. Nev-
ertheless, the story lines “The past is the past” and “I never owned any 
slaves” affected one black respondent directly and four indirectly.

The first two stories, which tend to appear together, were used directly 
by Carla, the conservative executive secretary. She answered the question 
on reparations as most whites did:

That became [a] topic in school. I don’t remember what I said but right now 
I feel that was so long ago that the people who are here now didn’t have 
anything to do with it. So I don’t feel it would, I mean, you can say you’re 
sorry but it’s not, it’s not going to take back what happened. Therefore, I 
don’t think it’s necessary. 

Although these stories and their logic affected very few blacks directly, 
they affected four blacks indirectly. For example, Natasha, the young 
practical nurse, answered the question on reparations as follows: “Yeah, 
I think so. But are there any of those people around? Would it go to that, 
to those surviving family members?”

Although Natasha supports reparations, she seems influenced by the 
idea that only people who were directly affected by slavery can demand 
compensation. This idea, mentioned by many white respondents, oper-
ates under the assumption that discrimination is a matter of a distant past 
that does not affect blacks’ life chances today. If discrimination ended in 
the 1860s, then blacks who were affected by it are long gone and repara-
tions and other forms of government intervention on blacks’ behalf are 
unnecessary.

Another example of the indirect influence of these stories is Edward, 
the unemployed forty-one-year-old man. His answer on reparations was, 
“Oh bullshit, no, no! I think that America needs to think about its people 
now and the American people are all kind of folks.” Edward exhibits 
the same emotion as many whites when answering this question (“Oh 
bullshit, no, no!”) and thinks, like most whites, that the issue is helping 
all Americans now rather than dwelling on the past.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I examined the extent and ways in which color-blind rac-
ism affects blacks. First, I showed that blacks, for the most part, do not 
subscribe wholeheartedly to the frames of color blindness. Furthermore, 
I pointed out that blacks have oppositional views on many important 
issues. For example, they believe discrimination is a central factor shap-
ing their life chances in this country, firmly support affirmative action, 
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and are very clear about whites’ advantageous position in this society. 
However, I also documented that some of the frames and ideas of color 
blindness have had a significant indirect effect on blacks. For example, 
the frame of abstract liberalism has shaped the way many blacks explain 
school and residential segregation. Second, I documented that the style 
of color-blind racism has had a very limited impact on blacks. Whereas 
whites hesitate and use double-talk to state their views on racial matters, 
blacks state their views clearly and without much hesitation, even when 
the topic of discussion is interracial marriage. Finally, I suggested that 
only two of the four story lines of color blindness have had some impact 
on blacks. Although most of the impact of these stories was indirect, the 
fact that five of the seventeen blacks were directly or indirectly affected 
by these stories suggests the ideological transmission belt is working well. 
Thus, I regard the ideology of color blindness as the current dominant 
racial ideology because it binds whites together and blurs, shapes, and 
provides many of the terms of the debate for blacks.

For students of ideology my findings should not be surprising. Domi-
nant actors (men, capitalists, whites), by virtue of their centrality in the 
social system and their superior resources, are able to frame the terrain of 
debates and influence the views of subordinated groups. Therefore, as I 
argued above, a dominant ideology is effective not by establishing ideo-
logical uniformity, but by providing the frames to organize difference.17 
As Nicos Poulantzas wrote about dominant class ideology,

The dominance of [an ideology] is shown by the fact that the dominated 
classes live their conditions of political existence through the forms of 
dominant political discourse: this means that often they live even their revolt 
against domination of the system within the frame of reference of the domi-
nant legitimacy.18 

Women and workers, for example, may have views that are different 
from those of men and capitalists, but they share enough of their views 
and ideas, and more important, the terrain of political discourse, so that 
even their challenges to patriarchy and capitalism fall within the limits 
of what is “legitimate” for men and capitalists. Women and workers 
may demand “equal opportunity”—a demand that does not subvert the 
parameters of gender or class rule—but they are less likely to struggle 
for proportional representation and rewards in all social networks and 
institutions or for wealth redistribution.

What is the significance of my findings? On the one hand, my find-
ings reveal in some detail the precise way in which blacks disagree 
with whites on central racial issues of our time. For example, unlike 
whites, blacks realize that racism is structural and that lack of power and 
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differential access to rewards is at the heart of America’s racial situation. 
Therefore, they strongly support programs such as affirmative action, de-
spite the relentless ideological campaign against this program. On this, I 
concur with those19 who claim that blacks and whites have different views 
on most racial issues. On the other hand, my findings reveal quite clearly 
that blacks are influenced directly (e.g., the cultural rationale and natu-
ralization of racial matters) and indirectly (e.g., the free-market rationale 
and laissez-faire racism) by the frames of color blindness. For example, 
although one would expect blacks to have a strong tendency against the 
“culture of poverty” concept, I found that too many buy into substantial 
parts of this argument. This ideological infiltration of the frames of color 
blindness into blacks’ political consciousness hinders the development 
of an all-out oppositional ideology or “utopia”20 to fight contemporary 
white supremacy. Thus, because so many blacks are swayed by elements 
of color blindness, the struggle against color-blind racism will have to be 
waged not only against color-blind whites, who cannot see the centrality 
of race in America, but also against the many slightly color-blind blacks.

One burning question that many readers may have is whether blacks 
are as “racist” as whites. To properly answer this question, I need to go 
back to the theoretical framework that anchors this book: the racialized 
social-system framework (see chapter 1). My concern has been describ-
ing the dominant racial ideology of the post–civil rights era in detail and 
exploring how it affects whites and blacks. In this process, I have avoided 
moralizing the analysis (attempting to identify “good” and “bad” peo-
ple). My overall findings are that most whites believe this new ideology 
wholeheartedly and rely on its various elements to articulate their views 
on racial matters and that a significant number of blacks are indirectly 
affected by this ideology and use some elements of it, too.

But I do not want to avoid what may be the real question for some read-
ers: are blacks as “racist” (meaning antiwhite) as whites (meaning anti-
black)? This question, which was formulated by some white respondents 
in my studies, has received some legitimacy in liberal and radical circles 
by the position articulated by Michael Omi and Howard Winant in the 
1994 edition of their important book, Racial Formation in the United States.21 

In this book, Omi and Winant argue racism amounts to any practice that 
“creates or reproduces structures of domination based on essentialist categories 
of race.”22 Based on this criterion, they conclude blacks can be “racist,” too, 
and that, in fact, some are. From the racialized social system framework 
vantage point I have developed, the answer to this question is different. 
First, the question needs to be rephrased from “are blacks as ‘racist’ as 
whites?” to “are blacks as ‘prejudiced’ as whites.” I do so because the 
concept of “racism,” as used by most social scientists and commentators, 
is grounded on methodological individualism (the separation of “racist” 
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and “nonracist” individuals) and psychologism (assuming “racist” indi-
viduals are pathological, whereas those who are not “racist” are normal). 
In contrast, I have attempted to conceptualize racism as a sociopolitical 
concept that refers exclusively to racial ideology that glues a particular 
racial order. Thus, I have suggested that color-blind racism is the ideol-
ogy of the “new racism” era. My answer, then, to this rephrased question 
is that any race (or ethnic group) can be “prejudiced” against any other 
race or races (e.g., blacks can be anti-Jewish and Jews can be antiblack). 
Regarding the matter of the degree to which blacks are antiwhite, most 
research suggests they are less likely to be antiwhite than whites are to be 
antiblack. In fact, the most interesting finding on prejudice research is 
that blacks are almost as likely as whites to believe many of the antiblack 
stereotypes.23 

If the question is, “Are blacks likely to develop a racialized social sys-
tem in the United States with blacks as the dominant race?” the answer 
is absolutely not. Blacks lack the power24 (organizational capacity and 
resources) to carry out a nationalist program25 to create a pro-black racial 
state. Blacks also lack the demographic capacity (numbers) needed to 
mount a revolution like blacks did in Haiti in the eighteenth century. In 
fact, given current changes in the racial demography of the nation (blacks 
are no longer the largest minority group in the nation), the most likely 
scenario for the future is that race relations will become Latin America–
like, that is, that a new, triracial order will emerge with a pigmentocratic 
component to it.26 As a Latin America–like society, any form of race-based 
contestation will become increasingly more difficult, which, as in Latin 
America, will allow white supremacy to reign supreme, hidden from 
public debate.

In the next chapter, I hypothesize what the future of racial stratification 
in the United States might look like in the future.
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Omi and Winant are extraordinarily collegial and generous comrades and that I 
am indebted to them in many ways. Yet, I disagree profoundly with them on the 
matter of “black racism.”

22. Omi and Winant, Racial Formation, 71.
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23. See Lawrence Bobo and Devon Johnson, “Racial Attitudes in a Prismatic 
Metropolis.” For a discussion of the historical roots of why whites are more likely 
to be antiblack than blacks are to be antiwhite, see Mia Bay, The White Image in 
the Black Mind: African-American Ideas about White People, 1830–1925 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000).

24. I also disagree with Omi and Winant’s assertion that blacks have “power.” 
If by power they mean the capacity to enact their racial interest into concrete poli-
cies and crystallize it into institutions, blacks have very little power and seem to 
be losing the little they have by the day. As a matter of fact, given the new racial 
demography of the nation, blacks are likely to continue losing power in the future. 
On the concept of power, see Keith Dowding, Power (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1996), and the always-indispensable Nicos Poulantzas, Political 
Power and Social Classes.

25. However, and as one would expect from any oppressed people, blacks 
have had nationalist tendencies from slavery until today. For a historical analysis 
of black nationalist forces and programs in the twentieth century, see Roderick 
Bush, We Are Not What We Seem: Black Nationalism and Class Struggle in the Ameri-
can Century (New York: New York University Press, 1999). For a recent analysis 
of nationalism among blacks, see Michael C. Dawson, Black Visions: The Roots of 
Contemporary African-American Political Ideologies (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2001). 

26. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Karen Glover, “‘We Are All Americans’: The 
Latin Americanization of Race Relations in the USA,” in The Changing Terrain of 
Race and Ethnicity: Theory, Methods and Public Policy, edited by Amanda E. Lewis 
and Maria Krysan (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2004).
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WHAT DOES ALL THE RACIAL NOISE MEAN? 
A SKETCH OF THINGS TO COME

Latinos are now officially the largest minority group in the nation. 
According to the Census Bureau, while blacks comprise 13 percent 

of the U.S. population, Latinos are 16.3 percent.1 This Latino population 
explosion, generated by immigration, has already created a number of 
visible fractures in the United States that seem to be shifting the racial 
terrain. In academic circles, for instance, conservative scholars have be-
gun attacking the new racial demography as devastating for the future of 
the country. An example of these scholars is Harvard’s political scientist, 
Samuel Huntington, who in his recent book, Who Are We? The Challenges 
to America’s National Identity, argued that Latino immigration threatens 
Anglo-Saxon American culture as well as the political integrity of the 
country.2 And politicians in both parties as well as prominent newscasters 
such as Lou Dobbs—since 2003 or so, he has addressed every night the 
topic of illegal immigration in his show Lou Dobbs Tonight in his nightly 
segment “Broken Borders”3 and almost all Fox News commentators (e.g., 
Brit Hume, Tony Snow, Sean Hannity, John Gibson, and Fox’s most vit-
riolic newscaster, Bill O’Reilly) articulate and inflame the anti-immigrant 
fears for the wider public.

In addition to the Latino population explosion, other trends have 
emerged that challenge our traditional biracial divide (white vs. non-
white) and, more specifically, our black-white understanding of racial 
politics in the United States. For example, another group that has gained 

9

E Pluribus Unum, or the Same 
Old Perfume in a New Bottle?

On the Future of Racial 
Stratification in the United States
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visibility in our racial discussions is Asian Americans, partly because 
of their demographic gains (they are now 5 percent of the population), 
partly because as a group, they are perceived as doing very well eco-
nomically and educationally, and, more importantly, partly because they 
are still viewed by most Americans through the lenses of developments 
in South East Asia.4 On this last point, the commercial rise of Japan and, 
particularly, of China, has generated a fear of the East that can be seen in 
movies (e.g., Red Corner [1997], Mulan [1998], etc.), political scandals, and 
in the way China is discussed almost every night in the news.5

Yet another illustration of the changing racial terrain in the United 
States is our recent national discussion on the status of “multiracial” 
and “biracial” people.6 Two events shaped our collective engagement on 
these matters over the last ten years. First, phenom golfer Tiger Woods, 
son of a black father and a Tai mother, made a public statement suggest-
ing he was not black but rather “Cablanasian” (a mixture of Caucasian, 
black, and Asian). This led to a furious public debate on what it means 
to be “black” or “mixed” and whether or not people could claim a racial 
identity other than those already inscribed in our racial pentagram. (Who 
had ever heard of such a thing as a Cablanasian?) Second, the struggle 
by people in the multiracial movement7 to force changes in the way the 
Census Bureau gathered racial data—specifically, to include a multiracial 
category, which coincided with efforts by Republican politicians to end 
the collection of racial data altogether—ended with the addition of the 
“More than one race” item in the 2000 Census schedule.

Finally, and related to some of the developments mentioned above, 
the rate of interracial dating and marriage between Latinos and whites 
and Asians and whites has skyrocketed.8 In general, interracial marriage, 
which accounted for less than 1 percent of all marriages in the country, 
accounts today for 5.4 percent. Many demographers and a few public 
intellectuals have heralded this development as signifying the erosion of 
racial boundaries and maybe pointing the way out of our national racial 
quagmire.9

Thus, as I write this revised edition, we all ponder about what will be 
the future of race in America. How will the Latino population explosion 
affect the three-hundred-year-old racial drama of the country? Will Lati-
nos replace blacks as the racial boogeyman10 or will they become white, as 
some analysts have suggested?11 And how will Asians fit in the emerging 
racial totem pole? Will they be treated as white or vilified as the enemies 
within, as happened to Japanese Americans during World War II? Or 
do all these trends signify that I have wasted my time (and your money) 
writing this book because, as some public commentators have argued, 
we live in the time of “the end of racism” or, at least, of “the declining 
significance of race”?12
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These are the kinds of issues that prompted me to write this chapter. 
My basic claim, unlike the romantic predictions of assimilationists13 or 
the racialized pessimism of Anglo-Saxonists such as Huntington, is that 
all this reshuffling denotes that the biracial order typical of the United 
States, which was the exception in the world racial system,14 is evolving 
into a complex and loosely organized triracial stratification system similar 
to that of many Latin American and Caribbean nations. Specifically, I con-
tend that the emerging triracial system will be comprised of “whites” at 
the top, an intermediary group of “honorary whites”—similar to the col-
oreds in South Africa during formal apartheid, and a nonwhite group or 
the “collective black” at the bottom. I sketch in figure 9.1 what these three 
groups may look like. I hypothesize that the white group will include 
“traditional” whites, new “white” immigrants and, in the near future, to-
tally assimilated white Latinos (e.g., former secretary of education Lauro 
Cabazos, the football coach of the University of Wisconsin Barry Alvarez, 
and actors such as Martin Sheen), lighter-skinned multiracials, and other 
subgroups; the intermediate racial group or honorary whites will com-
prise most light-skinned Latinos (e.g., most Cubans and segments of the 
Mexican and Puerto Rican communities), Japanese Americans, Korean 
Americans, Asian Indians, Chinese Americans, and most Middle East-
ern Americans; and, finally, that the collective black group will include 
blacks, dark-skinned Latinos, Vietnamese, Cambodians, Filipinos, and 
Laotians.

As a triracial system (or Latin- or Caribbean-like racial order), race con-
flict will be buffered by the intermediate group, much like class conflict is 
when the class structure includes a large middle class. Furthermore, color 
gradations, which have always been important matters of within-group 
differentiation, will become more salient factors of stratification. Lastly, 
Americans, like people in complex racial stratification orders, will begin 
making nationalists appeals (“We are all Americans”), decry their racial 
past, and claim they are “beyond race.”

This new order, I argue, will be apparently more pluralistic and exhibit 
more racial fluidity than the order it is replacing. However, this new sys-
tem will serve as a formidable fortress for white supremacy. Its “we are 
beyond race” lyrics and color-blind music will drown the voices of those 
fighting for racial equality (“Why continue talking about race and racism 
when we are all Americans?”) and may even eclipse the space for talking 
about race altogether. Hence, in this emerging Latin America–like Amer-
ica, racial inequality will remain—and may even increase—yet there will 
be a restricted space to fight it.

I must state a few important caveats before I proceed any further. First, 
figure 9.1 is heuristic rather than definitive and thus is included here just 
as a guide of how I think the various ethnic groups will line up in the 
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emerging racial order. I acknowledge, however, that the position of some 
groups may change (e.g., Chinese Americans, Asian Indians, and, par-
ticularly, Arab Americans—on this, please see my comments at the end of 
the chapter), that the map is not inclusive of all the groups in the United 
States (for instance, Samoans, Micronesians, and Eskimos, among others, 
are not in the map), that it is possible that more than three racial strata 
emerge, and that at this early stage of this project and given some seri-
ous data limitations, some groups may end up in a different racial strata 
altogether (for example, Filipinos may become “honorary whites” rather 
than another group in the “collective black” strata). More significantly, 
if my Latin Americanization thesis is accurate, there will be categorical 
porosity as well as “pigmentocracy” making the map useful for group- 
rather than individual-level predictions. The former refers to individual 
members of a racial strata moving up (or down) the stratification system 
(e.g., a light-skin middle-class black person marrying a white woman and 

“Whites”
Whites

New whites (Russians, Albanians, etc.)
Assimilated white Latinos
Some multiracials
Assimilated (urban) Native Americans
A few Asian-origin people

“Honorary Whites”
Light-skinned Latinos
Japanese Americans
Korean Americans
Asian Indians
Chinese Americans
Middle Eastern Americans
Most multiracials

“Collective Black”
Vietnamese Americans
Filipino Americans
Hmong Americans
Laotian Americans
Dark-skinned Latinos
Blacks
New West Indian and African immigrants
Reservation-bound Native Americans

Figure 9 .1.  Preliminary Map of Triracial Order in the USA
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moving to the “honorary white” strata) and the latter refers to the rank 
ordering of groups and members of groups according to phenotype and 
cultural characteristics (e.g., Filipinos being at the top of the “collective 
black” given their high level of education and income as well as high 
rate of interracial marriage with whites). Lastly, since I am predicting the 
future, I truly hope that we can prevent the crystallization of this racial 
order altogether or at least derail it partially.

In this chapter I proceed as follows. First, since I am suggesting the 
United States is becoming Latin America–like, I enumerate succinctly a 
few of the major features of racial stratification in Latin America. Second, 
I explain why I contend a triracial system is emerging. Third, I examine 
a few available objective (e.g., data on income and education), subjective 
(e.g., racial attitudes and racial self-classification), and social interaction 
indicators (intermarriage and residential choices) to see if they fit the 
expectations of my Latin Americanization thesis. Lastly, I discuss the im-
plications of this new order for the racial politics of the future.

HOW RACIAL STRATIFICATION WORKS IN THE AMERICAS

Despite claims of nonracialism (“We don’t have racism here. That is an 
American problem.”), racial minorities in Latin American countries tend 
to be worse off, comparatively speaking, than racial minorities in Western 
nations. Yet, few revolts in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in 
Latin America have had a clear racial component (important exceptions 
such as the Zapatista movement notwithstanding). This apparent con-
tradiction is explained by the fact that race has very limited “discursive 
space” in Latin America and, in order for people to struggle along an axis 
of social division, that axis must be visible and real to them. “Prejudice”—
Latin Americans do not talk about “racism”—is regarded as a legacy from 
slavery and colonialism and “racial” inequality (again, Latin Americans 
and Caribbeans do not believe race is part of their social reality) is re-
garded as the product of class dynamics.

Since examining the long history that produced this state of affairs is 
beyond the scope of this chapter, I just sketch15 six central features of Latin 
American (and Caribbean) racial stratification.

1. Miscegenation or “Mestizaje”

Latin American nation-states, with a few exceptions, are thoroughly 
racially mixed. Racial mixing, however, in no way challenged white su-
premacy in colonial or postcolonial Latin America since (1) the mixing 
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was between white men and Indian or black women, maintaining the 
race/gender order in place; (2) the men were fundamentally poor and/
or working class, which helped maintain the race/class order in place; (3) 
the mixing followed a racially hierarchical pattern with “whitening” as 
a goal; and (4) marriages among people in the three main racial groups 
were (and still are) mostly homogamous (among people from the same 
racial strata).

2. Plural Racial Stratification Systems

Although Portuguese and Spanish colonial states wanted to create “two 
societies,” the demographic realities of colonial life superseded their 
wishes. Because most colonial outposts attracted very few Europeans, 
these societies developed intermediate groups of “browns,” “pardos,” 
or “mestizos” that buffered sociopolitical conflicts. Even though these 
groups did not achieve the status of “white” anywhere, they nonetheless 
had a better status than the Indian or black masses and, therefore, devel-
oped their own distinct interest.

3. Colorism or Pigmentocracy

There is yet another layer of complexity in Latin American racial strati-
fication systems. The plural racial strata are also internally stratified by 
“color” (in quotation marks because in addition to skin tone, phenotype, 
hair texture, eye color, culture and education, and class matter in the ra-
cial classification of individuals in Latin America), a phenomenon known 
in the literature as pigmentocracy or colorism.

4. “Blanqueamiento”: Whitening as Ideology and Practice

“Blanqueamiento” (whitening) has been treated in the Latin American 
literature as an ideology. However, blanqueamiento was and is a real eco-
nomic, political, and personal process. At the personal level, families can 
be colored or even racially divided and exhibit differential treatment to-
ward dark-skinned members. Thus, rather than showing Latin American 
racial flexibility, racial mixing oriented by the goal of whitening shows 
the effectiveness of the logic of white supremacy.

5. National Ideology of “Mestizaje”

National independence in Latin America meant, among other things, si-
lencing any discussion about race and forging the myth of national unity. 
After years of attempting to unite Latin American nations under the ban-
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ner of Hispanidad, a more formidable ideology crystallized: the ideology 
of mestizaje (racial mixing). Although Latin American writers and politi-
cians have praised the virtues of mestizaje, this notion has worked as an 
ideology to help keep race below the social radar and better safeguard 
white power.

6. “We Are All ‘Latinoamericanos’”: Race as Nationality/Culture

Most Latin Americans refuse to identify themselves in racial terms. In-
stead, they prefer to use national (or cultural) descriptors such as “I am 
Puerto Rican or Brazilian.” This behavior is cited as an example of the 
fluidity of race in Latin America. However, defining the nation and the 
“people” as the “fusion of cultures” (even though the fusion is viewed 
in a Eurocentric manner), is the logical outcome of all of the factors men-
tioned above. Nationalist statements such as “We are all Puerto Ricans” 
are not evidence of nonracialism, but the direct manifestation of the racial 
stratification peculiar to Latin America.

WHY LATIN AMERICANIZATION NOW?

What are the reasons behind racial stratification becoming Latin America–
like at this point in our history? The reasons, in my estimation, are mul-
tiple. First, as I discussed above, the demography of the nation is chang-
ing. Racial minorities are now about 30 percent of the population and, as 
population projections suggest, may become the numeric majority by the 
year 2050. This rapid darkening of America is creating a situation similar 
to that of Puerto Rico, Cuba, or Venezuela in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, or Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. In both historical periods, the elites realized 
their countries were becoming majority “black” (or “nonwhite”) and de-
vised a number of strategies (unsuccessful in the former and successful in 
the latter) to whiten their population.16 Although whitening the popula-
tion through immigration or by classifying many newcomers as white is a 
possible solution to the new American demography, for reasons discussed 
below, I do not think this is likely.17 Hence, a more plausible accommoda-
tion to the new racial reality is to (1) create an intermediate racial group 
to buffer racial conflict,18 (2) allow some newcomers into the white racial 
strata, and (3) incorporate most immigrants into the collective black strata.

Second, as part of the tremendous reorganization that transpired in 
America in the post–civil rights era, a new kinder and gentler white su-
premacy emerged, which I labeled elsewhere as the “new racism” (for a 
quick summary of my argument, see chapter 1 in this book or chapter 4 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   23113_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   231 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



232 Chapter 9

in my 2001 book White Supremacy and Racism in the Post–Civil Rights Era). 
In post–civil rights America the maintenance of systemic white privilege 
is accomplished socially, economically, and politically through institu-
tional, covert, and apparently nonracial practices. Whether in banks or 
universities, in stores or housing markets, smiling discrimination tends 
to be the order of the day. This “softer” kind of discrimination is in line 
with the way discrimination operates in Latin America and will ease the 
transition to a discourse of “racism is declining in significance here.”

This new white supremacy has also produced an accompanying ideol-
ogy that rings Latin America all over: the ideology of color-blind racism. 
This ideology, as it is the norm all over Latin America, denies the salience 
of race, scorns those who talk about race, and increasingly proclaims that 
“We are all Americans.” (This is the main subject of this book and thus 
needs little discussion here.)

Third, race relations have become globalized. The once almost all-white 
Western nations have now “interiorized the other.”19 The new world 
systemic need for capital accumulation has led to the incorporation of 
“dark” foreigners as “guest workers” and even as permanent workers. 
Thus today European nations have racial minorities in their midst who 
are progressively becoming an underclass,20 have developed an internal 
“racial structure” (see chapter 1) to maintain white power, and have a 
curious racial ideology that combines ethnonationalism with a race-blind 
ideology similar to the color-blind racism of the United States today.21

This new global racial reality, I believe, will reinforce the Latin Ameri-
canization trend in the United States as versions of color-blind racism 
will become prevalent in most Western nations. Furthermore, as many 
formerly almost-all-white Western countries (e.g., Germany, France, Eng-
land, etc.) become more and more diverse, the Latin American model of 
racial stratification may surface in these societies too. 

Fourth, the convergence of the political and ideological actions of the 
Republican Party, conservative commentators and activists, and the 
so-called multiracial movement has created the space for the radical 
transformation of the way we gather racial data in America. One possible 
outcome of the Census Bureau categorical back-and-forth on racial and 
ethnic classifications is either the dilution of racial data or the elimina-
tion of race as an official category. At this point, Ward Connerly and his 
cronies lost the first round in their California Racial Privacy, but I believe 
they may be successful in other states and, given the changes in the Su-
preme Court, their efforts may bear fruit in the near future.

If race disappears as a category of official division, as it has in most of 
the world, this will facilitate the emergence of a plural racial order where 
the groups exist in practice but are not officially recognized—and anyone 
trying to address racial divisions is likely to be chided for racializing the 
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population. This is, as I have argued elsewhere, the secret of race in Latin 
America.22

Lastly, the attack on affirmative action, which is part of what Stephen 
Steinberg (1995) has labeled as the “racial retreat,”23 is the clarion call sig-
naling the end of race-based social policy in the United States. The recent 
Supreme Court Grutter v. Bollinger decision, hailed by some observers as a 
victory, is at best a weak victory because it allows for a “narrowly tailored” 
employment of race in college admissions, imposes an artificial twenty-
five-year deadline for the program, and encourages a monumental case-by-
case analysis for admitting students that is likely to create chaos and push 
institutions into making admissions decisions based on test scores. Again, 
this trend reinforces the trend toward Latin Americanization because the 
elimination of race-based social policy is, among other things, predicated 
on the notion that race no longer affects the life chances of Americans. 
Nevertheless, as in Latin America, we may eliminate race by decree and 
maintain—or even see an increase in—the degree of racial inequality.

A LOOK AT THE DATA

To recapitulate, I contend that because of a number of important demo-
graphic, sociopolitical, and international changes, the United States is 
developing a more complex system of racial stratification that resembles 
those typical of Latin American societies. I suggest three racial strata will 
develop, namely, whites, honorary whites, and the collective black and 
that “phenotype” will be a central factor determining where groups and 
members of racial and ethnic groups will fit—lighter people at the top, 
medium in the middle, and dark at the bottom.24 Although I posit that 
Latin Americanization will not fully materialize for several more decades, 
in the following sections I provide a cursory analysis of various objective, 
subjective, and social interaction indicators to see if the trends support 
my thesis.

A. Objective Standing of “Whites,” “Honorary Whites,” and “Blacks”

If Latin Americanization is happening in the United States, gaps in 
income, poverty rates, education, and occupational standing between 
whites, honorary whites, and the collective black should be developing. 
The available data suggests this is the case. In terms of income, as table 
9.1 shows, “white” Latinos (Argentines, Chileans, Costa Ricans, and Cu-
bans) are doing much better than dark-skinned Latinos (Mexicans, Puerto 
Ricans, etc.). The apparent exceptions in table 9.1 (Bolivians and Panama-
nians) are examples of self-selection among these immigrant groups. For 
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example, four of the largest ten concentrations of Bolivians in the United 
States are in Virginia, a state with just 7.2 percent Latinos (Census Bureau 
2000).25

Table 9.1 also shows that Asians exhibit a pattern similar to that of La-
tinos. Hence, a severe income gap is emerging between groups I label as 
honorary white Asians (Japanese, Koreans, Filipinos, and Chinese) and 
those I suggest belong to the collective black (Vietnamese, Cambodian, 
Hmong, and Laotians).

The analysis of data on education, occupations, and unemployment 
reveals similar patterns (for tables on these matters, see the chapter re-
ferred to in footnote 15). That is, light-skinned Latinos and elite Asians do 
significantly better than their darker brethren in all these areas.

B. Subjective Standing of Racial Strata

Social psychologists have amply demonstrated that it takes very little for 
groups to form, develop a common view, and adjudicate status positions 
to nominal characteristics.26 Thus, it should not be surprising if gaps in 
income, occupational status, education, and employment among these 
various strata are leading to early stages of group formation. For example, 
members of the groups I label as likely to become honorary white may be 
classifying themselves as “white” and believing they are different (better) 
than those I argue likely to comprise the collective black category. If this 
is happening, members of these groups should also be in the process of 

Table 9.1.  Mean Per Capita Income1 ($) of Selected Asian 
and Latino Ethnic Groups, 2000

Latinos Mean Income Asian Americans Mean Income

Mexicans 9,467.30 Chinese 20,728.54
Puerto Ricans 11,314.95 Japanese 23,786.13
Cubans 16,741.89 Koreans 16,976.19
Guatemalans 11,178.60 Asian Indians 25,682.15
Salvadorans 11,371.92 Filipinos 19,051.53
Costa Ricans 14,226.92 Taiwanese 22,998.05
Panamanians 16,181.20 Hmong 5,175.34
Argentines 23,589.99 Vietnamese 14,306.74
Chileans 18,272.04 Cambodians 8,680.48
Bolivians 16,322.53 Laotians 10,375.57

Whites 17, 968.87 Blacks 11,366.74

Source: 2000 PUMS 5% Sample.

1 I use per capita income because family income distorts the status of some groups as some groups have more 
individuals contributing toward the family income than other groups (e.g., the case of most Asian families).
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developing white-like racial attitudes befitting of their new social posi-
tion and differentiating (distancing) themselves from the members of the 
group I believe will comprise the collective black.

In line with my thesis, I expect whites to be making distinctions be-
tween honorary whites and the collective black, specifically, exhibiting 
a more positive outlook toward honorary whites than toward members 
of the collective black. Finally, if Latin Americanization is happening, I 
speculate that members of the collective black should exhibit a diffused 
and contradictory racial consciousness as blacks and Indians do through-
out Latin America and the Caribbean.27 I examine some of these matters 
in the following subsections.

SOCIAL IDENTITY OF HONORARY WHITES

1. Self-Reports on Race: The Case of Latinos

Historically, most Latinos have classified themselves as “white” but the 
proportion of Latinos who self-classify as such varies tremendously by 
group. Hence, as table 9.2 shows, whereas 60 percent or more of the mem-
bers of the Latino groups I regard as honorary white self-classify as white, 
50 percent or fewer of the members of the groups I regard as belonging 
to the collective black do so. As a case in point, whereas Mexicans, Do-
minicans, and Central Americans are very likely to report “Other” as their 
preferred “racial” classification, most Costa Ricans, Cubans, Chileans, 

Table 9.2  Racial Self-Classification by Selected 
Latin America–Origin Latino Ethnic Groups, 2000

White Black Other Native American Asian

Dominicans 28.21 10.93 59.21 1.07 0.57
Salvadorans 41.01 0.82 56.95 0.81 0.41
Guatemalans 42.95 1.24 53.43 2.09 0.28
Hondurans 48.51 6.56 43.41 1.24 0.29
Mexicans 50.47 0.92 46.73 1.42 0.45
Puerto Ricans 52.42 7.32 38.85 0.64 0.77
Costa Ricans 64.83 5.91 28.18 0.56 0.53
Bolivians 65.52 0.32 32.79 1.32 0.05
Colombians 69.01 1.53 28.54 0.49 0.44
Venezuelans 75.89 2.58 20.56 0.36 0.60
Chileans 77.04 0.68 21.27 0.44 0.56
Cubans 88.26 4.02 7.26 0.17 0.29
Argentines 88.70 0.33 10.54 0.08 0.35

Source: 2000 PUMS 5% Sample.
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and Argentines choose the “white” descriptor.28 Hence, the data in this 
table seems to fit my thesis.

2. “Racial” Distinctions among Asians

Although for political matters, Asians tend to vote panethnically,29 dis-
tinctions between native-born and foreign-born (e.g., American-born Chi-
nese and foreign-born Chinese) and between economically successful and 
unsuccessful Asians are developing. In fact, according to various analysts, 
given the tremendous diversity of experiences among Asian Americans 
“all talk of Asian panethnicity should now be abandoned as useless 
speculation.”30 Leland Saito (1998), in his Race and Politics, points out that 
many Asians have reacted to the “Asian flack” they are experiencing 
with the rise in Asian immigration by fleeing the cities of immigration, 
disidentifying from new Asians, and invoking the image of the “good 
immigrant.” In some communities, this has led to older, assimilated seg-
ments of a community to dissociate from recent migrants. For example, a 
Nisei returning to his community after years of overseas military service, 
told his dad the following about the city’s new demography: “Goddamn 
dad, where the hell did all these Chinese come from? Shit, this isn’t even 
our town anymore.”31

To be clear, my point is not that Asian Americans have not engaged 
in coalition politics and, in various locations, participated in concerted 
efforts to elect Asian American candidates. My point instead is that the 
group labeled “Asian Americans” is profoundly divided along many axes 
and thus I forecast that many of those already existing divisions will be 
racialized by whites (e.g., sexploitation of Asian women by lonely white 
men in the “Oriental bride” market) as well as by Asian Americans them-
selves (e.g., intra-Asian preferences seem to follow a racialized hierarchy 
of desire).32

RACIAL ATTITUDES OF VARIOUS RACIAL STRATA

1. Latinos’ Racial Attitudes

Although researchers have shown that Latinos tend to hold negative 
views of blacks and positive views of whites,33 the picture is more com-
plex. Immigrant Latinos tend to have more negative views about blacks 
than native-born Latinos. For instance, a study of Latinos in Houston, 
Texas, found that 38 percent of native-born Latinos compared to 47 per-
cent of foreign-born held negative stereotypes of blacks. This may explain 
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why 63 percent of native-born Latinos versus 34 percent of foreign-born 
report frequent contact with blacks.34

But the incorporation of the majority of Latinos as “colonial subjects” 
(Puerto Ricans), refugees from wars (Central Americans), or illegal 
migrant workers (Mexicans) has foreshadowed subsequent patterns of 
integration into the racial order. In a similar vein, the incorporation of 
a minority of Latinos as “political refugees” (Cubans, Chileans, and Ar-
gentines) or as “neutral” immigrants trying to better their economic situ-
ation (Costa Rica, Colombia) has allowed them a more comfortable ride 
in America’s racial boat. Therefore, whereas the incorporation of most 
Latinos in the United States has meant becoming “nonwhite,” for a few it 
has meant becoming almost white.

Nevertheless, given that most Latinos experience discrimination in 
labor and housing markets as well as in schools, they quickly realize 
their “nonwhite” status. This leads them, as Nilda Flores-Gonzales (1999) 
and Suzanne Oboler (1995) have shown, to adopt a plurality of identities 
that signify “otherness.”35 Thus, dark-skinned Latinos are even calling 
themselves “black” or “Afro-Dominicans” or “Afro-Puerto Rican.”36 For 
example, José Ali, a Latino interviewed by Clara Rodriguez (2000) in her 
book Changing Race, stated, “By inheritance I am Hispanic. However, I 
identify more with blacks because to white America, if you are my color, 
you are a nigger. I can’t change my color, and I do not wish to do so.”

When asked, “Why do you see yourself as black?” he said, “Because 
when I was jumped by whites, I was not called ‘spic,’ but I was called a 
‘nigger.’”37

The identification of most Latinos as “racial others” has led them to be 
more likely to be pro-black than pro-white. For example, data on Lati-
nos’ racial affects toward various groups indicates that the proportion of 
Mexicans and Puerto Ricans who feel very warm toward blacks is much 
higher (about 12 percentage points for Mexicans and 14 percentage points 
for Puerto Ricans) than toward Asians (the readings in the “thermometer” 
range from 0 to 100 and the higher the “temperature” is, the more positive 
are the feelings toward the group in question). In contrast, the proportion 
of Cubans who feel very warm toward blacks is 10 to 14 percentage points 
lower than Mexicans and Puerto Ricans. Cubans are also more likely to 
feel very warm toward Asians than toward blacks. More fitting of my the-
sis, analysis of the same data in table 9.3 shows that Latinos who identify 
as “white” express similar empathy toward blacks and Asians, those who 
identify as “black” express the most positive affect toward blacks—about 
20 degrees warmer toward black than toward Asians (data now shown 
here). Again, this finding is fitting of my thesis.
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2. Asians’ Racial Attitudes

Various studies have documented that Asians tend to hold antiblack and 
anti-Latino attitudes. For instance, a study found that Chinese residents 
of Los Angeles expressed negative racial attitudes toward blacks.38 One 
Chinese resident stated, “Blacks in general seem to be overly lazy” and 
another asserted, “Blacks have a definite attitude problem.”39 Studies on 
Korean shopkeepers in various locales have found that over 70 percent of 
them hold anti-black attitudes.40

These general findings are confirmed in table 9.4. This table has data on 
the degree (in a scale running from 1 to 7) to which various racial groups 
subscribe to stereotypes about the intelligence and welfare dependency of 
other groups. The table clearly shows that Asians (in this study, Koreans, 
Chinese, and Japanese) are more likely than even whites to hold anti-
black and anti-Latino views (for example, whereas whites score 3.79 and 
3.96 for blacks and Latinos, Asians score 4.39 and 4.46). In line with this 
finding, they hold, comparatively speaking, more positive views about 
whites than Latinos and blacks.41 Thus, as in many Latin American and 
Caribbean societies, members of the intermediate racial strata buffer ra-
cial matters by holding more pro-white attitudes than whites themselves.

3. The Collective Black and Whites’ Racial Attitudes

After a protracted conflict over the meaning of whites’ racial attitudes 
(for a discussion, see Bonilla-Silva and Lewis 1999), survey researchers 
seem to have reached an agreement: “a hierarchical racial order contin-
ues to shape all aspects of American life” (Dawson 2000, 344). Whites 
express/defend their social position on issues such as affirmative action 
and reparations, school integration and busing, neighborhood integra-

Table 9.3.  Proportion of Latinos Who Express High Affect toward Blacks and Asians

Degrees-of-Feeling Thermometer Blacks Asians

Mexicans
51–74 11.9 11.8
75–100 34.3 22.2
Puerto Ricans
51–74 11.8 9.0
75–100 39.5 25.3
Cubans
51–74 14.5 9.9
75–100 25.1 29.9

Source: Forman, Martinez, and Bonilla-Silva, “Latinos’ Perceptions of Blacks and Asians: Testing the Im-
migrant Hypothesis” (unpublished manuscript).
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tion, welfare reform, and even the death penalty (see Sears, Sidanius, 
and Bobo 2000; Tuch and Martin 1997; Bonilla-Silva 2001). Regarding 
how whites think about Latinos and Asians, not many researchers have 
separated the groups that comprise “Latinos” and “Asians” to assess if 
whites are making distinctions amongst them. However, the available 
evidence suggests whites regard Asians highly and are significantly less 
likely to hold Latinos in high regard.42 Thus, when judged on a host of 
racial stereotypes, whites rate themselves and Asians almost identically 
(favorable stereotype rating) and rate negatively (at an almost equal level) 
both blacks and Latinos.

Bobo and Johnson also show that Latinos tend to rate blacks negatively 
and that blacks tend to do the same regarding Latinos. They also find that 
Latinos, irrespective of national ancestry, self-rate lower than whites and 
Asians (blacks, however, self-rate at the same level with whites and as 
better than Asians). This pattern seems to confirm Latin Americanization 
as those at the bottom in Latin America tend to exhibit a diffused rather 
than clear racial consciousness. My contention seems to be also bolstered 
by their findings that “blacks give themselves ratings that tilt in an unfa-
vorable dimension on the traits of welfare dependency and involvement 
with gangs” and that “for Latinos three of the dimensions tilt in the direc-
tion of negative in-group ratings.”43

Table 9.4.  Relationship between Race/Ethnicity and Racial Stereotypes on 
Intelligence and Welfare Dependency of Blacks, Latinos, Asians, and Whites in Los 
Angeles, 1993–1994

Group Stereotyped

Blacks Latinos Asians Whites

Group Stereotyping
Unintelligent?
White 3.79 3.96 2.90 3.09
Asians 4.39 4.46 2.90 3.25
Latinos 3.93 3.57 2.74 2.87
Blacks 3.31 3.96 3.21 3.32
F-ratio *** *** *** ***

Prefer Welfare?
White 4.22 4.08 2.30 2.48
Asians 5.10 5.08 2.52 2.93
Latinos 5.57 4.49 2.77 2.77
Blacks 4.12 4.29 2.67 2.77
F-ratio *** *** *** ***

Source: Los Angeles Study of Urban Inequality, 1993–1994.
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SOCIAL INTERACTION AMONG 
MEMBERS OF THE THREE RACIAL STRATA

If Latin Americanization is happening, one would expect more social 
(e.g., friendship, associations as neighbors, etc.) and intimate (e.g., mar-
riage) contact between whites and members of the groups I label honor-
ary white than between whites (and honorary whites) and members of 
the collective black. A cursory analysis of the available data suggests this 
is in fact the case.

1. Interracial Marriage

Although most marriages in America are still intraracial, the rates vary 
substantially by group. Whereas 93 percent of whites and blacks marry 
within-group, 70 percent of Latinos and Asians do so, and only 33 percent 
Native Americans marry Native Americans.44 More significantly, when 
one disentangles the generic terms “Asians” and “Latinos,” the data fits 
even more closely the Latin Americanization thesis. For example, among 
Latinos, Cuban, Mexican, Central American, and South Americans have 
higher rates of outmarriage than Puerto Ricans and Dominicans.45 Al-
though interpreting the Asian American outmarriage patterns is very 
complex (groups such as Filipinos and Vietnamese have higher than ex-
pected rates in part due to the Vietnam War and the military bases in the 
Philippines), it is worth pointing out that the highest rate belongs to Japa-
nese Americans and Chinese and the lowest to Southeast Asians, a pattern 
that seems to fit the contours of my Latin Americanization argument.46

Furthermore, racial assimilation through marriage (“whitening”) is 
significantly more likely for the children of Asian-white and Latino-white 
unions than for those of black-white unions, a fact that bolsters my Latin 
Americanization thesis. Hence, whereas only 22 percent of the children 
of black fathers and white mothers are classified as white, the children of 
similar unions among Asians are twice as likely to be classified as white.47 
For Latinos, the data fits even closer my thesis as Latinos of Cuban, Mexi-
can, and South American origin have high rates of exogamy compared to 
Puerto Ricans and Dominicans.48 We concur with Moran’s (2001)49 specula-
tion that this may reflect the fact that because Puerto Ricans and Domini-
cans have far more dark-skinned members, they have restricted chances for 
outmarriage to whites in a highly racialized marriage market.

2. Residential Segregation among Racial Strata

An imperfect measure of interracial interaction is the level of neigh-
borhood “integration.”50 Nevertheless, the various indices devised by 
demographers to assess the level of residential segregation allow us to 
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gauge in broad strokes the level of interracial contact in various cities. In 
this section, I focus on the segregation of Latinos and Asians as the high 
segregation experienced by blacks is very well known.51

RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION AMONG LATINOS

Researchers have shown that Latinos are less segregated from and are 
more exposed to whites than blacks.52 Yet, they have also documented 
that dark-skinned Latinos experience black-like rates of residential segre-
gation from whites. Early research on Latino immigrant settlement pat-
terns in Chicago, for example, showed that Mexicans and Puerto Ricans 
were relegated to spaces largely occupied by blacks, in part because of 
skin color discrimination.53 More recent studies find also this race effect 
on Latino residential segregation patterns. Latinos who identify as white, 
primarily Cubans and South Americans, are considerably more likely to 
reside in areas with non-Latino whites than are Latinos who identity as 
black, mainly Dominicans and Puerto Ricans.54

RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION AMONG ASIANS

Of all minority groups, Asian Americans are the least segregated from 
whites. However, they have experienced an increase in residential segre-
gation in recent years.55 In a recent review Zubrinsky Charles (2003) found 
that from 1980 to 2000, the index of dissimilarity for Asians had increased 
three points (from thirty-seven to forty) while the index of exposure to 
whites had declined sixteen points (from eighty-eight to sixty-two).56 Part 
of the increase in segregation (and the concomitant decrease in exposure) 
may be the result of the arrival of newer and poorer immigrants from 
Southeast Asia.57 For example, the Vietnamese—a group I predict will be 
part of the collective black—almost doubled its size between 1990 and 
2000. While the majority of residential segregation studies are based on 
black, Latino, and Asian proximity to whites, which limits an examination 
of intragroup differences among Asians and Latinos, the fact that Asians 
have much lower dissimilarity indexes and higher exposure indexes vis-
à-vis Latinos and blacks, fits my overall claim that the majority of Asians 
will belong to the honorary white category.

DISCUSSION

I have presented a broad and bold thesis about the future of racial strati-
fication in the United States.58 However, at this early stage of the analysis 
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and given the serious limitations of the data on “Latinos” and “Asians” 
(most of the data is not parceled out by subgroups and hardly anything is 
provided by skin tone), it is hard to make a conclusive case. I acknowledge 
that factors such as nativity or socioeconomic characteristics may explain 
some of the patterns I documented.59 Nevertheless, the fact that almost all 
the objective, subjective, and social interaction indicators I reviewed were 
in the direction I predicted, supports my Latin Americanization thesis. 
For example, the objective data clearly shows substantive gaps between 
the groups I labeled “white,” “honorary whites,” and the “collective 
black.” In terms of income and education, whites tend to be slightly better 
off than honorary whites who tend to be significantly better off than the 
collective black. Not surprisingly, a variety of subjective indicators signal 
the emergence of internal stratification among racial minorities. For exam-
ple, whereas some Latinos (e.g., Cubans, Argentines, Chileans, etc.) are 
very likely to self-classify as whites, others are not (e.g., Dominicans and 
Puerto Ricans living in the United States). This has led them to develop a 
racial attitudinal profile, at least in terms of subscription to stereotypical 
views about groups, similar to that of whites. Finally, the objective and 
subjective indicators had a correlate at the level of social interaction. Data 
on interracial marriage and residential segregation shows that whites are 
significantly more likely to live nearby honorary whites and to intermarry 
them than members of the collective black.

I also acknowledge that my racial map and arguments can be debated 
and, since I have already heard some critiques, I wish to take the opportu-
nity to defend my case. The three criticisms of my work I hear most often 
are the following: (1) Why do I classify Arab Americans as “honorary 
white” at a time when all Arabs, and folks who look like them, are being 
labeled terrorists? (2) How can I predict that color blindness will become 
even more salient when there seems to be a resurgence of old-fashioned 
racism? (3) Why do I suggest a triracial order will emerge when many 
Latinos and whites fight to become white?

The first person with whom I debated some of these points was my 
wife, who happens to be a Palestinian woman. And I will state here ex-
actly what I told her in the privacy of our home. Regarding the first point, 
I used a semantic move and told her “I love you baby, but . . .” and pro-
ceeded to explain to her that this map is heuristic and, thus, that it is not 
definitive. Groups may move up or down and I am willing to contemplate 
this possibility if the data warrants it. However, because the data in this 
chapter—and in forthcoming work—does not show that Arab Americans 
or Asian Indians (a group that is, for many reasons, in a similar location in 
whites’ imaginary to Arab Americans) have changed their racial politics, 
I am not inclined to move them to the “collective black” category. In fact, 
I suggest their historical position is analogous to that of Japanese Ameri-
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cans during World War II. (In their case, the record shows that despite 
suffering from the horrible ignominy of internment, Japanese Americans 
returned rather quickly to an in-between status in the racial order and as 
the favored minorities for whites. Furthermore, they did not shift their 
political lenses and join in the struggle with other minorities in the sixties 
and seventies. In contrast to Latinos, blacks, and Native Americans, Japa-
nese Americans hardly participated in the civil rights movement.) Thus, 
Arab Americans may be suffering from a sort of collective punishment 
from whites by being regarded as terrorists, as fundamentalist, as uncivi-
lized or differently civilized, but I do not see systematic evidence suggest-
ing they are developing an oppositional identity such as that exhibited 
by other minorities. But, as I also told my wife, if I see data suggesting 
that “Arab Americans”60 are in fact becoming members of the “collective 
black” and behaving as such in terms of their patterns of interaction, I am 
willing to revise my map.

Regarding the second point, I still maintain that color blindness will 
become the glue that will bind the triracial order. This does not mean 
that Jim Crow racism is totally dead or that it may not temporarily gain 
space—making Amerika feel more like Amerikkka. However, we must 
understand that because color blindness is about maintaining white 
power, this ideology, as all ideologies, can bend in many ways to help 
in this task. Even the material I included in the main text of the book 
showed that it is possible for whites to claim they are color blind and still 
talk about race in crude ways. Examples of this phenomenon abound. For 
instance, every night you can watch Lou Dobbs on CNN attack so-called 
illegal aliens, talk about China and India as if they were the real economic 
threat for America, trash Arab nations, and make fun of so-called politi-
cal correctness in a color-blind way. And “in point of fact,” to use one 
of Lou Dobbs’s favorite verbal mannerisms, whenever anyone calls him 
“racist” or claims he is “being racist,” he gets indignant and claims to be 
above the racial fray. Similarly, the way President Bush and his cabinet 
have attempted to thread the needle in this “War on Terror” fits the logic 
of color blindness. Their rhetorical plan seems to be, “Say a lot about the 
‘enemy,’ but use disclaimers so that you can never be pinned down as 
intolerant or racist.”

Lastly, on the matter of whether Asians and Latinos will join the ranks 
of whites, I simply state almost verbatim what I stated in a debate on this 
matter in an edited book with my colleague George Yancey, author of Who 
Is White? Latinos, Asians, and the New Black/Nonblack Divide.61 Although 
Yancey’s claim is meritorious—he claims that because most Asians and 
Latinos self-identify as white in the Census, they should therefore be con-
sidered as such—and I have many coincidences with him (I too argue that 
many Latinos and Asians will become white), I believe his overall claim 
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is unlikely. There are four reasons why I think his general prediction is 
unlikely. First, Latinos and Asians are not “new immigrants.” They have 
been in the United States since at least the nineteenth century. Therefore, 
if they were going to become white, that process should have started in 
the 1830s (for Mexican Americans) and 1840s for (Chinese Americans). 
The fact that this has not happened in mass (I acknowledge that some 
Asians and Latinos, like light-skinned blacks in the past, became white 
through passing) suggest that the racialization of these groups is different 
from that of people of European descent.

Second, all racial categories are historico-political constructions and, 
therefore, always exhibit malleability and porosity. However, the incor-
poration of groups into the U.S. white category has shown, so far, to have 
some epidermic boundaries, that is, groups and individuals added to the 
category have been European-looking. Hence, groups lacking epidermic 
capital, such as Latinos and Asians, will have more trouble getting ad-
mission into whiteness (but I point out that individual members of these 
groups can use their individual racial capital, such as light skin color, eye 
color, etc., to move up the racial ladder).

Third, the kind of assimilation process experienced by many of the 
groups that are presumed to become white (e.g., Mexican Americans, 
Dominicans, Puerto Ricans, Filipinos, etc.) seems different from that of 
European immigrants in the early part of the twentieth century. Thus, 
analysts now talk about “segmented assimilation” to refer to the variety 
of outcomes of these groups.62

And fourth, the class and cultural distance between the masses of 
Mexican, Central American, and some Asian immigrants and whites is 
such that it is unlikely that most of them will be able to become white. 
The Mexican, Puerto Rican, Dominican barrios and the Chinese, Korean, 
Vietnamese towns across the nation are not like the temporary ethnic 
ghettos of the past. Some of these neighborhoods have more than one 
hundred years of existence, a very long time to be regarded as “transition 
neighborhoods.”

I restate for the record that I acknowledge that many of these new im-
migrants as well as many of the old minority citizens will either become 
white or near-white (honorary white). My big difference with Yancey and 
others is that I believe that most of these people will not become white 
and will accompany blacks in the large loosely organized racial strata at 
the bottom of the racial order.

Race Struggle in a Latin America–like United States

If my predictions are right, what will the consequences of Latin Ameri-
cans be for race relations in the United States? First, racial politics will 
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change dramatically. The “us versus them” racial dynamic will lessen as 
“honorary whites” grow in size and social importance. They are likely to 
buffer racial conflict—or derail it altogether—as intermediate groups do 
in many Latin American and Caribbean countries.

Second, the ideology of color-blind racism that I examined in this book 
is likely to become even more salient in the United States. Color-blind rac-
ism is in fact an ideology similar to that prevailing in Latin American and 
Caribbean societies and like there, it will help glue the emerging racial 
order and buffer racial conflict.

Third, if the state decides to stop gathering racial statistics, the struggle 
to document the impact of race in a variety of social venues will become 
monumental. More significantly, because state actions always impact 
civil society, if the state decides to erase race from above, the social rec-
ognition of “races” in the polity may become harder. We may develop 
a Latin American–like “disgust” for even mentioning anything that is 
race-related.

Fourth, the deep history of black-white divisions in the United States 
has been such that the centrality of the black identity will not dissipate. 
For instance, research on the “black elite” shows that it exhibits racial at-
titudes in line with their racial group.63 That identity, as I suggested in this 
chapter, may be even taken up by dark-skinned Latinos as it is being rap-
idly taken up by most West Indians. For example, Al, a fifty-three-year-
old Jamaican engineer interviewed by Milton Vickerman (1999), stated,

I have nothing against Haitians; I have nothing against black Americans. . . . 
If you’re a nigger, you’re a nigger, regardless of whether you are from Tim-
buktu. . . . There isn’t the unity that one would like to see. . . . Blacks have 
to appreciate blacks, no matter where they are from. Just look at it the way I 
look at it: That you’re the same. 64

However, I expect some important changes to take place even among 
the black population. Their racial consciousness, I argue, will become 
more diffused. For example, blacks will be more likely to accept many 
stereotypes about themselves (e.g., “We are lazier than whites”) and 
exhibit what I label here as a “blunted oppositional consciousness” (see 
chapter 8). Furthermore, the external pressure of “multiracials” in white 
contexts65 and the internal pressure of “ethnic” blacks may change the no-
tion of “blackness” and even the position of some “blacks” in the system. 
Colorism may become an even more important factor as a way of making 
social distinctions among “blacks.”66

Fifth, the new racial stratification system will be more effective in 
maintaining white supremacy. Whites will still be at the top of the so-
cial structure but will face fewer race-based challenges. And, to avoid 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   24513_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   245 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



246 Chapter 9

confusion about my claim regarding “honorary whites,” let me clarify 
that I believe their standing and status will be ultimately dependent 
upon whites’ wishes and practices.67 “Honorary” means that they will 
remain secondary, will still face discrimination, and will not receive equal 
treatment in society. For example, although Arab Americans should be 
regarded as “honorary whites,” their treatment in the post–September 
11 era suggests their status as “white” and as “Americans” is tenuous 
at best. Although some analysts and commentators may welcome Latin 
Americanization as a positive trend in American race relations,68 those at 
the bottom of the racial hierarchy will soon discover that behind the state-
ment “We are all Americans” hides a deeper, hegemonic way of maintain-
ing white supremacy. As a Latin America–like society,69 the United States 
will become a society with more rather than less racial inequality but with 
a reduced forum for racial contestation. The apparent blessing of “not 
seeing race” will become a curse for those struggling for racial justice in 
years to come. We may become “All Americans,” as commercials in re-
cent times suggest, but paraphrasing George Orwell, “some will be more 
American than others.”

In the next chapter of this book, I will tackle the meaning of the election 
of President Obama. Although many commentators and analysts believe 
his election signifies “the end of racism” or a monumental change in our 
long racial history, I will argue that it is in line with color-blind racism.

NOTES

1. Data from,”2010 Census Shows America’s Diversity” a report sponsored by 
the U.S. Census Bureau which can be found at the following address: www.cen
sus.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/2010_census/cb11-cn125.html.

2. The reference for Huntington’s book is Who Are We? (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2004). As a quick refutation, the United States has never had an “Anglo-
Saxon” because the culture of the country has always reflected waves of incorpo-
ration of peoples as colonial subjects (e.g., Mexicans and Indians), as immigrants 
(e.g., Italians, Scandinavians, etc.), and slaves (e.g., Africans).

3. For a critique of the way Lou Dobbs frames the immigration debate, skews 
his list of invitees, and distorts the data on immigration he presents in his show, 
see Peter Hart’s article, “Dobbs’ Choice: CNN Host Picks Immigration as His 
Ax to Grind,” February 2004 in the website of FAIR (Fairness and Accuracy in 
Reporting).

4. Asian Americans were, from the first time they set foot in this country, a 
very small group (about 1 percent of the population) very regionally concentrated 
(mostly on the West Coast). But since the enactment of the 1965 Immigration Act, 
this group has grown in size exponentially and is now represented in most states. 
And this group, perceived as a success story, has in fact the highest proportion 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   24613_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   246 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



 E Pluribus Unum, or the Same Old Perfume in a New Bottle? 247

of college graduates (50 percent) and a high level of income. For recent data on 
this group, see the U.S. Census Bureau release, “Asian/Pacific American Heritage 
Month, May 2005,” located in www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/
archives/facts--for--features--special--editions/004522.html. For critiques of the 
“model minority” myth and explanations of the success story of Asian Americans, 
see Frank H. Wu, Yellow: Race in America Beyond Black and White (New York: Basic 
Books, 2003).

 5. On the political scandals, one just need to remember how easy it was for 
the Republican Party to accuse the Democratic Party of selling the nation’s sover-
eignty to China in the 2000 election because they allegedly accepted contributions 
from Chinese citizens. (For a critique, see Wu, Yellow.) For examples on the anti-
Chinese views expressed in the news, tune in to almost any channel every night 
and see how they frame trade issues (“They are taking us for a ride!”), energy 
issues (“They are using too much energy!”), or intellectual property right issues 
(“They are stealing our intellectual property!”). On the latter point, we must al-
ways remember that if we super-exploit nations all over the world, we have no 
moral ground to defend intellectual property rights. It is simply another case of 
the rooster coming back home to roost.

 6. I place these two concepts in quotation marks for two reasons. First, since 
we are all one species, the notions such as “multiracial” or “biracial” reify biologi-
cal interpretation of race. Second, all humans are “multiracial” (in the sociological 
sense of the notion of race) since we are the product of 2 million years of mixing, 
migrating from place to place, and mixing some more. What has allowed people 
to signify their multiracialism in the United States nowadays is the transition 
from the Jim Crow era—when all people were either white or nonwhite—to the 
post–civil rights racial era in which there is seemingly more space and fluidity for 
individuals to choose their identity, racial or otherwise.

 7. I have said elsewhere that there is no multiracial movement per se, if by 
that one means a social movement. What we have is many organizations, without 
much coherence, articulating the views and angst of either parents (usually white 
mothers) of biracial children or the organizations of biracial children in colleges 
and professional circles.

 8. For a perceptive examination of interracial marriage and now race still or-
dains our mate selection, see Rachel Moran, Interracial Intimacy: The Regulation of 
Race and Romance (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2001).

 9. The comments on demographers, and the data on rates of interracial mar-
riage, refer to Sharon Lee and Barry Edmonston, “New Marriages, New Fami-
lies: U.S. Racial and Hispanic Intermarriage,” Population Bulletin, June 2005. An 
example of a public intellectual heralding interracial marriage as the solution to 
America’s racial problems is Randal Kennedy, Interracial Intimacies (New York: 
Pantheon, 2003).

10. Jennifer Wilbanks’s story of the Georgia woman who disappeared the day 
before her wedding in the summer of 2005, shows that Latinos may be moving 
into a position in our culture analogous to that of blacks. Wilbanks claimed she 
was kidnapped by a Hispanic man and a white woman. Initially, the story was 
believed, but soon after, the police realized the story was fabricated. But of inter-
est in this case is that Wilbanks did not rely on the traditional “black man story” 
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and used what seems to be the new game in town: “The Hispanic man did it.” 
Also, the fact that we believed her story until we were told it was not true suggests 
there is a new racial sensitivity or fear emerging in the country.

11. See, for example, George Yancey, Who Is White?: Latinos, Asians, and the New 
Black/Nonblack Divide (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003).

12. Denish D’Souza, The End of Racism (New York: Free Press, 1995); William J. 
Wilson, The Declining Significance of Race (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1978).

13. See, for example, Richard Alba and Victor Nee, Remaking the American Main-
stream: Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration (Boston and London: Harvard 
University Press, 2004).

14. The arguments and data for this chapter come from my ongoing project ti-
tled, “‘We Are All Americans!’: The Latin Americanization of Racial Stratification 
in the United States.” For a discussion on the racialization of the world system, 
see Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein, Race, Nation, and Class: Ambiguous 
Identities (London: Verso, 1991).

15. Experts interested in the references on this section should consult my chap-
ter, “‘We Are All Americans!’: The Latin Americanization of Racial Stratification 
in the United States,” in The Changing Terrain of Race and Ethnicity, edited by Maria 
Krysan and Amanda E. Lewis, 149–83 (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2004).

16. Aline Helg, “Race in Argentina and Cuba, 1880–1930: Theory, Policies, and 
Popular Reaction,” in The Idea of Race in Latin America, 1870–1940, edited by Rich-
ard Graham (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990).

17. Two example of this posture are Herbert J. Gans, “The Possibility of a New 
Racial Hierarchy in the Twenty-first Century United States,” in The Cultural Ter-
ritories of Race: Black and White Boundaries, edited by Michele Lamont (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999), and Jonathan W. Warren and France Wind-
dance Twine, “White Americans, the New Minority? Non-Blacks and the Ever-
Expanding Boundaries of Whiteness,” Journal of Black Studies 28, no. 2 (1997): 
200–218. A quick rebuttal of their view is that Latinos and Asians have been here 
for a long time and have not become white en masse. Thus, I expect that the bulk 
of the Latino and Asian immigrants coming to America (increasingly poor and 
many in a tenuous legal status in the country) will not join the ranks of the white 
group as these analysts predict.

18. Any social stratification order that does not have intermediate strata is 
more likely to be fraught with conflict of the “‘We’ versus ‘Them’” kind and re-
quire a more heavy investment in coercion as a way of keeping social order. On 
this point, see Gerhard E. Lenski, Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratifica-
tion (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984). Hence, my claim here 
is that the development of this intermediate group will act as a “buffer” for social 
conflict. The white-nonwhite dynamic typical of the American racial order will be 
blurred by more complex racial lines of contestation.

19. See Robert Miles, Racism after Race Relations (London and New York: Rout-
ledge, 1993) and Robin Cohen, Global Diasporas: An Introduction (Seattle: Univer-
sity of Washington Press, 1997).

20. See Stephen Castles and Mark Miller, The Age of Migration: International 
Population Movements in the Modern World (Hong Kong: Macmillan, 1993).
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21. For more on this argument, see my “‘This Is a White Country’: The Racial 
Ideology of the Western Nations of the World-System,” Sociological Inquiry 70, 
no. 3 (2000): 188–214.

22. See, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, “The Essential Social Fact of Race: A Reply to 
Loveman,” American Sociological Review 64 (2000): 899–906.

23. Stephen Steinberg, Turning Back: The Retreat from Racial Justice in American 
Thought and Policy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995).

24. However, phenotype in Latin America can be perceptually and socially 
“lightened” (or “darkened”) by nonphenotypical characteristics such as educa-
tion, language, culture, class, and occupational background. A black-looking 
person with a Ph.D. from Harvard who makes lots of money may not be regarded 
as black in Puerto Rico or Brazil. Similarly, I believe that although most Asian 
Indians range in color from dark to quite dark, they are likely to be regarded as 
honorary whites because of their mastery of the English language, high levels of 
education, and other nonphenotypical factors.

25. Whereas the Bolivian Census of 2001 reports that 71 percent of the Bolivians 
self-identify as Indian, less than 20 percent have more than a high school diploma, 
and 58.6 percent live below the poverty line, 66 percent of Bolivians in the United 
States self-identify as white, 64 percent have twelve or more years of education, 
and have a per capita income comparable to that of whites. Thus, this seems like 
a case of self-selection, that is, Bolivians in the United States do not represent 
Bolivians in Bolivia. The information on Bolivia comes from Censo Nacional de 
Población y Vivienda, Bolivia: CaraterÀ1Àsticas de la Población, Serie Resultados, 
vol. 4 (La Paz: Ministerio de Hacienda, 2002).

26. On this see the classic work of Henri Tajfel, “Experiments in Intergroup 
Discrimination,” Scientific American 223 (1970): 96–102. See also the contributions 
of Cecilia Ridgeway. For an example, see her “The Social Construction of Status 
Value: Gender and Other Nominal Characteristics,” Social Forces 70, no. 2 (1991): 
367–86.

27. Michael G. Hanchard, Orpheus and Power: The Morimiento Negro of Rio de 
Janeiro and São Paulo, Brazil, 1945–1988 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1994).

28. Survey experiments have shown that if the question on Hispanic origin is 
asked first, the proportion of Latinos who report to be “white” increases from 
25 to 39 percent (Martin, Demaio, and Campanelli 1990). The same research 
also shows that when Latinos report to belong to the “Other” category, they are 
not mistaken, that is, they do want to signify they are neither black nor white. 
Unfortunately, we do not have results by national groups. Are Cubans more 
likely to claim to be white if the order of the questions is changed? Or is the 
finding symmetrical for all groups? Regardless we think this finding does not 
alter the direction of the overall findings on the self-identification of various 
Latino groups.

29. See Yen Le Espiritu Espiritu, Asian American Panethnicity: Bridging Institu-
tions and Identities (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992).

30. E. San Juan Jr., “The Limits of Ethnicity and the Horizon of Historical Mate-
rialism,” in Asian American Studies: Identity, Images, Issues Past and Present, edited 
by Esther Mikyung Ghymn (New York: Peter Lang, 2000), 10.
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31. Leland T. Saito, Race and Politics: Asian Americans, Latinos, and Whites in a Los 
Angeles Suburb (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 59.

32. My comments on Asian Americans, in case some readers have doubts, ap-
ply to Latinos, too. Latinos, as I have argued so far, are not a monolithic group 
and have serious divisions that mimic elements of the divisions seen among Asian 
Americans. For instance, a study on Latino attitudes toward immigration released 
in June 2005 reported, “Although an overwhelming majority of Hispanics ex-
presses positive attitudes toward immigrants . . . a significant minority, concen-
trated among native-born Latinos, is concerned that unauthorized migrants are 
hurting the economy.” The study estimates the size of this group as 30 percent of 
the native-born population, but does not go further in attempting to identify the 
characteristics of this segment. Perhaps they are the light-skinned, well-educated, 
Hispanics that I label here honorary white. See Robert Suro, “Attitudes towards 
Immigrants and Immigration Policies: Surveys among Latinos in the U.S. and 
Mexico,” Pew Hispanic Center, August 16, 2005.

33. On the racial attitudes of Latinos, see Wallace Lambert and Donald Tay-
lor, Coping with Cultural and Racial Diversity in Urban America (Westport, Conn.: 
Praeger, 1990), and, particularly, Tatcho Mindiola Jr., Yolanda Flores Niemann, 
and Nestor Rodriguez, Black-Brown Relations and Stereotypes (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 2002).

34. Mindiola, Niemann, and Rodriguez, Black-Brown Relations and Stereotypes.
35. See Nilda Flores-Gonzales, “The Racialization of Latinos: The Meaning of 

Latino Identity for the Second Generation,” Latino Studies Journal 10, no. 3 (1999): 
3–31, and Suzanne Oboler, Ethnic Labels, Latino Lives: Identity and the Politics of 
(Re)Presentation in the United States (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1995).

36. On Dominicans and their racial history, see David Howard, Coloring the Na-
tion: Race and Ethnicity in the Dominican Republic (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner 
Publishers, 2001).

37. Clara Rodriguez, Changing Race: Latinos, the Census, and the History of Ethnic-
ity in the United States (New York: New York University Press, 2000) 56.

38. Lawrence Bobo, Camille Zubrinksy, James Johnson Jr., and Melvin Oliver, 
“Work Orientation, Job Discrimination, and Ethnicity,” Research in the Sociology of 
Work 5 (1995): 45–85.

39. Bobo, Zubrinsky, Johnson, and Oliver, “Work Orientation,” 78. See also 
Lawrence Bobo and Devon Johnson, “Racial Attitudes in Prismatic Metropolis: 
Mapping Identity, Stereotypes, Competition, and Views on Affirmative Action,” 
in Prismatic Metropolis, edited by Lawrence Bobo, Melvin Oliver, James Johnson, 
and Abel Valenzuela (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2000).

40. On the views of Asian Americans, see Ronald Weitzer, “Racial Prejudice 
among Korean Merchants in African American Neighborhoods,” Sociological 
Quarterly 38, no. 4 (1997): 587–606; In-jin Yoon, On My Own: Korean Businesses and 
Race Relations in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); and Pyong 
Gap Min, Caught in the Middle: Korean Communities in New York and Los Angeles 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996).

41. For a more thorough analysis, see Bobo and Johnson, “Racial Attitudes in 
Prismatic Metropolis.”
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42. Bobo and Johnson, “Racial Attitudes in Prismatic Metropolis.” 
43. Bobo and Johnson, “Racial Attitudes in Prismatic Metropolis,” 103.
44. Moran, Interracial Intimacy, 103.
45. Greta A. Gilbertson, Joseph P. Fitzpatrick, and Lijun Yang, “Hispanic Out-

Marriage in New York City—New Evidence from 1991,” International Immigration 
Review 30 (1996).

46. See Harry L. Kitano and Roger Daniels, Asian Americans: Emerging Minori-
ties (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000).

47. House Committee on Reform and Oversight, Subcommittee on Govern-
ment, Management, Informational Technology, Hearings on Federal Measures of 
Race and Ethnicity, May 22, 1997 (prepared testimony of Professor Mary C. Waters, 
Department of Sociology, Harvard University).

48. Gilbertson, Fitzpatrick, and Yang, “Hispanic Out-Marriage in New York 
City.”

49. Moran, Interracial Intimacy.
50. For some of the limitations of this index, see Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and 

Gianpaolo Baiocchi, “Anything but Racism: How Sociologists Limit the Signifi-
cance of Racism,” Race and Society 4 (2001): 117–31.

51. See, for example, Douglass S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton, American 
Apartheid (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), and Milton Yinger, 
Closed Doors, Opportunities Lost: The Continuing Costs of Housing Discrimination 
(New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1995).

52. See Douglass S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton, “Trends in the Residential 
Segregation of Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians: 1970–1980,” American Sociologi-
cal Review 52, no. 6 (1987): 802–25. For a recent review of the overall trends, see 
Camille Zubrinsky Charles, “The Dynamics of Racial Residential Segregation,” 
Annual Review of Sociology 29 (2003): 167–207.

53. See John J. Betancur, “The Settlement Experience of Latinos in Chicago: Seg-
regation, Speculation, and the Ecology Model,” Social Forces 74 (1996): 1299–1324.

54. See John R. Logan, “How Race Counts for Hispanic Americans,” Lewis 
Mumford Center, University of Albany, 2003. Retrieved from http://mumford1
.dyndns.org/cen2000/BlackLatinoReport/BlackLatino01.htm.

55. On this point, see William H. Frey and Reynolds Farley, “Latino, Asian, 
and Black Segregation in U.S. Metropolitan Areas: Are Multi-ethnic Metros Differ-
ent?” Demography 33, no. 1 (1996): 35–50, and Michael J. White, Ann E. Biddlecom, 
and Shenyang Guo, “Immigration, Naturalization, and Residential Assimilation 
among Asian Americans in 1980,” Social Forces 72, no. 1 (1993).

56. The dissimilarity index expresses the percentage of a minority population 
that would have to move to result in a perfectly even distribution of the popula-
tion across census tracts. This index runs from 0 (no segregation) to 100 (total 
segregation) and it is symmetrical (not affected by population size). The exposure 
index measures the degree of potential contact between two populations (major-
ity and minority) and expresses the probability of a member of a minority group 
meeting a member of the majority group. Like the dissimilarity index, it runs from 
0 to 100, but unlike it, it is asymmetrical (it is affected by population size). See 
Zubrinsky Charles, “The Dynamics of Racial Residential Segregation.”
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57. See Frey and Farley, “Latino, Asian, and Black Segregation in U.S. Metro-
politan Areas.”

58. I am not alone in making this kind of prediction. Scholars such as Arthur K. 
Spears, Suzanne Oboler, Gary Okihiro, and Mari Matsuda have made similar 
claims recently. See Arthur K. Spears contribution in his edited book, Race and 
Ideology: Language, Symbolism, and Popular Culture (Detroit: Wayne State University 
Press, 1999); Suzanne Oboler, “‘It Must Be a Fake!’: Racial Ideologies, Identities, 
and the Question of Rights in Hispanics/Latinos,” in The United States: Ethnicity, 
Race, and Rights, edited by Jorge J. E. Garcia and Pablo De Greiff (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2000); Gary Okihiro, Margins and Mainstreams: Asians in American History 
and Culture (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1994); and Mary J. Matsuda, 
Where Is Your Body? And Other Essays on Race, Gender and the Law (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1996).

59. An important matter to disentangle empirically is whether it is color or 
nativity, education, or class that determines where groups fit in our scheme. A 
powerful alternative explanation to many of my preliminary findings is that the 
groups I label “honorary whites” come with high levels of human capital before 
they achieve honorary white status in the United States; that is, they fit this inter-
mediate position because of neither their color nor their race, but rather because 
of their class background. Although this is a plausible alternative explanation that 
we hope examine in the future, some of the available data suggests that race/
color has something to do with the success of immigrants in the United States. 
For example, the case of West Indians—who come to the United States with class 
advantages (e.g., educational and otherwise) and yet “fade to black” in a few 
generations—suggests that the “racial” status of the group has an independent 
effect in this process. It is also important to point out that even when some of 
these groups may do “well” objectively, when one checks their returns to their 
characteristics is when one realizes how little they get for what they bring to the 
fore. And, as Waters and Eschbach stated in a review of the literature on immigra-
tion, “The evidence indicates that direct discrimination is still an important factor 
for all minority subgroups except very highly educated Asians.” Mary C. Waters, 
Mary C. Eschbach, and Karl Eschbach, “Immigration and Ethnic and Racial In-
equality in the United States,” Annual Review of Sociology 21 (1995): 442. However, 
even highly educated and acculturated Asians, such as Filipinos, report high 
levels of racial discrimination in the labor market. Not surprisingly, second- and 
third-generation Filipinos self-identity as Filipino American rather than as white 
or “American.” For references on all these matters and a slightly more elaborate 
discussion, see Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Anything but Racism (New York: Routledge, 
2004).

60. The term “Arab Americans” may in fact be too wide to hide multiple reali-
ties. My wife, Mary Hovsepian, a sociologist at Duke, has suggested to me that 
maybe Christian Arabs will become white-like and Muslim Arabs will become 
black-like. Although I still have not seen data suggestive of this trend, I remain 
observant of this possibility.

61. George Yancey, Who Is White? Latinos, Asians, and the New Black/Nonblack 
Divide (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003).
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62. Alejandro Portes and Ruben G. Rumbaut, Legacies: The Story of the Immigrant 
Second Generation (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002).

63. See Michael Dawson, Behind the Mule: Race and Class in African American 
Politics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994).

64. Milton Vickerman, Crosscurrents: West Indian Immigrants and Race (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 199.

65. Kerry Ann Rockquemore, Kerry Ann Brunsma, and David L. Brunsma, 
Beyond Black: Biracial Identity in America (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 2002).

66. For a recent discussion and analysis on this matter, see Cedric Herring, 
Verna M. Keith, and Hayward D. Horton, Skin Deep: How Race and Complexion 
Matter in the “Color-Blind” Era (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003).

67. The work of Claire Jean Kim on “triangulation” seems appropriate here. 
She argues that Asian Americans have been triangulated vis-à-vis blacks and 
whites. On the one hand, whites value Asian Americans as a model minority wor-
thy of praise, but at the same time, they ostracize them civically as unworthy of 
assimilation. Albeit my data on marital assimilation and neighborhood segrega-
tion suggests that the second pole is more complex than Kim suggests, her point is 
well-taken. See Claire Jean Kim, “The Racial Triangulation of Asian Americans,” 
Politics and Society 27, no. 1 (March 1999): 105–38. For a similar point with tons of 
examples, please see Frank H. Wu, Yellow.

68. In the last few years, Harvard political scientist Jennifer Hochschild has 
been working on a project dealing with the significance of color for Americans. 
Although her project is similar to mine and we have shared platforms a few 
times, she believes that this development may be progressive as it will lessen 
racial boundaries. I, as a black-looking man who lived for twenty-one years in a 
so-called racial democracy, know that colorism is no solution to racialization but 
is in fact a different version of it.

69. “Latin America–like” does not mean exactly like Latin America. The four-
hundred-year history of the American racial formation has stained the racial 
stratification order forever. Thus I expect some important differences in this 
new American racial stratification system compared to that “typical” of Latin 
American societies. First, phenotype-based discrimination will not work per-
fectly. Hence, for example, although Asian Indians are dark-skinned, they will 
still be higher as a group in the stratification system than, for example, Mexican 
American mestizos. Second, Arabs, Asian Indians, and other non-Christian groups 
are unlikely to be allowed complete upward mobility unless they engage in pass-
ing. The events of September 11, 2001, and our intervention in Afghanistan and 
Iraq—both of which may force the U.S. military to remain in the area for a long 
time—are reinforcing the traditional view of whiteness as a Christian-only iden-
tity. Third, because of the three hundred years of dramatic racialization and group 
formation, most members of the historically nonwhite groups will maintain “eth-
nic” (Puerto Ricans) or racial claims (e.g., blacks) and demand group-based rights.

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   25313_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   253 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   25413_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   254 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



255

Madness is rare in individuals—but in groups, parties, nations, and 
ages it is the rule. 

—Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil

Four years ago, when I wrote the first draft of this chapter, many Amer-
icans (mostly white but also some confused people of color) believed 

that the election of Barack Obama as the forty-fourth president of the na-
tion was truly a foundational event. My critical views on Obama, on his 
centrism, and particularly on his color blindness were not appreciated by 
most. I was accused of all sorts of things; I still am, albeit with less em-
phasis given that we have four years of data on Obama. But I maintained 
my stand that we needed to explain why, in a country where race mat-
ters at all levels, a black man was elected president. It was not enough to 
postulate that Obama could not be elected, as many race commentators 
did, or to suggest his election meant we were close to the end of racism 
(I remind readers that only 43 percent of whites voted for Obama in 2008 
and 39 percent in 2012, and not all who did were “beyond race”). Hence, 
now that Obama was reelected so narrowly, we must revisit how he was 
elected president in the first place, what he did as president, and what 
is the meaning of eight years of Obamerica. This chapter is my effort to 
remain engaged in the politics of race in the so-called post-racial moment 
we live in.

10

Race Matters in Obamerica1

The Sweet (but Deadly) Enchantment 
of Color Blindness in Black Face
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256 Chapter 10

“WE ARE ALL MAD HERE”: 
ON MADNESS IN THE AMERICAN WONDERLAND

In this chapter, I explain the “miracle” that happened in 2008 and its 
continuation in 2012: the election (and now, reelection) of a black man 
as president of the United States. My explanation runs counter to those 
who believe his victories represent the “end of racism” and the beginning 
of the era of “no more excuses”2 for people of color. I contend Obama’s 
ascendancy to the presidency is part and parcel of the “new racism” in 
the United States since the early 1970s. We have seen the rise of a few, 
carefully chosen minorities who are willing to propound a happy version 
of the American story, and the elevation of these minority politicians as 
“evidence” that America has overcome. This fairy tale is the most popular 
way to explain American racial politics, despite the depressing statistics 
telling a different story about what it means to be a minority in America 
in 2011.

This chapter is also a call to progressives and liberals who believed 
in Obama’s message of hope and change to get serious. In 2013, we 
now have four years of Obama’s presidential record to scrutinize, as we 
have done with all prior presidents. As I was involved in debates about 
Obama leading up to the 2008 election, I revisit my predictions to evalu-
ate whether the president has delivered on his promises, or whether, as 
I predicted, he has been far more moderate (centrist) than progressives 
were willing to admit in 2008.

But before I begin, several clarifications are needed to avoid unneces-
sary confusion. First, my criticism of Obama is neither of all he stands for 
nor of all of his actions in office. Second, although I will criticize Presi-
dent Obama’s image, politics, and policies, I want to be absolutely clear 
on one important point: in comparison to the president he replaced in 
2008 and the Republican candidates he has faced, Obama seems like pure 
gold. Third, since Obama emerged as a viable candidate, the bulk of the 
American intelligentsia ceased its critical mission. Being critical is part of 
the job of intellectuals in any society, and when they are not critical, they 
abdicate their responsibility. 

“DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE”: 
THE REAL QUESTION POSED BY OBAMA’S VICTORY

George Orwell stated a long time ago that “to see what is in front of one’s 
nose needs constant struggle.”3 In the 2008 election cycle, Americans did 
not see what was in front of their noses; they saw what they wanted and 
longed to see. Whereas blacks and other people of color saw in Obama the 
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impossible dream come true, whites saw the confirmation of their belief 
that America is indeed a color-blind nation. But facts are, as John Adams 
said, “stubborn things,”4 and astute social analysts know that since the 
late 1970s, racial progress in the United States has stagnated and, in many 
areas, regressed. The evidence of such a state of affairs is, as the title of 
a report of the early 1990s put it, “clear and convincing.”5 All socioeco-
nomic indicators reveal severe racial gaps in income, wealth, housing, 
and educational and occupational standing. Since I have addressed these 
inequalities in previous work,6 I will review here some economic dispari-
ties as documented for 2008—the year Obama was elected president. All 
the statistics I cite, unless otherwise specified, come from the report “State 
of the Dream 2009: The Silent Depression,”7 a very useful compendium 
of information from sources such as the Census Bureau and the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics.

•  The black unemployment rate in 2008 was 11.9 percent. Among 
young black males aged sixteen to nineteen, unemployment was 32.8 
percent (v). (Unemployment for whites in 2008 was 5.8 percent.) The 
median household incomes of blacks and Latinos were $38,269 and 
$40,000, respectively, while the median household income of whites 
was $61,280 (v).

•  Blacks and Latinos had poverty rates of 24 percent and 21 percent, 
respectively, compared to a 10 percent poverty rate for whites (v). 

•  People of color were more likely to be poor (24.5 percent), remain 
poor (54 percent), and move back into poverty from any income class 
status than their white counterparts (vi). 

•  Nearly 30 percent of blacks had zero or negative worth, versus 15 
percent of whites (vi). 

Citing data from the “State of Black America 2009” report by the Urban 
League, Earl Graves Jr., from Black Enterprise, said the following on the 
wealth disparity: 

•  Nationally, the typical African American family in 2008 possessed 
less than 10 percent of the net worth of the average white family. 
Almost 30 percent of black families had zero or negative net worth. 
And far fewer blacks than whites benefit from inherited wealth or 
assets. 

•  Only 18 percent of people of color had retirement accounts, com-
pared to 43.4 percent of their white counterparts. 

•  On average, people of color had 8 cents for every dollar of white 
wealth.8
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When we look at the most recent available statistics, blacks and Lati-
nos have not made up for the gap in employment, income, and wealth. 
In fact, they have actually fallen further behind whites under Obama. In 
the month before the 2012 election, according to data from the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, the overall unemployment rate was at 7.9 percent. While 
whites’ unemployment was at 6.6 percent, Latinos experienced higher 
unemployment (11 percent), and blacks were more than twice as likely 
as whites to be unemployed (14.3 percent).9 And 40.9 percent of uninsti-
tutionalized (i.e., not incarcerated) black men and women between ages 
sixteen and nineteen were unemployed.10 

This growing racial disparity is also starkly visible in statistics on pov-
erty. Although the media and Wall Street reported an early recovery from 
the recession, in 2010 the Census reported the poverty rate had increased 
to 15.1 percent, a fifty-two-year high.11 While 12.8 percent of whites were 
poor (an increase of 2.8 percent), 27.6 percent of blacks and 25.3 percent 
of Latinos were poor in 2011, a respective increase of 3.6 percent and 
4.2 percent in only three years.12 In other words, the already-substantial 
racial poverty gap increased after the recession. Black average income 
decreased to $32,229 in 2011, a loss of $6,000 or 18 percent of income from 
2008. While whites’ incomes also decreased by a significant amount, they 
still earned $20,000 more than blacks, on average.13 

These statistics are frightening indicators of the worsening economic 
well-being of blacks, but they do not tell the true extent of the story—as 
we have seen, the racial wealth disparity can be even more important 
than income differences.14 Perhaps most sobering is the doubling of the 
wealth gap between blacks and whites in only four years, between 2005 
and 2009. Where the gap used to be ten-to-one, whites now possess on av-
erage twenty times the wealth of blacks and eighteen times that of Latinos.15 
Much of this huge jump in wealth disparity comes from the racialized ef-
fects of the housing market crash. The Center for Responsible Lending re-
ported that by the end of the crash, almost a quarter of black homeowners 
would lose their homes due to foreclosure, although whites experienced 
more foreclosures.16 Several major banks (Wells Fargo, Bank of America, 
and SunTrust) have already agreed to settlements for their targeting of 
black and Latino customers and communities for subprime mortgages 
and higher rates,17 but it is not clear that these practices will be stopped.

The racial inequality that persists today is not the product of “imper-
sonal market forces”18 or due to the presumed cultural, moral, ethical, 
intellectual, or family “deficiencies” of people of color, as conservative 
commentators have argued. Racial inequality today is due to the “con-
tinuing significance” of racial discrimination.19 The scholarly community 
has documented the persistence of discrimination in the labor and hous-
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ing markets and has uncovered the coexistence of old-fashioned as well 
as subtle “smiling discrimination.”20

But racial discrimination is not just about jobs and housing: discrimina-
tion affects almost every aspect of the lives of people of color. It affects 
them in hospitals,21 restaurants,22 trying to buy cars or hail a cab,23 driv-
ing,24 flying,25 or doing almost anything in America. Indeed, “living while 
black [or brown]”26 is quite hard and affects the health (physical and 
mental) of people of color tremendously, as they seem to always be in 
“fight or flight” mode.27 

Despite the continuing significance of racism in minorities’ lives, 
whites’ racial policy attitudes in 2008 had not changed significantly since 
the 1980s.28 Instead, most29 contemporary researchers believe that since 
the 1970s, whites have developed new ways of justifying the racial status 
quo distinct from the “in your face” prejudice of the past. Analysts have 
labeled whites’ post–civil rights racial attitudes as “modern racism,” 
“subtle racism,” “aversive racism,” “social dominance,” “competitive 
racism,” or the term I prefer, “color-blind racism.” But regardless of the 
name given to whites’ new way of framing race matters, their switch from 
Jim Crow racism to color-blind racism did not change the basics, as the 
new version is as good as the old one, if not better, in safeguarding the 
racial order.

Misrecognizing the nature of the current racial regime, too many liberal 
and progressive commentators dug a deep hole for themselves in the 
2008 election, as they either went with the flow and assumed Obama was 
truly about social and racial change, or they took the stand that white 
racism would prevent Obama from getting elected.30 But there is a more 
fitting, historically accurate, and sociologically viable explanation. The 
“miracle”—the fact that race matters in America tremendously, yet we 
elected a black man as our president—is but an apparent one. Obama, 
his campaign, and his “success” are the outcome of forty years of racial 
transition from the Jim Crow racial order to the racial regime I have re-
ferred to as the “new racism.” In the new America that presumably began 
on November 4, 2008, and was extended in 2012, racism has remained 
firmly in place and, even worse, is becoming a more daunting obstacle. 
The apparent blessing of having a black man in the White House is likely 
to become a curse for black and brown folks. 

In the remainder of this chapter I do three things. First, I describe 
the context that made it possible for someone like Obama to be elected 
president. Second, I discuss what Obama did in order to be elected 
president. Finally, I review Obama’s policies in the first half of his presi-
dency, to show how we have been delivered the same old politics in a 
new package. 
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FROM JIM CROW TO THE NEW RACISM REGIME

The Obama phenomenon is the product of the fundamental racial trans-
formation that transpired in America in the 1960s and 1970s. Unlike Jim 
Crow, the new racial order that emerged—the “new racism”—reproduces 
racial domination mostly through subtle and covert practices that are 
often institutionalized, defended with coded language (“those urban peo-
ple”), and bonded by the racial ideology of color-blind racism. Compared 
to Jim Crow, this new system seems genteel, but it is extremely effective 
in preserving systemic advantages for whites. The new regime is, in the 
immortal lyrics of Roberta Flack’s song, of the “killing me softly” variety. 

In chapter 2, I have described in detail how the new racial practices for 
maintaining white privilege operate ideologically, socially, and economi-
cally. Given the focus of this chapter, I will just briefly present my analy-
sis of political developments. These days, several major factors limit the 
advancement of people of color in the political arena. There are multiple 
structural barriers to the election of black and minority politicians includ-
ing racial gerrymandering, multimember legislative districts, and the 
like. Despite some progress in the 1970s, people of color are still severely 
underrepresented among elected (whites still show a preference to vote 
for white candidates) and appointed officials. And because most minor-
ity politicians must either “compromise” to get elected or are dependent 
upon local white elites, their capacity to enact policies that benefit the 
minority masses is quite limited. 

More significantly, in my early analysis on these matters I mentioned 
the emergence of a new type of minority politician. By the early 1990s it 
was clear that both major political parties (but the Democratic Party in 
particular) had learned from the perils of trying to incorporate veteran 
civil rights leaders such as Jesse Jackson. Regardless of the limitations of 
Jackson as a leader and of his “rainbow coalition” strategy of the 1980s, he 
and his coalition proved to be too much of a challenge to the “powers that 
be.”31 Hence, both parties and their corporate masters developed a new 
process for selecting and vetting minority politicians. After the Demo-
cratic Party co-opted civil rights leaders such as John Lewis, Andrew 
Young, and the like, they began manufacturing a new kind of minority 
politician (the Republican Party followed suit later). Today’s electorally 
oriented minority politician is not the product of social movements, usu-
ally joins the party of choice while in college, moves up quickly through 
the party ranks, and, most importantly, is not a race rebel.32 The new mi-
nority politicians, unlike their predecessors, are not radicals talking about 
“the revolution” and “uprooting systemic racism.” If Republican, they 
are antiminority conservatives such as Michael Steele (the former chair-
man of the Republican National Committee), Allen West (former U.S. 
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representative from Florida), Marco Rubio (senator from Florida), Susana 
Martinez (governor of New Mexico), Bobby Jindal (governor of Louisi-
ana), and Nikki Haley (governor of South Carolina). If a Democrat, they 
are post-racial leaders with center to center-right politics such as Harold 
Ford (former congressman from Tennessee and former head of the now-
defunct conservative Democratic Leadership Council and an MSNBC 
commentator), Cory Booker (Newark’s mayor since 2006), Deval Patrick 
(governor of Massachusetts since 2006), Adrian Fenty (D.C.’s mayor from 
2006 to 2010) and, of course, Barack Obama. Plutocrats love these kinds 
of minority politicians because, whether Republican or Democrat, neither 
represents a threat to the “power structure of America,”33 instead repre-
senting Booker T. Washington–style accomodationism.

Obama’s case is illustrative. Although during his carefully orchestrated 
presidential campaign he and his team touted his credentials as a “com-
munity organizer,” Obama’s real story at the moment of his political 
conception is quite different. During the campaign Obama said “commu-
nity organizing is ‘something I carry with me when I think about politics 
today—obviously at a different level and in a different place, but the same 
principle still applies.’”34 His wife, Michelle Obama, added, “Barack is not 
a politician first and foremost” and that “he’s a community activist ex-
ploring the viability of politics to make change.”35 But the historical record 
is quite different. First, Obama accomplished quite little in his two years 
as a paid36 community organizer: all reports, including Obama’s own ac-
count in The Audacity of Hope, reveal he was very disappointed with the 
pace of change. Second, by 1987 he had all but abandoned Saul Alinsky’s 
ideal of the community organizer and was dreaming of getting elected 
to office. Hence, in the same article, which is sympathetic to Obama, the 
author states that “Obama . . . has become exactly the kind of politician 
his mentors might have warned against.”37 

The record also shows that by the time Obama ran for office in 1996, 
he had already acquired many of the typical characteristics of post–civil 
rights minority politicians. After he won the Illinois state race in 1996, 
Adolph Reed, a black political science professor and contributor to vari-
ous progressive magazines, said the following about Obama: 

In Chicago, for instance, we’ve gotten a foretaste of the new breed of foun-
dation-hatched black communitarian voices; one of them, a smooth Harvard 
lawyer with impeccable do-good credentials and vacuous-to-repressive 
neo-liberal politics, has won a state senate seat on a base mainly in the 
liberal foundation and development worlds. His fundamentally bootstrap 
line was softened by a patina of the rhetoric of authentic community, talk 
about meeting in kitchens, small-scale solutions to social problems, and the 
predictable elevation of process over program—the point where identity 
politics converges with old-fashioned middle-class reform in favoring form 
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over substance. I suspect that his ilk is the wave of the future in U.S. black 
politics, as in Haiti and wherever else the International Monetary Fund has 
sway. So far the black activist response hasn’t been up to the challenge. We 
have to do better.38 

Obama negotiated Chicago Democratic politics quickly and success-
fully, and by 2002, he had become the darling of the city’s black elite, 
and soon, the white elite. Christopher Drew and Mike McIntire, in a 2007 
article in the New York Times, state that Obama “improbably” raised fif-
teen million dollars for his senate campaign.39 But their characterization 
of this quick turnaround (from having problems settling his campaign 
debt from his loss to Congressman Bobby Rush in 2000 to the success 
of his campaign in 2004) as “improbable” is inaccurate, because by 2003 
Obama had already received the blessing from the Democratic Party 
elders and financiers, beginning with a fundraiser held at the home of 
Vernon Jordan, according to Paul Street. Street states that “Obama passed 
this preliminary trial with flying colors.”40 The people in the meeting liked 
his academic background, suave and cool style, and political outlook. 
Attendees such as Gregory Craig (big-time attorney and former special 
counsel to Bill Clinton), Mike Williams (legislative director of the Bond 
Market Association), and other big wheelers appreciated that Obama was 
not a “racial polarizer” (that is, that he was not Jesse Jackson–like) and 
that he was not “anti-business.” This explains the seemingly “improb-
able” victory of Obama in the 2004 senate race and the 700 million dollars 
he was able to raise in the 2008 presidential campaign. According to an 
investigative report by Ken Silverstein41 and a book by David Mendell,42 
Obama rose quickly beyond the confines of Illinois because the American 
elite resolutely loved his “reasonable tone.” 

Therefore, post–civil rights minority politicians like Obama are not 
truly about deep change, but about compromise. If they were about fun-
damental changes to the American social order, they would not be the 
darlings of the two mainstream parties. Although some post–civil rights 
minority politicians may, from time to time, “talk the talk,” their talk is 
rather abstract almost to the point of being meaningless, and they seldom 
if ever “walk the walk.” For instance, Obama talked during the campaign 
about corporate lobbyists, but said nothing about corporate power; com-
plained about “big money” in politics yet raised more money than any 
politician in American history; subscribed to the Republican lie about a 
crisis in Social Security and is likely to follow through with policies to 
“save” a program that is solvent;43 and talked about alternative energy 
sources and clean energy yet was in bed with folks in the “clean coal” and 
“safe nuclear energy” camp.44 

Based on all the information at hand, there is no question that politi-
cians like Obama are “accomodationist”45 par excellence and teach the 
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“wretched of the earth” the wrong political lesson: that electoral, rather 
than social-movement, politics46 is the vehicle for achieving social justice. 
In the next section we show that Obama’s political road to the (still) White 
House perfectly fits the practices and tone of post–civil rights minority 
politicians. 

“‘WHO ARE YOU?’ SAID THE CATERPILLAR”: 
ON THE MEANING OF OBAMA’S POLITICS

When questions arose during the campaign about Obama’s progres-
siveness due to his support of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance 
Act (FISA)47 and other reactionary positions he held, Obama said in an 
interview with the New York Times that “I am someone who is no doubt 
progressive.”48 However, true to the style of post–civil rights minority 
politicians, he insisted he did not like to be “labeled” as right or left and 
preferred to be regarded as a “nonideological” and “pragmatic” politi-
cian. As the campaign advanced, Obama’s nonideological stand betrayed 
a conservative bent, and some commentators questioned his commitment 
to “progressiveness.” For instance, in harsh yet prophetic words, Huffing-
ton Post blogger Taylor Marsh labeled Obama’s brand of progressiveness 
as “progressive cannibalism.” He was referring to Obama’s willingness 
“to do whatever he can to get elected, cannibalizing his own and our ide-
als as he goes; bringing as many people along as he can, including con-
servatives who will have no allegiance to what progressives have worked 
for over decades to achieve.”49 And indeed, as Glen Ford has argued, far 
from representing the “lesser of two evils,” Obama in 2012 is actually “the 
more effective evil,”50 because the left is not prepared to fight his policies.

In this section I restate doubts I raised about Obama during the 2008 
campaign and argue that his politics and tone were not, as so many 
liberals and progressives believed, tactical maneuvers to get elected, but 
represented who Obama truly was and how he has governed. Because the 
concerns I expressed about the Obama phenomenon during the 2008 and 
2012 campaigns were borne out by subsequent events in his first term, I 
reproduce them here almost verbatim. I maintain the present tense used 
in the original, but the statements are formatted as extracts to distinguish 
them from the brief (and contemporary) discussion that appears after 
each one.

The first concern I have is that Obama does not represent a true social 
movement, but an undercurrent of various actors and contradictory 
forces that did not necessarily agree on fundamental issues. Lacking a 
social movement with a common agenda, I believe his presidency will 
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become problematic as we have no way of predicting his actions and 
will not have people “in the streets” to curb them if needed.

When I wrote this, some commentators thought Obama had a “grass-
roots” approach to politics.51 However, all his political praxis during the 
campaign was in line with mainstream party politics (in fact, all he did 
was through the Democratic Party) and did not emanate from or create 
a social movement. The massive rallies and the 700 million-plus dollars 
he raised in the campaign did not emanate from the organized (or unor-
ganized, as many social movements follow a more spontaneous path52) 
movements created by the efforts of activists with a common agenda. 
The mantra of his campaign, “Change we can believe in,” was so ab-
stract that almost anything and anyone could have fit in. The most sig-
nificant matter, however, was that Obama supporters lacked a common 
agenda and belief system. What I argued during the campaign—that 
white support was not indicative of post-racialism—has now been cor-
roborated in post-election studies. Noted survey researchers Professor 
Tom Pettigrew from UC–Santa Cruz and Professor Vincent Hutchings 
from the University of Michigan found that Obama’s white voters were 
just slightly less prejudiced than McCain’s white voters. And because 
Obama’s white voters were younger than McCain’s, as they age and face 
real-life issues (e.g., getting a job, getting married, selecting a neighbor-
hood and schools for their kids, etc.), they are likely to regress to their 
racial mean—that is, will develop views similar to those of older whites 
today.53 

Second, none of the policies Obama has offered on the crucial issues 
of our time (health care, NAFTA, the economy, immigration, racism, 
the Wars, etc.) are truly radical and likely to accomplish the empty yet 
savvy slogan he adopted as the core of his campaign: change.

Few of Obama’s ardent supporters had a clue about his policy propos-
als and even about his positions on crucial issues. As Ashley Doane has 
pointed out, this phenomenon among otherwise well-informed people 
resembles Goffman’s phenomenon of “studied nonobservance,” where 
everyone pretends not to notice a violation of norms for the sake of get-
ting along. For instance, while on vacation in the summer of 2008, I had a 
discussion with several minority professors about Obama in which they 
told me I was “too harsh” on Obama. As the discussion proceeded, I said, 
“I cannot not believe you are all for Obama so blindly given his support 
for the death penalty.” One of them laughed and told me that Obama was 
not for the death penalty. I urged the colleague to check the matter on the 
Internet, and, a minute later, the person said, “Well, but Obama has a nu-
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anced position,” to which I replied, “When one is dead there is no nuance.” 
Later, I will discuss some of these policies and how they do not represent 
change, but more of the same.

Third, Obama has reached the level of success he has in large mea-
sure because he has made a strategic move toward racelessness and 
adopted a post-racial persona and political stance. He has distanced 
himself from most leaders of the civil rights movement, from his own 
reverend, from his church, and from anything or anyone who made 
him look “too black” or “too political.” Heck, Obama and his cam-
paign even retooled Michelle Obama54 to make her seem less black, 
less strong, and more white-lady-like for the white electorate!

Throughout Obama’s first term, Obama has always tried to avoid 
seeming too black. (For instance, press aides apparently refused to put the 
Obamas on BET for the first six months of Obama’s presidency.55) Such 
careful dancing around reminding the electorate of his blackness has also 
limited Obama’s responses to racist events, sometimes farcically (as in 
the infamous “beer summit” with Skip Gates and the white police officer 
who arrested him in his home). But this also has important ramifications 
for Obama’s policy, as I will show below. Indeed, political scientist Daniel 
Gillion has found that in the first half of Obama’s term, the president has 
said less about race than any president since 1961.56 

President Obama’s “race lite” stand was vital during the campaign and 
remains so. He has avoided any serious discussion on race and, when 
forced to talk about it, has remained frustratingly vague. For instance, in 
a 2008 interview with ABC’s George Stephanopoulos, he took seemingly 
all sides on affirmative action. He talked about the importance of how 
affirmative action is carried out, mentioned that race still matters, said 
his daughters probably will not need affirmative action, and hinted at a 
class-based program.57 In a comment on Obama’s performance in the in-
terview, Peter S. Canellos observed in the Boston Globe that Obama rarely 
deals with the substance of the policies, but focuses on the values, a tactic 
that seems to go well with his supporters.58 

Obama’s post-racial stand during the campaign was not a new thing. 
Those who have read his books Dreams of My Father and The Audacity of 
Hope are familiar with his long-standing attempt to be if not beyond race 
at least above the racial fray. Hence, it was not the least surprising when 
President Obama answered the only question he was asked about race in 
his first press conference by suggesting race was a factor in life but that he 
was dealing with America’s “real” problems.59 It was also not surprising 
when in his second press conference he answered a question by Andre 
Showell, a black journalist, about what specific policies he had enacted to 
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benefit minority communities, with ideas reminiscent of how conserva-
tives frame race matters. 

So my general approach is that if the economy is strong, that will lift all 
boats as long as it is also supported by, for example, strategies around col-
lege affordability and job training, tax cuts for working families as opposed 
to the wealthiest that level the playing field and ensure bottom-up economic 
growth. And I’m confident that that will help the African-American com-
munity live out the American dream at the same time that it’s helping com-
munities all across the country.60

As part of his post-racialism, Obama avoided the term “racism” in his 
campaign until he was forced to talk about race. And in that “race speech” 
that so many commentators heralded and compared to speeches by MLK 
(a truly heretical view), he said Reverend Wright’s statements “expressed 
a profoundly distorted view of this country—a view that sees white rac-
ism as endemic” and classified them as “divisive.” This should be sur-
prising to race scholars across the nation who regard racism as indeed 
“endemic” and know that race has been a “divisive” matter in America 
since the seventeenth century! 

For readers who are familiar with my work,61 it should not be surpris-
ing to learn that I agree with Reverend Wright about his claim that rac-
ism is endemic to America. Thus, I do not believe his statements were 
“divisive.” Our nation has been deeply divided by race (and class and 
gender as well) since colonial times! Obama’s speech was clearly a political 
speech intended to appease the concerns of his white supporters riled by 
the media-driven frenzy in March of 2008 based on a snippet of a sermon 
given by Reverend Wright.62

Obama’s speech had three serious problems. First, Obama assumed 
racism is a moral problem (he called it a “sin”) that can be overcome 
through goodwill. In contrast, I have argued that racism forms a struc-
ture and, accordingly, the struggle against racism must be fundamentally 
geared toward the removal of the practices, mechanisms, and institutions 
that maintain systemic white privilege. Second, Obama conceived “rac-
ism” (in his view, prejudice) as a two-way street. In the speech he stated 
that both blacks and whites have legitimate claims against one another, 
that is, that blacks have a real beef against whites because of the continu-
ing existence of discrimination and whites against blacks because of the 
“excesses” of programs such as affirmative action. Obama was wrong on 
this point because blacks do not have the institutional power to imple-
ment a pro-black agenda, whereas whites have had this kind of power 
from the moment this country was born.63 He was also wrong because 
whites’ claims of “reverse discrimination” do not hold much water em-
pirically.64 And when he hints at the “excesses” of the 1960s, which he did 
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in this speech, he is truly talking nonsense! The data show that affirmative 
action has been at best a Band-Aid approach to deal with the hemorrhage 
of racial inequality. Third, Obama’s post-racial call for everyone to “just 
get along”65 so that we can deal with America’s real problems shows the 
Achilles heel of his stand: he truly does not believe racism is a serious 
structural problem in America. Otherwise he would not insist—and he 
has continued this line of argument—that we must get on with America’s 
real problems such as the economy, health care, the wars, and the like. 
Yet the speech accomplished its mission: it placated his white supporters 
who, from then on, hardly showed more concerns about Obama’s racial 
views.66 The speech, accordingly, can be classified as a “neoslave narra-
tive,” as sociologist Tamara K. Nopper has aptly suggested:67 an account-
ing of America’s progress through the iniquities of slavery to the bright 
days of emancipation. 

Fourth, as Glen Ford, executive editor of the Black Agenda Report; 
Adolph Reed; Angela Davis; Paul Street; and a few other analysts sug-
gested, Obamania was (and still somewhat is) a “craze.”68 His support-
ers refused (and many still refuse) to even listen to facts or acknowledge 
some very problematic positions Obama has, such as his support for 
the death penalty. Although there is a larger space today than in 2008 
to criticize Obama from the left, that space is still very limited, particu-
larly in the black community. I was severely stung by the nationalist 
bee in presentations before minority audiences in 2008 and again in 
2012.

Obama’s liberal and progressive supporters wanted to believe, in ahis-
torical fashion, that Obama was a stealth progressive who once elected 
would turn left.69 But, paraphrasing Martin Luther King Jr., “leaders 
should not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 
politics” and the content of Obama’s politics was (and is) center to center-
right. Black and progressive America, unfortunately, seems destined to 
learn this lesson after this “neo-mulatto”70 rents the White House for a 
short while and does not do any meaningful renovation. 

Anyone who lived in the United States during the 2008 presidential 
campaign knows that the entire country was captivated by Obama, who, 
despite my criticisms, is a truly outstanding orator, astute politician, 
and remarkably charismatic man. The problem, however, remains. If 
Obama’s charisma and charming smile prevent us from asking the hard 
questions, probing his record, and acknowledging his actual positions on 
issues, then we risk endorsing style over substance and flowery rhetoric 
over truly progressive positions. As Conor Friedersdorf recently put it, 
“Obama soothes with rhetoric and kills people in secret.”71 
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Lastly, perhaps the most important factor behind Obama’s success, 
and my biggest concern, is that he and his campaign mean and evoke 
different things and feelings for his white and nonwhite supporters. For 
his white supporters, he is the first “black” leader they feel comfort-
able supporting because he does not talk about racism; because he 
reminds them every time he has a chance he is half-white; because 
he is so “articulate” or, in Senator (now Vice-President) Biden’s words, 
echoed later by Karl Rove, Obama was “the first mainstream African-
American who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking 
guy”72 because Obama keeps talking about national unity; and because 
he, unlike black leaders hated by whites such as Jesse Jackson and Al 
Sharpton, does not make them feel guilty about the state of racial affairs 
in the country.73

Since very early on in Obama’s campaign, his white supporters were 
not on the same page as his minority supporters. He quickly became for 
whites an Oprah- or Tiger Woods–like figure, that is, a black person who 
has “transcended” his blackness and become a symbol.74 For instance, 
Katie Lang, a white woman profiled in a Washington Post article, stated 
that “‘Obama speaks to everyone. He doesn’t just speak to one race, one 
group,’ and added, ‘He is what is good about this nation.’”75 And many 
whites, like Joyce Heran in the article I cite above, said without much 
hesitation that if Obama were like Jesse Jackson or Al Sharpton, they 
“probably wouldn’t like him as much.”76 

In sharp contrast, for many nonwhites, and blacks particularly, Obama 
became a symbol of their possibilities. He was indeed, as Obama said of 
himself, their Joshua77—the leader they hoped would take them to the 
Promised Land of milk and honey. They read between the lines and thought 
Obama had a strong stance on race matters. For the old generation desper-
ate to see change before they die,78 and for many post–Reagan generation 
blacks and minorities who have seen very little racial progress during their 
lifetimes, Obama became the new messiah of the civil rights movement. 

In a country with a racial history such as ours and where successful 
black leaders end up killed (Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X), 
vilified (Malcolm X, Minister Farrakhan, and Reverend Al Sharpton), or 
ridiculed (almost all black politicians), one understands why the pos-
sibility of a having a black president became a symbol of the aspirations 
of the entire black community. In interviews with dozens of blacks from 
across the nation after the Iowa victory, the New York Times reported they 
“voiced pride and amazement over his victory [in the caucus] and the 
message it sent.”79

The love fest between blacks and Obama that began in January 2009 
after an initial period of doubt has not ended. A Pew poll conducted in 
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late 2009 showed that blacks’ perceptions of racial progress had dramati-
cally improved in the past few years, a jump attributable to Obama’s elec-
tion.80 Two years further into Obama’s presidency, 85 percent of blacks 
said they were optimistic about their future, and 65 percent were happy 
with their financial situation.81 Given the stark economic disparities I laid 
out earlier in this chapter, these are unexpected findings, to say the least. 
Although blacks’ nationalist moment has a raison d’être, people ultimately 
do not eat pride, cannot find a job by feeling good about themselves, or 
fight discrimination by telling white folks, “We have a black president 
so you better behave” (would this have helped Harvard professor Henry 
Louis Gates?).82 The recently deceased Professor Ronald Walters, a black 
political scientist at Maryland, wisely said immediately after Obama was 
elected president that “one should not let the honeymoon that President Obama 
is enjoying among blacks and their leaders extend too far into the future.”83 

Since I first wrote this chapter, there are some hints that this honey-
moon is souring in some quarters. While only a few black commentators 
and public figures who had supported Obama had turned to critique in 
the first few years of his presidency, 84 by the last months of the 2012 elec-
tion there was a thread of more nuanced debate about what Obama offers 
black voters. A former Obama supporter, Tavis Smiley, recently told the 
Times that “African-Americans will have lost ground in the Obama era.” 
And Fredrick Harris wrote about blacks’ declining fortunes under Obama 
in the New York Times just before the 2012 election. He found it to be a 
“tragedy” that “black elites—from intellectuals and civil rights leaders to 
politicians and clergy members—have acquiesced to this decline, seeing 
it as the necessary price for the pride and satisfaction of having a black 
family in the White House.”85 

“‘WELL! WHAT ARE YOU?’ SAID THE PIGEON. ‘I CAN SEE 
YOU’RE TRYING TO INVENT SOMETHING!’”: MY PREDICTIONS 

DURING THE CAMPAIGN AND MY SCORECARD

Social scientists must always verify how their analyses hold up over 
time. In this section, I restate predictions I made during the presidential 
campaign and assess my “batting average.” I made two large predictions. 
First, I predicted the voices of those who contend that race fractures 
America profoundly would be silenced. Obama’s blackness, I suggested, 
would become an obstacle for people of color, as whites would throw it 
back at them—as well as his words and actions (and even Michelle’s)86 
—as evidence that race was no longer a big deal in America.87 Second, I 
argued Obama’s election would bring the nation closer to my prediction 
about racial stratification in the United States becoming Latin America–like 
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(see chapter 9 of this book). Obama’s presidency, I claimed, would ac-
celerate the pace toward symbolic unity without the nation enacting the 
social policies needed for all of us to be truly “all Americans.” And like 
in Latin American countries, Obama’s nationalist stance (“There’s not a 
black America and white America and Latino America and Asian Amer-
ica; there’s the United States of America”88) might shut the door for the 
recognition of race as a central factor of life. Obamerica may bring us closer 
than ever to a “multiracial white supremacy”89 regime similar to those in 
Latin America and the Caribbean where “racially mixed” folks are elected 
to positions of power without that altering the racial order of things or 
how goods and services are distributed.

These are two broad predictions, and we will need to see how history 
plays out in assessing them. However, early studies have shown some 
support for my prediction that Obama’s election would lead to the per-
ception that racism is over, with potentially harmful consequences for 
people of color. For instance, Valentino and Brader90 found that a good 
number of whites perceived less racial discrimination immediately after 
the election; importantly, these people also now had worse opinions of 
blacks and greater opposition to affirmative action and immigration. 
And Tesler91 found that even the supposedly neutral issue of health care 
gained racial relevance when associated with Obama. Both studies indi-
cate whites are experiencing racial resentment around Obama and his 
policies. Furthermore, there is some evidence that whites’ resentment is 
translating into increased individual racism. A set of Associated Press 
surveys published in 2012 showed that whites demonstrated more rac-
ism than in 2008 when Obama was elected, whether measured through 
explicit views or implicit biases.92 

All this should come as no surprise to those of us who have been fol-
lowing the events following Obama’s election. Indeed, since 2009 we 
have seen the resurgence of old-fashioned, overt racism in response to 
the country’s election of a black president. So many people rushed to 
racist forums immediately following Obama’s election that the website 
Stormfront had to be temporarily shut down.93 This was soon followed by 
the birth of the Tea Party Movement, whose white supporters frequently 
voiced racist opposition to Obama. He was challenged by the emergence 
of the “birther” movement, playing on Obama’s “difference,” which al-
leged Obama was not born in the United States and therefore ineligible 
to be president. Although he eventually produced his “long form” cer-
tificate proving he was born in Hawaii, one in four Americans (and more 
than half of all Republicans) still believe Obama was born outside the 
country.94 And the absurdity continued: in October 2012, Donald Trump 
offered to donate $5 million to a charity of Obama’s choice if he would 
release his passport history and college records.95
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Obama’s opponents have used a similar racializing tactic by develop-
ing the narrative that Obama is a Muslim. This story has been so success-
ful that by the end of his first term, a third of Republicans thought Obama 
is a Muslim, double the number who thought so in 2008; and a third of all 
registered voters said they didn’t know what religion he was, according 
to a Pew poll.96 

These narratives of Obama as a foreigner or a Muslim were reinforced 
by racist imagery. The New York Post ran a cartoon of Obama as a chim-
panzee shot dead by the NYPD.97 This was just one of many popular racist 
images, many of which were altered to depict Barack or Michelle Obama 
with watermelon and KFC buckets. Just after Obama’s inauguration, a 
California mayor e-mailed a picture to his friends showing the White 
House lawn turned into a watermelon patch. A Republican official in Or-
ange County sent a picture depicting Obama as a chimpanzee with chim-
panzee parents, captioned, “Now you know why—no birth certificate.”98

In the lead-up to the 2012 election, several Romney supporters got 
attention for racist displays. One man, who lynched a chair in his yard 
after Clint Eastwood’s infamous speech delivered to an empty chair 
representing Obama, said, “People say that I’m racist. Well, maybe I am 
a little toward this president. I’m not toward black people, I am toward 
the President of the United States.”99 Another man put an Obama mask 
on a monkey statue in his yard with a sign reading “NOBAMA.” But 
even here, there’s color blindness or racism denial: according to CBS, 
“Caldwell said the set-up had nothing to do with race.”100 In October, a 
man in New Jersey set up a storefront display with a picture of Obama as 
a “witch doctor” in loincloth and bone through his nose. He gave inter-
views where he said the following:

•  “It always comes down to the race card.”101 
•  “If you want to call me a racist then go ahead. I can assure you I am 

not a racist; I just really want to see Obama go. . . . This is a good 
example of where race relations are under this guy’s administration. 
. . . This has absolutely nothing to do with race.”102 

•  “I don’t even see color.”103

My point here, to be clear, is that within the overall development of the 
new racism regime and the new phase where minority politicians can be 
in power, it is possible for more crude forms of racism to reemerge and 
even to remain in place. Hence, new racism and old-fashioned racism 
may coexist somewhat happily in Obamerica. 

I now review more targeted predictions I made during the election 
based on President Obama’s first four years in office. First, based on 
promises and remarks Obama made during the campaign, I predicted 
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he would increase the size of the military, wait longer than planned 
for withdrawing from Iraq, increase the scope of the military interven-
tion in Afghanistan, and, more problematically, bomb Pakistan if he got 
“actionable intelligence.” Here I was wrong only in failing to predict the 
true scope of the president’s involvement in the Middle East and other 
regions. While millions of leftists mobilized to end Bush’s invasion of 
Afghanistan and Iraq, there has been very little challenge, or even discus-
sion, of Obama’s imperial foreign policy. In past versions of this chapter, 
I discussed Obama’s slow withdrawal from Iraq and Afghanistan and re-
ferred to the possibility of further military involvement in Pakistan. Since 
then, we have learned much more about the extent of the president’s 
foreign involvement in a wide array of countries. In several respects, 
Obama has gone beyond his Republican predecessor, particularly in his 
redefinition of executive power to wage war, kill any person deemed an 
enemy (including Americans) without trial, use unmanned drones to ter-
rorize populations in multiple countries, detain people indefinitely, and 
spy on American citizens. 

We have entered a new era of the “War on Terror” in which our en-
gagements have no defined beginning or end, nor are we clear on how 
many countries we are bombing (by September 2012, the count included 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Somalia, Yemen, Libya, and threats of 
strikes in Syria and Iran). Even in Iraq, where Obama finally removed all 
combat troops in December 2011, there is already discussion of sending 
some units back to that country.104 Obama’s “surge” (escalation) of the 
Afghanistan war tripled the number of troops in the country. Even now 
that he has sent thirty thousand troops back home, there are still sixty-
six thousand American soldiers there, eleven years into our longest war 
ever. Obama plans to shift the war to a “support” mission by 2014, but 
this is not the same as ending the war and bringing all troops home. In 
fact, Obama and Afghan president Karzai quietly signed a deal in April 
2012 agreeing to the United States’ continued presence in the country 
until at least 2024105 with as many as twenty-five thousand troops,106 only 
eight thousand fewer than when Bush left office in 2009.107 We must also 
note Obama’s 2011 war in Libya, widely regarded as a success on the left, 
but which was waged without congressional approval (and Obama was 
threatening to renew drone strikes in October 2012).108 

Progressives, who loudly decried hints of war with Iran in the Bush 
years, are also quiet as the media continues to breathlessly report 
Obama’s and Netanyahu’s threats against Iran. Obama set the stage for 
war, increasing Bush’s cyber-attacks on Iran (the first time a country 
has waged this attack on another country),109 building a missile-defense 
system in Qatar,110 having his national security adviser brief Netanyahu 
on his contingency plans for an Iran strike,111 allowing the DNC to call 
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Jerusalem the capital of Israel in its party platform,112 and refusing to take 
a military strike off the table as he repeatedly expressed his support for 
Israel. In September 2012, the United States and Britain even sent war-
ships into the Persian Gulf (in Iranian and Omanian waters) to practice 
breaking a potential Iran blockade.113 As Glenn Greenwald has pointed 
out,114 we should also be considering the impact of nonmilitary cam-
paigns against Iranian citizens. According to reports,115 the United States’ 
economic sanctions on Iran, begun in 2010, are causing medicine and food 
shortages and leading to riots.

Any assessment of Obama’s military policy must also take into ac-
count his dramatically stepped-up use of unmanned drones for “military 
strikes” wielded both by the military and the CIA.116 While the adminis-
tration has claimed that civilian losses are minimal, this is not the case. 
A reanalysis of casualty figures for twenty-four drone strikes in Pakistan 
based on interviews with victims’ families and other information found 
a systematic underestimate of the number of civilian deaths when us-
ing media reports. This underestimating has grown even worse under 
Obama, who solved the problem of civilian deaths by redefining any 
strike victim as a “combatant” if male and over fourteen.117 But beyond 
arguing over the number of deaths, we must also pay attention to the 
impact of the drones on the living. An NYU/Stanford report118 details 
the costs to those living in the area of Pakistan most targeted by drones: 
beyond the property damage, the psychological costs are severe. Unsure 
when the next attack will strike, parents keep their children out of school. 
People fear to assist victims of drone strikes because a second strike has 
been known to target rescuers, a potential war crime.119 Far from making 
us safer, Pakistan’s foreign minister has attributed her country’s anti-
Americanism to these attacks.120 As opposition Pakistan politician Imran 
Khan put it, “The war on terror has become a war of terror.”121

Beyond his attacks on the Middle East, President Obama’s drastic 
expansion of executive power in order to wage this undefined war is be-
yond frightening. FISA requests and an NSA whistleblower have shown 
that electronic surveillance has dramatically risen under Obama.122 The 
administration is also resisting a judge’s hold on its program of indefinite 
detention of terrorism suspects (defined as any person who “substantially 
supported al-Qaeda, the Taliban, or associated forces”) without trial; this 
program was challenged by reporters who feared the law was broad 
enough to potentially include them. Most frightening was the New York 
Times’s 2012 disclosure of Obama’s “kill list,” where individuals, includ-
ing U.S. citizens, are targeted for assassination, usually by drone strike, 
before any accusations of guilt were made.123 In a recent article on how 
Obama’s approach is setting us up for a “permanent war,” Greg Miller 
writes, “Targeted killing is now so routine that the Obama Administration 
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has spent much of the past year codifying and streamlining the processes 
that sustain it.”124 He notes that the CIA has requested more drones in its 
budget, turning it into a “paramilitary force.”125 

Put together, Obama’s foreign policy is extremely concerning for its 
abuse of executive power to engage in unchecked military actions. If 
these policies were being implemented by a Republican president, the 
left would be in a continuous uproar.126 But as I predicted, the resistance 
to these terrible policies has been anemic: no matter what he has done, 
Obama is still considered to be a “nice guy.” Where they are not simply 
silent, some liberals either justify supporting Obama’s actions against 
the alternative (as Rebecca Solnit did in a recent piece in The Nation), or 
actually celebrate them, as did a Huffington Post reporter, who claimed 
“Obama must be doing something really right” with foreign policy since 
the Republicans were avoiding the topic in their convention.127 

And the international community, with few exceptions, has given 
Obama a pass no matter what. He received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2009 
and has not been rebuked by the European leaders or by the European 
left on his foreign policy. For instance, during the Bush years (2000–2008), 
the European community was up in arms against his interventionism and 
militarism, and even in 2011 Bush had to cancel a planned trip to Switzer-
land over concerns about protests.128 However, this same community has 
not said anything about Obama’s Bush-Lite foreign policy, and Obama 
still enjoys sky-high approval ratings in many European countries.129

Second, I suggested Obama was going to put together a very conser-
vative cabinet. As predicted, the conservative people who advised him 
during the campaign are now the core of his cabinet. His advisers have 
included Hillary Clinton, Robert Gates (kept on from the G. W. Bush 
administration), Larry Summers (a Clinton-era holdout infamous for his 
famous sexist speech at Harvard), Paul Volker (who served under Carter 
and Reagan), and Timothy Geithner (who has followed the interests of 
Wall Street). President Obama does not have a single radical voice on his 
team. And let’s not forget that Obama’s cabinet is not as diverse as one 
would expect,130 and that the few people of color in his cabinet are in sec-
ondary positions. 

Any turnover in staff would be an opportunity to move in a leftward 
direction, if Obama’s progressive supporters were right that his early 
centrist talk was setting up a future turn to the left, but instead Obama 
reinforced ties to previous administrations and financial interests. Since 
Rahm Emanuel left as chief of staff in 2011 to run for mayor of Chicago, 
for instance, he has been succeeded by William Daley and Jack Lew, both 
Clinton advisors. All three men are former investment bankers, and Lew, 
the current chief, last worked in Citigroup’s “proprietary trading” depart-
ment, betting against the housing market just before the recession.131 And 
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Obama’s second-term cabinet nominations have been even more disap-
pointing. Obama nominated a Republican, Chuck Hagel, to the position 
of secretary of defense. Perhaps his most offensive decision was to nomi-
nate John Brennan, who supported extraordinary rendition and torture 
under Bush, the “key architect” of Obama’s drone wars,132 to head up the 
CIA. Obama had to withdraw Brennan’s name in his first term due to a 
(rare) uproar from the left over Brennan’s history. His decision to choose 
Brennan again, now that Obama has been safely reelected, is a huge insult 
to his base (and should chasten those who told us that Obama just had 
to get elected, and then reelected, before he could bring out his hidden, 
progressive side).

Third, I suggested Obama was going to compromise on his promise of 
taxing the rich. In his first term, Obama unequivocally did so, extending 
the tax cuts for those making over $250,000 for another two years and 
revising the estate tax according to Republican demands, in a so-called 
compromise. The president claimed this compromise was necessary 
to insure unemployment benefits: in exchange, he won the extension 
of unemployment insurance benefits (for only one year), and other tax 
credits designed to stimulate the economy and return money to middle-
class Americans. But the small-business benefits Obama has touted as 
making this “compromise” worthwhile are smokescreens. The New York 
Times cites government and nonpartisan analyses stating that “less than 
3 percent of filers with small-business income pay at the top two income 
tax rates, and many of those are doctors and lawyers in partnerships.”133 
When one considers only small businesses with actual employees, these 
businesses would have been responsible for only 12 percent of the new 
income taxes. Besides, not all these small businesses are actually small: 
20,000 of the businesses filing in 2011 under this category made over $50 
million.134 In other words, even the liberal policies obtained as “conces-
sions” primarily benefitted the wealthy. Delaying taxing the rich if the 
economy is not doing well indicates that President Obama’s economic 
views are in line with the “Chicago School.”135 

At the beginning of Obama’s second term, Obama doubled down on 
his poor tax “compromises.” Rather inexplicably, as his opponents were 
in disarray and failed to produce a coherent alternative, Obama broke 
his oft-repeated promise to raise taxes on families earning more than 
$250,000 in annual income, moving the line to those making over $400,000 
per year (only the richest 1.5 percent). When one combines this change 
with Obama’s decision not to extend the payroll tax cut (which helped 
lower- and middle-income families), and the cuts in Social Security (no 
longer tying rate increases to inflation), it’s clear that Obama is willing to 
bargain away most progressive values without gaining much in return. 
Jonathan Chait compared Obama’s negotiation to the “tight-weak” style 
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of poker playing, where the player loses weak hands and fails to take ad-
vantage of strong ones.136 But such a criticism still presumes that Obama 
actually shared our progressive values in the first place. 

Fourth, I suggested Obama’s health care plan was weak and that his 
“pragmatism” was going to make it even weaker. Specifically, I argued 
that Obama’s proposed reform was far off from what the country needed: 
a universal, single-payer health care plan.137 This was a bone of contention 
during the campaign, as independent observers commented that Obama 
had the weakest health care plan of all the contenders for the Democratic 
Party’s nomination. While Obama did pass a health-care reform bill in 
2009 that included some fixes, the bill ultimately passed without the 
“public option” to buy insurance directly from the government. The de-
bate left a bad taste in the mouths of progressives as Health and Human 
Services secretary Kathleen Sebelius, Max Baucus, and other Democrats 
emphasized that single-payer insurance was “not on the table.”138 Obama 
tried to exclude members of his own party such as Congressman John 
Conyers from Michigan, a leading proponent of a single-payer system, 
from meetings on health care reform. Conyers, after he threatened to 
picket outside the White House, was invited to the summit and, later on, 
in a presentation at Thomas Jefferson University described the attendees 
of the meeting as follows: “It was very heavy with corporate health care 
interests—Big Pharma, insurance companies—the people who don’t want 
single payer.”139

Instead of single-payer, Obama’s plan institutes a mandate forcing 
everyone to purchase private insurance, and subsidizing plans for those 
who can’t afford insurance but don’t qualify for Medicaid (constituting a 
giant payout to the insurance industry). We should remember that, de-
spite Republican opposition to Obama’s health care reform, the mandate 
was originally a Republican idea. As John Cassidy writes,

The problem is fundamental. Setting aside the expansion of Medicaid and 
some long-overdue restrictions on the egregious behavior of health insurers, 
this isn’t really health-care “reform”: it is a significant expansion of the cur-
rent system of private insurance, with the taxpayer footing the bill. It is Mitt 
Romney’s Massachusetts experiment writ large, a peculiar amalgam of egali-
tarian intent and corporate welfare: egalitarianism in the form of providing 
health care to those who can’t afford it; corporate welfare in the form of pay-
ing corporations such as Aetna and Wellpoint generously to take on millions 
of new enrollees. If the average American doesn’t realize this, people on Wall 
Street do. Since Obama’s election, in November, 2008, Aetna’s stock has gone 
from $20 to $35; Wellpoint’s has gone from $30 to $63.140

Fifth, I predicted that because of Obama’s weak stand on race and his 
post-racial persona and appeal, he was not going to enact any meaningful 
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policies to ameliorate racial inequality. Obama’s so-called middle-ground 
position on race can be examined in chapter 7 of his book, The Audacity 
of Hope. There he insists that although race still matters, “prejudice” is 
declining, and as proof he heralds the growth of the black elite, whose 
members do not “use race as a crutch or point to discrimination as an 
excuse for failure.”141 He acknowledges the existence of significant gaps 
between whites and minorities in income, wealth, and other areas and 
voices only tepid support for affirmative action, yet engages in a Bill 
Cosby–like critique of blacks and states they watch “too much television,” 
engage in “too much consumption of poisons,” lack an “emphasis on 
educational achievement,” and do not have two-parent households.142 So 
what is his solution to deal with racial inequality? “An emphasis on uni-
versal, as opposed to race-specific, programs,” which he believes “isn’t 
just good policy; it’s also good politics.”143 He also discusses the problem 
of the black “underclass” and chastises those unwilling to accept the role 
of “values” in their predicament.144 Although he mentions that “culture is 
shaped by circumstances,”145 his emphasis is on behavior.146 

Since taking office, Obama has maintained this universalist position. 
I believe the $789 billion stimulus package his administration passed in 
early 2009, which gave control to localities on how to use the funds, is 
a case in point. Giving money directly to localities without any controls 
is quite problematic, as localities have historically distributed funds in 
a way that preserves existing inequities.147 Unless one adopts what john 
powell labels “targeted universalism”—a perspective that takes into 
consideration that people are differently situated in the social order and, 
thus, that some may need more resources than others—“universal” ef-
forts such as this one will not reduce racial inequities.148 

Obama’s first term has indeed been notable for its lack of race-specific 
policies, even despite the staggering economic statistics I cited earlier. His 
inaction has been especially visible on the issue of black unemployment. 
Despite the severity of the problem, Obama said in 2009 he couldn’t make 
policy specifically helping blacks find work: “I can’t pass laws that say 
I’m just helping black folks. I’m president of the entire United States.”149 
When the Congressional Black Caucus called him out for not doing 
enough for blacks in this area, Obama famously told the caucus to “take 
off your bedroom slippers. . . . Stop complaining, stop grumbling, stop 
crying.”150 To blacks who accuse him of not being aggressive on race, Mr. 
Obama has a reply: “I’m not the president of black America,” he has said. 
“I’m the president of the United States of America.”151

Obama’s reticence on race has meant that he has avoided discussing 
even those issues that whites stereotypically associate with blacks. In the 
2012 election debates, Romney and Ryan repeatedly talked about poverty 
and food stamps (in a racially pointed way), but Obama never mentioned 
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either of these.152 In 2011, he was the first president since 1948 who failed 
to acknowledge poverty or the poor in his State of the Union speech.153 
Amidst continued high unemployment and astronomical wealth inequal-
ity, our president seems unable to acknowledge, much less defend, the 
46 million people living below the poverty line. Our “progressive” presi-
dent’s refusal to strongly defend antipoverty programs will have rever-
berating effects for poor people of all races. 

Obama’s refusal or inability to address race directly is also exacerbat-
ing the problem of voter suppression. In the lead-up to the 2012 election, 
as many states passed or introduced voter ID laws, people of color were 
purged from the polls, and vigilante groups further suppressed the vote 
with voter intimidation,154 Obama was silent on the issue of voting rights. 
When Michelle Obama spoke to the CBC in September 2012, she said, 
“We cannot let anyone discourage us from casting our ballots”—but she 
did not directly address, much less criticize, states’ new voter ID laws.155 
This was especially embarrassing as even former RNC chairman Michael 
Steele, who is far from a racial progressive, spoke out against “frivolous 
or harmful laws” undermining Republicans’ attempts to woo voters of 
color.156 When Jay Leno asked Obama directly about voter suppression 
two weeks before the election, he responded only that “it’s a problem” 
before refusing to comment on the voter ID lawsuits, saying only that we 
“should be thinking about ways to make it easier for folks to vote,” and 
then turned to praise early voting instead.157 

Obama’s single initiative directly targeted at blacks, conveniently an-
nounced in the summer before the 2012 election, is in the relatively un-
controversial area of education. While eliminating educational disparities 
is a laudable goal, the initiative seems cynically designed to allow Obama 
to point to the program as helping blacks, while announced with little 
fanfare and little funding so as to not attract attention from whites. But all 
in all, Obama has left us high and dry—and his campaign doesn’t even try 
to hide it. In 2012, some black donors were disappointed at a campaign 
meeting when Obama officials “handed out cards with talking points on 
the Administration’s achievements for various groups—women, Jews, 
gays and lesbians—and there was no card for African-Americans.”158 

In the 2012 election, Obama took support from blacks for granted, but 
he also seems to have been correct in assuming he could get away with 
it, enjoying both increased black voter turnout and 93 percent of black 
votes.159 In September 2012, Representative Emanuel Cleaver of the Con-
gressional Black Caucus acknowledged that black members of Congress 
had been holding Obama to a lower standard. Pointing to the historic 
level of African American unemployment, Cleaver said, “If we had a 
white president we’d be marching around the White House.”160 In his arti-
cle, Butler compares blacks’ easing up on Obama to the gay community’s 
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insistent pressure. When it looked like he was going to stall them early in 
his administration, they got him to overturn “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” and 
express support for gay marriage. Where is the black community exerting 
similar pressure on Obama? 

Sixth, I criticized the progressive and liberal community in America 
for being in “silly season,” to use Obama’s terminology, regarding the 
amount of money he raised, how he raised it (bundling), and for ignor-
ing the implications this money would have in his administration.161 Are 
we not concerned that Wall Street and HMOs support Obama? Do we 
believe that 700 million dollars in donations did not affect his administra-
tion in 2008? I could not have predicted the Supreme Court’s decision on 
Citizens United and its huge impact on political campaigns, primarily by 
permitting unlimited spending on campaigns and the creation of super 
PACs that repackage anonymized donations. But although Obama has 
denounced the decision, he has taken advantage of Citizens by sending his 
campaign manager Rahm Emanuel to head the super PAC Priorities USA. 
As a campaign finance lawyer observed, “The real scandal in the 2012 
election is the activities that are perfectly legal.”162 And reports coming 
in just after the 2012 election suggest that both sides are already actively 
fundraising for the next campaign.163

A common argument on the left is that Obama is constrained in his 
policy efforts by a republican House (articulated recently by Michael 
Eric Dyson in his debate with Glen Ford in September 2012). But, as Ford 
replied, Obama is not a “victim of all these Republican forces, but in fact 
he is the initiator, from within the Democratic Party, of these austerity 
measures.”164 In fact, many of Obama’s most dangerous policies—the 
expanded War on Terror or his doubling Bush’s number of deportations, 
did not come from Republican pressure. Most likely, they were instead 
motivated, if indirectly, by corporations whose military-industrial in-
frastructure needs more bodies for private prisons and more targets for 
our bombs. At the very least, we should consider who profits from these 
policies.

These were my predictions and arguments about Obama and, sadly, 
many have become a reality and others seem very likely. Obama is clearly 
not a stealth progressive, but a centrist, pro-market, traditional politician 
with a quasi-color-blind view about race matters in America. By early in 
his presidency, Obama himself had accepted part of this characterization 
as when, in a meeting with centrist members of his party in April of 2009, 
he described himself as a “new Democrat” and as a “pro-growth Demo-
crat,”165 both clear signifiers of his pro-business stance. 

To be clear, my characterization of President Obama is political and 
policy-based rather than moral or personal. Like so many Americans, I 
also believe President Obama is a more capable, dignified, and shining 
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representative of this country in the world platform than his predeces-
sor. There is little doubt that Obama projects to the world community a 
much better image of this nation and its possibilities. Even before he was 
elected, international polls showed that up to three-fourths of people in 
the world believed that “an Obama presidency would see improved U.S. 
relations with the rest of the world.”166 

In past versions of this chapter, I cited several of Obama’s policies I 
found relatively admirable, to clarify that I did not believe all of his poli-
cies are wrongheaded. Unfortunately, at the end of his first term, many of 
these have been weakened or undermined by other actions he has taken. 
Below I will provide brief updates on the policies I once applauded, to 
show that even where Obama has been good, he has rarely lived up to 
the hype. 

Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act: While Obama deserves kudos for signing 
this act on his first day in office, it does not mandate equal pay for women 
(as he sometimes implies in campaign speeches)167 but only facilitates 
litigation. Also, under Obama, the EEOC has brought only six sex-based 
pay lawsuits, as compared to eighteen under Bush at the same point in 
his presidency, and charges of sex-based discrimination have actually 
dropped slightly,168 the reverse of what one would expect had the act 
succeeded. Indeed, he may have oversold the impact of the legislation to 
court women voters,169 55 percent of whom voted for him in 2012.170 

Cessation of so-called enhanced interrogation techniques (torture): Soon after 
his election, Obama reversed his promise of releasing pictures of prison-
ers who were tortured,171 successfully pressured Spain in 2009 to drop 
its indictments of top Bush officials for torture,172 reinstated “military 
tribunals,”173 and, as I have noted above, defended his policy of indefinite 
detention for terrorism suspects and affiliates. Conservative columnist 
Charles Krauthammer argues that Obama’s denunciation of torture 
should be weighed against his preference to simply kill potential enemies 
on his “kill list,” without interrogation.174 And as of late 2012, Guantana-
mo’s prison remained open, despite Obama’s repeated promises to close 
it, with 169 detainees awaiting trial and another 87 prisoners who have 
been exonerated, but not freed.175 

Public statements about wanting to extend a hand to leaders of “rival na-
tions”: While Obama has received a lot of criticism for his supposed love 
relationship with Chavez, his administration has been funding anti-
Chavez resistance movements.176 Under Obama’s administration, USAID 
has continued to fund “pro-democracy” efforts against governments 
deemed unfriendly to the United States, as in Cuba, where a USAID em-
ployee was discovered to be clandestinely bringing technological equip-
ment into the country and sentenced for undermining the government. 177 
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And Bolivia has just accused the U.S. embassy in that country of working 
to destabilize it.178 

The achievement of reform of our health care system (even if it ends up not 
delivering a single-payer system, a reformed bad system will be better than the 
current one): See my concerns above. Some features of this plan will im-
prove lives for many Americans, despite my concerns above. But on the 
other hand, what does it mean that Obama’s administration cannot even 
advertise its own “success?” At the 2012 Democratic National Conven-
tion, not a single person mentioned Obamacare’s greatest achievement: 
providing an additional 30 million people with Medicaid coverage. As 
with Obama’s refusal to even say the word “poverty,” Democrats feared 
arousing prejudice with the very word “Medicaid.”179 

Support of the “Employee Free Choice Act” which would facilitate workers’ 
efforts to get unionized: Obama hesitated early in his first term on this 
policy and urged workers to find a “compromise” with the business 
community,180 was absolutely quiet during the 2011 pro-union movement 
in Wisconsin and elsewhere, and surrounds himself with “education ex-
perts” (most notably Arne Duncan) who want to dismantle unions and 
increase charter schools.

New emission and mileage standards:181 While Obama has also made some 
good investments in clean energy, this is too little, too late, as he pledges 
to pursue an “all of the above” approach that involves nuclear energy, 
dangerous natural gas drilling or “fracking,” coal, and, likely, approving 
the construction of a tar sands oil pipeline across part of the United States.

Legislation to exert some control over the credit card industry:182 While 
Obama’s creation of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau is admi-
rable, his appointment of Richard Cordray, rather than the more progres-
sive Elizabeth Warren (who conceived of the bureau and did much of the 
work to set it up), is less so.183 

“‘TUT, TUT, CHILD!’ SAID THE DUCHESS. 
‘EVERYTHING’S GOT A MORAL, IF ONLY YOU 

CAN FIND IT’”: LET SOCIAL JUSTICE NOT DIE AT THE 
ALTAR OF “PRAGMATISM” AND COLOR BLINDNESS

During the election, my overall claim was that the Obama phenomenon 
was not a “miracle” or an event that denotes how far we have come in 
the arena of “race relations,”184 but the product of forty years of racial 
transition. As such, Obama’s election as president may help bring to the 
fore a more powerful type of racial domination: a Latin America–like 
multiracial white supremacy order.185 In Obamerica the space for talking 
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about race matters may dwindle, as whites have gained the upper hand 
symbolically. Although little has changed in the fundamentals of the ra-
cial order, having a black man “in charge” gives the impression of monu-
mental change and allows whites to tell those who research, write, talk, 
and organize against racial inequality that they must be crazy. Whites can 
now say, “How can racism be important in a country that just elected a 
black man as its president?” 

I also argued that Obama’s politics and stand on racial matters epito-
mize the character of America’s racial regime, which, among other things, 
brought forth the post–civil rights minority politician. Although Obama 
is the most successful exemplar of this new kind of politician, the Demo-
cratic and Republican landscape is dotted with them, and I forecast many 
will emerge as central political figures in the near future. Let us not forget, 
for example, that before Obama, former secretary of state General Colin 
Powell could have run for president in 1996.186 In that year an exit poll 
conducted the day of the election revealed that had Powell, rather than 
Bob Dole, been the candidate for the Republicans, he would have won 
the election.187 

President Obama has emphasized his interest in “bipartisanship,” on 
not being “ideological,” and on his “pragmatic” approach to politics as 
policy.188 But what does this mean and what does it imply? I argue that 
Obama’s pragmatism and distaste for what he calls “ideology” betrays 
his center-right stand on most issues. This argument is not entirely origi-
nal, as New York Times writer David Leonhardt dissected Obama’s policy 
views in a piece titled “Obamanomics,” where he described Obama as a 
“University of Chicago Democrat” and suggested that “Obama simply 
is more comfortable with the apparent successes of laissez-faire eco-
nomics.”189 More tellingly, Leonhardt wrote that “invoking pragmatism 
doesn’t help the average voter much; ideology, though it often gets a bad 
name, matters, because it offers insight into how a candidate might actu-
ally behave as president.”190 

Interestingly, like all Democratic presidents and presidential can-
didates since Lyndon B. Johnson, Obama depends on strong electoral 
support from minority communities. If at some point black and Latino 
supporters, who were crucial for Obama’s victories in 2008 and 2012,191 
realize he is not enacting policies that have benefitted them, they may 
walk out of the Democratic Party’s electoral coalition. But since there are 
no other electoral options at this juncture, what political options are there 
for people of color and progressives to make sure the change they were 
promised is delivered? In the concluding chapter of this book, I offer 
some advice to progressives who want to make “change you can believe 
in” more than a vacuous phrase.
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If there is no struggle, there is no progress. Those who profess to favor 
freedom, and yet deprecate agitation, are men who want crops without 
plowing up the ground. They want rain without thunder and lightning. 
They want the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters. This 
struggle may be a moral one, or it may be a physical one, or it may be 
both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle. Power concedes 
nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will. 

—Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom

“I thought racism died in the sixties? But you guys keep talking, and 
talking, and talking about racism. Please stop using racism as a 

crutch!”
“Don’t you think the best way of dealing with America’s racial prob-

lems is by not talking about them? By constantly talking about racism you 
guys add wood to the racial fire, which is almost extinguished!”

“Race is a myth, an invention, a socially constructed category. There-
fore, we should not make it ‘real’ by using it in our analyses. People are 
people, not black, white, or Indian. White males are just people.”1

“A&M’s tradition of focusing on race is a terrible mentality to teach 
a new generation. Dr. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s book White Supremacy & 
Racism in the Post–Civil Rights Era is the latest evolution in this ritual that 
should have collapsed with the 1960s.”2

“Is America’s main problem still ‘the color line’ as W. E. B. DuBois put it 
105 years ago? The very fact that the president is now black is a clear sign 
that it is no longer our main problem, and that we can, even as morally 
informed and socially concerned citizens, admit it.”3

11

“The (Color-Blind) Emperor 
Has No Clothes”

Exposing the Whiteness of Color Blindness
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Statements such as these have become standard examples of how most 
whites think and talk about racism in contemporary America. The last 
one, by conservative black commentator John McWhorter, may be indica-
tive of things to come, as a segment of the minority community has em-
braced, for reasons I articulate below, the dominant color-blind nonsense. 
Those of us who are minority professors in the academic trenches hear 
statements like these from students, staff, and colleagues. I personally 
have been accused of being a “racist” because I use the category race in 
my analysis (as if by closing our eyes, racial fractures would disappear 
from society and we would all just be “Americans”) and of spreading 
“racist propaganda”4 (in the color-blind era, those of us who write about 
race and racism are the ones accused of fostering racial divisions). These 
statements are all emblematic of the racial ideology that in this book I 
labeled “color-blind racism.” At the heart of these statements—and of 
color blindness—lies a myth: the idea that race has all but disappeared as 
a factor shaping the life chances of all Americans. This myth is the central 
column supporting the house of color blindness. Remove this column and 
the house will collapse.

Removing this column, however, is not an easy task, because whites’ 
racial views (views increasingly shared by a portion of the minority com-
munity) are not mere erroneous ideas to be battled in the field of rational 
discourse. They constitute, as I argued in this book, a racial ideology, a 
loosely organized set of ideas, phrases, and stories that help whites justify 
contemporary white supremacy;5 they are the collective representations6 
whites have developed to explain, and ultimately justify, contemporary 
racial inequality. Their views, then, are not just a “sense of group posi-
tion”7 but symbolic expressions of whites’ dominance. As such, they cannot be 
simply eradicated with “facts,” because racial facts are highly contested. 
In the eyes of most whites, for instance, evidence of racial disparity in 
income, wealth, education, and other relevant matters becomes evidence 
that there is something wrong with minorities themselves; evidence of 
minorities’ overrepresentation in the criminal justice system or on death 
row is interpreted as evidence of their overrepresentation in criminal 
activity; evidence of black and Latino underperformance in standardized 
tests is a confirmation that there is something wrong (maybe even geneti-
cally wrong)8 with them.

Given that this ideology—like all ideologies—cannot be simply im-
pugned with facts,9 my main goal in this book was to decode the com-
ponents of color blindness and explain their functions. But ideologies 
never float on thin air. They are always anchored in social systems. Thus, 
in chapter 2, I discussed the “new racism,” the racial regime that has all 
but replaced the Jim Crow order of yesteryears. The mechanisms and 
practices associated with this new order are subtle, institutionalized, and 
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seemingly nonracial. Not surprisingly, the ideology that accompanies 
this regime is as equally slippery and seemingly nonracial. In chapters 
3, 4, and 5, I demonstrated how color-blind racism’s frames, style, and 
racial stories help whites justify contemporary racial inequality. Whites 
use these components like “building blocks”10 to manufacture accounts 
on a variety of racial matters. In general, their accounts amount to the 
statement “Race does not matter that much today, so let’s move on.” For 
example, when whites are asked about affirmative action, they resort to 
the frame of abstract liberalism to oppose it: “Why should we use dis-
crimination to combat discrimination? Two wrongs don’t make a right. 
We should judge people by their merits and let the best person get the 
job or promotion, or be admitted into a good college.” When whites are 
confronted with the reality of the tremendous levels of residential and 
school segregation in the United States, they argue race has nothing to 
do with these matters. Many resort to the naturalization frame and say, 
“This is a natural thing. People prefer to be with people who are like 
them.” Alternatively, they use the abstract liberalism frame and proclaim, 
“People have the right of choosing to live wherever they want to live. 
This is America, for God’s sake!” When whites are faced with evidence of 
discrimination, they acknowledge its occurrence but label the episodes as 
“isolated incidents” and proceed to blame minorities for playing the “race 
card.” Finally, when whites are questioned about the whiteness of their 
social networks, they rebut, “This has nothing to do with race. It’s just the 
way things are.” And if this does not work, they can project the problem 
onto minorities and say, “It’s blacks who do not want to be with us. I 
have seen how they self-segregate in their neighborhoods and even when 
they attend our colleges.” Others may be embarrassed by the makeup of 
their social networks and feel compelled to insert semantic moves (“Well, 
that’s true, but some of my best friends are black”) or personal stories 
(“My best buddy in Vietnam was Samoan!”) to save face.

These frames, as I argued, set whites onto paths of no return. By regard-
ing race-related matters as nonracial, “natural,” or rooted in “people’s 
choices,” whites deem almost all proposals to remedy racial inequality 
necessarily as illogical, undemocratic, and “racist” (in reverse).

Besides examining the components of color-blind racism, I discussed 
two other important features in the color-blind era. First, I explored in 
chapter 6 the contradiction between whites claiming to be color blind and 
their almost-totally white pattern of social interaction. Second, I examined 
in chapter 8 the influence of color-blind racism on blacks. In chapter 7, I 
showed that whites, despite their professed color blindness, live in white 
neighborhoods, associate primarily with whites, befriend mostly whites, 
and choose whites as their mates. The contradiction between their pro-
fessed life philosophy and their real practice in life is not perceived by 
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whites as such because they do not interpret their hypersegregation and 
isolation from minorities (in particular blacks) as a racial outcome. For 
most whites, this is just “the way things are” or something that has noth-
ing to do with race. In chapter 8, I concurred with most researchers11 in 
showing that blacks exhibit a different attitudinal outlook on racial issues 
than whites. Blacks, unlike whites, believe discrimination is real and cen-
tral in shaping their life chances and that the government must intervene 
in a number of areas to guarantee equality among the races (therefore, 
blacks are significantly more likely to support affirmative action, busing, 
and even reparations than whites). Blacks are also more likely than whites 
to engage in interracial friendship and intimacy. Nevertheless, I also 
documented how blacks are influenced by many of the frames of color 
blindness, directly and indirectly. Specifically, I underscored the large 
indirect effect of the frames of color blindness on blacks and how this 
blunts the oppositional character of their perspectives on racial matters. 
For example, many blacks endorse stereotypical views about themselves 
(e.g., blacks are lazy, less intelligent, or more athletic than whites), which 
leads them to adopt confusing standpoints (e.g., “Discrimination is very 
important, but we are a lazy people”).

Finally, I examined “race traitors”—whites who do not dance to the 
tune of color blindness (see chapter 7). Unlike most social scientists, 
who posit that educated (mostly middle-class) white folks are racially 
tolerant and, hence, more likely to support the struggle for racial equal-
ity, my research suggested working-class women are significantly more 
likely than any other segment of the white population to be racially 
progressive. I also pointed out a number of other factors that racial pro-
gressives have in common that may explain their racial progressiveness, 
such as growing up in racially mixed neighborhoods, having extensive 
equal-status contacts with minorities, being center-to-left politically, 
and having dated across the color line. Although more research needs 
to be conducted to corroborate my findings, specify the set of circum-
stances (what sociologists call “variables”) and the conditions that lead 
actors to become racially progressive, and determine why this segment 
of the white population is more progressive than others, I tentatively 
suggest that because working-class women experience at least two 
kinds of oppression (as workers and as women), they are more likely 
to empathize with racial minorities. In their narratives, many of these 
women used their own experiences as women to articulate their views 
on various hotly contested racial issues and, more specifically, to de-
scribe how discrimination occurs nowadays. Nevertheless, as in the case 
of blacks, I also showed that the “souls of [these] white folks”12 are not 
pure, that is, that their racial progressiveness has some limits, as they 
too are influenced by color blindness.
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The interview data in this book demonstrated that color-blind racism 
is central to old and young whites alike. Although older, working-class 
white respondents (mostly in the DAS sample) were less adept at using 
softer, more efficient versions of the frames and style of color-blind rac-
ism than were younger, middle-class, educated ones (mostly among the 
college student sample), both groups were attuned to this new ideology. 
Yet the fact that some whites are “compassionate conservatives” on race 
does not change in any way the reality that all are baptized in the waters 
of color-blind racism. Besides, even though younger, middle-class, edu-
cated whites seem better adept at using the arsenal of color blindness, 
many—particularly those who were already in the labor market or close 
to entering it—were as crude and unsophisticated as their poorer, less-
educated brethren. To examine this matter more accurately, we need a 
panel study to follow college students over a ten-year period or so to as-
sess whether or not, as they mature and deal with central life issues (e.g., 
getting a job, purchasing a house, getting married, having children), their 
color blindness becomes cruder.

The data also evinced that color-blind racism forms an impregnable yet 
elastic ideological wall that barricades whites off from America’s racial 
reality—an impregnable wall because it provides them a safe, color-blind 
way to state racial views without appearing to be irrational or rabidly rac-
ist. And an elastic wall—and hence a stronger one—because this ideology 
does not rely on absolutes (it prefers statements such as “most blacks are” 
rather than “all blacks are”), admits a variety of ways of using its frames 
(from crude and direct to kinder and indirect), and allows whites to em-
ploy a variety of emotional tones for stating their views (from the angry 
“darned lazy blacks” to the compassionate conservative “poor blacks are 
trapped in their inferior schools in their cycle of poverty; what a pity”).

Accordingly, my answer to the strange enigma of “racism without 
racists” is as follows. The United States does not depend on Archie Bun-
kers to defend white supremacy. (In truth, it never did, but that is otros 
veinte pesos.)13 Modern racial ideology does not thrive on the ugliness of 
the past or on the language and tropes typical of slavery and Jim Crow. 
Today there is a sanitized, color-blind way of calling minorities niggers, 
spics, or chinks. Today most whites justify keeping minorities from hav-
ing the good things of life with the language of liberalism (“I am all for 
equal opportunity; that’s why I oppose affirmative action!”). And today, 
as yesterday, whites do not feel guilty about the plight of minorities 
(blacks in particular). Whites believe minorities have the opportunities to 
succeed and that, if they do not, it is because they do not try hard. And 
if minorities dare talk about discrimination, they are rebuked with state-
ments such as “Discrimination ended in the sixties, man” or “You guys 
are hypersensitive.”
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The analysis of the interview data also sheds light on the methodologi-
cal importance of using this kind of data for examining racial ideology. 
Had I relied on my survey results to analyze whites’ racial views, it would 
have been difficult. Depending on which questions I had used to make 
my case, I seemingly could have argued three totally different positions.14 

Moreover, I could not have extracted from the survey data the stylistic 
and narrative elements of color blindness. Although this does not mean 
that surveys on racial attitudes are useless, it does mean that survey 
researchers must strive to develop research projects with a qualitative di-
mension. Otherwise they may either produce an artificial image of racial 
progress (see chapter 1) or miss central components of the contemporary 
racial ideological constellation.

One set of questions that I could not answer properly with the data at 
hand related to how color-blind racism affects other racial minorities and 
how whites see other racial minorities in our new, more complex multi-
racial America. Preliminarily, although conceding that we lack data sets 
that include all racial groups, involve questions on interethnic matters, 
and include in-depth interviews with all the racial and ethnic groups, I 
answer these questions as follows. First, the black-white continuum still 
provides the bulk of the themes and imagery for the development of the 
primary ideas associated with the dominant racial ideology.15 Conse-
quently, even when one asks generic questions about minorities, whites 
are likely to focus on the black-white debate. Second, the practices of the 
“new racism”—the post–civil rights set of arrangements that preserves 
white supremacy in a mostly “kinder and gentler” way—affect all mi-
norities, but the “race effect” seems to vary by the degree of closeness to 
“whiteness” of the groups in question (phenotypically, culturally, and so 
forth). For instance, although Latinos experience housing discrimination, 
they are less likely to experience it if they are perceived as “white” than if 
they are perceived as “black.”16 Similarly, although whites tend to marry 
endogamously, when they cross the color line, they are more likely to do 
so with Latinos (particularly with those of a lighter hue) and Asians than 
with blacks. Lastly, the racial attitudes of racial minorities seem to fit their 
“ranking” in the new racial hierarchy in America: Asians have views that 
are closer to those of whites, Latinos’ views are less like those of whites, 
and blacks’ are furthest from whites’ views.17 Therefore, because of the 
aforementioned trends, I believe whites are already making important 
distinctions among the various racial minorities; that such distinctions 
have objective, subjective, and social interactional consequences for 
minorities themselves; and that the degree of “color blindness” among 
minorities correlates with their position in this new, more complex racial 
stratification order.18 Yet, on all these crucial issues for the future of race 

13_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   30613_151_Bonilla_Silva.indb   306 6/27/13   4:46 AM6/27/13   4:46 AM



 “The (Color-Blind) Emperor Has No Clothes” 307

relations in America, I claim, like most social scientists do, that more re-
search needs to be done before we can adequately answer these questions.

Since I do not want to conclude this book on a pessimistic note, let me 
suggest a few of the political conditions necessary to fight color-blind 
racism. (Please see chapter 9 for a discussion of the politics and political 
strategies needed if the United States develops a Latin America–like racial 
stratification order.) First, blacks and their allies would be the core19 of a 
new civil rights movement demanding equality of results.20 I documented 
in chapter 8 that blacks, as a social collectivity, have a clear understand-
ing of the basics of post–civil rights white supremacy and, therefore, 
their views and experiences ought to help guide this new movement. 
However, because color blindness has tainted their views, it is of cardinal 
importance that activists in the new movement educate the black masses 
on the nuances of color blindness. To launch a frontal attack on the “new 
racism” and its color-blind ideology, the black masses must be as racially 
conscious as the leaders of the new movement. In ideological terms, the 
movement must break with the hegemony color blindness has over all 
Americans.

Second, we need to nurture a large cohort of antiracist whites to begin 
challenging color-blind nonsense from within. Whites’ collective denial 
about the true nature of race relations may help them feel good, but it is 
also one of the greatest obstacles to doing the right thing. In racial matters 
as in therapy, the admission of denial is the preamble for the beginning 
of recovery. Antiracist whites cannot just be “race traitors”;21 they must 
engage in struggles to end the practices and the ideology that maintain 
white supremacy. Individual racial treason without a political praxis to 
eliminate the system that produces racial inequality amounts to racial 
showboating.

These antiracist white activists,22 as I suggested above, will most likely 
be working-class women. However, as in all social movements, the 
struggle needs to work to expand the coalition fighting the powers that 
be. This means that progressive activists need to work with all vulnerable 
whites: poor and working-class whites regardless of gender, whites in the 
lower middle class, and educated whites who in the past were so central 
to the struggle for civil rights in America. In order to persuade vulnerable 
whites to join the struggle, it is important to do ideological work with 
them (but see below). Hence, the third way of combating color blindness 
is for researchers and activists alike to provide counter-ideological argu-
ments to each of the frames of color-blind racism. We need to counter 
whites’ abstract liberalism with concrete liberal positions based on a real-
istic understanding of racial matters and a concern with achieving racial 
equality. For example, whites’ thesis of “We are for equal opportunity for 
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everyone and that’s why we oppose affirmative action” must be coun-
tered with the concrete argument that because discrimination (past and 
present) affects minorities negatively, race-based programs and massive 
programs on behalf of the poor are the only ways of guaranteeing racial 
equality.23 The racially illiberal effects of the do-nothing social policy ad-
vocated by whites must be exposed and challenged.

Fourth, we need to undress whites’ claims of color blindness before a 
huge mirror. That mirror must reflect the myriad facts of contemporary 
whiteness, such as whites living in white neighborhoods, sending their 
kids to white schools, associating primarily with whites, and having 
almost all their primary relationships with whites. And whites’ absurd 
claim that these facts of whiteness are just a “natural thing” must be de-
flated with research and exposed by journalists showing the social and 
personal processes that produce each of these aspects of contemporary 
white supremacy. Researchers also need to turn the analytical lenses on 
white segregation and isolation from minorities and begin documenting 
how this isolation affects whites’ views, emotions, and cognitions about 
themselves and about minorities.

Fifth, whiteness must be challenged wherever it exists; regardless of 
the social organization in which whiteness manifests itself (universities, 
corporations, schools, neighborhoods, churches), those committed to 
racial equality must develop a personal practice to challenge it. If you 
are a college student in a historically white college, you must raise hell 
to change your college; you must organize to change the racial climate 
and demography of your college. If you work in corporate America, you 
must wage war against subtle and covert racism; you must challenge the 
practices that track minorities into certain jobs and preserve high-paying 
ones for white males. If you are a parent who spends most of your time 
housebound, you need to begin a campaign for racial change in your fam-
ily interactions and attitudes; you must engage with racial minorities, opt 
for a multiracial rather than a white church, and move from your white 
neighborhood into an integrated one.

Finally, the most important strategy for fighting “new racism” prac-
tices and the ideology of color blindness is to become militant once again. 
Changes in systems of domination and their accompanying ideologies are 
never accomplished by racial dialogues—the notion of “Can we all just 
get along?” or “workshops on racism”—through education, or through 
“moral reform”24 alone. What is needed to slay modern-day racism is a 
new, in-your-face, fight-the-power civil rights movement, a new move-
ment to spark change, to challenge not just color-blind whites but also 
minority folks who have become content with the crumbs they receive 
from past struggles. This new civil rights movement, as I have mentioned 
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elsewhere,25 must have at the core of its agenda the struggle for equality 
of results. Progressives cannot continue fighting for “equality of op-
portunity” when true equality cannot be achieved that way. It is time to 
demand equality now!

I realize many of these proposals are very idealistic. I know quite well 
most whites are not up to the challenge of working to develop a country 
without white supremacy. For example, few whites would engage in a 
social movement or in personal practices that would rock the foundation 
of the status quo and their everyday lives. The idea of moving from a 
“safe” neighborhood into a “dangerous” one, for instance, is anathema 
to most white Americans (“Honey, do you want our kids to attend bad 
schools? Do you want us to lose our investment in this house?”). However, 
social movements do not depend on mobilizing the masses to get started 
(yet, as I suggested above, successful movements must make broad appeals 
and, at least, gain the sympathy of the majority to be victorious).26 The his-
tory of social mobilization shows that organized, active, resourceful, and 
creative movements have been able to challenge all kinds of oppressive 
structures.27

If this new civil rights movement begins a concerted campaign to 
fight “new racism” practices and color-blind idiocy, this movement has 
a chance. If the leaders of this movement begin to say to America, “We 
will no longer accept poverty and urban decay, substandard schools and 
housing, inferior jobs, old- as well as new-fashioned discrimination, and 
racial profiling, in short, we will no longer accept second-class citizenship 
in this country,” then this movement has a chance. If liberal, progressive, 
and radical organizations join in this new civil rights movement to elimi-
nate racial disparity in the United States once and for all, this movement 
has a chance. If progressive religious leaders of various denominations 
begin to preach about the need to complete the civil rights revolution we 
started years ago and derail the forces that want to turn back the racial 
clock, this movement has a chance. If the millions of conscientious college 
students across the nation wake up and do the right thing, as they did 
during the civil rights era, this movement has a chance. If young people 
and workers in the United States realize that racial inequality ultimately 
helps preserve other forms of inequality,28 this movement has a chance. 
Activists and researchers alike need to realize the basic truth in Frederick 
Douglass’s words, “If there is no struggle, there is no progress. . . . Power 
concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.” 
Change is made, not theorized, written about, or orchestrated by policy 
makers or researchers. Only by demanding what seems impossible today 
(equality of results, reparations, and the end of all forms of racial discrim-
ination), will we be able to achieve genuine racial equality in the future.
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IMPORTANT ADDENDUM TO THE ORIGINAL CONCLUSION

The title of the original conclusion was “The (Color-Blind) Emperor Has 
No Clothes.” Developments since the time I worked on that conclusion 
(1999–2000) suggest that a more fitting title for the chapter today would 
be “The (Color-Blind) Emperor Has New Clothes.” The new “pants” of the 
emperor are from Latin America, by which I mean that racial stratifica-
tion in the nation is becoming Latin America–like (the subject of chapter 
9). The historical biracial order29 (white-nonwhite) is morphing rather 
quickly into a more complex racial system. I suggest that three new “ra-
cial spaces”30 are developing (white, honorary white, and the collective 
black) and that this order will allow people to make different choices not 
just about their “identity” but also about their race.31 Given these new 
spaces, the likelihood of collective action from the traditional or historical 
“minority race groups” (blacks, Latinos, Asian Americans, and Native 
Americans) is decreasing as the new order fosters individual practices 
of racial mobility. For example, people who would have been regarded 
as “black” twenty or thirty years ago can now successfully manufacture 
a different place for themselves in America. Actors and performers such 
as “The Rock,” Vin Diesel, Keanu Reeves, Jennifer Rubin, and Jennifer 
Tilly, all “racially mixed” (again, only in this moment is this claim pos-
sible, as during the Jim Crow period all of them would be assigned the 
“lower” race in the mix), work all sides of the racial spectrum as they can 
use their phenotypical capital (dare I say “honorary whiteness”) to their 
advantage.32

This newly emerging racial landscape has received a boost from the 
new “shirt” the emperor began wearing since November 4, 2008: the 
Obama phenomenon. The election of this black man as president (and I 
will continue insisting on Obama’s political and personal peculiarities) 
has accelerated the pace of the Latin-Americanization process and so-
lidified further the house of color blindness. Why? Because Obama has 
worked the post-racial game and, as I argued in chapter 10, played per-
fectly the role whites have constructed for people of color (they “love” mi-
nority folks if they “behave,” are nice to them, smile a lot, are “cool” and 
“respectable,” and do not talk much about race). This game, which I ar-
gued is the true secret behind Obama’s success, has placed a black person 
in power without altering that much the distribution of racial power or 
how social goods are distributed in the polity. Obama has helped estab-
lish what I called in the chapter a “multiracial white supremacy order”—a 
regime similar to those in the Americas or the Caribbean where people of 
color are in power without altering the “[racial] order of things.”33

These two developments (the Latin Americanization of the racial order 
and the Obama phenomenon) will make the struggle for racial justice 
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much harder in years to come. In Obamerica (see note 2 in chapter 10) sev-
eral factors will buffer racial conflict and limit the likelihood of race-based 
frontal challenges. First, the traditional racial groups are becoming less 
“stable” or unified, as many members can now make legitimate claims 
to be something else. For example, immediately after Obama was elected 
president, many members of the “black elite” joined white America in 
their nonsensical preaching to poor blacks (“Folks, now you have a black 
president, so you have no more excuses”) (see note 7 in chapter 10). 
This segment, which has always tried to distance itself from the “black 
majority,” has now much more space to be something other than black. 
They can, as many formerly black and Indian people were able to do 
historically in the Americas and the Caribbean, struggle to create other 
classifications such as multiracial, biracial, or simply American. Thusly 
the strength of the “black” or “Latino” challenges will be diluted by this 
development.

Second, the segment or space I label “honorary white” will do a lot of 
the dirty work of policing racial boundaries and disciplining those in the 
“collective black.” I expect to hear a lot of noise in the next decade about 
intra-racial or intra-ethnic struggle in the black, Latino, and Asian camps. 
That fight, however, will denote the efforts of segments within these com-
munities to distance themselves from their groups of origin. And what 
may be read as intra-racial in the next years may soon become something 
else (for example, this “racial” discussion may become a “class” discus-
sion among Americans about the behavior of the “poor”—likely to be the 
very dark segment of the population—and middle- and upper-middle-
class honorary whites). The important thing to point out is that the domi-
nant race in this society (whites) will no longer work alone in preserving 
the racial order, as honorary whites and some individuals34 in the collec-
tive black space will help them maintain the coordinates of the new order.

Lastly, as of November 4, 2008, white America has shouted to the 
world: “(Finally) we are all Americans.” They have now attained the up-
per hand in symbolic racial politics, as they can tell people of color, “We 
have a black president, what else do you people want?” Although some 
commentators are pointing out the limits of the notion of America as a 
“post-racial” nation, it is also true that the space for talking and debating 
race matters in the public has decreased tremendously.

But all empires have fractures and all emperors are eventually replaced. 
In the case of the new racial order, I outlined in chapters 9 and 10 the 
weaknesses of the system and suggested things we may do in the struggle 
for racial justice. I highlighted the urgent need for new social movements 
to challenge the “matrix of domination”35 in contemporary America. 
I also called for doing active political work among the new emerging 
racial majority in the nation (the collective black), as that work might 
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produce a new historical bloc to fight the current racial order. However, 
I also expressed my pesoptimism about these possibilities. On the Latin 
Americanization front, I mentioned that once this type of regime took 
hold in the Americas and the Caribbean, they became entrenched and 
posed formidable challenges to those at the bottom of the racial well. In 
the case of my call for social movements, I pointed out that—at least in 
terms of the Obama moment—political participation has been limited to 
electoral politics, which limits the likelihood of these movements ever de-
veloping. (I know there are many small movements dotting the political 
territory. My concern, however, is about how the massive participation 
of Americans—particularly the youth that threw itself into Obama—in 
mainstream politics has had the nefarious effect of demobilizing people 
and making them into political actors that do “politics” every four years.)

Notwithstanding my pesoptimism, history is what it is and no racial 
order can maintain itself forever. The oppressed (racially or otherwise) 
always resist domination and what seems like an insurmountable Mount 
Everest is always conquered (although some may die trying to reach its 
top). Accordingly, I end this fourth and hopefully last edition of this book 
mindful that slavery looked like a system that would never end and it 
did; that Jim Crow maintained people of color subjected for more than a 
hundred years36 and it has all but died; and that the “new racism” with 
its Latin America–like extension looks like fast-setting cement, but it will 
eventually collapse, too. I just hope I am alive when this happens and that 
my bones allow me to celebrate the real “end of racism” in the country 
that will then be properly called America with no “k”s.

NOTES

1. A colleague said something like this to me almost verbatim a few years 
ago in response to a presentation I gave about racism in sociology. Later on, the 
same colleague uttered a statement along the same lines to challenge a graduate 
student’s presentation on whiteness. Denying the social reality of race because of 
its constructed nature (see chapter 1), unfortunately, has become respectable in 
academia. This position, which has been uttered by conservatives such as David 
Horowitz, has now been adopted by liberals such as Todd Gitlin and even radi-
cals (or former radicals) such as Paul Gilroy. For the latter, see Paul Gilroy, Against 
Race (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap, 2000).

2. Matthew Maddox, “Institutionalized Racism Continues at A&M: Sociology 
Professor’s Book Will Continue Tradition of Racist Ideology on Campus,” Bat-
talion, October 2, 2002.

3. John McWhorter, “The End of Racism?” Forbes.com, November 5, 2008, 
retrieved from www.forbes.com/2008/11/05/obama-racism-president-oped
-cx_jm_1105mcwhorter.html.
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 4. Maddox, “Institutionalized Racist Ideology.”
 5. Charles W. Mills, The Racial Contract (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 

1997).
 6. This is Emile Durkheim’s term. However, I use it here in Moscovici’s sense. 

See Serge Moscovici, “The Coming Era of Social Representations,” in Cognitive 
Approaches to Social Behaviour, edited by J. P. Codol and J. P. Leyens (The Hague: 
Nijhoff, 1982), 115–50.

 7. Social psychologist Herbert Blumer conceived prejudice as a “sense of 
group position” and connected this “sense” to the hierarchical racial order. See 
Luigi Esposito and John W. Murphy, “Another Step in the Study of Race Rela-
tions,” Sociological Quarterly 41, no. 2 (2000): 171–87.

 8. Although color-blind racism need not use biological arguments to maintain 
racial privilege, biological arguments creep back from time to time and have not 
yet been abandoned by at least a third of whites. For instance, in my own DAS, 
anywhere from 20 to 40 percent of whites believed biological stereotypes about 
blacks such as the idea that blacks are naturally more athletic than whites and 
blacks are sexually well endowed. For an academic incarnation of this tendency, 
see Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray, The Bell Curve (New York: Free 
Press, 1994).

 9. If ideologies are about “meaning in the service of power,” as Thompson 
argues, they must be countered with power. Counter-ideological battles alone 
cannot ultimately erode power crystallized in institutions and practices to main-
tain white privilege. John B. Thompson, Studies in Theory and Ideology (Cambridge: 
Polity, 1984).

10. For data on New Zealand, see Margaret Wetherell and Jonathan Potter, 
Mapping the Language of Racism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992).

11. See chapter 7 for references on blacks.
12. W. E. B. DuBois named one of his chapters “The Souls of White Folk,” in 

Darkwater (Rahway, N.J.: Quinn and Boden, 1920).
13. “Otros veinte pesos” is a Puerto Rican expression that literally means “an-

other twenty dollars” and is used to suggest that a side argument will take a long 
time to make and, therefore, that making it will distract from the main one.

14. See Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Tyrone A. Forman, “‘I Am Not a Racist, but 
. . .’: Mapping White College Students’ Racial Ideology in the USA,” Discourse and 
Society 11, no. 1 (2000): 50–85.

15. On this point, see Joe R. Feagin, Racist America: Roots, Realities, and Future 
Reparations (New York: Routledge, 2000), 3.

16. On housing issues, see Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton, “Trends 
in the Residential Segregation of Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians: 1970–1980,” 
American Sociological Review 52, no. 6 (1987): 802–25. On interracial relationships, 
see Zhenchao Qian and Daniel T. Lichter, “Measuring Marital Assimilation: Inter-
marriage among Natives and Immigrants,” Social Science Research 30, no. 2 (2001): 
289–312.

17. See Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Karen Glover, “‘We Are All Americans’: The 
Latin Americanization of Race Relations in the USA,” in Changing Terrain of Race 
and Ethnicity, edited by Maria Krysan and Amanda Lewis (New York: Russell 
Sage, 2004).
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18. Bonilla-Silva and Glover, “‘We Are All Americans.’”
19. On black social movements in America, see Cedric J. Robinson, Black Move-

ments in America (New York: Routledge, 1997).
20. For more on this, see the conclusion to my White Supremacy.
21. For this concept and an elaboration of the politics behind it, see the journal 

Race Traitor.
22. For a study of white antiracists in American history, see Herbert Aptheker, 

Anti-Racism in U.S. History: The First Two Hundred Years (New York: Greenwood, 
1992).

23. For a book focusing on the former, see David Ingram, Group Rights: Recon-
ciling Equality and Difference (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2000). For a 
policy suggestion that includes both, see William Julius Wilson, When Work Disap-
pears (New York: Knopf, 1996).

24. Today, almost all religious groups in the United States abhor racism and 
have even denounced their past mistakes. For example, in 1995 the Southern 
Baptist Convention apologized to blacks for “condoning and/or perpetuating 
individual and systematic racism.” Almost all religious groups advocate a moral 
crusade against racism, but few do anything beyond their occasional public state-
ments. For a sensitive and intelligent analysis of religion and race in America, see 
Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: Evangelical Religion and 
the Problem of Race in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).

25. Consult the conclusion of my White Supremacy for an argument on how this 
movement should be organized and a discussion of the need for a large move-
ment agenda that includes class and gender concerns.

26. A good book for the basics of the social movement literature is Stanford M. 
Lyman, Social Movements: Critiques, Concepts, Case-Studies (New York: New York 
University Press, 1995). For a good book that argues that social movements need 
to make broad appeals and develop “connective structures” among different sec-
tors, see Sidney Tarrow, Power in Social Movements: Social Movements and Conten-
tious Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

27. For an excellent collection of essays discussing the array of new and creative 
contemporary movements, see Enrique Larana, Hank Johnston, and Joseph R. 
Gusfield (eds.), New Social Movements: From Ideology to Identity (Philadelphia: Tem-
ple University Press, 1994). For examples of how to build multiracial coalitions, 
see John Anner (ed.), Beyond Identity Politics: Emerging Social Justice Movements in 
Communities of Color (Boston: Beacon, 1996).

28. This point has been made by, among others, Joe R. Feagin, in Racist America 
(New York: Routledge, 2000); in his newer book, Systemic Racism: A Theory of Op-
pression (New York: Routledge, 2006); and by Patricia Hill-Collins, in “Moving be-
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Never neutral: Libraries, technology, and inclusion
Published January 28, 2015 Gender , LGBT , Library stuff 25 Comments 

Tags: digital libraries, diversity, gender, inequality, LGBT, libraries, race, technology, transparency
 

Below is the text from the OLITA Spotlight talk I gave at the OLA Super Conference

(#olasc15).

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

I want to acknowledge from the outset that this talk has been heavily influenced by a

number of people who have shared their work and their thoughts with me over the

years. I’ve been privileged to learn from them, in some cases formally through their

publications and in some cases through conversations on twitter or even in person.

These aren’t the only folks whose work and thinking influences me, but they are the

key people I think of when I think of critical work on the intersections of libraries,

technology, higher education and social justice.  These are their names – a mix of

students, librarians, scholars, and technologists. Again, this is not a comprehensive

list of the people whose work inspires me, but they are my top 7 right now on these

topics.

nina de jesus

Myrna Morales

Cecily Walker

Bess Sadler

Tressie McMillan Cottom

Safiya Noble

Andromeda Yelton

Let me also acknowledge that I’m well aware that the fact that I am a white woman

working at an elite private US university gives me access to a platform like this one to

talk about issues of bias and exclusion in libraries and technology. But there are

plenty of folks who have been and continue to talk about and write about these

issues, with far more insight and eloquence than I can, but who don’t get invitations

like this for a variety of reasons. And the sad truth is that what I say, as an associate

director at Stanford Libraries or as Director of MIT Libraries, often gets more

attention than it deserves because of my title; while folks with less impressive titles

and less privilege have been talking & thinking about some of these issues for longer

than me and have insights that we all need to hear.

So next time you are looking for a speaker, please consider one of the names listed

above.

If you read the blurb describing this talk, you know that a fundamental tenet that

undergirds this talk, and frankly undergirds much of the work I have done in and for

libraries, is the simple assertion that libraries are not now nor have they ever been

merely neutral repositories of information. In fact, I’m personally not sure “neutral” is

really possible in any of our social institutions … I think of neutral as really nothing

more than a gear in your car.
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Title slide for Never Neutral talk

But what I mean when I say libraries are not neutral is not just that that libraries

absorb and reflect the inequalities, biases, ethnocentrism, and power imbalances that

exist throughout our host societies and (for those of us who work in academic

libraries) within higher education.

I mean that libraries are not neutral in a more direct and active way.

For an exceptionally compelling take on libraries as not just not neutral, but as

instruments themselves of institutional oppression, please read “Locating the Library

in Institutional Oppression” by my friend and colleague nina de jesus.

nina argues that “Libraries as institutions were created not only for a specific

ideological purpose, but for an ideology that is fundamentally oppressive in nature.”

It is a bold argument, convincingly made; and I urge you to read it. As a bonus, the

article itself is Open Access and nina elected to use only Open Access sources in

writing it.

So I start with the premise that it isn’t just that libraries aren’t perfectly equitable or

neutral because we live in a society that still suffers from racism, sexism. ableism,

transphobia and other forms of bias and inequity; but libraries also fail to achieve

any mythical state of neutrality because we contribute to bias and inequality in

scholarship, and publishing, and information access.

Let me step back for a minute and own up to a few of my own biases – my library

career thus far has been solely and squarely within large academic libraries; so my

perspective, my examples, and my concerns come out of that experience and are

likely most relevant to that sector of libraries. But, I hope we can have a conversation

at the end of my talk about what the differences and similarities might be between

the way these issues play out in large academic libraries and the way they play out in

all kinds and sizes of libraries. I’m also definitely speaking from an American

perspective, and I look forward to hearing where and how cultural differences

intersect with the ideas I’ll talk about.

OK – so libraries are not neutral because we exist within societies and systems that

are not neutral. But above and beyond that, libraries also contribute to certain kinds

of inequalities because of the way in which we exercise influence over the diversity

(or lack thereof) of information we make available to our communities and the

methods by which we provide access to that information.
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Call numbers matter

I have a whole other talk that I’ve given on how the collection development decisions

we make impact not just how inclusive or not our own collections are, but also what

kinds of books and authors and topics get published. The short version of that talk is

that when we base our purchasing decisions on circulation and popularity, we

eliminate a big part of the market for niche topics and underrepresented authors.

That is bad for libraries, bad for publishing, and bad for society. But that’s another

talk. This talk is about library technologies.

But before we get into technology per se., I think a word about our classification

systems is necessary, because the choices we make about how our technologies

handle metadata and catalog records have consequences for how existing biases and

exclusions get perpetuated from our traditional library systems into our new digital

libraries.

Many of you are likely well aware of the biases present in library classification

systems.
 

Hope Olson – one of the heroes of feminist and critical thinking in library science –

has done considerable work on applying critical feminist approaches to knowledge

organization to demonstrate the ways in which libraries exert control over how books

and other scholarly items are organized and therefore how, when, and by whom they

are discoverable.

Our classification schemes — whether Dewey Decimal  or Library of Congress — are

hierarchical, which leads to the marginalization of certain kinds of knowledge and

certain topics by creating separate sub‑classifications for topics such as “women and

computers” or “black literature”.

Let me give a couple of examples of the effects of this.

The power of library

classification systems is

such that a scholar

browsing the shelves for

books on military history is

unlikely to encounter Randy

Shilts’ seminal work

Conduct Unbecoming: Gays

& Lesbians in the US

Military, because that book

has been given a call

number corresponding to

“Minorities, women, etc. in

armed forces”.   In my own library at Stanford University, that means the definitive

work on the history of gays and lesbians serving in the armed forces is literally

shelved between Secrets of a Gay Marine Porn Star and Military Trade — a collection

of stories by people with a passion for military men.   Now I’m not saying we

shouldn’t have books about gay military porn stars or about those who love men in

uniform. I am saying that there is nothing neutral about the fact that the history of

gay & lesbian service members is categorized alongside these titles, while the history

of “ordinary soldiers” (that’s from an actual book title) is shelved under “United

States, History – Military.”
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Another example is one I learned of from my friend and colleague Myrna Morales,

and you can read about it in an article I co‑authored with her and Em Claire Knowles.

In that article, Myrna writes about her experience doing research for her

undergraduate thesis on the Puerto Rican political activism that took place in NYC in

the 1960s, with a special interest in the Young Lords Party.

Here is how Myrna described her experience:

I first searched for the YLP with the subject heading “organizations,”

subheading “political organization,” in the Reader’s Guide to Periodical

Literature. Here I found no mention of the YLP. I was surprised, as I had

known the YLP to be a prominent political organization—one that

addressed political disenfranchisement, government neglect, and

poverty. A (twisted) gut feeling told me to look under the subject heading

of “gangs.” There it was—Young Lords Party. This experience changed

my view of the library system, from one impervious to subjectivity and

oppression to one that hid within the rhetoric of neutrality while

continuing to uphold systemic injustices.

I suspect that this kind of experience is all too common for people of color and other

marginalized people who attempt to use the resources we provide. I’ll go so far as to

wonder if these sorts of experiences aren’t at least partially responsible for the

incredibly low proportion of people of color who pursue careers in librarianship.

So our traditional practices and technologies are not neutral, and without active

intervention we end up with collections that lack diversity and we end up classifying

and arranging our content in ways that further marginalizes works by and about

people of color, queer people, indigenous peoples, and others who don’t fit neatly

into a classification system that sets the default as the as western, white, straight,

and male.

Of course, the promise of technology is that we no longer need rely on arcane

cataloging rules and browsing real library stacks to discover and access relevant

information. With the advent of online catalogs and search engines, books and other

information items can occupy multiple “places” in a library or collection.

But despite the democratizing promise of technology, our digital libraries are no

more capable of neutrality than our traditional libraries; and the digital tools we build

and provide are likely to reflect and perpetuate stereotypes, biases, and inequalities

unless we engage in conscious acts of resistance.

Now when most people talk about bias in tech generally or in library technology, we

talk about either the dismal demographics that show that white women and people

of color are way underrepresented in technology, or we talk about the generally

misogynistic and racist and homophobic culture of technology; or we talk about both

demographics and culture and how they are mutually reinforcing. What we talk about

less often is this notion that the technology itself is biased – often gendered and/or

racist, frequently ableist, and almost always developed with built in assumptions

about binary gender categories.

For some folks, the idea that technologies themselves can be gendered, or can reflect

racially based and/or other forms of bias is pretty abstract. So let me give a few

examples.
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Most librarians will agree that commercial search engines are not “neutral” in the

sense that commercial interests and promoted content can and do impact relevancy.

Or, as my colleague Bess Sadler says, the idea of neutral relevance is an oxymoron.

Safiya Noble’s work demonstrates how the non‑neutrality of commercial search

engines reinforce and perpetuate stereotypes, despite the fact that many assume the

“algorithm” is neutral.

What Noble’s analysis of Google shows us is that Google’s algorithm reinforces the

sexualization of women, especially black and Latina women. Because of Google’s

“neutral” reliance on popularity, page rank, and promoted content, the results for

searches for information on black girls or Latina girls are dominated by links to

pornography and other sexualized content. Noble suggests that users “Try Google

searches on every variation you can think of for women’s and girls’ identities and you

will see many of the ways in which commercial interests have subverted a diverse (or

realistic) range of representations.”

Search technologies are not neutral – just as basing collection development decisions

on popularity ensures that our collections reflect existing biases and inequalities, so

too does basing relevancy ranking within our search products on popularity ensure

the same biases persist in an online environment.

But it isn’t just search engines. In an article called “Teaching the Camera to see my

skin”, photographer Syreeta McFadden describes how color film and other

photographic technologies were developed around trying to measure the image

against white skin. Because the default settings for everything from film stock to

lighting to shutter speed were and are designed to best capture white faces; it is

difficult to take photos of non‑white faces that will be accurately rendered without

performing post‑image adjustments that sacrifice the sharpness and glossy polish

that is readily apparent in photos of white faces.

Teaching the camera to see my skin

Finally, in an example of a technology that betrays its lack of neutrality by what it

ignores, Apple’s recently released health app allows users to track a seemingly

endless array of health and fitness related information on their iPhone. But strangely,

Apple’s health app did not include a feature for tracking menstrual cycles – an

important piece of health data for a huge percentage of the population. As one critic

noted, Apple insists that all iPhone uses have an app to track Stock prices – you can’t

delete that one from your phone — but fails to provide an option for tracking

menstrual cycles in its “comprehensive” health tracking application.
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I hope these examples demonstrate that technology does not exist as neutral

artifacts and tools that might sometimes get used in oppressive and exclusionary

ways. Rather, technology itself has baked‑in biases that perpetuate existing

inequalities and exclusions, and that reinforce stereotypes.

So how do we intervene, how do we engage in acts of resistance to create more

inclusive, less biased technologies?

Note that I don’t think we can make completely neutral technologies … but I do think

we can do better.

One way we might do better is simply by being aware and by asking the questions

that the great black feminist thinkers taught us to ask:

Who is missing?

Whose experience is being centered?

Many, many folks argued – rather convincingly to my mind – that the dearth of

women working at Apple may have contributed to the company’s ability to overlook

the need for menstrual cycle tracking in its health app.

So we might also work on recruiting and retaining more white women and people of

color into library technology teams and jobs. There is much good work being done

on trying to increase the diversity of the pipeline of people coming into technology –

Black Girls Code and the Ada Initiative are examples of excellent work of this type.

I also think the adoption of strong codes of conduct at conferences like this one and

other library and technology events make  professional development opportunities

more welcoming and potentially safer for all – and I think those are important steps

in the right direction.

But in the end, one of the biggest issues we need to address if we truly want a more

diverse set of people developing the technologies we use is the existence of a

prevailing stereotype about who the typical tech worker is.

I want to turn now to some research on how stereotypes about who does technology,

and who is good at it, affect how interested different kinds of people are in pursuing

technology related fields of study, how well people expect they will perform at tech

tasks, and how well people already working in tech feel they fit in, and how likely

they are to stay in tech fields.

First a definition – Stereotypes are widely shared cultural beliefs about categories of

people and social roles. The insidious thing about stereotypes is that even if we

personally don’t subscribe to a particular stereotype, just knowing that a stereotype

exists can affect our behavior.

Second, a caution – much of this research focuses on gender, to the exclusion of

intersecting social identities such as race, sexuality, or gender identity. The research

that talks about “women’s” behavior and attitudes towards technology is usually

based on straight white women .. so keep that in mind, and recognize that much

more research is needed to capture the full range of experiences that marginalized

people have with and in technology.
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Barbie “Math is hard”

That said, there is a huge body of research documenting the effect of negative

stereotypes about women’s math and science abilities. These kinds of stereotypes

lead to discriminatory decision making that obstructs women’s entry into and

advancement in science and technology jobs. Moreover, negative stereotypes about

women and math affects women’s own self‑assessment of their skill level, interest,

and suitability for science and technology jobs.

In a not yet published

research study of men and

women working in Silicon

Valley technology firms,

Stanford sociologists Alison

Wynn and Shelley Correll

looked at the impact of how

well tech workers felt they

matched the cultural traits

of a successful tech worker

on a number of outcomes.

First they developed a

composite scale based on how tech employees, men and women, described

successful tech workers. The stereotype that emerged was masculine, obsessive,

assertive, cool, geeky, young, and working long hours.

Their data show that women tech workers are significantly less likely than their male

counterparts to view themselves as fitting the cultural image of a successful tech

worker.  While that may not be a surprising finding, their research goes on to show

that the sense of not fitting the cultural image has consequences.

Because women are less likely to feel they fit the image of a successful tech worker,

they are less likely to identify with the tech field, more likely to consider leaving the

tech field for another career, and less likely to report positive treatment from their

supervisors.

The bottom line is that cultural fit matters – not just in the pipeline, as women decide

whether to major in STEM fields or to pursue tech jobs – but also among women who

are currently working in technology. In other words, stereotypes about tech work and

tech workers continue to hinder women even after they have entered tech careers. If

we want to ensure that our technologies are built by diverse and inclusive groups of

people, we have to find ways to break down the stereotypes and cultural images

associated with tech work.

How do we do that?

If we want to look to success stories, Carnegie Mellon University is a good example.

At Carnegie Mellon they increased the percentage of women majoring in computer

science from 7% in 1995 to 42% in 2000 by explicitly trying to change the cultural

image of computer scientists. Faculty were encouraged to discuss multiple ways to

be a computer scientist and to emphasize the real world applications of computer

science and how computer science connects to other disciplines. They also offered

computer science classes that explicitly stated that no prerequisites in math or

computer science were required.
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For libraries, we can talk about multiple ways to be a library technologist, and we can

emphasize the value of a wide variety of skills in working on library tech projects –

metadata skills, user experience skills, design skills. We can provide staff with

opportunities to gain tech skills in low‑threat environments and in environments

where white women and people of color are less likely to feel culturally alienated.

RailsBridge workshops and AdaCamps seem like good fits here, and I’d like to see

more library administrators encouraging staff from across their org’s to attend such

training. At Stanford, my colleagues Bess Sadler and Cathy Aster started basic tech

training workshops for women on the digital libraries’ staff who were doing tech

work like scanning, but who didn’t see themselves as tech workers. Providing the

opportunity to learn and ask questions, in a safe environment away from their

supervisors and male co‑workers gave these women skills and confidence that

enhanced their work and the work of their groups.

Another simple way we can make progress within our own organizations is to pay

attention to the physical markers of culture.

In a fascinating experimental study, psychologist Sapna Cheryan and colleagues

found that women who enter a computer science environment that is decorated with

objects stereotypically associated with the field – such as Star Trek posters — are less

likely to consider pursuing computer science than women who enter a computer

science environment with non‑stereotypical objects — such as nature or travel

posters. These results held even when the proportion of women in the environment

was equal across the two differently decorated settings.

We need to pay attention to the computer labs and maker spaces in our libraries, and

we need to pay attention to physical work environments our technical staff work in.

By simply ensuring that these environments aren’t plastered with images and objects

associated with the stereotypes about “tech guys”, we will remove one of the

impediments to women’s sense of cultural fit.

So let me try to sum up here.

I’ve argued that like libraries, technology is never neutral. I’ve offered examples from

search engines to photography to Apple’s health tracking app.

I’ve talked about how the pervasive stereotypes about who does tech work limit

women’s participation in tech fields, through both supply and demand side

mechanisms.

The stereotypes about tech workers also contain assumptions about race and

sexuality in the US context, in that the stereotypical tech guy is white (or Asian) and

straight. Sadly, there is significantly less research on the effect of those stereotypes

on black and Latino men and women and queer people who are also vastly

underrepresented in technology work.

Let me offer some parting thoughts on how we might make progress.

To borrow from the conference theme, we need to think and we need to do.

We need to think about the technology we use in our libraries, and ask where and

how it falls short of being inclusive. Whose experiences and preferences are

privileged in the user design? Whose experiences are marginalized? Then we need to
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https://adainitiative.org/what-we-do/events/
http://depts.washington.edu/sibl/Publications/Cheryan,%20Plaut,%20Davies,%20%26%20Steele%20%282009%29.pdf
http://faculty.washington.edu/scheryan/


do what we can to push for more inclusive technology experiences. We likewise need

to be transparent with our patrons about how the technology works and where and

how the biases built into that technology might affect their experience. The folks

who do work in critical information literacy provide great models for this.

We should think about how libraries and library staff reinforces stereotypes about

technology and technology work. Subtle changes can make a difference. We should

drop the term “tech guy” from our vocabulary and we should ditch the Star Trek

posters. I’d like to see more libraries provide training and multiple paths for staff to

develop tech skills and to become involved in technology projects. We need to pay

attention to the demographics and to the culture – and remember that they are

mutually reinforcing.

We also need to remember that we aren’t striving for neutral, and we aren’t aiming

for perfectly equitable and inclusive technology.

While neutral technologies are not possible – or necessarily desirable – I believe that

an awareness of the ways in which technology embodies and perpetuates existing

biases and inequalities will help us make changes that move us towards more

inclusive and equitable technologies.
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1) This is a great post, and thank you so much for sharing it.
 

2) Do you know of other posts/discussions/literature about vocabulary,

marginalised individuals, and digital libraries? Every discussion I find is about

confronting ingrained biases and microagressions in physical libraries – which is

incredibly valuable and these discussions need to happen, but digital libraries seem

to be glossed over for the most part. This post addresses DLs more directly than

anything else I can find, and it’s over a year old.
 

(If you haven’t seen any such discussions/posts recently, don’t worry about it, I was

just hoping you had. Thanks again!)

Reply

February 17, 2015 at 1:23 pm

Reblogged this on Selkirk Library News and commented:
 

A very interesting blog by a very thoughtful librarian.
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This piece is well worth the read.
 

As covered in our cataloging course in first term the language we use to categorize

the materials in our libraries needs to change this language and it needs to happen

faster than the glacial speed it is happening at right now. Also mentioned here is

the fact that many of our technologies are not neutral which was something I was

aware of but also surprised by given the information about film and cameras being

specifically designed to capture ‘white’ images best, that was a good blow to my

privilege lens.
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I’ve never subscribed to the notion of libraries as a “neutral zone”, for, as Chris

Bourg of Stanford University notes on her blog the Feral Librarian,

“our traditional practices and technologies are not neutral, and without active

intervention we end up with collections that lack diversity and we end up classifying

and arranging our content in ways that further marginalizes works by and about

people of color, queer people, indigenous peoples, and others who don’t fit neatly
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into a classification system that sets the default as the as western, white, straight,

and male.”

Really sorry I missed her session on this theme at the Ontario Library Association

Superconference, but look forward to following her work!
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From Human Rights to Feminist 
Ethics: Radical Empathy in the 
Archives
MICHELLE CASWELL and MARIKA CIFOR

RÉSUMÉ Une grande partie des discussions récentes dans le domaine des études 
archivistiques au sujet de la justice sociale ont adopté un cadre légaliste axé sur les 
droits pour définir le rôle des documents, des centres d’archives et des archivistes tant 
dans les questions de violations des droits humains que pour tenir les individus et les 
gouvernements responsables quant aux questions des droits humains de base, tels le 
droit à la vie, à la vie privée et à la liberté d’expression. Pourtant, depuis des décennies 
les écrits scientifiques féministes ont mis en doute l’universalité d’un cadre axé sur les 
droits, affirmant plutôt que l’éthique de la sollicitude est un modèle plus inclusif et plus 
pertinent pour envisager et mettre en place une société plus juste. Cet article propose 
le changement du modèle théorique dont se servent les archivistes et les spécialistes en 
études archivistiques pour répondre aux questions de justice sociale – remplaçant celui 
basé sur les droits individuels par celui basé sur l’éthique féministe. Dans l’approche 
d’éthique féministe, les archivistes sont perçus comme gardiens responsables, liés aux 
créateurs de documents, aux sujets, aux utilisateurs et aux communautés grâce à un 
réseau de liens de responsabilités qui sont mutuellement affectifs. Cet article propose 
quatre changements inter-reliés dans ces rapports archivistiques, basés sur une empa-
thie radicale.     

ABSTRACT Much recent discussion about social justice in archival studies has 
assumed a legalistic, rights-based framework to delineate the role of records, archives, 
and archivists in both the violation of human rights and in holding individuals and 
governments accountable for basic human rights, such as the right to life, privacy, and 
freedom of expression. Yet decades of feminist scholarship have called into question 
the universality of a rights-based framework, arguing instead that an ethics of care is 
a more inclusive and apt model for envisioning and enacting a more just society. This 
article proposes a shift in the theoretical model used by archivists and archival studies 
scholars to address social justice concerns – from that based on individual rights to a 
model based on feminist ethics. In a feminist ethics approach, archivists are seen as 
caregivers, bound to records creators, subjects, users, and communities through a web 
of mutual affective responsibility. This article proposes four interrelated shifts in these 
archival relationships, based on radical empathy.
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Introduction: Shifting the Conversation

On a recent visit to a self-described “human rights archives” at a major 
research university, the first author of this article was told that users of the 
collections comprised almost exclusively employees of the human rights 
organizations that created the records, along with lawyers and scholars. When 
asked if survivors of the human rights abuse being documented or local 
members from those refugee and immigrant communities affected by the 
described abuse use the records, the administrator giving the tour responded 
that they are not really the “target audience.” This oversight (constituting, one 
might argue, a failure of archival outreach) is not uncommon for mainstream 
archives. Even those archives that explicitly articulate a human rights or social 
justice mission typically frame their work in terms of ensuring a set of individ-
ual legal rights, i.e., documenting when such rights have been violated in order 
to provide evidence for legal redress. Yet a rights-based framework is not the 
only way we could approach archival ethics. In this article, we articulate a 
contrasting approach, informed by feminist ethics, that centres on radical 
empathy and obligations of care. In this particular case, we argue, an archival 
approach marked by radical empathy would require archives to make survivors 
and implicated communities not just a target group of users, but central focal 
points in all aspects of the archival endeavour, from appraisal to description to 
provision of access.1 In this case, an ethics of care would transform the reading 
room space from a cold, elitist, institutional environment to an affective, user-
oriented, community-centred service space. 

This article proposes a shift in the theoretical model archivists and archival 
studies scholars use to address social justice concerns – from one based on 
individual rights to a model based on a feminist ethics of care. From the 
approach of a feminist ethics of care, archivists are seen as caregivers, bound 
to records creators, subjects, users, and communities through a web of mutual 
affective responsibility. Drawing from the authors’ own personal and profes-
sional experiences, this article explicates the concept of radical empathy as 
a component of a feminist ethical framework. It then proposes four inter-
related shifts in archival relationships based on radical empathy: the relation-
ship between archivists and records creators, between archivists and records 
subjects, between archivists and records users, and between archivists and 
larger communities. In each of these relationships, we argue that archivists 
have affective responsibilities to other parties and posit that these affective 

1 Michelle Caswell, “Toward a Survivor-Centered Approach to Records Documenting Human 
Rights Abuse: Lessons from Community Archives,” Archival Science 14, no. 3–4 (October 
2014): 307–22.
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responsibilities should be marked by radical empathy, the “ability to under-
stand and appreciate another person’s feelings, experience, etc.”2 

In the archival realm, we posit that empathy is radical if we allow it to 
define archival interactions even when our own visceral affective responses 
are steeped in fear, disgust, or anger. Such empathy is radical if it is directed 
precisely at those we feel are least worthy, least deserving of it. This notion of 
radical empathy builds on verne Harris’s Derridean insistence that we invite 
“the other” into the archives, that we let hospitality guide our archival inter-
ventions.3 However, the four shifts we are positing underscore how archival 
relationships are essentially affective in nature and that archivists have ethical 
responsibilities based on these affective relationships. 

In proposing these relational shifts, this article asks the following questions: 
How would the archival conversation change if we shifted from a rights-based 
model toward a feminist ethics of care? What if we began to see archivists not 
only as guardians of the authenticity of the records in their collections, but 
also as centrepieces in an ever-changing web of responsibility through which 
they are connected to the records’ creators, the records’ subjects, the records’ 
users, and larger communities? What happens when we scratch beneath the 
surface of the veneer of detached professionalism and start to think of record-
keepers and archivists less as sentinels of accountability (or accomplices in 
human rights violations on the other, and less acknowledged, end of the spec-
trum) and more as caregivers, bound to records creators, subjects, users, and 
communities through a web of mutual responsibility? Furthermore, what if 
each of these four relationships – archivist and record creator, archivist and 
record subject, archivist and record user, and archivist and community – was 
marked by radical empathy? 

In asking and answering these questions, this article employs theory 
building as a methodology. Theory building is the “systematic building and 
exposition of new theory, drawing on existing theories, concepts, or models … 
characterized by reflection, deep thought, and a process of gestation of ideas.”4 
This discussion also draws on feminist epistemologies that place value in lived 
experience; as such, we draw on our own personal experiences as humans, 
archivists, and archival studies scholars. Furthermore, while we conceive 
of this treatment specifically in relation to records that document violence, 
trauma, and marginalization, it is also widely applicable. In line with social 

2 Oxford English Dictionary, 2014, s.v. “empathy.” Selman Sevenhuijsen, “The Place of Care: 
The Relevance of the Feminist Ethic of Care for Social Policy,” Feminist Theory 4, no. 2 
(August 2003): 179–97.

3 verne Harris, Archives and Justice: A South African Perspective (Chicago: Society of 
American Archivists, 2007).

4 Anne Gilliland and Sue McKemmish, “Building an Infrastructure for Archival Research,” 
Archival Science 4, no. 3–4 (2004): 149–97.
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justice aims, our approach advocates critical attention to power differentials 
throughout these processes. Given the attempt of feminist ethics to recuper-
ate elements of human experience that have been dismissed or derided as 
feminine, it is perhaps unsurprising that all four of the relational shifts we are 
proposing invoke affect in ways that have not yet been commonly discussed in 
archival studies literature. 

Social Justice and Archives

Scholars of archival studies and archivists have rightfully paid increasing 
attention to social justice concerns in recent years.5 This literature has shown 
that archives have the capacity to produce and to reproduce social justice and 
injustice through their constructions of the past, engagements in the present,6 
and shaping of possible futures. Drawing on a large and interdisciplinary 
literature in their project on the social justice impacts of archives, Wendy 
Duff, Andrew Flinn, Karen E. Suurtamm, and David A. Wallace concep- 
tualize social justice as the 

ideal vision that every human being is of equal and incalculable value, entitled to 
shared standards of freedom, equality, and respect. These standards also apply to 
broader social aggregations such as communities and cultural groups. violations of 
these standards must be acknowledged and confronted. It specifically draws atten-
tion to inequalities of power and how they manifest in institutional arrangements and 
systemic inequities that further the interests of some groups at the expense of others in 
the distribution of material goods, social benefits, rights, protections, and opportun-
ities. Social justice is always a process and can never be fully achieved.7 

5 See The Archival Education and Research Institute (AERI), Pluralizing the Archival 
Curriculum Group (PACG), “Educating for the Archival Multiverse,” American Archivist 
74, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2011): 69–101; Anne Gilliland, “Neutrality, Social Justice and the 
Obligations of Archival Education and Educators in the Twenty-First Century,” Archival 
Science 11, no. 3–4 (November 2011): 193–209; Michelle Caswell, Giso Broman, Jennifer 
Kirmer, Laura Martin, and Nathan Sowry, “Implementing a Social Justice Framework in an 
Introduction to Archives Course: Lessons from Both Sides of the Classroom,” InterActions: 
UCLA Journal of Education and Information Studies 8, no. 2 (2012): 1–30; Michelle 
Caswell, “Not Just between Us: A Riposte to Mark Greene,” in “Letters to the Editor,” 
American Archivist 76, no. 2 (Fall/Winter 2013): 605–8; Michelle Caswell, “Seeing Yourself 
in History: Community Archives in the Fight against Symbolic Annihilation,” Public 
Historian 36, no. 4 (November 2014): 26–37; and Randall Jimerson, “Archivists and Social 
Responsibility: A Response to Mark Greene,” American Archivist 76, no. 2 (Fall/Winter 
2013): 335–45.

6 Wendy M. Duff, Andrew Flinn, Karen Emily Suurtamm, and David A. Wallace, “Social 
Justice Impact of Archives: A Preliminary Investigation,” Archival Science 13, no. 4 
(December 2013): 319. 

7 Ibid., 324–25.
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A social justice agenda in archives requires undertaking critical analyses of 
power, its operation, distribution, and abuses; working toward equity in the 
distribution of resources and opportunities8; building and maintaining cross-
cultural collaboration and dialogue9; advocating the inclusion of and promot-
ing the agency of marginalized individuals and communities in the archives10; 
and reinterpreting archival concepts11 to challenge dominant power structures 
in support of social justice principles and goals. 

Much of the discussion of social justice in the archival field has assumed 
a legalistic, rights-based framework, to delineate the role of records, archives, 
and archivists in both the violation of human rights and in holding individuals 
and governments accountable for basic human rights, such as the right to 
life, privacy, and freedom of expression.12 In the majority of this archival 
studies scholarship, records are seen as tools of legal accountability, and both 
archivists and users are constructed as autonomous individual subjects. As 
David Wallace and verne Harris have each noted, in some dominant strands 
of this scholarship, archivists everywhere are seen to be beholden to universal 
codes of ethics, and users are treated the same, regardless of their relationship 
to the act being documented in the record.13 Although a rights-based approach 
has been useful in examining some of the most egregious atrocities, such as 
genocide and mass rape, it ignores the realities of more subtle, intangible, and 
shifting forms of oppression that are also pressing social justice concerns. The 
proposed care ethics framework sits firmly within the social justice tradition 
in archival studies even as it critiques and shifts it; in particular, the concerns 
over power differentials and inequities that are central to social justice– 
oriented scholarship guide our theoretical framework and commitment to 
critical praxis. 

An Ethics of Care

Decades of feminist scholarship have called into question the universality of 
a rights-based framework, arguing instead that such approaches fail to take 
into account women’s experiences of morality. Philosopher Alison Jagger, for 

8 Anthony W. Dunbar, “Introducing Critical Race Theory to Archival Discourse: Getting the 
Conversation Started,” Archival Science 6, no. 1 (March 2006): 117.

9 Ibid.
10 Ricardo L. Punzalan and Michelle Caswell, “Critical Directions for Archival Approaches to 

Social Justice,” Library Quarterly 86, no. 1 (January 2016): 25–42.
11 Ibid. 
12 This legalistic framework is reflected in the first author’s prior work. This article does not 

mean to invalidate such work but to supplement it. 
13 David Wallace, “Locating Agency: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Professional Ethics and 

Archival Morality,” Journal of Information Ethics 19, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 172–89; verne 
Harris, “Jacques Derrida Meets Nelson Mandela: Archival Ethics at the Endgame,” Archival 
Science 11, no. 1–2 (March 2011): 113–24. 
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example, noted that traditional discussions of ethics failed women in five over-
lapping ways: disregarding issues that impact women, devaluing the private 
realm, positing that women are less moral than men, overvaluing traits that 
have been constructed as masculine, and privileging rights over relationships.14 
As Jagger’s typology reveals, the feminist critique of dominant conceptions of 
morality takes many different forms, as do formulations of what constitutes 
a “feminist ethics” in response. Although “feminist ethics” is a wide net that 
catches many different (and sometimes incompatible) strands of thought, we 
have chosen here to focus on an ethics of care as a feminist framework. 

Faced with the predominance of rights-based models, some feminist 
scholars have argued instead that an “ethics of care” is a more inclusive and 
apt model for envisioning and enacting a more just society. An ethics of care, 
which we situate here under the larger tent of feminist ethics, stresses the 
ways people are linked to each other and larger communities through webs of 
responsibilities.15 This feminist approach to ethics emphasizes “particularity, 
connection, and context” rather than abstract moral principles.16 It rejects liber-
al moral assumptions about individual choice and free will – which it posits is 
not how most women have experienced the world – in favour of empathy in the 
face of situational demands, and it draws to the fore women’s lived experiences 
as caregivers. 

The framework of an ethics of care emerged, in part, from the work of 
psychologist Carol Gilligan, whose 1982 book In a Different Voice questioned 
dominant theories of morality in which ethics were seen as matters of individ-
ual choice and free will. In such scholarship, Gilligan argued, “Men’s experi-
ence stands for all of human experience,” resulting in “theories which eclipse 
the lives of women and shut out women’s voices.”17 In the face of such mascu-
linist scholarship, Gilligan engaged in the radical act of listening to women. 
What she heard was that dominant rhetorics of autonomy, individual freedoms 
and rights, choice, and neutrality were meaningless to many women, who are 
socialized into a caregiving role and whose moral decision-making is deeply 
relational, context dependent, and emotionally resonant.

We want to stress here the word socialized, and caution against reductive 
claims that essentialize women as biologically prone to caring; that is not the 
underlying tenet of this strand of feminist ethics, nor is it the assumption or 

14 Alison Jagger, “Feminist Ethics,” in Encyclopedia of Ethics, ed. L. Becker and C. Becker 
(New York: Garland Press, 1992), 363–64. 

15 See Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982); Claudia Card, Feminist Ethics 
(Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas Press, 1991). Eve Browning Cole and Susan Coultrap-
McQuin, eds., Explorations in Feminist Ethics (Bloomington, IN, and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1992); and Elizabeth Frazer, Jennifer Hornsby, and Sabrina Lovibond, 
Ethics: A Feminist Reader (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992).

16 Cole and Coultrap-McQuin, Explorations in Feminist Ethics, 3.
17 Gilligan, In a Different Voice, xiii.
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assertion of this article. Instead, feminist ethics overturns dominant assump-
tions about the universality of masculinist conceptions of morality and, as 
articulated by Gilligan, advocates that we all pay greater attention to care – 
what it is, who does it, who needs it, how it is distributed and circulated – and 
that we place care at the centre of our moral constructions.18 Feminist ethics, 
in our estimation, also problematizes neo-liberalist rhetoric that sees individ-
uals primarily as free agents in a market economy, that deflects attention from 
systemic oppressions, that posits chronic underfunding, disaster, and state fail-
ure as excuses for privatization, and that obfuscates or renders invisible forms 
of labour that are deemed undesirable.19  

As opposed to a human rights framework that endows individuals with 
universal and inalienable rights, a feminist ethics framework posits interlacing 
and ongoing relationships of mutual obligation that are dependent on culture 
and context. While in a human rights framework individuals are held account-
able by a rationally derived set of laws by states and international governing 
bodies, in a feminist ethics framework subjects are constructed relationally, 
intersecting structures of violence are interrogated, and injustice is viewed as 
both structural and “multi-scalar,” that is, operating on both the micro and the 
macro levels, in private and in public.20 

Furthermore, while human rights frameworks can often rely on punitive 
approaches that have the incarceration of perpetrators as an end goal, some 
feminist frameworks advocate restorative models that aim to reintegrate viola-
tors into communities and to re-establish mutually responsive relationships. In 
particular, women of colour feminist scholarship on, and involvement in, the 
prison abolition movement has drawn attention to structural racism underlying 
the prison industrial complex and has questioned the ethics of putting people 
in cages, regardless of the severity of the offence.21 Here, we are inspired by 
transgender legal scholar and activist Dean Spade’s assertion that, when it 

18 See Cheryl McEwan and Michael K. Goodman, “Place Geography and the Ethics of Care: 
Introductory Remarks on the Geographies of Ethics, Responsibility and Care,” Ethics, 
Place and Environment 13, no. 2 (June 2010): 103–12; Fiona Robinson, “Global Care Ethics: 
Beyond Distribution, Beyond Justice,” Journal of Global Ethics 9, no. 2 (August 2013): 131–
43; and virginia Held, “The Ethics of Care as Normative Guidance: Comment on Gilligan,” 
Journal of Social Philosophy 45, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 107–15.

19 Held, “The Ethics of Care as Normative Guidance.”
20 Robinson, “Global Care Ethics.”
21 See Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in 

Globalizing California (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007); Angela 
Y. Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003); and Michelle 
Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, rev. ed. 
(New York: The New Press, 2012). This work stands in contrast to what has been termed 
“carceral feminism,” that is, feminist work that advocates stiffer prison sentences for those 
found guilty of sexual violence and hate crimes. See also victoria Law, “Against Carceral 
Feminism,” Jacobin 2014, accessed 8 February 2015, https://www.jacobinmag.com/2014/10/
against-carceral-feminism.
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comes to liberation, the law has limits; we cannot simply distill social justice 
into a series of legal rights granted – however grudgingly – from the state.22 
Indeed, state institutions have historically been and continue to be the biggest 
purveyors of systems of violence both locally and globally. Instead of rely-
ing on governmental and intergovernmental bodies to enforce human rights 
with the threats of incarceration and militarism, we are advocating a feminist 
conception of ethics built around notions of relationality, interdependence, 
embodiment, and responsibility to others. 

Radical Empathy and the Body

Empathy is an affective demand of care. Empathy at its most simplistic asks 
us to imagine our body in the place of another. As a clinical tool, accord-
ing to psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut, “empathy is the capacity to think and feel 
oneself into the inner life of another person.”23 In philosophy, Karsten Stueber 
has developed dual conceptions of empathy. The first, “basic empathy,” is the 
human capacity to perceive another’s emotional state without simulating or 
modelling it. In contrast, in “re-enactive empathy”24 cognitive resources are 
consciously deployed to reconstruct another person’s experience. While helpful, 
these traditional concepts of empathy are alone not enough in building an ethics 
of care in archives; for this, we must enact new and radical forms of empathy. 

“Radical empathy” has been employed in a range of contexts to describe 
theoretical and observed relations between people, the self, and others. In her 
ethnographic work on learning within the psyche and the place of the body 
in spiritual transformation and healing, anthropologist Joan D. Koss-Chioino 
argues that empathy in healing relationships “creates an inter-subjective space 
where individuals,” regardless of their prior relationships to one another, 
enter into “intimate relation.” In its extreme form, “individual differences are 
melded into one field of feeling and experience,” a phenomenon Koss-Chioino 
describes as “radical empathy.”25 Radical empathy is thus a learned process 
of direct and deep connection between the self and another that emphasizes 
human commonality through “thinking and feeling into the minds of others.”26 
Applying a feminist framework, sociologist Lorraine Nencel calls for adopt-
ing a politics of “radical empathy” as a relation that increases compassion, 

22 Dean Spade, Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics and the Limits of 
the Law (Brooklyn, NY: South End Press, 2011).

23 Heinz Kohut, How Does Analysis Cure? ed. Arnold Goldberg with the collaboration of Paul 
E. Stepansky (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 82.

24 Karsten Stueber, Rediscovering Empathy: Agency, Folk Psychology and the Human Sciences 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 2006), 20–21.

25 Joan D. Koss-Chioino, “Spiritual Transformation, Relation and Radical Empathy: Core 
Components of the Ritual Healing Process,” Transcultural Psychiatry 43, no. 4 (December 
2006): 655–56.

26 Ibid., 664.
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the sharing of social capital, and empathic demonstrations of the experiences, 
needs, and wants of all research collaborators in feminist fieldwork practi-
ces.27 In this context, radical empathy requires closeness between researcher 
and subject, and that the researcher be fully attuned to the complexities of the 
research context. In theatre studies, radical empathy has been used to describe 
popular theatre practices that create a space for individuals and social groups 
to work on “dangerous issues” by having their stories told and heard, all while 
recognizing the dangers of storytelling and the inequalities of risk regarding 
differences in power in the process.28 The concept of radical empathy has also 
been taken up in philosophy by Matthew Ratcliffe to describe a distinct kind of 
empathy emerging out of a phenomenological stance that opens the possibility 
of structurally different ways of finding oneself in the world.29 Ratcliffe argues 
that, while we recognize the differences between our experiences and those 
of others in everyday encounters, we still take much for granted as shared. 
He posits that a shift to radical empathy is required to make interpretable and 
illegible the changes that occur in the structure of human experience in psychi-
atric illnesses, such as severe depression, schizophrenia, and depersonalization. 
Radical empathy offers a way to engage with others’ experiences that involves 
discarding the assumption that we share with them the same modal space of 
belonging in the world. Our conception of empathy is radical in its openness 
and its call for a willingness to be affected, to be shaped by another’s experi-
ences, without blurring the lines between the self and the other. 

The notion of empathy we are positing assumes that subjects are embodied, 
that we are inextricably bound to each other through relationships, that we live 
in complex relations to each other infused with power differences and inequi-
ties, and that we care about each other’s well-being. This emphasis on empathy 
takes bodies and the bodily into account. Bodies and care are intimately 
linked. Care includes both the often bodily labours of providing what is neces-
sary for the health, sustainment, and protection of someone or something, and 
the feeling of concern and attachment that provokes such acts. Though bodies 
and care are often linked in other professional and academic contexts (such as 
nursing and social work), in archives this attention to the body marks a new 
strain of inquiry. In prior archival scholarship, acts of care and the bodies 
they invoke are often ignored outside of purely practical concerns, such as the 
leaving of oily fingerprints on the surface of photographs and the standard job 

27 Lorraine Nencel, “Situating Reflexivity: voices, Positionalities and Representations in 
Feminist Ethnographic Texts,” Women’s Studies International Forum 43 (March 2014): 
81–82.

28 Shauna Butterwick and Jan Selman, “Deep Listening in a Feminist Popular Theatre Project: 
Upsetting the Position of Audience in Participatory Education,” Adult Education Quarterly 
54, no. 1 (November 2003): 10.

29 Matthew Ratcliffe, “Phenomenology as a Form of Empathy,” Inquiry: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal of Philosophy 55, no. 5 (October 2012): 474–95.
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requirement of the ability to lift 40 pounds or more.30 We hope to change this 
line of thinking by revealing that bodies and the bodily are integral – rather 
than intrusive or unwanted – aspects of archival labour.

Acknowledging the Limits of Empathy

Even as we propose these affective shifts, we are also sensitive to their limits. 
Radical empathy holds great potential, but it also presents the possibility of 
grave danger for archives and archivists. If not carefully negotiated, empathy 
can easily become problematic in its potential erasure of the other. Literary 
scholar Saidiya Hartman’s work on representations of the suffering of enslaved 
black bodies presented by 19th-century white abolitionists to garner support 
for their cause provides an illustration of the dangers of an empathy that 
requires a substitution of one body for another. In the scenario described by 
Hartman, “the white body must be positioned in the place of the black body” 
in order to make black slaves’ suffering “visible and intelligible” to the white 
listener.31 This replacing of bodies, of black with white, naturalizes suffering 
and pain as the condition of black bodies,32 threatens to obliterate the suffering 
of the black body, erases meaningful differences between bodies, and always 
returns the focus to the white body and its affective experiences.33 In this way, 
Hartman provides us with necessary cautions that highlight the limitations of 
empathy about which we must always be vigilant.

In the midst of this call for empathy, it is also important to remind 
ourselves not to erase differences between bodies, not to turn a blind eye to 
power differentials, and not to reinforce hierarchies that permanently position 
some as caregivers and others as care recipients. Here, Selma Sevenhuijsen’s 
caution against the paternalism of “rescuer and victim” mentalities is key, as 
is her assertion that relationships between caregiver and care recipient are 
marked by an “asymmetrical reciprocity” that acknowledges inequalities 
of power within such relationships.34 Thus, while we may empathize with 
others, we must simultaneously engage differences between self and other. 
Sevenhuijsen writes, “The ethical relation begins with the willingness to be 
open to everyone’s unique, embodied subjectivity: the idea that everyone is 
positioned differently and cannot be reduced to that of others.”35 Similarly, 

30 Marika Cifor, “Harvey Milk’s Ponytail: The Affect of Intimacy in the Queer Archives” 
(presentation, Affect and the Archive symposium, University of California, Los Angeles, 20 
November 2014). 

31 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-
Century America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 18–19.

32 Ibid.
33 Amber Jamilla Musser, Sensational Flesh: Race, Power, and Masochism (New York: New 

York University Press, 2014), 100–101.
34 Sevenhuijsen, “The Place of Care,” 186.
35 Ibid.
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work in the phenomenological philosophical tradition critiques conceptions 
of empathy that require such first-person replication of others’ experiences, 
the imagining of our body in the place of another. For example, Edith Stein 
uses “empathy” more broadly to encompass all “acts in which foreign experi-
ence is comprehended.”36 This type of empathy is never about having the same 
feeling as another; rather it is through empathy that we have an experience 
of our own that “announces” another experience as belonging to someone 
else.37 As these dangers have shown, we must be careful not to appropriate 
the experiences of others under the guise of empathy in our archival endeav-
ours; instead, empathy can be used to mark the distinction between self and 
others even as we open ourselves to them. In this way, the possibility of feeling 
through another with empathy can open possibilities for complex and multiple 
affinities. If carefully negotiated, empathy allows for a better understanding of 
others and their positions, while also allowing us to be aware of the connec-
tions and disjunctions between the self and the other.

Shifting Affective Responsibilities in the Archives

Now that we have described the differences between a rights-based approach 
and a feminist ethics framework, and have explained the importance of care, 
empathy, and the body in the latter, as well as the potential pitfalls of such 
an approach, we would like to propose how a feminist approach would shift 
four key archival relationships: the relationship between archivist and record 
creator, between archivist and record subject, between archivist and user, and 
between archivist and larger communities. In each of these relationships, we 
are advocating that archivists adopt an affective responsibility toward radical 
empathy.

First affective responsibility: the relationship between archivist and record 
creator. A relationship of radical empathy here would mean that we see the 
archivist as entering into an affective bond with the creator of the record 
she is stewarding. This bond exists, even if the archivist and record creator 
have never met in person, even if centuries separate the record creator from 
the archival intervention. What archivist, after meticulously sorting through 
pages of diaries, folders of correspondence, and boxes of ephemera, has not 
felt emotionally connected to the creator of a collection? A feminist approach 
not only acknowledges this emotional bond, but also hinges an ethical orienta-
tion on it. By stewarding a collection, the archivist enters into a relationship of 
care with the record creator in which the archivist must do her best not only 
to empathize with the record creator, but also to allow that empathy to inform 

36 Edith Stein, On the Problem of Empathy, trans. W. Stein (Washington, DC: ICS Publications 
1989), 6.

37 Ibid., 14–23.
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the archival decision-making processes. For example, in making appraisal 
decisions, the archivist should ask, would the creator want this material to be 
made available? In making descriptive choices, the archivist should ask, what 
language would the creator use to describe the records? In making preserva-
tion decisions, the archivist should ask, would the creator want this material 
to be preserved indefinitely? This does not mean that the wishes of the creator 
trump that of the other interested parties – indeed the subject of the record, the 
user of the record, and the community of the record will likely have conflict-
ing and more morally compelling claims to the record than the record creator 
– but rather, in a feminist approach, each one of these parties is considered 
empathetically and in relation to each other and to dominant power structures 
before archival decisions are made. As previously stated, an ethics of care does 
not erase power differentials, but rather is acutely attuned to inequities (and 
seeks to transform such inequities), even as it empathizes with all interested 
parties, including those who held and exploited positions of power.  

The first author was recently confronted with an ethical dilemma in her 
role as a volunteer archivist for the South Asian American Digital Archive 
(SAADA), a community-based archives she co-founded and on whose board 
she sits. SAADA is an online-only postcustodial archives: staff and volunteers 
for the organization borrow physical materials from families and institu-
tions, digitize them, make them publicly accessible, and return them. There 
is nothing in the collection that is not freely accessible online. While digit-
izing a collection of papers related to vaishno Das Bagai, an early Indian 
immigrant to the United States, she came across Bagai’s personal suicide note, 
dated 1928, addressed to his wife and sons, marked at the top with red ink, 
underlined, and in capital letters: “NO ONE ELSE SHOULD READ THIS.” 
Although Bagai had been dead for nearly 85 years, and his granddaughter who 
was donating the collection may have granted permission to digitize the note, 
the first author felt an affective responsibility to maintain Bagai’s privacy. Out 
of a sense of empathy with and care for Bagai, developed over the course of 
processing his collection, the first author did not digitize the private suicide 
note.38 As this case illustrates, archivists can enter into relationships of care 
with the creators of records that transcend space and time. 

Similarly, the second author participated in making various difficult deci-
sions to honour the wishes and feelings of the records creators, above those 
of others and institutional aims, in her work on the project Making Invisible 
Histories visible: Preserving the History of Lesbian Feminist Activism 
and Writing in Los Angeles, a three-year collaboration between the June L. 
Mazer Lesbian Archives, the UCLA Center for the Study of Women, and the 

38 By contrast, Bagai also wrote a public suicide note that he requested be published in the local 
newspaper. This public suicide note was digitized. 
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UCLA Library. Red Arobateau’s collection of his self-published poetry from 
the early 1970s was among the collections selected to be arranged, described, 
digitized, and made accessible. The selected collections tell unique and 
important stories of lesbian and feminist political acts, writing, desiring, and 
lives. This project presented a number of challenges, including the relation-
ship between archivist and records creator in terms of negotiating the past 
and current needs and identifications of records creators. Some of the creators 
and donors who identified as lesbians at the time of their donation no longer 
identify as such. These challenges were heightened because of the increas-
ingly public nature of their collections after their physical move to UCLA 
and greater presence online. It is lesbian history that the Mazer Archives 
is dedicated to preserving and promoting in order to help other community 
members “understand more fully” their own identities and histories and to 
help them “maintain this vital link to their own past.”39 Red is a transsexual 
man who identified earlier in his life with the lesbian community. In this 
case, Red’s gender identity and relationship to the lesbian community, past 
and present, are public knowledge, so there were no concerns about outing 
him or otherwise violating his privacy. However, there were still signifi-
cant concerns as to how to respect and honour his identity and place in the 
archives. There was no consensus on how to account for Red’s gender identity 
in the collection’s description.40 Stacy Wood, who processed the collection, 
persevered in her decision to note his gender identity as a “transsexual” in the 
finding aid’s abstract and biographical information.41 In this case, a resolution 
was reached that placed higher value on honouring the identity, experiences, 
and desires of the records creator than on the discomfort of others involved 
with the archives. The potential complexities of shifting identifications and 
relationships to archives and collections in this case gestures to other instan-
ces when the creators, subjects, users, and communities of our records, those 
deserving our empathy, might be in deep and complex conflict. If a records 
creator no longer identifies with a community, what does it mean for them to 
be represented as part of that community in archives? Should those shifting 
relations be accounted for in our descriptions, policies, and outreach efforts? 
While there is no singular formula for navigating these complex and ongoing 
relationships, we must consider carefully the relations of the records creator 
and other stakeholders to multiple axes of power. A relationship of care in 

39 June L. Mazer Archives, “About Us,” accessed 20 September 2015, http://www 
.mazerlesbianarchives.org/about-us.

40 Stacy Wood, “Un/Natural Silences: Donor Requested Destruction in the June L. Mazer 
Archives” (presentation, Archival Education and Research Institute, Austin, TX, 20 June 
2013). 

41 University of California, Los Angeles, Charles E. Young Research Library, UCLA Library 
Special Collections, finding aid for the Red Arobateau Papers (Collection 1950), accessed 23 
September 2015, http://www.oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c83n2446/entire_text.
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such cases demands a complicated navigation of the desires and needs of the 
records creators.

Second affective responsibility: the relationship between archivist and the 
subject of records. Here, the archivist has an affective responsibility to those 
about whom records are created, often unwittingly and unwillingly. Such 
stakeholders include Indigenous and colonial subjects counted, classified, 
studied, enslaved, traded as property, and/or murdered. In dealing with such 
records – and virtually every archivist has dealt with such records – a femin-
ist approach guides the archivist to an affective responsibility to empathize 
with the subjects of the records and, in so doing, to consider their perspectives 
in making archival decisions. This is in contrast to the dominant Western 
mode of archival practice, in which archivists solely consider the legal rights 
of records creators, too often ignoring the record subject and the sometimes 
fuzzy line between creator and subject. In the feminist approach, the archivist 
cares about and for and with subjects; she empathizes with them.

Here, the feminist ethics approach is in line with recent archival studies 
scholarship – particularly Australian work on co-creatorship and Indigenous 
claims to colonial records – that aims to recover and reassert the voices of 
record subjects in the archival process.42 For example, Livia Iacovino’s work 
on records created by Australian government officials about Indigenous 
populations details the ways in which the descendants of those record 
subjects have been shut out of the decision-making processes regarding 
archival description and access policies. While the dominant interpreta-
tion of creatorship narrowly bestows physical and intellectual property 
rights on records creators and denies those same rights to record subjects, 
Iacovino proposes a new “participant model of co-creatorship” that grants the 
Indigenous subjects of records (and the community of their descendants) the 
rights to control, describe, respond to, and use records documenting colonial 
violence.43 Iacovino’s proposed model exemplifies an archival responsibility 
to the subjects of records and opens up the possibility for new and deeper 
relationships between archivists and such subjects. We would add an affective 
dimension to Iacovino’s brilliant model by emphasizing the affective respon-
sibility of the archivist to the subjects of such records.

42 See Chris Hurley, “Parallel Provenance: (1) What If Anything Is Archival Description?” 
Archives and Manuscripts 33, no. 1 (2005): 110–45; Sue McKemmish, Shannon Faulkhead, 
and Lynette Russell, “Distrust in the Archive: Reconciling Records,” Archival Science 11, 
no. 34 (November 2011): 211–39; and Sue McKemmish et al., “Resetting Relationships: 
Archives and Indigenous Human Rights in Australia,” Archives and Manuscripts 39, no. 1 
(2011): 107–44.

43 Livia Iacovino, “Rethinking Archival, Ethical and Legal Frameworks for Records of 
Indigenous Australian Communities: A Participant Relationship Model of Rights and 
Responsibilities,” Archival Science 10, no. 4 (December 2010): 353–72.
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To provide another example of the affective bond between archivist and 
record subject, as part of the collaborative project between the Mazer Archives 
and UCLA described above, the second author conducted life oral histories 
with key members of the Mazer’s board of directors, eight women with long-
term involvement in the Archives and the Los Angeles lesbian community.44 
These oral histories were collaborative dialogues built on trust. The second 
author shares with her narrators a gender identification as a woman, the iden-
tity and privileges of being white, a middle-class upbringing and white-collar 
professional occupation, and education through graduate levels. Though they 
employ different terminology to describe their sexualities, the narrators and 
the second author also share, in terms of their sexualities, positions and experi-
ences outside the heterosexual norm. These multiple shared positions were 
fundamental to building affective bonds and to the products that resulted. Our 
privileged homogeneity also introduced a number of significant limitations 
that can serve to produce a very narrow frame of community and history. 
The histories capture the stories, feelings, and meanings derived from each 
narrator’s individual frame of reference and what is important to her. The 
narrators provided fascinating personal insights about the lived experiences 
of individual lesbians, their communities, and lesbian and feminist activism in 
Los Angeles from the 1960s to the present. They spoke to experiences ranging 
from growing up as LGBTQ persons to engaging in consciousness raising, and 
the changes they have experienced in the lesbian community. Much of what 
they shared was deeply personal and involved stories of friendship, romantic 
relationships, and interpersonal conflict. There were also meaningful topics 
that were foreclosed, in particular because of racial privileges. Difficult deci-
sions had to be made in concert with the narrators about what information was 
to be restricted, for how long, and what should be erased from the recordings 
altogether. These decisions were made largely to protect the privacy of record 
subjects, especially around sensitive information regarding sexuality and 
sexual orientation. In a relationship of caring, we must balance our desire to 
capture histories that would otherwise be silenced in the archival record with 
the privacy, desires, and needs of the subjects of our records. 

Third affective responsibility: the relationship between archivist and user. 
Practising radical empathy with users means acknowledging the deep emotion-
al ties users have to records, the affective impact of finding – or not finding 
– records that are personally meaningful, and the personal consequences that 
archival interaction can have on users. We can no longer operate as if archival 
users are all detached neutral subjects without a stake in the records they are 

44 The oral histories are described in greater detail in an essay by the second author, “Oral 
Histories,” in The June L. Mazer Lesbian Archives: Making Invisible Histories Visible – A 
Resource Guide to the Collections, ed. Kathleen A. McHugh, Brenda Johnson-Grau, and Ben 
Raphael Sher (Los Angeles: UCLA Center for the Study of Women, 2014): 61–63.
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using: finding out your father was killed at a certain place in a certain way, or 
that your ancestral land is legally claimed by someone else, or that you are, in 
fact, adopted – these are affective experiences. We cannot ethically continue 
to conceive of our primary users as academic scholars; survivors of human 
rights abuse and victims’ families use records, artists use records, community 
members use records. We need to build policies, procedures, and services with 
these users in mind, but even more so, we need to shift our affective orienta-
tions in service to these users. An archivist’s shift toward radical empathy here 
can be as simple as stocking tissues at the reference desk or as grand as the 
creation of descriptive systems, such as the Mukurtu system, that allow differ-
ential access for users based on historical and social context.45 These shifts are 
both micro and macro, personal and institutional, with profound implications 
for archival practice.

For example, the second author’s experiences as a queer-identified user at 
the Lesbian Herstory Archives (LHA), a grassroots community archives based 
in Brooklyn, New York, point to the significance of considering the user’s 
affective responses to records. For the second author, walking through the door 
into its beautiful brownstone for the first time in college remains one of her 
most powerful archival encounters. She was literally welcomed into someone’s 
home (where the archives is located and where its caretaker resides), offered 
a cup of tea by the volunteer archivist and a seat on one of many living room 
couches, given the option of a tour, and then allowed to wander the open stacks 
on her own. This was a prospect both terrifying and thrilling. This experience 
reflects the LHA’s aim to provide community members with the opportunity 
to see, to touch, and to feel their own history. That visit and each of her return 
visits provided “an emotional rather than a narrowly intellectual experience,” 
as scholar Ann Cvetkovich describes it.46 In this case, honouring affect was 
about the archivist’s reading of the user; for the second author, the opportun-
ity to mediate her own experience of the archives was particularly powerful 
and gave her the space to feel, to touch, and to begin to build the identification 
with a queer past she so desperately desired. Being given the space to feel what 
she needed to also conveyed the archives’ significant trust in her as a user and 
community member. Sometimes allowing for affect can be as simple as giving 
the user space and time to feel.

Fourth affective responsibility: the relationship between archivist and 
the larger community. In this shift, archivists have “responsibilities towards 
unseen others” – those who are not direct users of records, but for whom 

45 Kimberly Christen, “Opening Archives: Respectful Repatriation,” American Archivist 74, 
no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2011): 185–210; Mukurtu, accessed 10 January 2015, http://www 
.mukurtuarchive.org.

46 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Cultures 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003), 241. 
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the use of records has lasting consequences.47 This approach resonates with, 
but also expands on, Joel Wurl’s assertion of ethnicity as provenance and 
Jeannette Bastian’s idea of a “community of records.”48 Here, the archivist has 
an ethical obligation to empathize with all parties impacted by archival use 
– the communities for whom justice or impunity has lasting consequences, 
the community of people for whom representation – or silencing – matters. 
Elsewhere, the first author borrowed the term “symbolic annihilation” from 
feminist media scholars to describe how communities feel when people with 
whom they are identified are ignored, maligned, or misrepresented in archival 
collecting.49 Symbolic annihilation is also a useful concept here to discuss the 
consequences when archivists fail to empathize with larger communities for 
whom the records in their care have import. In the affective responsibilities 
to larger communities implicated in archival work, archivists must ask: What 
are the consequences of my decisions on the larger community? Whose voices 
are silenced if a particular collection is not accessioned? Is the descriptive 
language I am using respectful to the larger communities of people invested 
in this record? Am I preserving and providing access to this record in ways 
that are cohesive with the culture of the community from whom the records 
emerged? Too often there are too many barriers between local communities 
and the academic and government repositories where records documenting 
community history reside. In contrast, practising radical empathy with larger 
communities of records entails that the archivist place herself in an affective 
relationship with the community. The tangible results of this approach may 
be the creation of new appraisal policies that bolster social inclusion or the 
reconceptualization of outreach programs in response to legacies of intellec-
tual extraction, inequity, mistrust, colonialism. In this re-framing, archivists sit 
within the ever-changing dynamics of community.

An example from the second author’s experience demonstrates the import-
ance of creating new records and reconceptualizing outreach programs 
when engaging in radical empathy with larger communities. Such an affect-
ive orientation to communities can document, speak to, and challenge long 
legacies of marginalization, inequity, and mistrust. The Polk Street: Lives in 

47 McEwan and Goodman, “Place Geography and the Ethics of Care.”
48 See Joel Wurl, “Ethnicity as Provenance: In Search of values and Principles Documenting 

the Immigrant Experience,” Archival Issues 29, no. 1 (2005): 65–76; Jeannette Bastian, 
Owning Memory: How a Caribbean Community Lost Its Archives and Found Its History 
(Westport, CT: Libraries Unlimited, 2003); and Jeannette Bastian, “Reading Colonial 
Records through an Archival Lens: The Provenance of Place, Space and Creation,” Archival 
Science 6, no. 3–4 (December 2006): 267–84.

49 See Gaye Tuchman, “Introduction: The Symbolic Annihilation of Women by the Mass 
Media,” in Hearth and Home: Images of Women in the Mass Media, ed. Gaye Tuchman, 
Arlene Kaplan Daniels, and James Benet (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 3–38; 
and Michelle Caswell, “Seeing Yourself in History: Community Archives and the Fight 
against Symbolic Annihilation,” Public Historian 36, no. 4 (November 2014): 26–37. 
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Transition project demonstrates the stakes and possibilities of such an affect-
ive community engagement. The project, led by public historian Joey Plaster, 
collected and interpreted more than 70 oral histories relating to contemporary 
neighbourhood change and conflict, which are housed at the GLBT Historical 
Society in San Francisco.50 Polk Street is a neighbourhood that has historic-
ally been home to some of the most underrepresented persons in the LGBTQ 
community – transgender women, queer people of colour, homeless youth, sex 
workers, and immigrants.51 In the words of Plaster, the community “predates 
the modern gay rights movement and remains a visible manifestation of the 
stereotypes the movement has worked to scrub clean over the past 40 years, 
that is: queer people as mentally ill, criminal, licentious, doomed to lonely 
lives.” Instead of repudiating this history, Plaster sought to “embrace and 
learn from it.”52 The project intervened in a period of significant change when 
gentrification with its rising rents was forcing out long-term residents, work-
ing-class gay and trans bars were closing, and new mid-income residents and 
businesses were rapidly moving in. Through oral histories, exhibitions, a radio 
documentary, and community meetings and events, the project built commun-
ity and facilitated dialogue about these issues. Plaster formed deep affective 
bonds with community members and recorded their stories where they felt 
most comfortable – in bars, churches, apartments, and streets and alleyways. 
Plaster’s oral histories (which the second author had the pleasure of transcrib-
ing as a volunteer for the GLBT Historical Society) focused on those who had 
the deepest emotional connections to the neighbourhood and were at the centre 
of the conflict – the homeless and marginally housed youth and new business 
owners. Such projects and affective ethical relations are not just about the 
preservation of history, but also about creating social change. As the Reverend 
Megan Rohrer, executive director of the neighbourhood organization Welcome 
Ministry, said, “It’s hard to discount someone once you’ve heard their story.” 
Rohrer credits the project with helping merchants better understand the needs 
of the homeless, thus shifting attitudes and garnering support.53 Creating space 
for the voices of communities that are often misunderstood, vilified, and/or 
deemed unable to speak for themselves and making those stories public, 
both within those communities and far beyond them, is key to building trust, 
honouring the voices and experiences of individuals whose stories are too 

50 GLBT Historical Society, “Polk Street: Lives in Transition,” accessed 6 March 2015, http://
www.glbthistory.org/PolkProject.

51 Joey Plaster, “Polk Street: Lives in Transition,” accessed 6 March 2015, http://jplaster 
.commons.yale.edu/polk-street-lives-in-transition.

52 Joey Plaster, Jay Allison, and viki Merrick, “Polk Street Stories: A Transom Radio Special” 
(21 June 2010), accessed 6 March 2015, http://transom.org/2010/polk-street-stories.

53 Katherine Seligman, “Oral Histories Tell Polk Street’s Story,” San Francisco Chronicle 
(8 August 2009), accessed 6 March 2015, http://www.sfgate.com/entertainment/article/ 
Oral-histories-tell-Polk-Street-s-story-3220904.php.
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often silenced, and upholding in the wider community our ethical relationships 
as archivists. 

In the first author’s experiences working with SAADA, for example, she 
is beholden not only to the donors of records, the organization’s financial 
supporters, and diverse groups of users (all of whom she is certainly beholden 
to), but also to larger South Asian American communities – and even then, 
not just to existing communities, but to the generations of communities yet 
to come.54 She has an affective responsibility, forged through archival labour, 
to those “unseen others” whose world is and will be shaped by SAADA’s 
work in the present, to those whom verne Harris calls “the ‘non-subjects,’ the 
ones excluded, erased, expunged, unimagined.”55 Even for those community 
members who never have and never will visit SAADA’s website, our exist-
ence as an archives matters because our work shapes how the community 
conceives of its past, documents its present, and imagines its futures. Here, we 
demonstrate the larger societal impact of archives. It matters if South Asian 
American children can see themselves reflected in history lessons. It matters 
if South Asian American anti-racist activists can be inspired by the radically 
anti-colonial Ghadar party of the 1910s. It matters if South Asian American 
hip hop artists can appropriate, sample, and repurpose oral history interviews 
from SAADA’s collections to create new anthems for new generations. These 
uses, real and imagined, ongoing or unforeseeable, matter because they have 
the potential to change the shape and direction of the community beyond 
the archives. As such, we have an affective responsibility beyond the record, 
beyond the record’s creators, the record’s subjects, and the record’s users, 
beyond the archives, to the future. 

Conclusion: Toward a Feminist Archival Ethics

In summary, a feminist ethics of care approach places the archivist in a web 
of relationships with each of the concerned parties and posits that the archiv-
ist has an affective responsibility to responsibly empathize with each of the 
stakeholders. The act that creates the record binds the record creator with the 
record subject, the subject with the larger community, and the archivist with 
all involved parties. In this light, radical empathy can guide each archival 
decision. This approach not only acknowledges the affective labour that many 
archivists already perform, but places such affective labour at the centre of the 
archival endeavour. 

54 This echoes verne Harris’s call for archivists to be responsible for the ghosts “not yet born”; 
see verne Harris, “Hauntology, Archivy, and Banditry: An Engagement with Derrida and 
Zapiro,” Critical Arts: South-North Cultural and Media Studies 29, suppl. 1 (December  
2015): 18.

55 verne Harris, email communication with first author, 21 November 2014.
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An archival approach based on the feminist ethics of care replaces the 
abstract legal and moral obligations of archivists as liberal autonomous 
individuals (as heretofore conceived through scholarship and professional 
codes of ethics) with an affective responsibility to engage in radical empathy 
with others, seen and unseen. It acknowledges that relationships change over 
time, that while the record may be fixed, our obligations to it – its creator, its 
subject, its users, its community – are constantly evolving in ways unforeseen. 
And it remains guided by social justice concerns, that is, by attempts to use 
archival thinking and practice to enact a more just vision of society.

Much more work needs to be done to further conceptualize how feminist 
ethics may cause us to rethink archival roles. Deeper interrogation is needed 
to unpack this notion of radical empathy and to examine archival relation-
ships in ways that do not erase differences about and between bodies. Given 
the importance feminist theory places on situated knowledges, multiple case 
studies are needed to explore how an archival ethics of care has been or can be 
enacted in real world environments. More theoretical work needs to be done 
at the intersection between feminist and queer approaches to archives, open-
ing up new possibilities for radical reinterpretations of archival ethics in the 
future. This article marks a first step in what we hope will be a large and rich 
trajectory of research and practice. 
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Queergaming is a provocation, a call to games, a horizon of possi-
bilities. Queergaming is a refusal of the idea that digital games and 
gaming communities are the sole provenance of adolescent, straight, 
white, cisgender, masculine, able, male, and “hardcore” bodies and 
desires and the articulation of and investment in alternative modes 
of play and ways of being. Queergaming is a challenge to this stereo-
typical, status quo intersection of game players, developers, cultures, 
and technologies, what I have elsewhere called the “technonorma-
tive matrix,”1 the digitized, gamified version of Judith Butler’s het-
eronormative matrix, “the matrix of power and discursive relations 
that effectively produce and regulate the intelligibility of [sex, gen-
der, or sexuality] for us.”2 Ultimately, queergaming is heterogeneity 
of play, imagining different, even radical game narratives, inter-
faces, avatars, mechanics, soundscapes, programming, platforms, 
playerships, and communities. It is gaming’s changing present and 
necessary future.

Queergaming, a term I am coining as a response to the normativi-
ties of games, asks the following question: How might we think about 

Chapter 2
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ways to play games and make games that recognize and work around 
the limitations and flexibilities of digital computers, player expecta-
tions, and the “playing it straight” cultures at large? As I have argued 
elsewhere, “given the binary nature of digital computers— from plat-
form to programming— the difficulty of queering games remains a 
challenge. After all, what is a game but a matrix of code, power rela-
tions, and constraints? . . . In other words, games always constrain 
players via normative narratives and mechanics.”3 How then might 
games embrace and enhance queer transformations, happy accidents, 
glitches, and switches that allow for non- technonormative practices, 
opportunities, and endgames? In other words, how might we think 
about what Alexander Galloway calls countergaming or “redefining 
play itself and thereby realizing [gaming’s] true potential as a politi-
cal and cultural avant- garde”?4 Drawing on Peter Wollen’s definitions 
of the countercinema of the 1960s, Alexander Galloway in Gaming: 
Essays on Algorithmic Culture argues for countergaming, which “ex-
ists in opposition to and outside the gaming mainstream” and which 
models not only what avant- garde gaming should look like but what 
it should play like, juxtaposing and experimenting with form, genre, 
function, and experience.5 Wollen articulated seven values of “old” 
cinema versus avant- garde cinema (holding Jean- Luc Godard up as 
an exemplar) including narrative transitivity (continuity, logical 
progression) versus narrative intransitivity (interrupted continuity, 
episodic, digression), transparency (naturalizing and disappearing 
the technology of film) versus foregrounding (making the mechanics 
of film apparent), and closure (a self- contained, bounded, resolved 
whole) versus aperture (open- endedness, excess, inter textuality). 
Galloway adapts Wollen’s seven values to the medium of digital games 
that not only identify “alternate formal strategies but the active em-
ployment and gleeful exploration of those strategies.”6 Galloway’s six 
values of countergaming include:

1. Transparency versus foregrounding. (Removing the apparatus 
from the image versus pure interplay of graphics apparatus or 
code displayed without representational imagery.)

2. Game play versus aestheticism. (Narrative game play based on a 
coherent rule set versus modernist formal experiments.)
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3. Representational modeling versus visual artifacts. (Mimetic mod-
eling of objects versus glitches and other unexpected products 
of the graphics engine.)

4. Natural physics versus invented physics. (Newtonian laws of mo-
tion, ray tracing, collisions, et cetera, versus incoherent physi-
cal laws and relationships.)

5. Interactivity versus non- correspondence. (Instant, predictable 
linkage between controller input and game play versus barri-
ers between controller input and game play.)

6. Gamic action versus radical action. (Conventional gaming poet-
ics versus alternative modes of game play.)7

Though Galloway’s list foregrounds primarily the manipulation 
and experimentation of the look and feel of games, he recognizes, 
“We need an avant- garde of video gaming not just in visual form 
but also in actional form. We need radical gameplay, not just radi-
cal graphics.”8 In other words, the challenge of new, different, alter-
native, even radical games requires a thoughtful reconfiguring and 
re imagining of more than just screen, pixel, interface, content, and 
controller. Queergaming dances with the possibilities of noncompeti-
tive, nonproductive, nonjudgmental play, as well as the uncertainty 
and inefficiency of glitches, exploits, and other goofiness and the de-
sire for queer worlds as opportunities for exploration, for different 
rules and goals, and even for the radical potential of failure.

To date, most “queer” games focus on superficial content, on same- 
sex sex, and queer marriage or couple plots. From BioWare’s Mass Ef-
fect and Dragon Age series to the Sims franchise by Electronic Arts to 
Lionhead’s Fable series to casual games like Digicub’s Mini Gay Boy-
friend, queerness in games is still largely window dressing, menu- 
driven identities (to quote Lisa Nakamura), a yes- or- no, date- him- 
or- her, have- sex- with- man- or- woman choice, which replicates the 
rather limited binary of hetero or homo, gay or straight, and even 
more insidiously the conservative belief that sexuality is a simple 
choice.9 For example, in Mass Effect 3, playing as the male main 
character, Shepard, the player can choose to romance Kaidan, a non- 
player character controlled by the game. To woo and win Kaidan as 
a lover, the player must discover, maintain, and satisfy a series of 



 18 EDMOND Y. CHANG

in- game “choices” and requirements that unlock the availability and 
feasibility of the subplot. From the start of play, the path through the 
game’s decision trees have already been plotted, predestined, and 
taking a wrong turn, making an incorrect response, means the queer 
match is lost. Given this inflexibility, in a sense, queer- friendly games 
and game design seem still mired in the limited and unproductive bi-
nary of narratology versus ludology, story versus playability. In these 
mainstream games, the solution to difference and diversity in games 
is token inclusion or flattened representation, and what it means to 
be inclusive is still narrow, often stereotyping, and problematic.

Queergaming queers countergaming, inflecting and infecting it 
with what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick calls the “open mesh of possibili-
ties,” a challenge to normative structures, narratives, and technolo-
gies— a wholly different kind of adventure.10 Or as Anna Anthropy, 
an independent, openly transgender game maker, argues, “In this 
world, ‘gay’ is a checkbox on a character sheet, a boolean, a binary 
bit, not an experience that greatly changes one’s life, identity, and 
struggle.”11 Anthropy, best known for games like dys4ia, enunciates 
the need for alternative formal, ludic, narrative, and player strate-
gies that collapse and complicate the terms and tensions that frame 
queer(ish) games: content versus experience, Boolean checkboxes 
versus the multiplicity of identities and embodiments, and the in-
escapable binary structure of digital computers. To that end, I pro-
pose an adaptation and repurposing of Galloway’s countergaming 
values organized around intersections rather than binary opposi-
tions. These queergaming values are outlined below.

Queer(er) design. From the platform up and from the player expe-
rience down, queergaming demands more than window dressing, 
more than binary choices, and more than the politics of representa-
tion. Building in a queer character or allowing for a queer plotline 
is not enough. Rather, a queerer game design takes up Anthropy’s 
challenge when she argues, “Token characters are not the product 
of queer experiences. Actual queer experiences offer perspectives on 
identity, on struggle, and on romance that could be entirely differ-
ent.”12 Representation must inform mechanics, and mechanics must 
deepen and thicken representation. For instance, BioWare’s newest 
title in the Dragon Age series, Dragon Age: Inquisition (which debuted 
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in late 2014), includes a “fully gay” non- player character, Dorian. Too- 
obvious Oscar Wilde reference aside, what does it mean for a character 
to be “fully” gay? Ostensibly, the answer is that Dorian will only be 
romance- able by a player character of the same gender, unlike earlier 
Dragon Age titles where characters were ostensibly “fully” bisexual, 
coded with hetero-  and homosexual romance plots. Dorian’s homo-
sexuality is fixed, flattened into witty repartee and flamboyant ste-
reotype. Unfortunately, as with other mainstream games, inclusion 
is defined as simply adding another checkbox, another token, an-
other plotline. Granted, the fact that such a character is visible and 
playable is a step in the right direction, but how might games and 
game design enact queerness that is “procedurally relevant,” more 
fully purposeful and “integrated with the narrative and ludic di-
mensions of the game”?13 How does being “fully gay” affect not only 
narrative but also game play, mechanics, consequences, and possi-
bilities? How does being gay differ or more importantly matter not 
just in terms of the plot or game world but also in terms of platform, 
programming, and player? Finally, how might we imagine and inter-
act with a queer character and queer experience not organized solely 
around sex and romance?

Queer(er) play. Extending Galloway’s hope for new “grammars of 
action” or “radical action” in games, which resist conventional gam-
ing aesthetics, goals, and poetics, queergaming engages different 
grammars of play, radical play, not grounded in normative ideologies 
like competition, exploitation, colonization, speed, violence, rugged 
individualism, leveling up, and win states. Games should be about 
much more than bigger guns, grislier gore, and “pwning” (owning, 
topping, defeating, humiliating) other players. How might we de-
velop game play and end states that invite exploration, cooperation, 
complexity, meditation, ambivalence, alternative spaces, even fail-
ure? What would it mean to play against the intent of the game’s 
design, to repurpose or resist the rules, to play as a collective? For ex-
ample, in the massively multiplayer online role- playing game World 
of Warcraft, a player character named Everbloom of the Feathermoon 
server maxed out their character (at the time, level 85) without kill-
ing a single in- game creature.14 Going against the easy and obvious 
route, the player instead relied on wandering the game world and 
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developing character skills in healing, herbalism, and mining. In fact, 
as Jenova Chen, designer of alternative games like Flower and Journey, 
says, “To me the measure of a human’s greatness is the value they 
can contribute to society. The game industry doesn’t need another 
shooter; it needs something to inspire them . .  . If the entire game 
industry is focusing on excitement and adrenaline rushes . .  . well, 
then I will look at peace, or love. That way we can expand the percep-
tion of what games can be and can accomplish.”15

Queer remediation. Beyond queering the ways we design games and 
the ways we play games, queergaming describes the ways games and 
players respond to, reflect on, and remediate themselves and one an-
other. J. David Bolter and Richard A. Grusin define remediation, in 
part, as the borrowing, appropriating, repurposing, and transform-
ing of one medium by another. For example, video games often rely 
on the accepted and familiar logics of film like point of view or cut 
scenes. Bolter and Grusin say, “We call the representation of one 
medium in another ‘remediation,’ and we will argue that remedia-
tion is a defining characteristic of the new digital media. . . . The elec-
tronic medium is not set in opposition to painting, photography, or 
printing; instead, the computer is offered as a new means of gaining 
access to materials from these older media, as if the content of the 
older media can simply be poured into the new one.”16

Queergaming takes up this idea of borrowing, appropriating, and 
repurposing to describe the strategies in which games and players 
take existing game titles, characters, stories, and worlds and queer 
them, remediate them to refashion and reimagine not only content 
and play but their very own relationship to ostensibly non- queer 
games and communities. Queergaming then is a response to the lack 
of queer representation, narratives, game play, game worlds, and 
gaming communities. Queergaming expands what it means to cre-
ate, consume, and play to include game mods (or modifications) and 
Easter eggs (hidden messages, jokes, and surprises), paratexts like 
game wikis and player- created websites, walkthroughs, and “Let’s 
play” videos, and even fan fiction, parodies, machinima, and cosplay 
(costume play). Queer remediation deploys what Henry Jenkins calls 
“textual poaching” or “a participatory culture which transforms the 
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experience of media consumption into the production of new texts, 
indeed a new culture and a new community.”17 Jenkins argues:

Fandom’s very existence represents a critique of conventional 
forms of consumer culture. Yet fandom also provides a space 
within which fans may articulate their specific concerns about 
sexuality, gender, racism, colonialism, militarism, and forced con-
formity. These themes regularly surface within fan discussions 
and fan artworks. Fandom contains both negative and positive 
forms of empowerment. Its institutions allow the expression 
both of what fans are struggling against and what they are 
struggling for; its cultural productions articulate fans’ frustra-
tion with their everyday life as well as their fascination with rep-
resentations that pose alternatives.18

In other words, players have been imagining queerness in games and 
in their relationship to games long before inclusion and the com-
modification of queerness became fashionable.

Queer futures. Queergaming is all of the above and more. These 
are merely possibilities, potential lines of flight and tactics of change 
and transformation. Queergaming is a flickering of the screen, the 
taking of a different path. Queergaming is utopia, what José Esteban 
Muñoz calls “a structuring and educated mode of desiring that al-
lows us to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the present . . . that 
thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed 
something is missing.”19 It is a different kind of gamification— a 
queergamification— that does much more than offer more menu 
choices and decision trees, high- definition graphics and immersive 
sound, points and epic loots. It is a response to the failure of games 
to think beyond and outside the checkboxes of so- called target de-
mographics to see that both games and players have been and will be 
more than a homogenous body and normative field. Queergaming is 
a direct challenge to the reality that “much of the pleasure of video-
games comes at the expense of women and people of color, both lit-
erally and figuratively,” and at the expense of those deemed differ-
ent, monstrous, even dangerous.20 It is optimism that cannot be paid 
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for with the hopes and dreams and blood and bones of others. Like 
Galloway’s call for a radical countergaming, queergaming is step-
ping out of “the rigid conceptualization that is a straight present” 
into “a collective temporal distortion” into queer fun, fantasy, even 
ecstasy.21 All in all, queergaming is a demand for full, dimensional, 
consequential, variegated, and playable queer experiences, lives, bod-
ies, and worlds.
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 I     Invisibly Visible, Visibly Invisible 

 When enough seemingly insignifi cant data is analyzed against billions of data elements, the 

invisible becomes visible. 

  — Seisint  1   

 Computers have fostered both a decline in and frenzy of visual knowledge. Opaque 
yet transparent, incomprehensible yet logical, they reveal that the less we know the 
more we show (or are shown). Two phenomena encapsulate this nicely: the prolifera-
tion of digital images (new media as  “ visual culture ” ) and  “ total information ”  systems 
(new media as  “ transparent ” ). 

 When digital cameras were introduced to the mass market in the 1990s, many 
scholars and legal experts predicted the end of photography and fi lm.  2   The reasons 
they offered were both material and functional: the related losses of celluloid and of 
indexicality, the evidentiary link between artifact and event. If, as Roland Barthes 
argues, the photograph certifi es that something has been — it is not a  “ copy ”  of a past 
reality, but an  “ emanation of a  past reality  ”   3   — and if, as Mary Ann Doane contends, 
fi lm as a historical artifact and the fi lmic moment as historical event are inextricably 
intertwined,  4   digital images by contrast break the temporal link between record and 
event. Because a memory card can be constantly rewritten, there is, theoretically, no 
fi xed relationship between captured event and image. Thus, it is not just that digital 
images are easily manipulated, but also that the moments they refer to cannot be 
chemically verifi ed. Digital images, in other words, challenge photorealism ’ s confl a-
tion of truth and reality: the notion that what is true is what is real and what is real 
is what is true. 

 Digital photographs, however, are hardly divorced from either the true or the real, 
although they relate to them differently than did their celluloid predecessors. Truth 
is not necessarily coupled to images captured with minimal machinic intervention, 
but rather to images subject to high-tech manipulation. The so-called  CSI  effect exem-
plifi es this: because of the popular valorization of  “ forensic ”  identifi catory techniques 
over deduction, juries are increasingly unwilling to convict based on circumstantial 
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evidence.  5   In addition, although digital photographs were initially treated with suspi-
cion because they were diffi cult to authenticate, they are now routinely used as evi-
dence both legally and colloquially in part due to their ubiquity: digital images and 
devices have proliferated wildly. A critical literacy or smartness, verging on paranoia, 
has also accompanied their use as evidenced by user-driven investigations revealing 
the darkening of O. J. Simpson ’ s mug shot by  Time Magazine , the darkening of skies 
over war-torn Lebanon during the 2006 Isreal-Lebanon confl ict by Adnan Hajj, and 
Dan Rather ’ s unintentional use of forged documents in his investigation of President 
George W. Bush ’ s war record. 

 This proliferation, paradoxically, has also fostered a growing belief that computers 
enable total transparency. Jean Baudrillard in  The Ecstasy of Communication  has argued 
 “  we no longer partake of the drama of alienation, but are in the ecstasy of communication . 
And this ecstasy is obscene, ”  because  “ in the raw and inexorable light of information, ”  
everything is  “ immediately transparent, visible, exposed. ”   6   Although extreme, Baudril-
lard ’ s assessment resonates with public outrage over projects such as the George W. 
Bush administration ’ s Total Information Awareness Program (TIA), a  “ systems-level ”  
program developed by the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency ’ s (DARPA ’ s) 
Information Awareness Offi ce (IAO) to create a virtual, centralized database, drawing 
from multiple sources, that would enable the government to capture a person ’ s  “ infor-
mation signature. ”  The IAO ’ s motto —  scientia est potentia  (knowledge is power) — and 
its logo resonated strongly with dystopian science fi ction: an eye affi xed to the apex 
of a pyramid, shining a ray of light onto the globe (  fi gure I.1 ). At all levels, TIA was 
to enable  “ topsight ” :  “ the ability to  ‘ see the whole thing ’  — and to plunge in and 
explore the details. ”   7   Renamed the Terrorism Information Awareness Program, the 
funding for this agency was partly revoked by Congress in 2003 in response to citizen 
complaints, although many of the TIA initiatives, as of 2009, were still funded. 

 Figure I.1 

 Information Awareness Offi ce logo 
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    Crucially, this desire to bring together billions of data items was and is not limited 
to governmental organizations. Google allegedly stores the search terms, linked to IP 
addresses, of every search on its site; its cameras, designed to produce images for its 
street view, cruise streets around the world; its  “ interest-based advertising ”  monitors 
user activity in order to refi ne ads (a technique described by Tim Berners-Lee as similar 
to allowing someone  “ to put a television camera in your room, except it will tell them 
a whole lot more about you than the television camera. ” )  8   Also, according to the 2009 
 “ KnowPrivacy ”  report by Joshua Gomez, Travis Pinnick, and Ashkan Soltani of UC 
Berkeley ’ s iSchool, Google has  “ a web bug on 92 of the top 100 sites, and on 88% of 
the total domains reported in the data set of almost 400,000 unique domains. ”   9   
Although Google claims that it does not aggregate these data into one large database, 
its tracking of consumers through Doubleclick and Google Analytics means that even 
people who avoid google.com are still tracked by Google. Google — and the Internet —
 are not the only sites of commercial surveillance. Cable companies use programs like 
 “ The Visible World ”  to target television advertisements to households based on 
consumption pattern information gathered by fi rms such as Experian. 

 This notion of the computer as rendering everything transparent, however, is 
remarkably at odds with the actual operations of computation, for computers — their 
hardware, software, and the voltage differences on which they rely — are anything but 
transparent. When the computer does let us  “ see ”  what we cannot normally see, or 
even when it acts like a transparent medium through video chat, it does not simply 
relay what is on the other side: it computes. In order to become transparent, the fact 
that computers always  generate  text and images rather than merely represent or repro-
duce what exists elsewhere must be forgotten. The current prominence of transparency 
in product design and in political and scholarly discourse is a compensatory gesture. 
As our machines increasingly read and write without us, as our machines become more 
and more unreadable so that seeing no longer guarantees knowing (if it ever did), we 
the so-called users are offered more to see, more to read. As our machines disappear, 
getting fl atter and fl atter, the density and opacity of their computation increases. Every 
use is also an act of faith: we believe these images and systems render us transparent 
not for technological, but rather for metaphorical, or more strongly ideological, 
reasons. 

 As stated earlier, this paradox is not accidental to computing ’ s appeal, but rather 
grounds the computer as a useful and provocative, indeed magical, model. Its combi-
nation of what can be seen and not seen, can be known and not known — its separation 
of interface from algorithm; software from hardware — makes it a powerful metaphor 
for everything we believe is invisible yet generates visible effects, from genetics to the 
invisible hand of the market; from ideology to culture. Joseph Weizenbaum has argued 
that computers have become metaphors for all  “ effective procedures, ”  that is, for 
anything that can be solved in a prescribed number of steps, such as gene expression 
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and clerical work.  10   Weizenbaum also notes that the computer as metaphor is itself 
based on  “ only the vaguest understanding of a diffi cult and complex scientifi c concept. 
. . . The public vaguely understands — but is nonetheless fi rmly convinced — that any 
effective procedure can, in principle, be carried out by a computer. ”   11   Even a computer 
programmer, Weizenbaum notes, cannot  “ know the path of decision making within 
his own program, let alone what intermediate or fi nal results it will produce.  ”    12   But 
critiques — even those as insightful as Joseph Weizenbaum ’ s — that condemn the com-
puter as a poor model because of its contradictory reductionism and incomprehensi-
bility miss the point. Revealing the illogical intertwining of computers we cannot 
understand with understanding will not dispel the power of the computer as metaphor 
because this intertwining grounds its appeal. The linking of rationality with mysticism, 
knowability with what is unknown, makes it a powerful fetish that offers its program-
mers and users alike a sense of empowerment, of sovereign subjectivity, that covers 
over — barely — a sense of profound ignorance. 

 The following two chapters address this causal pleasure through software, or, to be 
more precise, the curious separation of software from hardware. Software perpetuates 
certain notions of seeing as knowing, of reading and readability, which were supposed 
to have faded with the waning of indexicality, by producing WYSIWG (What You See 
Is What You Get) interfaces that mimic both ideology  and  ideology critique, the 
process of covering and uncovering.  13   As I explain in more detail in chapter 2, it offers 
us a way to cognitively map our increasingly complex world, or at least to understand, 
often pleasurably, our relation to its complexity. Software, through programming 
languages that stem from a gendered system of command and control, creates an 
invisible system of visibility, a system of causal pleasure. This system renders our 
machine ’ s normal processes demonic and makes our computer truly a medium: some-
thing in between, mystical, channeling, and not entirely trustworthy. It becomes a 
conduit that also amplifi es and selects what is at once real and unreal, true and untrue, 
visible and invisible. 
 



 1     On Sourcery and Source Codes 

 The spirit speaks! I see how it must read, 

 And boldly write:  “ In the beginning was the Deed! ”  

  — Johann Wolfgang Goethe  1   

 Software emerged as a thing — as an iterable textual program — through a process 
of commercialization and commodifi cation that has made code  logos : code as 
source, code as true representation of action, indeed, code as confl ated with, and 
substituting for, action.  2   Now, in the beginning, is the word, the instruction. 
Software as logos turns  program  into a noun — it turns process in time into process 
in (text) space. In other words, Manfred Broy ’ s software  “ pioneers, ”  by making 
software easier to visualize, not only sought to make the implicit explicit, they 
also created a system in which the intangible and implicit drives the explicit. 
They thus obfuscated the machine and the process of execution, making software 
the end all and be all of computation and putting in place a powerful logic of 
sourcery that makes source code — which tellingly was fi rst called pseudocode — 
a fetish.  3   

 This chapter investigates the implications of code as logos and the ways in which 
this simultaneous confl ation and separation of instruction from execution, itself a 
software effect, is constantly constructed and undone, historically and theoretically. 
This separation is crucial to understanding the power and thrill of programming, in 
particular the nostalgic fantasy of an all-powerful programmer, a sovereign neoliberal 
subject who magically transforms words into things. It is also key to addressing the 
nagging doubts and frustrations experienced by programmers: the sense that we are 
slaves, rather than masters, clerks rather than managers — that, because  “ code is law, ”  
the code, rather than the programmer, rules. These anxieties have paradoxically led to 
the romanticization and recuperation of early female operators of the 1946 Electronic 
Numerical Integrator and Computer (ENIAC) as the fi rst programmers, for they, unlike 
us, had intimate contact with and knowledge of the machine. They did not even need 
code: they engaged in what is now called  “ direct programming, ”  wiring connections 
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and setting values. Back then, however, the  “ master programmer ”  was part of the 
machine (it controlled the sequence of calculation); computers, in contrast, were 
human. Rather than making programmers and users either masters or slaves, code as 
logos establishes a perpetual oscillation between the two positions: every move to 
empower also estranges. 

 This chapter, however, does not call for a return to direct programming or hardware 
algorithms, which, as I argue in chapter 4, also embody logos. It also does not endorse 
such a call because the desire for a  “ return ”  to a simpler map of power drives source 
code as logos. The point is not to break free from this sourcery, but rather to play with 
the ways in which logos also invokes  “ spellbinding powers of enchantment, mesmer-
izing fascination, and alchemical transformation. ”   4   The point is to make our comput-
ers more productively spectral by exploiting the unexpected possibilities of source code 
as fetish. As a fetish, source code produces surprisingly  “ deviant ”  pleasures that do 
not end where they should. Framed as a re-source, it can help us think through the 
machinic and human rituals that help us imagine our technologies and their execu-
tions. The point is also to understand how the surprising emergence of code as logos 
shifts early and still-lingering debates in new media studies over electronic writing ’ s 
relation to poststructuralism, debates that the move to software studies has to some 
extent sought to foreclose.  5   Rather than seeing technology as simply fulfi lling or 
killing theory, this chapter outlines how the alleged  “ convergence ”  between theory 
and technology challenges what we thought we knew about logos. Relatedly, engaging 
source code as fetish does not mean condemning software as immaterial; rather, it 
means realizing the extent to which software, as an  “ immaterial ”  relation become 
thing, is linked to changes in the nature of subject-object relations more generally. 
Software as thing can help us link together minute machinations and larger fl ows of 
power, but only if we respect its ability to surprise and to move. 

 Source Code as Logos 

 To exaggerate slightly, software has recently been posited as the essence of new media 
and knowing software a form of enlightenment. Lev Manovich, in his groundbreaking 
 The Language of New Media , for instance, asserts:  “ New media may look like media, 
but this is only the surface. . . . To understand the logic of new media, we need to 
turn to computer science. It is there that we may expect to fi nd the new terms, catego-
ries, and operations that characterize media that become programmable.  From media 

studies, we move to something that can be called  ‘ software studies ’  — from media theory to 

software theory . ”   6   This turn to software — to the logic of what lies beneath — has offered 
a solid ground to new media studies, allowing it, as Manovich argues, to engage pres-
ently existing technologies and to banish so-called  “ vapor theory ”  — theory that fails 
to distinguish between demo and product, fi ction and reality — to the margins.  7   



On Sourcery and Source Codes 21

 This call to banish vapor theory, made by Geert Lovink and Alexander Galloway 
among others, has been crucial to the rigorous study of new media, but this rush 
away from what is vapory — undefi ned, set in motion — is also troubling because vapo-
riness is not accidental but rather essential to new media and, more broadly, to 
software. Indeed, one of this book ’ s central arguments is that a rigorous engagement 
with software makes new media studies more, rather than less, vapory. Software, after 
all, is ephemeral, information ghostly, and new media projects that have never, or 
barely, materialized are among the most valorized and cited.  8   (Also, if you take the 
technical defi nition of information seriously, information increases with vapor, with 
entropy). This turn to computer science also threatens to reify knowing software as 
truth, an experience that is arguably impossible: we all know some software, some 
programming languages, but does anyone really  “ know ”  software? What could this 
knowing even mean? Regardless, from myths of all-powerful hackers who  “ speak the 
language of computers as one does a mother tongue ”   9   or who produce abstractions 
that release the virtual  10   to perhaps more mundane claims made about the radicality 
of open source, knowing (or using the right) software has been made analogous to 
man ’ s release from his self-incurred tutelage.  11   As advocates of free and open source 
software make clear, this critique aims at political, as well as epistemological, eman-
cipation. As a form of enlightenment, it is a stance of how not to be governed like 
that, an assertion of an essential freedom that can only be curtailed at great cost.  12   

 Knowing software, however, does not simply enable us to fi ght domination or 
rescue software from  “ evil-doers ”  such as Microsoft. Software, free or not, is embedded 
and participates in structures of knowledge-power. For instance, using free software 
does not mean escaping from power, but rather engaging it differently, for free and 
open source software profoundly privatizes the public domain: GNU copyleft — which 
allows one to use, modify, and redistribute source code and derived programs, but 
only if the original distribution terms are maintained — seeks to fi ght copyright by 
spreading licences everywhere.  13   More subtly, the free software movement, by linking 
freedom and freely accessible source code, amplifi es the power of source code both 
politically and technically. It erases the vicissitudes of execution and the institutional 
and technical structures needed to ensure the coincidence of source code and its execu-
tion. This amplifi cation of the power of source code also dominates critical analyses 
of code, and the valorization of software as a  “ driving layer ”  conceptually constructs 
software as neatly layered. 

 Programmers, computer scientists, and critical theorists have reduced software to 
a recipe, a set of instructions, substituting space/text for time/process. The current 
common-sense defi nition of  software  as a  “ set of instructions that direct a computer 
to do a specifi c task ”  and the OED defi nition of software as  “ the programs and pro-
cedures required to enable a computer to perform a specifi c task, as opposed to the 
physical components of the system ”  both posit software as cause, as what drives 
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computation. Similarly, Alexander Galloway argues,  “ code draws a line between what 
is material and what is active, in essence saying that writing (hardware) cannot  do  
anything, but must be transformed into code (software) to be effective. . . . Code is 
a language, but a very special kind of language.  Code is the only language that is execut-

able  . . . code is the fi rst language that actually does what it says. ”   14   This view of 
software as  “ actually doing what it  says  ”  (emphasis added) both separates instruction 
from, and makes software substitute for, execution. It assumes no difference between 
source code and execution, between instruction and result. That is, Galloway takes 
the principles of executable layers (application on top of operating system, etc.) and 
grafts it onto the system of compilation or translation, in which higher-level languages 
are transformed into executable codes that are then executed line by line. By doing 
what it  “ says, ”  code is surprisingly logos. Like the King ’ s speech in Plato ’ s  Phaedrus , 
it does not pronounce knowledge or demonstrate it — it transparently pronounces 
itself.  15   The hidden signifi ed — meaning — shines through and transforms itself into 
action. Like Faust ’ s translation of logos as  “ deed, ”  code is action, so that  “ in the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. ”   16   

 Not surprisingly, many scholars critically studying code have theorized code as 
performative. Drawing in part from Galloway, N. Katherine Hayles in  My Mother Was 

a Computer: Digital Subjects and Literary Texts  distinguishes between the linguistic 
performative and the machinic performative, arguing: 

 Code that runs on a machine is performative in a much stronger sense than that attributed to 

language. When language is said to be performative, the kinds of actions it  “ performs ”  happen 

in the minds of humans, as when someone says  “ I declare this legislative session open ”  or  “ I 

pronounce you husband and wife. ”  Granted, these changes in minds can and do reach in 

behavioral effects, but the performative force of language is nonetheless tied to the external 

changes through complex chains of mediation. By contrast, code running in a digital computer 

causes changes in machine behavior and, through networked ports and other interfaces, may 

initiate other changes, all implemented through transmission and execution of code.  17   

 The independence of machine action — this autonomy, or automatic executability of 
code — is, according to Galloway, its material essence:  “ The material substrate of code, 
which must always exist as an amalgam of electrical signals and logical operations 
in silicon, however large or small, demonstrates that code exists fi rst and foremost 
as commands issued to a machine. Code essentially has no other reason for being 
than instructing some machine in how to act. One cannot say the same for the 
natural languages. ”   18   Galloway thus concludes in  “ Language Wants to Be Overlooked: 
On Software and Ideology, ”   “ to see code as subjectively performative or enunciative 
is to anthropomorphize it, to project it onto the rubric of psychology, rather than 
to understand it through its own logic of  ‘ calculation ’  or  ‘ command. ’  ”   19   

 To what extent, however, can source code be understood outside of anthropomor-
phization? Does understanding voltages stored in memory as commands/code not 
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already anthropomorphize the machine? The title of Galloway ’ s article,  “ Language 
 Wants  to Be Overlooked ”  (emphasis mine), inadvertently reveals the inevitability of 
this anthropomorphization. How can code/language want — or most revealingly  say  —
 anything? How exactly does code  “ cause ”  changes in machine behavior? What media-
tions are necessary for this insightful yet limiting notion of code as inherently 
executable, as confl ating meaning and action? 

 Crafty Sources 

 To make the argument that code is automatically executable, the process of execution 
itself not only must be erased, but source code must also be confl ated with its execut-
able version. This is possible, Galloway argues, because the two  “ layers ”  of code can 
be reduced to each other:  “ uncompiled source code is  logically  equivalent to that 
same code compiled into assembly language and/or linked into machine code. For 
example, it is absurd to claim that a certain value expressed as a hexadecimal (base 
16) number is more or less fundamental than that same value expressed as binary 
(base 2) number. They are simply two expressions of the same value. ”   20   He later 
elaborates on this point by drawing an analogy between quadratic equations and 
software layers: 

 One should never understand this  “ higher ”  symbolic machine as anything empirically differ-

ent from the  “ lower ”  symbolic interactions of voltages through logic gates. They are complex 

aggregates yes, but it is foolish to think that writing an  “ if/then ”  control structure in eight 

lines of assembly code is any more or less machinic than doing it in one line of C, just as the 

same quadratic equation may swell with any number of multipliers and still remain balanced. 

The relationship between the two is  technical .  21   

 According to Galloway ’ s quadratic equation analogy, the difference between a compact 
line of higher-level programming code and eight lines written in assembler equals the 
difference between two equations, in which one contains coeffi cients that are multi-
ples of the other. The solution to both equations is the same: one equation is the same 
as the other. 

 This reduction, however, does not capture the difference between the various 
instantiations of code, let alone the empirical difference between the higher symbolic 
machine and the lower interactions of voltages (the question here is: where does one 
make the empirical observation?). To state the obvious, one cannot run source code: 
it must be compiled or interpreted. This compilation or interpretation — this making 
executable of code — is not a trivial action; the compilation of code is not the same as 
translating a decimal number into a binary one. Rather, it involves instruction explo-
sion and the translation of symbolic into real addresses. Consider, for example, the 
instructions needed for adding two numbers in PowerPC assembly language, which is 
one level higher than machine language: 
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 li            r3,1   *load the number 1 into register 3 

 li            r4,2   *load the number 2 into register 4 

 add      r5,r4,r3   *add r3 to r4 and store the result in r5 

 stw      r5,sum(rtoc)   *store the contents of r5 (i.e., 3) into the memory location 

    *called  “ sum ”  (where sum is defi ned elsewhere) 

 blr   *end of this snippet of code  22   

 This explosion is not equivalent to multiplying both sides of a quadratic equation by 
the same coeffi cient or to the difference between E and 15. It is, instead, a breakdown 
of the steps needed to perform a simple arithmetic calculation; it focuses on the move-
ment of data within the machine. The relationship between executable and higher-
level code is not that of mathematical identity but rather logical equivalence, which 
can involve a leap of faith. This is clearest in the use of numerical methods to turn 
integration — a function performed fl uidly in analog computers — into a series of 
simpler, repetitive arithmetical steps. 

 This translation from source code to executable is arguably as involved as the execu-
tion of any command, and it depends on the action (human or otherwise) of compil-
ing/interpreting and executing. Also, some programs may be executable, but not all 
compiled code within that program is executed; rather, lines are read in as necessary. 
Software is  “ layered ”  in other words, not only because source is different from object, 
but also because object code is embedded within an operating system. 

 So, to spin Galloway ’ s argument differently, a technical relation is far more complex 
than a numerical one. Rhetoric was considered a  techn ê   in antiquity. Drawing on this 
Paul Ricoeur explains,  “  techn ê   is something more refi ned than a routine or an empiri-
cal practice and in spite of its focus on production, it contains a speculative element. ”   23   
A technical relation engages art or craft. A technical person is one  “ skilled in or practi-
cally conversant with some particular art or subject. ”   24   Code does not always or auto-
matically do what it says, but it does so in a crafty, speculative manner in which 
meaning and action are both created. It carries with it the possibility of deviousness: 
our belief that compilers simply expand higher-level commands — rather than alter or 
insert other behaviors — is simply that, a belief, one of the many that sustain comput-
ing as such. This belief glosses over the fact that  source code only becomes a source after 

the fact . Execution, and a whole series of executions, belatedly makes some piece of 
code a source, which is again why source code, among other things, was initially called 
pseudocode. 

 Source code is more accurately a  re-source , rather than a source. Source code becomes 
the source of an action only after it — or more precisely its executable substitute —
 expands to include software libraries, after its executable version merges with code 
burned into silicon chips; and after all these signals are carefully monitored, timed, 
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and rectifi ed. Source code becomes a source only through its destruction, through its 
simultaneous nonpresence and presence.  25   (Thus, to return to the historical diffi culties 
of analyzing software outlined by Mahoney, every software run is to some extent a 
reconstruction.) Source code as  techn ê  , as a generalized writing, is spectral. It is neither 
dead repetition nor living speech; nor is it a machine that erases the difference 
between the two. It, rather, puts in place a  “ relation between life and death, between 
present and representation, between two apparatuses. ”   26   As I elaborate throughout this 
book, information — through its capture in memory — is undead. 

 Source Code, after the Fact 

 Early on, the diffi culties of code as source were obvious. Herman H. Goldstine and 
John von Neumann emphasized the dynamic nature of code in their  “ Planning and 
Coding of Problems for an Electronic Computing Instrument. ”  In it, they argued that 
coding, despite the name, is not simply the static translation of  “ a meaningful text 
(the instructions that govern solving the problem under consideration) from one 
language (the language of mathematics, in which the planner will have conceived the 
problem, or rather the numerical procedure by which he has decided to solve the 
problem) into another language (that of our code). ”   27   Because code does not unfold 
linearly, because its value depends on intermediate results, and because code can be 
modifi ed as it is run (self-modifying code),  “ it will not be possible in general to foresee 
in advance and completely the actual course of C [the sequence of codes]. ”  Therefore, 
 “ coding is . . . the technique of providing a dynamic background to control the auto-
matic evolution of a meaning. ”   28   Code as  “ dead repetition, ”  in other words, has always 
been regenerative and interactive; every iteration alters its meaning. Even given the 
limits to iterability that Hayles has presciently outlined in  My Mother Was a Computer  —
 limits due to software as axiomatic — coding still means producing a mark, a writing, 
open to alteration/iteration rather than an airtight anchor.  29   

 Much disciplinary effort has been required to make source code readable as the 
source. Structured programming, which I examine in more detail later, sought to rein 
in  “ goto crazy ”  programmers and self-modifying code. A response to the much-
discussed  “ software crisis ”  of the late 1960s, its goal was to move programming from 
a craft to a standardized industrial practice by creating disciplined programmers who 
dealt with abstractions rather than numerical processes.  30   

 Making code the source also entails reducing hardware to memory and thus erasing 
the existence and possibility of hardware algorithms. Code is also not always the 
source because hardware does not need software to  “ do something. ”  One can build 
algorithms using hardware.   Figure 1.1 , for instance, is the logical statement: if notB 
and notA, do CMD1 (state P); if notB and notA and notZ OR B and A (state Q) then 
command 2. 



26 Chapter 1

 Figure 1.1 

 Logic diagram for a hardware algorithm 

    To be clear, I am not valorizing hardware over software, as though hardware natu-
rally escapes this drive to make space signify time. Crucially, this schematic is itself 
an abstraction. Logic gates can only operate  “ logically ”  — as logos — if they are carefully 
timed. As Philip Agre has emphasized, the digital abstraction erases the fact that gates 
have  “ directionality in both space (listening to its inputs, driving its outputs) and in 
time (always moving toward a logically consistent relation between these inputs and 
outputs). ”   31   When a value suddenly changes, there is a brief period in which a gate 
will give a false value. In addition, because signals propagate in time over space, they 
produce a magnetic fi eld that can corrupt other nearby signals (known as  crosstalk ). 
This schematic erases all these various time- and distance-based effects by rendering 
space blank, empty, and banal. Thus hardware schematics, rather than escaping from 
the logic of sourcery, are also embedded within this structure. Indeed, as chapter 4 
elaborates, John von Neumann, the generally acknowledged architect of the stored-
memory digital computer, drew from Warren McCulloch and Walter Pitts ’ s confl ation 
of neuronal activity with its inscription in order to conceptualize modern computers. 
It is perhaps appropriate then that von Neumann, who died from a cancer stemming 
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from his work at Los Alamos, spent the last days of his life reciting from memory  Faust 

Part 1 .  32   At the  source  of stored program computing lies the Faustian erasure of word 
for action. 

 The notion of source code as source coincides with the introduction of alphanu-
meric languages. With them, human-written, nonexecutable code becomes source 
code and the compiled code, the object code. Source code thus is arguably symptom-
atic of human language’s tendency to attribute a sovereign source to an action, a 
subject to a verb.  33   By converting action into language, source code emerges. Thus, 
Galloway ’ s statement,  “ To see code as subjectively performative or enunciative is to 
anthropomorphize it, to project it onto the rubric of psychology, rather than to under-
stand it through its own logic of  ‘ calculation ’  or  ‘ command, ’  ”  overlooks the fact that 
to use higher-level alphanumeric languages is already to anthropomorphize the 
machine. It is to embed computers in  “ logic ”  and to reduce all machinic actions to 
the commands that supposedly drive them. In other words, the fact that  “ code is 
law ”  — something legal scholar Lawrence Lessig emphasizes — is hardly profound.  34   
After all, code is, according to the OED,  “ a systematic collection or digest of the laws 
of a country, or of those relating to a particular subject. ”  What is surprising is the fact 
that software is code; that code is — has been made to be — executable, and this execut-
ability makes code not law, but rather every lawyer ’ s dream of what law should be: 
automatically enabling and disabling certain actions, functioning at the level of 
everyday practice.  35   

 Code is executable because it embodies the power of the executive, the power 
of enforcement that has traditionally — even within classic neoliberal logic — been 
the provenance of government.  36   Whereas neoliberal economist and theorist Milton 
Friedman must concede the necessity of government because of the difference 
between  “ the day-to-day activities of people [and] the general customary and legal 
framework within which these take place, ”  code as self-enforcing law  “ privatizes ”  
this function, further reducing the need for government to enforce the rules by 
which we play.  37   In other words, if as Foucault argues neoliberalism expands judicial 
interventions by reducing laws to  “ the rules for a game in which each remains 
master regarding himself and his part, ”  then  “ code is law ”  reins in this expansion 
by moving enforcement from police and judicial functions to software functions.  38   
 “ Code is law, ”  in other words, automatically brings together disciplinary and sov-
ereign power through the production of self-enforcing rules that, as von Neumann 
argues,  “ govern ”  a situation. 

  “ Code is law ”  makes clear the desire for sovereign power driving both source 
code and performative utterances more generally. David Golumbia — looking more 
generally at widespread beliefs about computers — has insightfully claimed:  “ The 
computer encourages a Hobbesian conception of this political relation: one is either 
the person who makes and gives orders (the sovereign), or one follows orders. ”   39   
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This conception, which crucially is also constantly undone by modern computa-
tion ’ s twinning of empowerment with ignorance, depends, I argue, on this confl a-
tion of code with the performative. As Judith Butler has argued in  Excitable Speech , 
Austinian understandings of performative utterances as simply doing what they say 
posit the speaker as  “ the judge or some other representative of the law. ”   40   It resus-
citates fantasies of sovereign — that is  executive  (hence executable) — structures of power: 
it is  “ a wish to return to a simpler and more reassuring map of power, one in 
which the assumption of sovereignty remains secure. ”   41   This wish for a simpler map 
of power — indeed power as mappable — drives not only code as automatically execut-
able, but also, as the next chapter contends, interfaces more generally. This wish 
is central to computers as machines that enable users/programmers to navigate 
neoliberal complexity. 

 Against this nostalgia, Butler, following Jacques Derrida, argues that iterability lies 
behind the effectiveness of performative utterances. For Butler, iterability is the process 
by which  “  the subject who  ‘ cites ’  the performative is temporarily produced as the belated 

and fi ctive origin of the performative itself . ”   42   The programmer/user, in other words, is 
produced through the act of programming. Moreover, the effectiveness of performa-
tive utterances, Butler also emphasizes, is intimately tied to the community one joins 
and to the rituals involved — to the history of that utterance. Code as law — as a judicial 
process — is, in other words, far more complex than code as logos. Similarly, as 
Weizenbaum has argued, code understood as a judicial process undermines the 
control of the programmer: 

 A large program is, to use an analogy of which Minsky is also fond, an intricately connected 

network of courts of law, that is, of subroutines, to which evidence is transmitted by other 

subroutines. These courts weigh (evaluate) the data given to them and then transmit their 

judgments to still other courts. The verdicts rendered by these courts may, indeed, often do, 

involve decisions about what court has  “ jurisdiction ”  over the intermediate results then being 

manipulated. The programmer thus cannot even know the path of decision-making within his 

own program, let alone what intermediate or fi nal results it will produce. Program formulation 

is thus rather more like the creation of a bureaucracy than like the construction of a machine 

of the kind Lord Kelvin may have understood.  43   

 Code as a judicial process is code as  thing : the Latin term for thing,  res , survives in 
legal discourse (and, as I explain later, literary theory). The term  res , as Heidegger 
notes, designates a  “ gathering, ”  any thing or relation that concerns man.  44   The rela-
tions that Weizenbaum discusses, these bureaucracies within the machine, as the rest 
of this chapter argues, mirror the bureaucracies and hierarchies that historically made 
computing possible. Importantly, this description of computers as following a set of 
rules that programmers must follow — Weizenbaum ’ s insistence on the programmer ’ s 
ignorance — does not undermine the resonances between neoliberalism and computa-
tion; if anything, it makes these resonances more clear. It also clarifi es the desire 
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driving code as logos as a solution to neoliberal chaos. Foucault, emphasizing the 
rhetoric of the economy as a  “ game ”  in neoliberal writings, has argued,  “ both for 
the state and for individuals, the economy must be a game: a set of regulated activi-
ties . . . in which the rules are not decisions which someone takes for others. It is a 
set of rules which determine the way in which each must play a game whose outcome 
is not known by anyone. ”   45   Although small-s sovereigns proliferate through neolib-
eralism ’ s empowered yet endangered subjects, it still fundamentally denies the posi-
tion of the Sovereign who knows — a position that we nonetheless nostalgically desire 
. . . for ourselves. 

 Yes, Sir! 

 This confl ation of instruction with result stems in part from software ’ s and comput-
ing ’ s gendered, military history: in the military there is supposed to be no difference 
between a command given and a command completed — especially to a computer that 
is a  “ girl. ”  For computers, during World War II, were in fact young women with some 
background in mathematics. Not only were women available for work during that era, 
they also were considered to be better, more conscientious computers, presumably 
because they were better at repetitious, clerical tasks. They were also undifferentiated: 
they were all unnamed  “ computers, ”  regardless of their mathematical training.  46   These 
computers produced ballistics tables for new weapons, tables designed to control ser-
vicemen ’ s battlefi eld actions. Rather than aiming and shooting, servicemen were to 
set their guns to the proper values (not surprisingly, these tables and gun governors 
were often ignored or ditched by servicemen).  47   

 The women who became the  “ ENIAC girls ”  (later the more politically correct 
 “ women of the ENIAC ” ) — Kathleen/Kay McNulty (Mauchly Antonelli), Jean Jennings 
(Bartik), Frances Snyder (Holberton), Marlyn Wescoff (Meltzer), Frances Bilas (Spence), 
and Ruth Lichterman (Teitelbaum) (married names in parentheses) — were computers 
who volunteered to work on a secret project (when they learned they would be operat-
ing a machine, they had to be reassured that they had not been demoted). Program-
mers were former computers because they were best suited to prepare their successors: 
they thought and acted like computers. One could say that programming became 
programming and software became software when the command structure shifted 
from commanding a  “ girl ”  to commanding a machine. Kay Mauchly Antonelli 
described the  “ evolution ”  of computing as moving from female computers using 
Marchant machines to fi ll in fourteen-column sheets (which took forty hours to com-
plete the job), to using differential analyzers (fi fteen minutes to do the job), to using 
the ENIAC (seconds).  48   

 Software languages draw from a series of imperatives that stem from World War 
II command and control structures. The automation of command and control, which 
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Paul Edwards has identifi ed as a perversion of military traditions of  “ personal leader-
ship, decentralized battlefi eld command, and experience-based authority, ”   49   arguably 
started with World War II mechanical computation. Consider, for instance, the rela-
tionship between the volunteer members of the Women’s Royal Naval Service (called 
Wrens), and their commanding offi cers at Bletchley Park. The Wrens also (perhaps 
ironically) called  slaves  by the mathematician and  “ founding ”  computer scientist 
Alan Turing (a term now embedded within computer systems), were clerks responsible 
for the mechanical operation of the cryptanalysis machines (the Bombe and then 
the Colossus), although at least one of the clerks, Joan Clarke (Turing ’ s former fi anc é ), 
became an analyst. Revealingly, I. J. Good, a male analyst, describes the Colossus as 
enabling a man – machine synergy duplicated by modern machines only in the late 
1970s:  “ the analyst would sit at the typewriter output and call out instructions to a 
Wren to make changes in the programs. Some of the other uses were eventually 
reduced to decision trees and were handed over to the machine operators (Wrens). ”   50   
This man – machine synergy, or interactive real-time (rather than batch) processing, 
treated Wrens and machines indistinguishably, while simultaneously relying on the 
Wrens ’  ability to respond to the mathematician ’ s orders. This  “ interactive ”  system 
also seems evident in the ENIAC ’ s operation: in   fi gure 1.2 , a male analyst issues 
commands to a female operator. 

    The story of the initial meeting between Grace Murray Hopper (one of the fi rst and 
most important programmer-mathematicians) and Howard Aiken would also seem to 
buttress this narrative. Hopper, with a PhD in mathematics from Yale, and a former 
mathematics professor at Vassar, was assigned by the U.S. Navy to program the Mark 
1, an electromechanical digital computer that made a sound like a roomful of knitting 
needles. According to Hopper, Aiken showed her  “ a large object with three stripes . . . 
waved his hand and said:  ‘ That ’ s a computing machine. ’  I said,  ‘ Yes, Sir. ’  What else 
could I say? He said he would like to have me compute the coeffi cients of the arc 
tangent series, for Thursday. Again, what could I say?  ‘ Yes, Sir. ’  I didn ’ t know what on 
earth was happening, but that was my meeting with Howard Hathaway Aiken. ”   51   
Computation depends on  “ Yes, Sir ”  in response to short declarative sentences and 
imperatives that are in essence commands. Contrary to Neal Stephenson, in the 
beginning — marking the possibility of a beginning — was the command rather than the 
command line.  52   The command line is a mere operating system (OS) simulation. Com-
mands have enabled the slippage between programming and action that makes soft-
ware such a compelling yet logically  “ trivial ”  communications system.  53   Commands 
lie at the core of the cybernetic confl ation of human with machine.  54   I. J. Good ’ s and 
Hopper ’ s recollections also reveal the routinization at the core of programming: the 
analyst ’ s position at Bletchley Park was soon replaced by decision trees acted on by the 
Wrens. Hopper, self-identifi ed as a mathematician (not programmer), became an 
advocate of automatic programming. Thus routinization or automation lies at the 



On Sourcery and Source Codes 31

 Figure 1.2  

 ENIAC programmers, late 1940s. U.S. military photo, Redstone Arsenal Archives, Huntsville, 

Alabama. 

core of a profession that likes to believe it has successfully automated every profession 
but its own.  55   

 This narrative of the interchangeability of women and software, however, is not 
entirely true: the perspective of the master, as Hegel famously noted, is skewed. 
(Tellingly, Mephistopheles offers to be Faust ’ s servant.)  56   The master depends on the 
slave entirely, and it is the slave ’ s actions that make possible another existence. Execu-
tion is never simple. Hopper ’ s  “ Yes, Sir ”  actually did follow in the military command 
tradition. It was an acceptance of responsibility; she was not told how to calculate the 
trajectory. Also, the  “ women of the ENIAC, ”  although an afterthought, played an 
important role in converting the ENIAC into a stored-program computer and in deter-
mining the trade-off between storing values and instructions: they did not simply 
operate the machine, they helped shape it and make it functional.  57   Users of the ENIAC 
usually were divided into pairs: one who knew the problem and one who knew the 
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machine  “ so the limitations of the machine could be fi tted to the problem and the 
problem could be changed to fi t the limitations. ”   58   Programming the ENIAC — that is, 
wiring the components together in order to solve a problem — was diffi cult, especially 
since there were no manuals or exact precedents.  59   To solve a problem, such as how 
to determine ballistics trajectories for new weapons, ENIAC  “ programmers ”  had fi rst 
to break down the problem logically into a series of small yes/no decisions;  “ the 
amount of work that had to be done before you could ever get to a machine that was 
really doing any thinking, ”  Bartik relates, was staggering and annoying.  60   The unreli-
ability of the hardware and the fact that engineers and custodians would unexpectedly 
change the switches and program cables compounded the diffi culty.  61   

 These women, Holberton in particular, developed an intimate relation with the 
 “ master programmer, ”  the ENIAC ’ s control device. Although Antonelli fi rst fi gured out 
how to repeat sections of the program, using the master programmer, Holberton, who 
described herself as a logician, specialized in controlling its operation.  62   As Bartik 
explains: 

 We found it very easy to learn that you do this step, step one, then you do step two, step three, 

but I think the thing that was the hardest for us to learn was transfer of control which the 

ENIAC did have through the master programmer, so that you would be able to repeat pieces of 

program. So, the techniques for dividing your program into subroutines that could be repeated 

and things of this kind was the hardest for us to understand. I certainly know it was for me.  63   

 Because logic diagrams did not then exist, Holberton developed a four-color pencil 
system to visualize the workings of the master programmer.  64   This drive to visualize 
also extended to the machine as a whole. To track the calculation, holes were drilled 
in the panels over the accumulators so that  “ when you were doing calculations these 
lights were fl ashing as the numbers built up and as you transferred numbers and things 
of this kind. So you had the feeling of excitement. ”   65   These lights not only were useful 
in tracking the machine, they also were invaluable for the demonstration. Even 
though the calculation for the demonstration was itself buggy, the fl ashing lights, the 
cards being read and written, gave the press a (to them) incomprehensible visual 
display of the enormity and speed of the calculation being done. In what would 
become a classic programming scenario, the problem was  “ debugged ”  the day after 
the demonstration. According to Holberton: 

 I think the next morning, I woke up and in the middle of the night thinking what that 

error was. I came in, made a special trip on the early train that morning to look at a certain 

wire, and you know, it ’ s the same kind of programming error that people make today. It ’ s 

the, the decision on the terminal end of a do loop, speaking Fortran language, had the wrong 

value. Forgetting that zero was also one setting and the setting of the switch was one off. 

And I ’ ll never forget that because there it was my fi rst do loop error. But it went on that 

way and I remember telling Marlyn, I said,  “ If anybody asks why it ’ s printing out that way, 

say it ’ s supposed to be that way. ”  [Laughter]  66   
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 Programming enables a certain duplicity, as well as the possibility of endless actions 
that animate the machine. Holberton, described by Hopper as the best programmer 
she had known, would also go on to develop an infl uential SORT algorithm for the 
UNIVAC 1 (the Universal Automatic Computer 1, a commercial offshoot of the 
ENIAC).  67   Indeed, many of these women were hired by the Eckert – Mauchly company 
to become the fi rst programmers of the UNIVAC, and were transferred to Aberdeen to 
train more ENIAC programmers. 

 Drawing from the historical importance of women and the theoretical resonances 
between the feminine and computing (parallels between programming and what 
Freud called the quintessentially feminine invention of weaving, between female sexu-
ality as mimicry and Turing ’ s vision of computers as universal machines/mimics) Sadie 
Plant has argued that computing is essentially feminine. Both software and feminine 
sexuality reveal the power that something that cannot be seen can have.  68   Women, 
Plant argues,  “ have not merely had a minor part to play in the emergence of digital 
machines. . . . Theirs is not a subsidiary role which needs to be rescued for posterity, 
a small supplement whose inclusion would set the existing records straight. . . . Hard-
ware, software, wetware — before their beginnings and beyond their ends, women have 
been the simulators, assemblers, and programmers of the digital machines. ”   69   Because 
of this and women ’ s early (forced) adaptation to  “ fl exible ”  work conditions, Plant 
argues, women are best prepared to face our digital, networked future:  “ sperm count, ”  
she writes,  “ falls as the replicants stir and the meat learns how to learn for itself. 
Cybernetics is feminisation. ”   70   Responding to Plant ’ s statement, Alexander Galloway 
has argued,  “ the universality of [computer] protocol can give feminism something 
that it never had at its disposal, the obliteration of the masculine from beginning to 
end. ”   71   Protocol, Galloway asserts, is inherently antipatriarchy. What, however, is the 
relationship between feminization and feminism, between so-called feminine modes 
of control and feminism? What happens if you take seriously Grace Murray Hopper ’ s 
claims that the term  software  stemmed from her description of compilers as  “ layettes ”  
for computers and the claim of J. Chuan Chu, one of the hardware engineers for the 
ENIAC, that software is the  “ daughter ”  of Frankenstein (hardware being the son)?  72   

 To address these questions, we need to move beyond recognizing these women as 
programmers and the resonances between computers and the feminine. Such recogni-
tion alone establishes a powerful sourcery, in which programming is celebrated at the 
exact moment that programmers become incapable of  “ understanding ”  — of seeing 
through — the machine. The move to reclaim the ENIAC women as the fi rst program-
mers in the mid- to late-1990s occurred when their work as operators — and the visual, 
intimate knowledge of machine operations this entailed — had become entirely incor-
porated into the machine and when women  “ coders ”  were almost defi nitively pushed 
out of the workplace. It is love at last (and fi rst) sight, not just for these women but 
also for these interfaces, which really were transparent holes, in which inside and 
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outside coincided. Also, reclaiming these women as the fi rst programmers and as 
feminist fi gures glosses over the hierarchies within programming — among operators, 
coders, and analysts — that defi ned the emergence of programming as a profession and 
as an academic discipline.  73   To put Hopper and the  “ ENIAC girls ”  together is to erase 
the difference between Hopper, a singular hero who always defi ned herself as a math-
ematician, and nameless disappearing computer operators. It is also to deny personal 
history: Hopper, a social conservative from a privileged background, stated many times 
that she was not a feminist, and Hopper ’ s stances could be perceived as antifeminist 
(while the highest-ranking female offi cer in the Navy, she argued that women were 
incapable of serving in combat duty).  74   Not accidentally, Hopper ’ s dream, her drive 
for automatic computing, was to put the programmer inside the computer and thus 
to rehumanize the mathematician: pseudocode was to free the mathematician and 
her brain from the shackles of programming.  75   

 Bureaucracies within the Machine 

 TROPP:   We talked about Von Neumann and I would like to talk about how you saw people like 

John Mauchly and the role that they played, and Goldstine and Burks and others that you came 

in contact with [including] Clippinger, and Frankel, and how, how they looked from your vantage 

point? 

 HOLBERTON:   Well, we were lowly programmers, so I looked up to all these gentlemen. 

 TROPP:   [Laughter]  76   

 The confl ation of instruction with action, which makes computers understood as 
software and hardware machines such a compelling model of neoliberal governmen-
tality and which resuscitates dreams of sovereign power, depends on incorporating 
historical programming hierarchies within the machine. 

 Programming, even at what has belatedly been recognized as its origin, was a hier-
archical affair. Herman H. Goldstine and John von Neumann, in  “ Planning and 
Coding of Problems for an Electronic Computing Instrument, ”  separated the task of 
planning (dealing with the dynamic nature of code through extensive fl ow charting) 
from that of coding (the microproduction of the actual instructions). Regarding 
dynamic or macroscopic aspects, they argued,  “ every mathematician, or every mod-
erately mathematically trained person should be able to do this in a routine manner, 
if he has familiarized himself with the main examples that follow in this report, or if 
he has had some equivalent training in this method. ”  Regarding the static or micro-
scopic work, they asserted,  “ we feel certain that a moderate amount of experience with 
this stage of coding suffi ces to remove from it all diffi culties, and to make it a perfectly 
routine operation. ”   77   The dropping of the pronoun  he  was not accidental: as Nathan 
Ensmenger and William Aspray note, the dynamic analysis was to be performed by 
 “ the  ‘ planner, ’  who was typically the scientifi c user and overwhelmingly often was 
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male; the sixth task was to be carried out by  ‘ coders ’  — almost always female. ”   78   
Although this separation between operators, coders, and planners was not immedi-
ately accepted everywhere — the small Whirlwind group viewed itself more as a  “ model 
shop ”  in which coding, programming, and operations were mixed together — this 
hierarchical separation between what Philip Kraft calls the  “ head and the hand ”  
became dominant as programming became a mass, commercial enterprise.  79   

 SAGE (the Semi-Automatic Ground Environment) air defense system, widely con-
sidered the fi rst large software project, was programmed by the Systems Development 
Corporation (SDC), an offshoot of the RAND Corporation. SDC had expanded from 
a few programmers to more than eight hundred by the late 1950s, making it by 
far the largest employer of programmers. Because its programmers went on to form 
the industry (it was dubbed the  “ university of programmers ” ), SAGE had a wide 
impact on the fi eld ’ s development. SAGE, however, not only taught people how to 
code but also inculcated a strict division of programming in which senior program-
mers (later systems analysts), who developed program specifi cations, were separated 
from programmers, who worked on coding specifi cations; they in turn were separated 
from the coders who turned coding specifi cations into documented machine code.  80   
This separation, as Kraft has recorded, was still thriving in the 1970s.  81   This separa-
tion was also gendered. As Herbert D. Benington, one of the managers of SAGE, 
later narrated,  “ women turned out to be very good for the administrative programs. 
One reason is that these people tend to be fastidious — they worry how all the details 
fi t together while still keeping the big picture in mind. I don ’ t want to sound sexist, 
but one of our strongest groups had 80 percent women in it; they were doing the 
right kind of thing. The mathematicians were needed for some of the more complex 
applications. ”   82   Not accidentally, the SDC was spun off from the System Training 
Program, a group comprised of RAND psychologists focused on producing more 
effective groups.  83   

 Buttressing this hierarchy was a strict system of control,  “ tools of a very complex 
nature ”  that did not survive SAGE. As Benington explains, these tools enabled man-
agers to track and punish coders:  “ You could assign an individual a job, you could 
control the data that that individual had access to, you could control when that 
individual ’ s program operated, and you could fi nd out if that individual was playing 
the game wrong and punish that person. So we had a whole set of tools for design, 
for controlling of the team, for controlling of the data, and for testing the programs 
that were really quite advanced. ”   84   Because of this system of control, Benington 
viewed symbolic addressing and other moves to automate programming as  “ danger-
ous because they couldn ’ t be well-disciplined. ”  However, although automatic pro-
gramming has been linked to empowerment, it has also led to the more thorough 
(because subtle and internalized) disciplining of programmers, which simultaneously 
empowers and disempowers programmers. 
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 Indeed, this overt system of control and punishment was replaced by a  “ softer ”  
system of structured programming that makes source code source. As Mahoney has 
argued, structured programming emerged as a  “ means both of quality control and of 
disciplining programmers, methods of cost accounting and estimation, methods of 
verifi cation and validation, techniques of quality assurance. ”   85   Kraft targets structured 
programming as de-skilling: through it, programming was turned from a craft to an 
industrialized practice in which workers were reduced to interchangeable detail 
workers.  86   Structured programming limits the logical procedures coders can use and 
insists that the program consist of small modular units, which can be called from the 
main program. Structured programming (also generally known as  “ good program-
ming ”  when I was growing up) hides, and thus secures, the machine. It focuses on 
and enables abstraction — and abstraction from the specifi c uses of and for the 
machine — thereby turning programming from a numerical- to a problem-based task. 

 Not surprisingly, having little to no contact with the actual machine enhances one ’ s 
ability to think abstractly rather than numerically. Edsger Dijkstra, whose famous 
condemnation of  “ goto ”  statements has encapsulated to many the fundamental 
tenets of structured programming, believes that he was able to  “ pioneer ”  structured 
programming precisely because he began his programming career by coding for ghosts: 
for machines that did not yet exist.  87   In  “ Go To Statement Considered Harmful, ”  
Dijkstra argues,  “ the quality of programmers is a decreasing function of the density 
of go to statements in the programs they produce ”  because goto statements work 
against the fundamental tenet of what Dijkstra considered to be good programming, 
namely, the necessity to  “ shorten the conceptual gap between the static program and 
the dynamic process, to make the correspondence between the program (spread out 
in text space) and the process (spread out in time) as trivial as possible. ”   88   This is 
important because, if a program suddenly halts because of a bug, gotos (statements 
that tell a program to go to a specifi c line if a condition is met) make it diffi cult to 
fi nd the place in the program that corresponds to the buggy code. Gotos make diffi cult 
the confl ation of instruction with its product — the reduction of process to command —
 that grounds the emergence of software as a concrete entity and commodity. That is, 
gotos make it diffi cult for the source program to act as a legible source.  89   As this 
example makes clear, structured programming moves away from issues of program 
effi ciency — the time it takes to run a program — and more toward the problem of 
minimizing all the costs involved in producing and maintaining large programs. This 
move also makes programming an  “ art. ”  As Dijkstra argues in his letter justifying 
structured programming,  “ it is becoming most urgent to stop to consider program-
ming primarily as the minimization of cost/performance ratio. We should recognize 
that already now programming is much more an intellectual challenge: the art of 
programming is the art of organizing complexity, of mastering multitude and avoiding 
its bastard chaos as effectively as possible. ”   90   Again, this depends on making  “ the 
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structure of the program text [refl ect] the structure of the computation. ”   91   It means 
moving away from assembly and other languages that routinely offer bizarre exits and 
self-modifying code to languages that feature clear and well-documented repetitions 
(while . . . do . . .) that end in one clear place, that return control to the main program. 

 Structured programming languages  “ save ”  programmers from themselves by pro-
viding good security, where security means secure from the programmer (increasingly, 
 “ securing ”  the machine means making sure programmers cannot access or write over 
key systems).  92   Indeed, structured programming, which emphasizes programming as 
a problem of fl ow, is giving way to data abstraction, which views programming as a 
problem of interrelated objects, and hides far more than the machine. Data abstraction 
depends on information hiding, on the nonrefl ection of changeable facts in software. 
As John V. Guttag, a  “ pioneer ”  in data abstraction explains, data abstraction is all 
about forgetting, about hiding information about how a type is implemented behind 
an interface.  93   Rather than  “ polluting ”  a program by enabling invisible lines of contact 
between supposedly independent modules, data abstraction presents a clean or  “ beau-
tiful ”  interface by confi ning specifi cities, and by reducing the knowledge and power 
of the programmer. Knowledge, Guttag insists, is dangerous:  “  ‘ Drink deep, or taste not 
the Pierian Spring, ’  is not necessarily good advice. Knowing too much is no better, 
and often worse, than knowing too little. People cannot assimilate very much infor-
mation. Any programming method or approach that assumes that people will under-
stand a lot is highly risky. ”   94   Abstraction — the  “ erasure of difference in the service of 
likeness or equality ”  — also erases, or  “ forgets, ”  knowledge, rendering it, like the 
machine, ghostly.  95   

 Thus abstraction both empowers the programmer and insists on his/her igno-
rance — the dream of a sovereign subject who knows and commands is constantly 
undone. Because abstraction exists  “ in the mind of the programmer, ”  abstraction gives 
programmers new creative abilities. Computer scientist David Eck argues,  “ every pro-
gramming language defi nes a virtual machine, for which it is the machine language. 
Designers of programming languages are creating computing machines as surely as 
the engineer who works in silicon and copper, but without the limitations imposed 
by materials and manufacturing technology. ”   96   However, this abstraction — this move 
away from the machine specifi cities — hands over, in its virtual separation of machine 
into software and hardware, the act of programming to the machine itself. Mildred 
Koss scoffed at the early notion of computers as brains because  “ they couldn ’ t think 
in the way a human thinks, but had to be given a set of step-by-step machine instruc-
tions to be executed before they could provide answers to a specifi c problem ”  — at that 
time software was not considered to be an independent object.  97   The current status 
of software as a commodity, despite the nonrivalrous nature of  “ instructions, ”  indi-
cates the triumph of the software industry, an industry that fi rst struggled not 
only fi nancially but also conceptually to defi ne its product. The rise of software 
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depends both on historical events, such as IBM ’ s unbundling of its services from its 
products, and on abstractions enabled by higher-level languages. Guttag ’ s insistence 
on the unreliability and incapability of human beings to understand underscores the 
cost of such an abstraction. Abstraction is the computer ’ s game, as is programming 
in the strictest and newest sense of the word: with  “ data-driven ”  programming, for 
instance, machine learning/artifi cial intelligence (computers as source of source code) 
has become mainstream.  

 Importantly, this stratifi cation and disciplining of labor has a much longer history: 
human computing itself, as David Grier has documented, moved from an art to a 
routinized procedure through a separation of planners from calculators.  98   Whereas 
the mathematician Alexis-Claude Clairaut called on two of his colleagues/friends, 
Joseph Lalande, Nicole-Reine Lapaute, in 1757 to calculate the date of Halley ’ s comet ’ s 
1758 return, Gaspard Clair Fran ç ois Marie Riche de Prony, director of the Bureau du 
Cadastre, devised a system of intellectual labor to calculate metric tables in 1791. 
Not accidentally, the tables were part of a revolutionary governmental project: the 
move to the metric system by the National Assembly in order to gain control of the 
French economy.  99   De Prony, inspired by Adam Smith, divided the group into manual 
workers (unemployed pre-Revolutionary wig makers or servants who had basic arith-
metic skills) and planners (experienced computers who planned the calculation). This 
system in turn inspired Charles Babbage ’ s difference and analytic engines, in which 
the engines would replace the manual workers: according to Grier, de Prony ’ s system 
showed Babbage that  “ the division of labor was not restricted to physical work but 
could be applied to  ‘ some of the sublimest investigations of the human mind, ’  
including the work of calculation. ”   100   This routinized calculation was not smoothly 
adopted; for a long time within the United States, such a model was resisted and, 
even during World War I, computers were graduate students and young assistant 
professors. In order to produce calculations necessary for governmental projects (such 
as eugenics, census, navigation, weapons, etc.) in the twentieth century, however, 
mass computation became the norm. 

 The U.S. wholesale embrace of mass calculation also coincides with a governmental 
project. Begun during the Great Depression as a way to put unemployed high school 
graduates to work, the Work Progress Administration ’ s (WPA) Math Tables Project 
(MTP) produced some of the fi nest error-free tables in the world.  101   Indeed, it was not 
until the Roosevelt administration and the New Deal that the United States became 
seriously involved in producing mathematical tables. Since it was a WPA project, many 
established academics refused to be involved with it. To gain credibility, those in 
charge (themselves  “ less desirable ”  or unconventional PhDs) were determined to 
produce the most accurate tables possible. Gertrude Blanch, who ran the program with 
Milton Abramowitz, insists that most of the people they hired were qualifi ed.  102   In 
contrast, Ida Rhodes, another PhD hired by the MTP, claims:  “ [Most] of the people 
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[who] came to us really knew nothing at all about mathematics or [even] arithmetic. 
Gertrude Blanch says that they were all High School graduates, and they may have 
been. I never checked on that. But if they were, very few of them had remembered 
anything about the arithmetic or the algebra or whatever mathematics they had 
[studied]. ”   103   By the end, however, they were transformed. According to Rhodes, 
Blanch performed miracles,  “ welding a malnourished, dispirited crew of people, 
coming from [the] Welfare Rolls, [into] a group that Leslie J. Comrie said was the 
 ‘ mightiest computing team the world had ever seen. ’  ”   104   To Rhodes, the social work 
involved in this project —  “ [salutary benefi t conferred on] the spirit of those people 
[by] raising them from abject and self-despising people into a team that [acquired] a 
magnifi cent esprit de corps ”  — has been overlooked.  105   As Rhodes ’ s rhetoric indicates, 
this was a patronizing if admirable project, run by  “ saints. ”  Rhodes, herself partially 
deaf, would become an advocate for including physically challenged people in pro-
gramming work. (Blanch interestingly had a more edgy view of sainthood. Describing 
Rhodes, she remarked,  “ if there are saints on earth, she ’ s one of them. Saints may be 
diffi cult to live with but . . . it ’ s nice to have a few around ” ).  106   

 This saintly salutary work comprised dividing the group into four categories, 
listed in ascending ability — the adders, the multipliers, the dividers, and the check-
ers — and creating worksheets so that  “ people who knew nothing about mathematics 
could [do advanced functions] by just following one step at a time. ”   107   The fl awless-
ness of these tables stemmed both from these worksheets, created by Blanch, and 
from the degree to which these tables were checked (the Bessel function, for instance, 
was checked more than twenty-two times). Since the goal of the project was to 
keep these people busy, as well as to produce tables, accuracy was stressed over 
expediency and over sophistication of numerical techniques. Accuracy, according 
to Rhodes, became an obsession. ”   108   

 Not surprisingly, though, the MTP computers were sometimes suspicious of their 
oversight. Rhodes relates,  “ we had impressed upon our workers over and over and 
over again that we were not watching them. We were not counting their output. ”  
Rather,  “ the only thing we asked of them is complete accuracy. ”  This accuracy was 
also inscribed in the worksheets themselves in a nontransparent, repetitive manner. 
Rhodes and Blanch created worksheets,  “ in which every operation had to be done 
at least twice ”  and in which this duplicity was hidden. Rhodes explains,  “ for example, 
if we added a and b we wouldn’t immediately say: add b and a. But some time 
later we saw to it that b got added to a, and we had arrows connecting the answers 
saying that these two answers should agree to, say one or two [units in] the last 
place. If they did not get such an agreement, then they were to [erase the pertinent 
portion] and [re-compute it]. ”   109   Again, the fact that these tables were largely 
unnecessary — and hence not time-sensitive — made this emphasis on accuracy over 
timeliness possible. 
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 According to Rhodes, only two girls did not internalize the accuracy-ethic and 
cheated.  110   Rhodes revealingly narrates the dishonesty of the  “ colored ”  girl who joined 
the group after claiming that she was being discriminated against in another project: 

 [Being] a softy, [I swallowed her story.] I should have checked with [her] boss and found out 

why she was not liked. But I didn’t. And so I asked Gertrude’s permission and she said,  “ All 

right, let’s give her a chance. ”  [And] she started working for us. 

 Well, she hadn’t been with us long enough apparently to absorb that feeling of accuracy, 

although, of course, we also gave her the [same] lecture that we gave everybody else. She must 

have thought that the more she produces, the more we will think of her and the more anxious 

we will be to keep her. [Her checker] reported to us that the girl was a whiz, she handed in 

many more sheets than anyone else; and I began to feel very proud of myself, thinking, oh, I 

got [me a] good girl, working so hard. 

 You see, all that the [checker did was to examine the values, connected by the] arrows and 

if they agreed within one or two [units,] he was satisfi ed. In her case he once mentioned,  “ It’s 

remarkable, they agree to the very last place. ”  That should have given me an idea, but I was 

too busy with other things. Well, one evening Gertrude and I sat down to do our regular job 

of checking the sheets, and [when] we got [to] hers, [no values] differenced, absolutely nothing 

differenced. That was something we couldn’t believe. How could [they] not difference? The 

arrows showed perfect agreement — too perfect, as a matter of fact. 

 Well, lots of things can happen. First of all, the formula can be wrong. [Or we] could have 

made a mistake [in breaking down] the formula [while preparing] the worksheet. [Or] we could 

have made a mistake in [a sign.] We could have made a mistake in a constant. It happened to 

be my worksheet, so I checked [it] over: no mistake there. [She had to] copy certain informa-

tion from other Tables. Maybe [I] gave her the wrong tables. [An examination showed] that 

she copied the correct Tables. What else could have happened? The point [is] that we were so 

innocent and so trusting, it never occurred to us that what really happened [could have 

occurred.] What had happened was that she would get the fi rst answer, and then when she 

got to [it] the second time  —  where the arrows showed that they had to agree  —  and [they] 

didn’t agree, she merely erased the [second] answer and copied down the fi rst [one.] We found 

that out [when] Gertrude and I recomputed all her sheets.  111   

 This remarkable story reveals the contradictions in this disciplinary system: although 
Rhodes denies that they judged performance by speed, she thinks she got herself a  “ good 
girl ”  when the  “ colored girl ”  performs quickly. Also, although math presumably requires 
some intellectual labor, intelligence is condemned. The  “ colored girl ”  ’ s ability to fi gure 
out the system, the algorithm, is denounced as cheating, and the managers ’  faith in 
their own nontransparent plans described as  “ trusting. ”  These worksheets were an early 
form of programming: a breakdown of a complex operation into sequence of simple 
operations that depends on accurate and single-minded calculation. As this example 
makes clear, such programming depended on mind-numbingly repetitive operations 
by the  “ dumb ”  and the downtrodden, whose inept or deceitful actions could disrupt 
the task at hand. Modern computing replaces these with vacuum tubes and transistors. 
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As Alan Turing contended,  “ the class of problems capable of solution by the machine 
can be defi ned fairly specifi cally . . . [namely] those problems which can be solved by 
human clerical labour, working to fi xed rules, and without understanding. ”   112    

 Source code become  “ thing ”  — the erasure of execution — follows from the mecha-
nization of these power relations, the reworking of subject-object relations through 
automation as both empowerment and enslavement and through repetition as both 
mastery and hell. Embedded within the notion of instruction as source and the 
drive to automate computing — relentlessly haunting them — is a constantly repeated 
narrative of liberation and empowerment, wizards and (ex-)slaves. 

 Automation as Sourcery 

 Automatic programming, what we could call programming today, reveals the extent 
to which automation and the history of programming cannot be considered a simple 
deskilling (Kraft ’ s argument) or a march toward greater human power. Rather, through 
automation, expertise is both created and called into question: it is something that 
coders did not simply fear, but also appreciated and drove. 

 Automatic programming arose from a desire to reuse code and to recruit the com-
puter into its own operation — essentially, to transform singular instructions into a 
language a computer could write. As Koss, an early UNIVAC programmer, explains: 

 Writing machine code involved several tedious steps — breaking down a process into discrete 

instructions, assigning specifi c memory locations to all the commands, and managing the I/O 

buffers. After following these steps to implement mathematical routines, a sub-routine library, 

and sorting programs, our task was to look at the larger programming process. We needed to 

understand how we might reuse tested code and have the machine help in programming. As 

we programmed, we examined the process and tried to think of ways to abstract these steps 

to incorporate them into higher-level language. This led to the development of interpreters, 

assemblers, compilers, and generators — programs designed to operate on or produce other 

programs, that is, automatic programming.  113   

 Automatic programming is an abstraction that allows the production of computer-
enabled human-readable code — key to the commodifi cation and materialization of 
software and to the emergence of higher-level programming languages. 

 Higher-level programming languages, unlike assembly language, explode one ’ s 
instructions and enable one to forget the machine. In them, simple operations often 
call a function, making it a metonymic language par excellence. These languages also 
place everyone in the position of the planner, without the knowledge of the coder. 
They enable one to run a program on more than one machine — a property now 
assumed to be a  “ natural ”  property of software ( “ direct programming ”  led to a unique 
confi guration of cables; early machine language could be iterable but only on the same 
machine — assuming, of course, no engineering faults or failures). In order to emerge 
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as a language or a source, software and the  “ languages ”  on which it relies had to 
become iterable. With programming languages, the product of programming would 
no longer be a running machine but rather this thing called software — something 
theoretically (if not practically) iterable, repeatable, reusable, no matter who wrote it 
or what machine it was destined for; something that inscribes the absence of both the 
programmer and the machine in its so-called writing.  114   Programming languages 
enabled the separation of instruction from machine, of imperative from action, a move 
that fostered the change in the name of source code itself, from  “ pseudo ”  to  “ source. ”  
Pseudocode intriguingly stood both for the code as language and for the code as 
program (i.e., source code). The manual for UNIVAC ’ s A-2 compiler, for instance, 
defi nes pseudocode as  “ computer words other than the machine (C-10) code, design 
[sic] with regard to facilitating communications between programmer and computer. 
Since a pseudo-code cannot be directly executed by the computer, there must be pro-
grammed a modifi cation, interpretation or translation routine which converts the 
pseudo-codes to machine instruction and routines. ”   115   Pseudocode, which enables one 
to move away from machine specifi city, is called  “ information ”  — what later would 
become a ghostly immaterial substance — rather than code. 

 According to received wisdom, these fi rst attempts to automate programming — the 
 “ pseudo ”  — were resisted by  “ real ”  programmers.  116   John Backus, developer of FORTRAN, 
claims that early machine language programmers were engaged in a  “ black art ” ; they 
had a  “ chauvinistic pride in their frontiersmanship and a corresponding conservatism, 
so many programmers of the freewheeling 1950s began to regard themselves as 
members of a priesthood guarding skills and mysteries far too complex for ordinary 
mortals. ”   117   Koss similarly argues,  “ without these higher-level languages and processes 
. . . , which democratized problem solving with the computer, I believe programming 
would have remained in the hands of a relatively small number of technically oriented 
software writers using machine code, who would have been essentially the high priests 
of computing. ”   118   

 This story of a  “ manly ”  struggle against automatic programming resonates with 
narratives of mechanical computing itself as  “ feminizing ”  numerical analysis. Whirl-
wind team member Bob Everett offers the following summary of a tale describing two 
different ways of approaching automatic computing, which was told at Aiken ’ s mid-
1940s meeting:  “ One was the woman who gets married, and that ’ s fi ne, and she looks 
ahead to a life-time of three meals a day, 365 days a year, and dishes to wash after 
each one of them. Her husband brings her home from the honeymoon, and she dis-
covers he ’ s bought her an automatic dishwasher. That ’ s one way. The other way is the 
guy who decides to climb a mountain, and he buys all the rope, pitons, and one thing 
and another, and he goes to the mountain and fi nds that somebody has built a funicu-
lar railway. ”   119   According to this description, automatic computing is feminine or 
emasculating: an escape from domestic drudgery or the automation of a properly 
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masculine enterprise. Thus, it is not just the introduction of automatic programming 
that inspired narratives of masculine expertise under siege, but also the introduction 
of — or, more properly, the appreciation of — the (automatic) computer. 

 In a related manner, Hopper (and perhaps only Hopper) experienced the U.S. Navy, 
in particular her initial training as a thirty-seven-year-old woman, as  “ the most com-
plete freedom I ’ d ever had. ”  Whereas her younger counterparts rebelled  “ against the 
uniforms and the regulations, ”  she embraced the Navy ’ s strict structure as a release 
from domestic duties. As she relates,  “ All of a sudden I didn’t have to decide anything, 
it was all settled. I didn ’ t even have to bother to decide what I was going to wear in the 
morning, it was there. I just picked it up and put it on. So for me all of a sudden I was 
relieved of all minor decisions. . . . I didn ’ t even have to fi gure out what I was going to 
cook for dinner. ”  The diffi culties of domestic life and sacrifi ce during World War II 
colored Hopper ’ s enthusiasm, since  “ housekeeping had gotten to be quite a chore by 
then to fi gure out how much meat you could have and could you give dad some sugar 
 ’ cause he loved it and you might have some extra points. That ’ s when I learned to 
drink most of my drinks without any sugar in them so that dad could have it. And we 
had very little gasoline and we had to have a car and you had to plan every trip very 
carefully. Well, all of a sudden I ’ m in midshipmen ’ s school and all of a sudden you 
don ’ t have to do any of it.  120   Importantly, though, this release was also an insertion 
into a well-defi ned system, in which one both gave and received commands. When a 
 Voice of America  interviewer asked,  “ You are supposed to command, but also to conform 
and obey. How do you come to terms with those two extremes? ”  Hopper replied,  “ The 
essential basic principle of the Navy is leadership. And leadership is a two-way street. 
It is loyalty up and loyalty down. Respect your superior, keep him informed of what 
you are doing, and take care of your crew. That is everyone ’ s responsibility. ”   121   

 Automatic programming, seen as freeing oneself from both drudgery and knowl-
edge, thus calls into question the simple narrative of it as dispersing a reluctant 
 “ priesthood ”  of machine programmers. This narrative of resistance assumes that pro-
grammers naturally enjoyed tedious and repetitive numerical tasks and as well as 
developing singular solutions for their clients. The  “ mastery ”  of computing can easily 
be understood as  “ suffering. ”  Indeed, Hopper called her early days with the Harvard 
Mark 1 her  “ sufferings ”  and argued,  “ experienced programmers are always anxious 
to make the computer carry out as much routine work as they can. ”   122   Harry Reed, 
an early ENIAC programmer, relays,  “ the whole idea of computing with the ENIAC 
was a sort of  hair-shirt  kind of thing. Programming for the computer, whatever it 
was supposed to be, was a redemptive experience — one was supposed to  suffer  to do 
it. ”  According to Reed, programmers were actively trying to convince people to write 
small programs for themselves. In the 1970s, he  “ actually had to take my Division 
and sit everybody down who hadn ’ t taken a course in FORTRAN, because, by God, 
they were going to write their own programs now. We weren ’ t going to get computer 
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specialists to write simple little programs that they should have been writing.  123   Also, 
the fi rst programmers were the fi rst writers of reusable subroutines. Holberton, for 
instance, developed the fi rst SORT generator to save her colleagues ’  time,  “ I felt 
for all the work that Betty Jean and I had done on sorting methods, it was a shame 
for people to have to sit down and re-do and re-code that same thing even though 
they could use the books to do it, if it could be done by a machine. And that ’ s the 
reason, and it only took six months to program the thing. That ’ s six more months. ”   124   
Thus, rather than programmers circling the wagons to protect their positions, it 
would seem that many programmers themselves welcomed and contributed to the 
success of automatic programming. 

 As well, since programmers were in incredible demand in the 1950s through the 
1960s, the need to create boundaries to protect jobs seems odd. Although compilers 
and interpreters may not have been accepted immediately, especially by those already 
trained in machine programming, the resistance may have stemmed more from the 
work environment than from personal arrogance. Coders were under great pressure 
to be as effi cient as possible. As Holberton and Bartik relay in a 1973 interview, early 
coders often developed a persecution complex, because machine time was the most 
important and expensive thing: 

 BARTIK:   The worst sin that you could commit was to waste that machine time. So that we really 

became paranoid. 

 HOLBERTON:   Mhm. Effi ciency. 

 BARTIK:   We thought everybody was after us. 

 TROPP:   [Laughter] 

 BARTIK:   For our ineffi ciency. 

 HOLBERTON:   You wasted one add time, you were being ineffi cient. 

 BARTIK:   So it was fi ne for us to struggle for two days to cut off the slightest amount on that 

machine.  125   

 Compilers were arguably accepted because the demand for programmers meant a loss 
in quality (an ever widening recruitment) — programming effi ciently in machine 
language therefore became a mark of expertise. In this sense, the introduction of 
automatic programming, which set a certain standard of machine effi ciency, helped 
to produce the priesthood it was supposedly displacing. 

 Corporate and academic customers, for whom programmers were orders of magni-
tude cheaper per hour than computers, do seem to have resisted automatic program-
ming. Jean Sammet, an early female programmer, relates, in her infl uential  Programming 

Languages: History and Fundamentals , that customers objected to compilers on the 
ground that they  “ could not turn out object code as good as their best programmers. 
A signifi cant selling campaign to push the advantages of such systems was underway 
at that time, with the spearhead being carried for the numerical scientifi c languages 
(i.e., FORTRAN) and for  ‘ English-language-like ’  business data-processing languages by 
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Remington Rand (and Dr. Grace Hopper in particular). ”   126   This selling campaign not 
only pushed higher-level languages (by devaluing humanly produced programs), it 
also pushed new hardware: to run these programs, one needed more powerful 
machines. The government ’ s insistence on standardization, most evident in the devel-
opment and widespread use of COBOL, itself a language designed to open up program-
ming to a wider range of people, fostered the general acceptance of higher-level 
languages, which again were theoretically, if not always practically, machine indepen-
dent or iterable. The hardware-upgrade cycle was normalized in the name of saving 
programming time. 

 This  “ selling campaign ”  led to what many have heralded as the democratization 
of programming, the opening of the so-called priesthood of programmers. In Sammet ’ s 
view, this was a partial revolution 

 in the way in which computer installations were run because it became not only possible, but 

quite practical to have engineers, scientists, and other people actually programming their own 

problems without the intermediary of a professional programmer. Thus the confl ict of the open 

versus closed shop became a very heated one, often centering [on] the use of FORTRAN as the 

key illustration for both sides. This should not be interpreted as saying that all people with 

scientifi c numerical problems to solve immediately sat down to learn FORTRAN; this is clearly 

not true but such a signifi cant number of them did that it has had a major impact on the 

entire computer industry. One of the subsidiary side effects of FORTRAN was the introduction 

of FORTRAN Monitor System [IB60]. This made the computer installation much more effi cient 

by requiring less operator intervention for the running of the vast number of FORTRAN 

(as well as machine language) programs.  127   

 The democratization or  “ opening ”  of computing, which gives the term  open  in  open 

source  a different resonance, would mean the potential spread of computing to those 
with scientifi c numerical problems to solve and the displacement of human operators 
by operating systems. But the language of priests and wizards has hardly faded and 
scientists have always been involved with computing, even though computing has 
not always been considered to be a worthy scientifi c pursuit. The history of computing 
is littered with moments of  “ computer liberation ”  that are also moments of greater 
obfuscation.  128   

 Higher level programming languages — automatic programming — may have been 
sold as offering the programmer more and easier control, but they also necessitated 
blackboxing even more the operations of the machine they supposedly instructed. 
Democratization did not displace professional programmers but rather buttressed their 
position as professionals by paradoxically decreasing their real power over their 
machines, by generalizing the engineering concept of information. 

 So what are we to do with these contradictions and ambiguities? As should be clear 
by now, these many contradictions riddling the development of automatic program-
ming were key to its development, for the automation of computing is both an 
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acquisition of greater control and freedom, and a fundamental loss of them. The 
narrative of the  “ opening ”  of programming reveals the tension at the heart of pro-
gramming and control systems: are they control systems or servomechanisms (Norbert 
Wiener ’ s initial name for them)? Is programming a clerical activity or an act of 
Hobbesian mastery? Given that the machine takes care of  “ programming proper ”  — the 
sequence of events during execution — is programming programming at all? What is 
after all compacted in the coinciding changes in the titles of  “ operators ”  to  “ program-
mers ”  and of  “ mathematicians ”  to  “ programmers ” ? The notion of the priesthood of 
programming erases this tension, making programming always already the object of 
jealous guardianship, and erasing programming ’ s clerical underpinnings.  129   

 Programming in the 1950s does seem to have been fun and fairly gender balanced, 
in part because it was so new and in part because it was not as lucrative as hardware 
design or even sales: the profession was gender neutral in hiring if not pay because it 
was not yet a profession.  130   The  “ ENIAC girls ”  were fi rst hired as subprofessionals, and 
some had to acquire more qualifi cations in order to retain their positions. As many 
female programmers quit to have children or get married, men (and compilers) took 
their increasingly lucrative positions. Programming ’ s clerical and arguably feminine 
underpinnings — both in terms of personnel and of command structure — became 
buried as programming sought to become an engineering and academic fi eld in its 
own right.  131   Democratization did not displace professional programmers but rather 
buttressed their position as professionals by paradoxically decreasing their real power 
over their machines. It also, however, made programming more pleasurable. 

 Causal Pleasure 

 The distinction between programmers and users is gradually eroding. With higher-
level languages, programmers are becoming more like simple users. Crucially, though, 
the gradual demotion of programmers has been offset by the power and pleasure of 
programming. To program in a higher-level language is to enter a magical world — it 
is to enter a world of logos, in which one ’ s code faithfully represents one ’ s intentions, 
albeit through its blind repetition rather than its  “ living ”  status.  132   Edwards argues, 
 “ programming can produce strong sensations of power and control ”  because the 
computer produces an internally consistent if externally incomplete microworld, a 
 “ simulated world, entirely within the machine itself, that does not depend on instru-
mental effectiveness. That is, where most tools produce effects on a wider world of 
which they are only a part, the computer contains its own worlds in miniature. . . . 
In the microworld, as in children ’ s make-believe, the power of the programmer is 
absolute. ”   133   Joseph Weizenbaum, MIT professor, creator of ELIZA (an early program 
that imitated a Rogerian therapist) and member of the famed MIT AI (Artifi cal Intel-
ligence) lab, similarly contends: 
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 The computer programmer . . . is a creator of universes for which he alone is the lawgiver. So, 

of course, is the designer of any game. But universes of virtually unlimited complexity can be 

created in the form of computer programs. Moreover, and this is a crucial point, systems so 

formulated and elaborated  act out  their programmed scripts. They compliantly obey their laws 

and vividly exhibit their obedient behavior. No playwright, no stage director, no emperor, 

however powerful, has ever exercised such absolute authority to arrange a stage or a fi eld of 

battle and to command such unswervingly dutiful actors or troops.  134   

 The progression from playwright to stage director to emperor is telling: programming 
languages, like neoliberal economics, model the world as a  “ game. ”   135   To return to the 
notion of  “ code is law, ”  programming languages establish the programmer as a sov-
ereign subject, for whom there is no difference between command given and command 
completed. As a lawgiver more powerful than a playwright or emperor, the program-
mer can  “ say ”   “ let there be light ”  and there is light. Iterability produces both language 
and subject. Importantly, Weizenbaum views the making performative or automati-
cally executable of words as the imposition of instrumental reason, inseparable from 
the process of  “ enlightenment ”  critiqued by the Frankfurt school.  136   Instrumental 
reason, he argues,  “ has made out of words a fetish surrounded by black magic. And 
only the magicians have the rights of the initiated. Only they can say what words 
mean. And they play with words and they deceive us. ”   137   

 Programming languages offer the lure of visibility, readability, logical if magical 
cause and effect. As Brooks argues,  “ one types the correct incantation on the keyboard, 
and a display screen comes to life, showing things that never were nor could be. ”   138   
One ’ s word creates something living. Consider this ubiquitous  “ hello world ”  program 
written in C++ ( “ hello world ”  is usually the fi rst program a person will write): 

 // this program spits out  “ hello world ”  

 #include  < iostream.h >  

 int main () 

 { 

    cout  <  <   “ Hello World! ” ; 

    return 0; 

 } 

 The fi rst line is a comment line, explaining to the human reader that this program 
spits out  “ Hello World!. ”  The next line directs the compiler ’ s preprocessor to include 
iostream.h, a standard fi le to deal with input and output to be used later. The third 
line,  “ int main (), ”  begins the main function of the program;  “ cout  <  <   ‘ Hello World! ’ ; ”  
prints  “ Hello World! ”  to the screen ( “ cout ”  is defi ned in iostream.h);  “ return 0 ”  ter-
minates the main function and causes the program to return a 0 if it has run correctly. 
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Although not immediately comprehensible to someone not versed in C++, this 
program nonetheless seems to make some sense, and seems to be readable. It comprises 
a series of imperatives and declaratives that the computer presumably understands 
and obeys. When it runs, it follows one ’ s commands and displays  “ Hello World!. ”  

 It is no accident that  “ hello world ”  is the fi rst program one learns because it is 
easy, demonstrating that we can produce results immediately. This ease, according to 
Weizenbaum, is what makes programming so seductive and dangerous: 

 It happens that programming is a relatively easy craft to learn. . . . And because programming 

is almost immediately rewarding, that is, because a computer very quickly begins to behave 

somewhat in the way the programmer intends it to, programming is very seductive, especially 

for beginners. Moreover, it appeals most to precisely those who do not yet have suffi cient 

maturity to tolerate long delays between an effort to achieve something and the appearance 

of concrete evidence of success. Immature students are therefore easily misled into believing 

that they have truly mastered a craft of immense power and of great importance when, in fact, 

they have learned only its rudiments and nothing substantive at all.  139   

 The seeming ease of programming hides a greater diffi culty — executability leads to 
unforeseen circumstances, unforeseen or buggy repetitions. Programming offers a 
power that, Weizenbaum argues, corrupts as any power does.  140    What corrupts, Weizen-

baum goes on to explain, however, is not simply ease, but also this combination of ease and 

diffi culty . Weizenbaum argues that programming creates a new mental disorder: the 
compulsion to program, which he argues hackers, who  “ hack code ”  rather than 
 “ work, ”  suffer from (although he does note that not all hackers are compulsive 
programmers).  141   

 To explain this addiction, Weizenbaum explains the parallels between  “ the magical 
world of the gambler ”  and the magical world of the hacker — both entail megalomania 
and fantasies of omnipotence, as well as a  “ pleasureless drive for reassurance. ”  142  Like 
gambling, programming can be compulsive because it both rewards and challenges 
the programmer. It is driven by  “ two apparently opposing facts: fi rst, he knows that 
he can make the computer do anything he wants it to do; and second, the computer 
constantly displays undeniable evidence of his failures to him. It reproaches him. 
There is no escaping this bind. The engineer can resign himself to the truth that there 
are some things he doesn ’ t know. But the programmer moves in a world entirely of 
his own making. The computer challenges his power, not his knowledge. ”   143   According 
to Weizenbaum, because programming engages power rather than truth, it can induce 
a paranoid megalomania in the programmer.  144   Because this knowledge is never 
enough, because a new bug always emerges, because an unforeseen wrinkle causes 
divergent unexpected behavior, the hacker can never stop. Every error seems correct-
able; every error points to the hacker ’ s lack of foresight; every error leads to another. 
Thus, unlike the  “ useful programmer, ”  who  “ works ”  by solving the problem at hand 
and carefully documents his code, the hacker aimlessly hacks code: programming 
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becomes a technique, a game without a goal and thus without an end. Hackers ’  skills 
are thus  “ disembodied ”  and this disembodiment transforms their physical appearance: 
Weizenbaum describes them as  “ bright young men of disheveled appearance, often 
with sunken glowing eyes . . . sitting at computer consoles, their arms tensed and 
waiting to fi re their fi ngers, already poised to strike, at the buttons and keys on which 
their attention seems to be as riveted as a gamer ’ s on the rolling dice.  145   

 Although Weizenbaum is quick to pathologize hackers as pleasureless pitiful crea-
tures, hackers themselves emphasize programming as pleasurable — and their lack of 
 “ usefulness ”  can actually be what is most productive and promising about program-
ming. Linus Torvalds, for instance, argues that he, as an eternal grad student, decided 
to build the Linux operating system core just  “ for fun. ”  Torvalds further views the 
decisions programming demands as rescuing programming from becoming tedious. 
 “ Blind obedience on its own, while initially fascinating, ”  he writes,  “ obviously does 
not make for a very likable companion. In fact, that part gets boring fairly quickly. 
What makes programming so engaging is that, while you can make the computer 
do what you want, you have to fi gure out  how . ”   146   Richard Stallman, who fi ts 
Weizenbaum ’ s description of a hacker (and who was in the AI lab, probably building 
those indispensable functions) likewise emphasizes the pleasure, but more important 
the  “ freedom ”  and  “ freeness ”  associated with programming — something that stems 
from programming as not simply the production of a commercial (or contained) 
product. Hacking reveals the extent to which source code can become a fetish: 
something endless that always leads us pleasurably, as well as anxiously, astray. 

 Source Code as Fetish 

 Source code as source means that software functions as an axiom, as  “ a self-evident 
proposition requiring no formal demonstration to prove its truth, but received and 
assented to as soon as it is mentioned. ”   147   In other words, whether or not source code 
is only a source after the fact or whether or not software can be physically separated 
from hardware,  148   software is always posited as already existing, as the self-evident 
ground or source of our interfaces. Software is axiomatic. As a fi rst principle, it fastens 
in place a certain neoliberal logic of cause and effect, based on the erasure of execution 
and the privileging of programming that bleeds elsewhere and stems from elsewhere as 
well.  149   As an axiomatic, it, as Gilles Deleuze and F é lix Guattari argue, artifi cially limits 
decodings.  150   It temporarily limits what can be decoded, put into motion, by setting up 
an artifi cial limit — the artifi cial limit of programmability — that seeks to separate infor-
mation from entropy, by designating some entropy information and other  “ non-
intentional ”  entropy noise. Programmability, discrete computation, depends on 
the disciplining of hardware and programmers, and the desire for a programmable 
axiomatic code. Code, however, is a medium in the full sense of the word. As a 
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medium, it channels the ghost that we imagine runs the machine — that we see as we 
don ’ t see — when we gaze at our screen ’ s ghostly images. 

 Understood this way, source code is a fetish. According to the OED, a fetish was 
originally an ornament or charm worshipped by  “ primitive peoples . . . on account 
of its supposed inherent magical powers. ”   151   The term  fetisso  stemmed from the trade 
of small wares and magic charms between the Portuguese merchants and West 
Africans; Charles de Brosses coined the term  fetishism  to describe  “ primitive religions ”  
in 1757. According to William Pietz, Enlightenment thinkers viewed fetishism as a 
 “ false causal reasoning about physical nature ”  that became  “ the defi nitive mistake of 
the pre-enlightened mind: it superstitiously attributed intentional purpose and desire 
to material entities of the natural world, while allowing social action to be determined 
by the . . . wills of contingently personifi ed things, which were, in truth, merely the 
externalized material sites fi xing people ’ s own capricious libidinal imaginings. ”   152   That 
is, fetishism, as  “ primitive causal thinking, ”  derived causality from  “ things ”  — in all 
the richness of this concept — rather than from reason: 

 Failing to distinguish the intentionless natural world known to scientifi c reason and motivated 

by practical material concerns, the savage (so it was argued) superstitiously assumed the exis-

tence of a unifi ed causal fi eld for personal actions and physical events, thereby positing reality 

as subject to animate powers whose purposes could be divined and infl uenced. Specifi cally, 

humanity ’ s belief in gods and supernatural powers (that is, humanity ’ s unenlightenment) was 

theorized in terms of prescientifi c peoples ’  substitution of imaginary personifi cations for the 

unknown physical causes of future events over which people had no control and which they 

regarded with fear and anxiety.  153   

 A fetish allows one to visualize what is unknown — to substitute images for causes. 
Fetishes allow the human mind both too much and not enough control by establish-
ing a  “ unifi ed causal fi eld ”  that encompasses both personal actions and physical 
events. Fetishes enable a semblance of control over future events — a possibility of 
infl uence, if not an airtight programmability — that itself relies on distorting real social 
relations into material givens. 

 This notion of fetish as false causality has been most important to Karl Marx ’ s 
diagnosis of capital as fetish. Marx famously argued: 

 the commodity-form . . . is nothing but the determined social relation between men themselves 

which assumes here, for them, the phantasmagoric form of a relation between things. In order, 

therefore, to fi nd an analogy we must take a fl ight into the misty realm of religion. There the 

products of the human head appear as autonomous fi gures endowed with a life of their own, 

which enter into relations both with each other and with the human race. So it is in the world 

of commodities with the products of men ’ s hands. I call this the . . . fetishism.  154   

 The capitalist thus confuses social relations and the labor activities of real individuals 
with capital and its seemingly magical ability to reproduce. For,  “ it is in interest-
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bearing capital . . . that capital fi nds its most objectifi ed form, its pure fetish form. 
. . . Capital — as an entity — appears here as an independent source of value; a some-
thing that creates value in the same way as land [produces] rent, and labor wages. ”   155   
Both these defi nitions of fetish also highlight the relation between things and men: 
men and things are not separate, but rather speak with and to one another. That is, 
things are not simply objects that exist outside the human mind, but are rather tied 
to events, to the timing of events. 

 The parallel to source code seems obvious: we  “ primitive folk ”  worship source 
code as a magical entity — as a source of causality — when in truth the power lies 
elsewhere, most importantly, in social and machinic relations. If code is performa-
tive, its effectiveness relies on human and machinic rituals. Intriguingly though, in 
this parallel, Enlightenment thinking — a belief that knowing leads to control, to a 
release from tutelage — is not the  “ solution ”  to the fetish, but, rather, what grounds 
it, for source code historically has been portrayed as the solution to wizards and 
other myths of programming: machine code provokes mystery and submission; source 
code enables understanding and thus institutes rational thought and freedom. Knowl-
edge, according to Weizenbaum, sustains the hacker ’ s aimless actions. To offer a 
more current example of this logic than the FORTRAN one cited earlier, Richard 
Stallman, in his critique of nonfree software, has argued that an executable program 
 “ is a mysterious bunch of numbers. What it does is secret. ”   156   Against this magical 
execution, source code supposedly enables an understanding and a freedom — the 
ability to map and know the workings of the machine, but, again, only through a 
magical erasure of the gap between source and execution, an erasure of execution 
itself. If we consider source code as fetish, the fact that source code has hardly 
deprived programmers of their priestlike/wizard status makes complete sense. If any-
thing, such a notion of programmers as superhuman has been disseminated ever 
more and the history of computing — from direct manipulation to hypertext — has 
been littered by various  “ liberations. ”  

 But clearly, source code can do and be things: it can be interpreted or compiled; it 
can be rendered into machine-readable commands that are then executed. Source code 
is also read by humans and is written by humans for humans and is thus the source 
of some understanding. Although Ellen Ullman and many others have argued,  “ a 
computer program has only one meaning: what it does. It isn ’ t a text for an academic 
to read. Its entire meaning is its function, ”  source code must be able to function, even 
if it does not function — that is, even if it is never executed.  157   Source code ’ s readability 
is not simply due to comments that are embedded in the source code, but also due to 
English-based commands and programming styles designed for comprehensibility. 
This readability is not just for  “ other programmers. ”  When programming, one must 
be able to read one ’ s own program — to follow its logic and to predict its outcome, 
whether or not this outcome coincides with one ’ s prediction. 
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 This notion of source code as readable — as creating some outcome regardless of its 
machinic execution — underlies  “ codework ”  and other creative projects. The Internet 
artist Mez, for instance, has created a language called mezangelle that incorporates 
formal code and informal speech. Mez ’ s poetry deliberately plays with programming 
syntax, producing language that cannot be executed, but nonetheless draws on the 
conventions of programming language to signify.  158   Codework, however, can also work 
entirely within an existing programming language. Graham Harwood ’ s perl poem, for 
example, translates William Blake ’ s nineteenth-century poem  “ London ”  into London.
pl, a script that contains within it an algorithm to  “ fi nd and calculate the gross lung-
capacity of the children screaming from 1792 to the present. ”   159   Regardless of whether 
or not it can execute, code can be — must be — worked into something meaningful. 
Source code, in other words, may be the source of things other than the machine 
execution it is  “ supposed ”  to engender. 

 Source code as fetish, understood psychoanalytically, embraces this nonteleologi-
cal potential of source code, for the fetish is a deviation that does not  “ end ”  where 
it should. It is a genital substitute that gives the fetishist nonreproductive pleasure. 
It allows the child to combat castration — his inscription within the world of paternal 
law and order — for both himself and his mother, while at the same time accom-
modating to his world ’ s larger oedipal structure. It both represses and acknowledges 
paternal symbolic authority. According to Freud, the fetish, formed the moment 
the little boy discovers his mother ’ s  “ lack, ”  is  “ a substitute for the woman ’ s (moth-
er ’ s) phallus which the little boy once believed in and does not wish to forego. ”   160   
As such, it both fi xes a singular event — turning time into space — and enables a 
logic of repetition that constantly enables this safeguarding. As Pietz argues,  “ the 
fetish is always a meaningful fi xation of a singular event; it is above all a  ‘ histori-
cal ’  object, the enduring material form and force of an unrepeatable event. This 
object is  ‘ territorialized ’  in material space (an earthly matrix), whether in the form 
of a geographical locality, a marked site on the surface of the human body, or a 
medium of inscription or confi guration defi ned by some portable or wearable 
thing. ”   161   Even though it fi xes a singular event, the fetish works only because it 
can be repeated, but again, what is repeated is both denial and acknowledgment, 
since the fetish can be  “ the vehicle both of denying and asseverating the fact of 
castration. ”   162   Slavoj  Ž i ž ek draws on this insight to explain the persistence of the 
Marxist fetish: 

 When individuals use money, they know very well that there is nothing magical about 

it — that money, in its materiality, is simply an expression of social relations . . . on an 

everyday level, the individuals know very well that there are relations between people behind 

the relations between things. The problem is that in their social activity itself, in what they 

are  doing , they are  acting  as if money, in its material reality is the immediate embodiment 

of wealth as such. They are fetishists in practice, not in theory. What they  “ do not know, ”  
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what they misrecognize, is the fact that in their social reality itself — in the act of commodity 

exchange — they are guided by the fetishistic illusion.  163   

 Fetishists, importantly, know what they are doing — knowledge, again, is not an answer 
to fetishism, but rather what sustains it. The knowledge that source code offers is no 
cure for source code fetishism: if anything, this knowledge sustains it. As the next 
chapter elaborates, the key question thus is not  “ what do we know? ”  but rather  “ what 
do we do? ”  

 To make explicit the parallels, source code, like the fetish, is a conversion of event 
into location — time into space — that does affect things, although not necessarily in 
the manner prescribed. Its effects can be both productive and nonexecutable. Also, in 
terms of denial and acknowledgment, we know very well that source code in that state 
and without the intercession of other  “ layers ”  is not executable, yet we persist in 
treating it as so. And it is this glossing over that makes possible the ideological belief 
in programmability. 

 Code as fetish means that computer execution deviates from the so-called source, 
as source program does from programmer. Turing, in response to the objection that 
computers cannot think because they merely follow human instructions, contends: 

 Machines take me by surprise with great frequency. . . . The view that machines cannot give 

rise to surprises is due, I believe, to a fallacy to which philosophers and mathematicians are 

particularly subject. This is the assumption that as soon as a fact is presented to a mind all 

consequences of that fact spring into the mind simultaneously with it. It is a very useful 

assumption under many circumstances, but one too easily forgets that it is false. A natural 

consequence of doing so is that one then assumes that there is no virtue in the mere working 

out of consequences from data and general principles.  164   

 This erasure of the vicissitudes of execution coincides with the confl ation of data 
with information, of information with knowledge — the assumption that what is most 
diffi cult is the capture, rather than the analysis, of data. This erasure of execution 
through source code as source creates an intentional authorial subject: the computer, 
the program, or the user, and this source is treated as the source of meaning. The 
fact that there is an algorithm, a meaning intended by code (and thus in some way 
knowable), sometimes structures our experience with programs. When we play a 
game, we arguably try to reverse engineer its algorithm or at the very least link its 
actions to its programming, which is why all design books warn against coincidence 
or random mapping, since it can induce paranoia in its users. That is, because an 
interface is programmed, most users treat coincidence as meaningful. To the user, as 
with the paranoid schizophrenic, there is always meaning: whether or not the user 
knows the meaning, s/he knows that it regards him or her. To know the code is to 
have a form of  “ X-ray vision ”  that makes the inside and outside coincide, and the 
act of revealing sources or connections becomes a critical act in and of itself.  165   Code 
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as source leads to that bizarre linking of computers to visual culture, to transparency, 
which constitutes the subject of chapter 2. 

 Code as fetish thus underscores code as thing: code as a  “ dirty window pane, ”  
rather than as a window that leads us to the  “ source. ”  Code as fetish emphasizes 
code as a set of relations, rather than as an enclosed object, and it highlights both 
the ambiguity and the specifi city of code. Code points to, it indicates, something 
both specifi c and nebulous, both defi ned and undefi nable. Code, again, is an abstrac-
tion that is haunted, a source that is a re-source, a source that renders the machinic —
 with its annoying specifi cities or  “ bugs ”  — ghostly. As Thomas Keenan argues, 
 “ haunting can only be thought as the diffi cult (simultaneous and impossible) move-
ment of remembering and forgetting, inscribing and erasing, the singular and the 
different. ”   166   Embracing software as thing, in theory and in practice, opens us to the 
ways in which the fact that we cannot know software can be an enabling condition: 
a way for us to engage the surprises generated by a programmability that, try as it 
might, cannot entirely prepare us for the future. 
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White Fragility
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White people in North America live in a social environment that protects and in-
sulates them from race-based stress. This insulated environment of racial protec-
tion builds white expectations for racial comfort while at the same time lowering 
the ability to tolerate racial stress, leading to what I refer to as White Fragility. 
White Fragility is a state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress be-
comes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves. These moves include 
the outward display of emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviors such 
as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation. These behav-
iors, in turn, function to reinstate white racial equilibrium. This paper explicates 
the dynamics of White Fragility. 

I am a white woman. I am standing beside a black woman. We are facing a group 
of white people who are seated in front of us. We are in their workplace, and have 
been hired by their employer to lead them in a dialogue about race. The room is 
filled with tension and charged with hostility. I have just presented a definition 
of racism that includes the acknowledgment that whites hold social and institu-
tional power over people of color. A white man is pounding his fist on the table. 
His face is red and he is furious. As he pounds he yells, “White people have been 
discriminated against for 25 years! A white person can’t get a job anymore!” I 
look around the room and see 40 employed people, all white. There are no people 
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of color in this workplace. Something is happening here, and it isn’t based in the 
racial reality of the workplace. I am feeling unnerved by this man’s disconnection 
with that reality, and his lack of sensitivity to the impact this is having on my co-
facilitator, the only person of color in the room. Why is this white man so angry? 
Why is he being so careless about the impact of his anger? Why are all the other 
white people either sitting in silent agreement with him or tuning out? We have, 
after all, only articulated a definition of racism. 

White people in North America live in a social environment that protects 
and insulates them from race-based stress.1 Fine (1997) identifies this insulation 
when she observes “… how Whiteness accrues privilege and status; gets itself 
surrounded by protective pillows of resources and/or benefits of the doubt; how 
Whiteness repels gossip and voyeurism and instead demands dignity” (p. 57). 
Whites are rarely without these “protective pillows,” and when they are, it is 
usually temporary and by choice. This insulated environment of racial privilege 
builds white expectations for racial comfort while at the same time lowering the 
ability to tolerate racial stress. 

For many white people, a single required multicultural education course 
taken in college, or required “cultural competency training” in their workplace, is 
the only time they may encounter a direct and sustained challenge to their racial 
understandings. But even in this arena, not all multicultural courses or training 
programs talk directly about racism, much less address white privilege. It is far 
more the norm for these courses and programs to use racially coded language such 
as “urban,” “inner city,” and “disadvantaged” but to rarely use “white” or “over-
advantaged” or “privileged.” This racially coded language reproduces racist im-
ages and perspectives while it simultaneously reproduces the comfortable illu-
sion that race and its problems are what “they” have, not us. Reasons why the 
facilitators of these courses and trainings may not directly name the dynamics and 
beneficiaries of racism range from the lack of a valid analysis of racism by white 
facilitators, personal and economic survival strategies for facilitators of color, and 
the overall pressure from management to keep the content comfortable and pal-
atable for whites. However, if and when an educational program does directly 
address racism and the privileging of whites, common white responses include 
anger, withdrawal, emotional incapacitation, guilt, argumentation, and cognitive 
dissonance (all of which reinforce the pressure on facilitators to avoid directly 
addressing racism). So-called progressive whites may not respond with anger, 
but may still insulate themselves via claims that they are beyond the need for 
engaging with the content because they “already had a class on this” or “already 
know this.” These reactions are often seen in anti-racist education endeavors as 
1. Although white racial insulation is somewhat mediated by social class (with 

poor and working class urban whites being generally less racially insulated 
than suburban or rural whites), the larger social environment insulates and 
protects whites as a group through institutions, cultural representations, me-
dia, school textbooks, movies, advertising, dominant discourses, etc.
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forms of resistance to the challenge of internalized dominance (Whitehead & 
Wittig, 2005; Horton & Scott, 2004; McGowan, 2000, O’Donnell, 1998). These 
reactions do indeed function as resistance, but it may be useful to also conceptual-
ize them as the result of the reduced psychosocial stamina that racial insulation 
inculcates. I call this lack of racial stamina “White Fragility.”

Although mainstream definitions of racism are typically some variation of in-
dividual “race prejudice”, which anyone of any race can have, Whiteness scholars 
define racism as encompassing economic, political, social, and cultural structures, 
actions, and beliefs that systematize and perpetuate an unequal distribution of 
privileges, resources and power between white people and people of color (Hil-
liard, 1992). This unequal distribution benefits whites and disadvantages people 
of color overall and as a group. Racism is not fluid in the U.S.; it does not flow 
back and forth, one day benefiting whites and another day (or even era) benefiting 
people of color. The direction of power between whites and people of color is his-
toric, traditional, normalized, and deeply embedded in the fabric of U.S. society 
(Mills, 1999; Feagin, 2006). Whiteness itself refers to the specific dimensions 
of racism that serve to elevate white people over people of color. This definition 
counters the dominant representation of racism in mainstream education as iso-
lated in discrete behaviors that some individuals may or may not demonstrate, and 
goes beyond naming specific privileges (McIntosh, 1988). Whites are theorized 
as actively shaped, affected, defined, and elevated through their racialization and 
the individual and collective consciousness’ formed within it (Frankenberg, 1997; 
Morrison, 1992; Tatum, 1997). Recognizing that the terms I am using are not 
“theory neutral ‘descriptors’ but theory-laden constructs inseparable from systems 
of injustice” (Allen, 1996, p.95), I use the terms white and Whiteness to describe a 
social process. Frankenberg (1993) defines Whiteness as multi-dimensional: 

Whiteness is a location of structural advantage, of race privilege. Second, it is a 
‘standpoint,’ a place from which White people look at ourselves, at others, and 
at society. Third, ‘Whiteness’ refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually 
unmarked and unnamed. (p.1) 

Frankenberg and other theorists (Fine, 1997; Dyer, 1997; Sleeter, 1993; Van 
Dijk, 1993) use Whiteness to signify a set of locations that are historically, so-
cially, politically and culturally produced, and which are intrinsically linked to 
dynamic relations of domination. Whiteness is thus conceptualized as a constel-
lation of processes and practices rather than as a discrete entity (i.e. skin color 
alone). Whiteness is dynamic, relational, and operating at all times and on myriad 
levels. These processes and practices include basic rights, values, beliefs, per-
spectives and experiences purported to be commonly shared by all but which are 
actually only consistently afforded to white people. Whiteness Studies begin with 
the premise that racism and white privilege exist in both traditional and modern 
forms, and rather than work to prove its existence, work to reveal it. This article 
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will explore the dynamics of one aspect of Whiteness and its effects, White Fra-
gility. 

Triggers 

White Fragility is a state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress be-
comes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves. These moves include 
the outward display of emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviors such 
as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation. These behav-
iors, in turn, function to reinstate white racial equilibrium. Racial stress results 
from an interruption to what is racially familiar. These interruptions can take a 
variety of forms and come from a range of sources, including: 

• Suggesting that a white person’s viewpoint comes from a racialized 
frame of reference (challenge to objectivity); 

• People of color talking directly about their racial perspectives (challenge 
to white racial codes); 

• People of color choosing not to protect the racial feelings of white people 
in regards to race (challenge to white racial expectations and need/en-
titlement to racial comfort); 

• People of color not being willing to tell their stories or answer questions 
about their racial experiences (challenge to colonialist relations); 

• A fellow white not providing agreement with one’s interpretations (chal-
lenge to white solidarity); 

• Receiving feedback that one’s behavior had a racist impact (challenge to 
white liberalism); 

• Suggesting that group membership is significant (challenge to individ-
ualism); 

• An acknowledgment that access is unequal between racial groups (chal-
lenge to meritocracy); 

• Being presented with a person of color in a position of leadership (chal-
lenge to white authority); 

• Being presented with information about other racial groups through, for 
example, movies in which people of color drive the action but are not in 
stereotypical roles, or multicultural education (challenge to white cen-
trality). 

In a white dominant environment, each of these challenges becomes ex-
ceptional. In turn, whites are often at a loss for how to respond in constructive 
ways. Whites have not had to build the cognitive or affective skills or develop 
the stamina that would allow for constructive engagement across racial divides. 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (1993) may be useful here. According to Bourdieu, 
habitus is a socialized subjectivity; a set of dispositions which generate practi-
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ces and perceptions. As such, habitus only exists in, through and because of the 
practices of actors and their interaction with each other and with the rest of their 
environment. Based on the previous conditions and experiences that produce it, 
habitus produces and reproduces thoughts, perceptions, expressions and actions. 
Strategies of response to “disequilibrium” in the habitus are not based on con-
scious intentionality but rather result from unconscious dispositions towards prac-
tice, and depend on the power position the agent occupies in the social structure. 
White Fragility may be conceptualized as a product of the habitus, a response or 
“condition” produced and reproduced by the continual social and material advan-
tages of the white structural position. 

Omi & Winant posit the U.S. racial order as an “unstable equilibrium,” kept 
equilibrated by the State, but still unstable due to continual conflicts of interests 
and challenges to the racial order (pp. 78-9). Using Omi & Winant’s concept of 
unstable racial equilibrium, white privilege can be thought of as unstable racial 
equilibrium at the level of habitus. When any of the above triggers (challenges 
in the habitus) occur, the resulting disequilibrium becomes intolerable. Because 
White Fragility finds its support in and is a function of white privilege, fragility 
and privilege result in responses that function to restore equilibrium and return the 
resources “lost” via the challenge - resistance towards the trigger, shutting down 
and/or tuning out, indulgence in emotional incapacitation such as guilt or “hurt 
feelings”, exiting, or a combination of these responses. 

Factors that inculcate White Fragility

Segregation

The first factor leading to White Fragility is the segregated lives which most white 
people live (Frankenberg, Lee & Orfield, 2003). Even if whites live in physical 
proximity to people of color (and this would be exceptional outside of an urban 
or temporarily mixed class neighborhood), segregation occurs on multiple lev-
els, including representational and informational. Because whites live primarily 
segregated lives in a white-dominated society, they receive little or no authentic 
information about racism and are thus unprepared to think about it critically or 
with complexity. Growing up in segregated environments (schools, workplaces, 
neighborhoods, media images and historical perspectives), white interests and 
perspectives are almost always central. An inability to see or consider significance 
in the perspectives of people of color results (Collins, 2000).

Further, white people are taught not to feel any loss over the absence of 
people of color in their lives and in fact, this absence is what defines their schools 
and neighborhoods as “good;” whites come to understand that a “good school” or 
“good neighborhood” is coded language for “white” (Johnson & Shapiro, 2003). 
The quality of white space being in large part measured via the absence of people 
of color (and Blacks in particular) is a profound message indeed, one that is deep-
ly internalized and reinforced daily through normalized discourses about good 



White Fragility   •   59

schools and neighborhoods. This dynamic of gain rather than loss via racial seg-
regation may be the most profound aspect of white racial socialization of all. Yet, 
while discourses about what makes a space good are tacitly understood as racially 
coded, this coding is explicitly denied by whites. 

Universalism & Individualism

Whites are taught to see their perspectives as objective and representative of real-
ity (McIntosh, 1988). The belief in objectivity, coupled with positioning white 
people as outside of culture (and thus the norm for humanity), allows whites to 
view themselves as universal humans who can represent all of human experience. 
This is evidenced through an unracialized identity or location, which functions 
as a kind of blindness; an inability to think about Whiteness as an identity or as a 
“state” of being that would or could have an impact on one’s life. In this position, 
Whiteness is not recognized or named by white people, and a universal reference 
point is assumed. White people are just people. Within this construction, whites 
can represent humanity, while people of color, who are never just people but al-
ways most particularly black people, Asian people, etc., can only represent their 
own racialized experiences (Dyer, 1992). 

The discourse of universalism functions similarly to the discourse of individ-
ualism but instead of declaring that we all need to see each other as individuals 
(everyone is different), the person declares that we all need to see each other as 
human beings (everyone is the same). Of course we are all humans, and I do not 
critique universalism in general, but when applied to racism, universalism func-
tions to deny the significance of race and the advantages of being white. Further, 
universalism assumes that whites and people of color have the same realities, the 
same experiences in the same contexts (i.e. I feel comfortable in this majority 
white classroom, so you must too), the same responses from others, and assumes 
that the same doors are open to all. Acknowledging racism as a system of privil-
ege conferred on whites challenges claims to universalism.

At the same time that whites are taught to see their interests and perspectives 
as universal, they are also taught to value the individual and to see themselves as 
individuals rather than as part of a racially socialized group. Individualism erases 
history and hides the ways in which wealth has been distributed and accumulated 
over generations to benefit whites today. It allows whites to view themselves as 
unique and original, outside of socialization and unaffected by the relentless racial 
messages in the culture. Individualism also allows whites to distance themselves 
from the actions of their racial group and demand to be granted the benefit of the 
doubt, as individuals, in all cases. A corollary to this unracialized identity is the 
ability to recognize Whiteness as something that is significant and that operates in 
society, but to not see how it relates to one’s own life. In this form, a white person 
recognizes Whiteness as real, but as the individual problem of other “bad” white 
people (DiAngelo, 2010a). 
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Given the ideology of individualism, whites often respond defensively when 
linked to other whites as a group or “accused” of collectively benefiting from 
racism, because as individuals, each white person is “different” from any other 
white person and expects to be seen as such. This narcissism is not necessarily 
the result of a consciously held belief that whites are superior to others (although 
that may play a role), but a result of the white racial insulation ubiquitous in 
dominant culture (Dawkins, 2004; Frankenberg, Lee & Orfield, 2003); a general 
white inability to see non-white perspectives as significant, except in sporadic 
and impotent reflexes, which have little or no long-term momentum or political 
usefulness (Rich, 1979).

Whites invoke these seemingly contradictory discourses—we are either all 
unique or we are all the same—interchangeably. Both discourses work to deny 
white privilege and the significance of race. Further, on the cultural level, being an 
individual or being a human outside of a racial group is a privilege only afforded 
to white people. In other words, people of color are almost always seen as “hav-
ing a race” and described in racial terms (“the black man”) but whites rarely are 
(“the man”), allowing whites to see themselves as objective and non-racialized. In 
turn, being seen (and seeing ourselves) as individuals outside of race frees whites 
from the psychic burden of race in a wholly racialized society. Race and racism 
become their problems, not ours. Challenging these frameworks becomes a kind 
of unwelcome shock to the system.

The disavowal of race as an organizing factor, both of individual white con-
sciousness and the institutions of society at large, is necessary to support current 
structures of capitalism and domination, for without it, the correlation between 
the distribution of social resources and unearned white privilege would be evident 
(Flax, 1998). The existence of structural inequality undermines the claim that 
privilege is simply a reflection of hard work and virtue. Therefore, inequality must 
be hidden or justified as resulting from lack of effort (Mills, 1997; Ryan, 2001). 
Individualism accomplishes both of these tasks. At the same time, the individ-
ual presented as outside these relations cannot exist without its disavowed other. 
Thus, an essential dichotomy is formed between specifically raced others and the 
unracialized individual. Whites have deep investments in race, for the abstract 
depends on the particular (Flax, 1998); they need raced others as the backdrop 
against which they may rise (Morrison, 1992). Exposing this dichotomy destabil-
izes white identity.

Entitlement to racial comfort

In the dominant position, whites are almost always racially comfortable and thus 
have developed unchallenged expectations to remain so (DiAngelo, 2006b). 
Whites have not had to build tolerance for racial discomfort and thus when ra-
cial discomfort arises, whites typically respond as if something is “wrong,” and 
blame the person or event that triggered the discomfort (usually a person of color). 
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This blame results in a socially-sanctioned array of counter-moves against the 
perceived source of the discomfort, including: penalization; retaliation; isolation; 
ostracization; and refusal to continue engagement. White insistence on racial 
comfort ensures that racism will not be faced. This insistence also functions to 
punish those who break white codes of comfort. Whites often confuse comfort 
with safety and state that we don’t feel safe when what we really mean is that we 
don’t feel comfortable. This trivializes our history of brutality towards people of 
color and perverts the reality of that history. Because we don’t think complexly 
about racism, we don’t ask ourselves what safety means from a position of so-
cietal dominance, or the impact on people of color, given our history, for whites to 
complain about our safety when we are merely talking about racism. 

Racial Arrogance

Ideological racism includes strongly positive images of the white self as well as 
strongly negative images of racial “others” (Feagin, 2000, p. 33). This self-image 
engenders a self-perpetuating sense of entitlement because many whites believe 
their financial and professional successes are the result of their own efforts while 
ignoring the fact of white privilege. Because most whites have not been trained 
to think complexly about racism in schools (Derman-Sparks, Ramsey & Olsen 
Edwards, 2006; Sleeter, 1993) or mainstream discourse, and because it benefits 
white dominance not to do so, we have a very limited understanding of racism. 
Yet dominance leads to racial arrogance, and in this racial arrogance, whites have 
no compunction about debating the knowledge of people who have thought com-
plexly about race. Whites generally feel free to dismiss these informed perspec-
tives rather than have the humility to acknowledge that they are unfamiliar, reflect 
on them further, or seek more information. This intelligence and expertise are 
often trivialized and countered with simplistic platitudes (i.e. “People just need 
to…”). 

Because of white social, economic and political power within a white domin-
ant culture, whites are positioned to legitimize people of color’s assertions of ra-
cism. Yet whites are the least likely to see, understand, or be invested in validating 
those assertions and being honest about their consequences, which leads whites to 
claim that they disagree with perspectives that challenge their worldview, when in 
fact, they don’t understand the perspective.Thus, theyconfuse not understanding 
with not agreeing. This racial arrogance, coupled with the need for racial comfort, 
also has whites insisting that people of color explain white racism in the “right” 
way. The right way is generally politely and rationally, without any show of emo-
tional upset. When explained in a way that white people can see and understand, 
racism’s validity may be granted (references to dynamics of racism that white 
people do not understand are usually rejected out of hand). However, whites are 
usually more receptive to validating white racism if that racism is constructed as 
residing in individual white people other than themselves. 
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Racial Belonging

White people enjoy a deeply internalized, largely unconscious sense of racial be-
longing in U.S. society (DiAngelo, 2006b; McIntosh, 1988). This racial belonging 
is instilled via the whiteness embedded in the culture at large. Everywhere we 
look, we see our own racial image reflected back to us – in our heroes and hero-
ines, in standards of beauty, in our role-models and teachers, in our textbooks and 
historical memory, in the media, in religious iconography including the image of 
god himself, etc. In virtually any situation or image deemed valuable in dominant 
society, whites belong. Indeed, it is rare for most whites to experience a sense of 
not belonging, and such experiences are usually very temporary, easily avoidable 
situations. Racial belonging becomes deeply internalized and taken for granted. 
In dominant society, interruption of racial belonging is rare and thus destabilizing 
and frightening to whites. 

Whites consistently choose and enjoy racial segregation. Living, working, 
and playing in racial segregation is unremarkable as long as it is not named or 
made explicitly intentional. For example, in many anti-racist endeavors, a com-
mon exercise is to separate into caucus groups by race in order to discuss issues 
specific to your racial group, and without the pressure or stress of other groups’ 
presence. Generally, people of color appreciate this opportunity for racial fellow-
ship, but white people typically become very uncomfortable, agitated and upset 
- even though this temporary separation is in the service of addressing racism. 
Responses include a disorienting sense of themselves as not just people, but most 
particularly white people; a curious sense of loss about this contrived and tempor-
ary separation which they don’t feel about the real and on-going segregation in 
their daily lives; and anxiety about not knowing what is going on in the groups 
of color. The irony, again, is that most whites live in racial segregation every day, 
and in fact, are the group most likely to intentionally choose that segregation 
(albeit obscured in racially coded language such as seeking “good schools” and 
“good neighborhoods”). This segregation is unremarkable until it is named as 
deliberate – i.e. “We are now going to separate by race for a short exercise.”I posit 
that it is the intentionality that is so disquieting – as long as we don’t mean to sep-
arate, as long as it “just happens” that we live segregated lives, we can maintain a 
(fragile) identity of racial innocence.

Psychic freedom

Because race is constructed as residing in people of color, whites don’t bear the 
social burden of race. We move easily through our society without a sense of our-
selves as racialized subjects (Dyer, 1997). We see race as operating when people 
of color are present, but all-white spaces as “pure” spaces – untainted by race vis á 
vis the absence of the carriers of race (and thereby the racial polluters) – people of 
color. This perspective is perfectly captured in a familiar white statement, “I was 
lucky. I grew up in an all-white neighborhood so I didn’t learn anything about ra-
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cism.” In this discursive move, whiteness gains its meaning through its purported 
lack of encounter with non-whiteness (Nakayama & Martin, 1999). Because ra-
cial segregation is deemed socially valuable while simultaneously unracial and 
unremarkable, we rarely, if ever, have to think about race and racism, and receive 
no penalty for not thinking about it. In fact, whites are more likely to be penalized 
(primarily by other whites) for bringing race up in a social justice context than 
for ignoring it (however, it is acceptable to bring race up indirectly and in ways 
that reinforce racist attitudes, i.e. warning other whites to stay away from certain 
neighborhoods, etc.). This frees whites from carrying the psychic burden of race. 
Race is for people of color to think about – it is what happens to “them” – they 
can bring it up if it is an issue for them (although if they do, we can dismiss it as 
a personal problem, the “race card”, or the reason for their problems). This allows 
whites to devote much more psychological energy to other issues, and prevents 
us from developing the stamina to sustain attention on an issue as charged and 
uncomfortable as race. 

Constant messages that we are more valuable – through representation in 
everything

Living in a white dominant context, we receive constant messages that we are bet-
ter and more important than people of color. These messages operate on multiple 
levels and are conveyed in a range of ways. For example: our centrality in his-
tory textbooks, historical representations and perspectives; our centrality in media 
and advertising (for example, a recent Vogue magazine cover boldly stated, “The 
World’s Next Top Models” and every woman on the front cover was white); our 
teachers, role-models, heroes and heroines; everyday discourse on “good” neigh-
borhoods and schools and who is in them; popular TV shows centered around 
friendship circles that are all white; religious iconography that depicts god, Adam 
and Eve, and other key figures as white, commentary on new stories about how 
shocking any crime is that occurs in white suburbs; and, the lack of a sense of loss 
about the absence of people of color in most white people’s lives. While one may 
explicitly reject the notion that one is inherently better than another, one cannot 
avoid internalizing the message of white superiority, as it is ubiquitous in main-
stream culture (Tatum, 1997; Doane, 1997). 

What does White Fragility look like? 

A large body of research about children and race demonstrates that children start 
to construct ideas about race very early; a sense of white superiority and know-
ledge of racial power codes appears to develop as early as pre-school (Clark, 
1963; Derman-Sparks, Ramsey, & Olsen Edwards, 2006). Marty (1999) states, 

As in other Western nations, white children born in the United States inherit the 
moral predicament of living in a white supremacist society. Raised to experience 
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their racially based advantages as fair and normal, white children receive little 
if any instruction regarding the predicament they face, let alone any guidance in 
how to resolve it. Therefore, they experience or learn about racial tension with-
out understanding Euro-Americans’ historical responsibility for it and knowing 
virtually nothing about their contemporary roles in perpetuating it (p. 51).

At the same time that it is ubiquitous, white superiority also remains un-
named and explicitly denied by most whites. If white children become adults who 
explicitly oppose racism, as do many, they often organize their identity around a 
denial of the racially based privileges they hold that reinforce racist disadvantage 
for others. What is particularly problematic about this contradiction is that white 
moral objection to racism increases white resistance to acknowledging complicity 
with it. In a white supremacist context, white identity in large part rests upon a 
foundation of (superficial) racial toleration and acceptance. Whites who position 
themselves as liberal often opt to protect what they perceive as their moral reputa-
tions, rather than recognize or change their participation in systems of inequity 
and domination. In so responding, whites invoke the power to choose when, how, 
and how much to address or challenge racism. Thus, pointing out white advantage 
will often trigger patterns of confusion, defensiveness and righteous indignation. 
When confronted with a challenge to white racial codes, many white liberals use 
the speech of self-defense (Van Dijk, 1992). This discourse enables defenders to 
protect their moral character against what they perceive as accusation and attack 
while deflecting any recognition of culpability or need of accountability. Focusing 
on restoring their moral standing through these tactics, whites are able to avoid the 
question of white privilege (Marty, 1999, Van Dijk, 1992). 

Those who lead whites in discussions of race may find the discourse of self-
defense familiar. Via this discourse, whites position themselves as victimized, 
slammed, blamed, attacked, and being used as “punching bag[s]” (DiAngelo, 
2006c). Whites who describe interactions in this way are responding to the ar-
ticulation of counter narratives; nothing physically out of the ordinary has ever 
occurred in any inter-racial discussion that I am aware of. These self-defense 
claims work on multiple levels to: position the speakers as morally superior while 
obscuring the true power of their social locations; blame others with less social 
power for their discomfort; falsely position that discomfort as dangerous; and 
reinscribe racist imagery. This discourse of victimization also enables whites to 
avoid responsibility for the racial power and privilege they wield. By positioning 
themselves as victims of anti-racist efforts, they cannot be the beneficiaries of 
white privilege. Claiming that they have been treated unfairly via a challenge to 
their position or an expectation that they listen to the perspectives and experiences 
of people of color, they are able to demand that more social resources (such as 
time and attention) be channeled in their direction to help them cope with this 
mistreatment. 

A cogent example of White Fragility occurred recently during a workplace 
anti-racism training I co-facilitated with an inter-racial team. One of the white 



White Fragility   •   65

participants left the session and went back to her desk, upset at receiving (what 
appeared to the training team as) sensitive and diplomatic feedback on how some 
of her statements had impacted several people of color in the room. At break, 
several other white participants approached us (the trainers) and reported that they 
had talked to the woman at her desk, and she was very upset that her statements 
had been challenged. They wanted to alert us to the fact that she literally “might 
be having a heart-attack.” Upon questioning from us, they clarified that they 
meant this literally. These co-workers were sincere in their fear that the young 
woman might actually physically die as a result of the feedback. Of course, when 
news of the woman’s potentially fatal condition reached the rest of the participant 
group, all attention was immediately focused back onto her and away from the 
impact she had had on the people of color. As Vodde (2001) states, “If privilege is 
defined as a legitimization of one’s entitlement to resources, it can also be defined 
as permission to escape or avoid any challenges to this entitlement” (p. 3).

The language of violence that many whites use to describe anti-racist en-
deavors is not without significance, as it is another example of the way that White 
Fragility distorts and perverts reality. By employing terms that connote physical 
abuse, whites tap into the classic discourse of people of color (particularly African 
Americans) as dangerous and violent. This discourse perverts the actual direction 
of danger that exists between whites and others. The history of brutal, extensive, 
institutionalized and ongoing violence perpetrated by whites against people of 
color—slavery, genocide, lynching, whipping, forced sterilization and medical 
experimentation to mention a few—becomes profoundly trivialized when whites 
claim they don’t feel safe or are under attack when in the rare situation of merely 
talking about race with people of color. The use of this discourse illustrates how 
fragile and ill-equipped most white people are to confront racial tensions, and 
their subsequent projection of this tension onto people of color (Morrison, 1992). 
Goldberg (1993) argues that the questions surrounding racial discourse should not 
focus so much on how true stereotypes are, but how the truth claims they offer are 
a part of a larger worldview that authorizes and normalizes forms of domination 
and control. Further, it is relevant to ask: Under what conditions are those truth-
claims clung to most tenaciously? 

Bonilla-Silva (2006) documents a manifestation of White Fragility in his 
study of color-blind white racism. He states, “Because the new racial climate in 
America forbids the open expression of racially based feelings, views, and pos-
itions, when whites discuss issues that make them uncomfortable, they become al-
most incomprehensible – I, I, I, I don’t mean, you know, but…- ” (p. 68). Probing 
forbidden racial issues results in verbal incoherence - digressions, long pauses, 
repetition, and self-corrections. He suggests that this incoherent talk is a function 
of talking about race in a world that insists race does not matter. This incoherence 
is one demonstration that many white people are unprepared to engage, even on 
a preliminary level, in an exploration of their racial perspectives that could lead 
to a shift in their understanding of racism. This lack of preparedness results in the 
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maintenance of white power because the ability to determine which narratives 
are authorized and which are suppressed is the foundation of cultural domination 
(Banks, 1996; Said, 1994; Spivak, 1990). Further, this lack of preparedness has 
further implications, for if whites cannot engage with an exploration of alternate 
racial perspectives, they can only reinscribe white perspectives as universal. 

However, an assertion that whites do not engage with dynamics of racial 
discourse is somewhat misleading. White people do notice the racial locations 
of racial others and discuss this freely among themselves, albeit often in coded 
ways. Their refusal to directly acknowledge this race talk results in a kind of 
split consciousness that leads to the incoherence Bonilla-Silva documents above 
(Feagin, 2000; Flax, 1998; hooks, 1992; Morrison, 1992). This denial also guar-
antees that the racial misinformation that circulates in the culture and frames their 
perspectives will be left unexamined. The continual retreat from the discomfort 
of authentic racial engagement in a culture infused withracial disparity limits the 
ability to form authentic connections across racial lines, and results in a perpetual 
cycle that works to hold racism in place.

Conclusion

White people often believe that multicultural / anti-racist education is only ne-
cessary for those who interact with “minorities” or in “diverse” environments. 
However, the dynamics discussed here suggest that it is critical that all white 
people build the stamina to sustain conscious and explicit engagement with race. 
When whites posit race as non-operative because there are few, if any, people of 
color in their immediate environments, Whiteness is reinscribed ever more deep-
ly (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006). When whites only notice “raced others,” 
we reinscribe Whiteness by continuing to posit Whiteness as universal and non-
Whiteness as other. Further, if we can’t listen to or comprehend the perspectives 
of people of color, we cannot bridge cross-racial divides. A continual retreat from 
the discomfort of authentic racial engagement results in a perpetual cycle that 
works to hold racism in place. 

While anti-racist efforts ultimately seek to transform institutionalized racism, 
anti-racist education may be most effective by starting at the micro level. The goal 
is to generate the development of perspectives and skills that enable all people, 
regardless of racial location, to be active initiators of change. Since all individuals 
who live within a racist system are enmeshed in its relations, this means that all 
are responsible for either perpetuating or transforming that system. However, al-
though all individuals play a role in keeping the system active, the responsibility 
for change is not equally shared. White racism is ultimately a white problem and 
the burden for interrupting it belongs to white people (Derman-Sparks & Phillips, 
1997; hooks, 1995; Wise, 2003). Conversations about Whiteness might best hap-
pen within the context of a larger conversation about racism. It is useful to start at 
the micro level of analysis, and move to the macro, from the individual out to the 
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interpersonal, societal and institutional. Starting with the individual and moving 
outward to the ultimate framework for racism – Whiteness – allows for the pacing 
that is necessary for many white people for approaching the challenging study of 
race. In this way, a discourse on Whiteness becomes part of a process rather than 
an event (Zúñiga, Nagda, & Sevig, 2002). 

Many white people have never been given direct or complex information 
about racism before, and often cannot explicitly see, feel, or understand it (Tre-
pagnier, 2006; Weber, 2001). People of color are generally much more aware of 
racism on a personal level, but due to the wider society’s silence and denial of it, 
often do not have a macro-level framework from which to analyze their experi-
ences (Sue, 2003; Bonilla-Silva, 2006). Further, dominant society “assigns” dif-
ferent roles to different groups of color (Smith, 2005), and a critical consciousness 
about racism varies not only between individuals within groups, but also between 
groups. For example, many African Americans relate having been “prepared” by 
parents to live in a racist society, while many Asian heritage people say that ra-
cism was never directly discussed in their homes (hooks, 1989; Lee, 1996). A 
macro-level analysis may offer a framework to understand different interpreta-
tions and performances across and between racial groups. In this way, all parties 
benefit and efforts are not solely focused on whites (which works to re-center 
Whiteness). 

Talking directly about white power and privilege, in addition to providing 
much needed information and shared definitions, is also in itself a powerful inter-
ruption of common (and oppressive) discursive patterns around race. At the same 
time, white people often need to reflect upon racial information and be allowed 
to make connections between the information and their own lives. Educators can 
encourage and support white participants in making their engagement a point of 
analysis. White Fragility doesn’t always manifest in overt ways; silence and with-
drawal are also functions of fragility. Who speaks, who doesn’t speak, when, for 
how long, and with what emotional valence are all keys to understanding the rela-
tional patterns that hold oppression in place (Gee, 1999; Powell, 1997). Viewing 
white anger, defensiveness, silence, and withdrawal in response to issues of race 
through the framework of White Fragility may help frame the problem as an issue 
of stamina-building, and thereby guide our interventions accordingly. 
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Abstract: An increasing volume of images is available online, but barriers such as digital locks,
proprietary interests and narrow scope of information uploaded to image databases maintain structures
that have impeded repatriation efforts in the real world. Images of objects (cultural material) in
the digital environment support cultural heritage. Institutions are developing complex solutions
relevant in the network environment to further repatriation initiatives. These solutions facilitate
discovery, opening avenues for research into the ethics of ownership that cross the physical/digital
divide. There have been calls for strengthening the potential for use of pertinent information in order
to protect and recover cultural heritage through increased visibility. However, some museums still
limit access to images. We examine the issues and their implications referencing case studies specific
to Indigenous, Inuit and Métis peoples of Canada.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, Canadian museums have developed innovative ways of making their collections
accessible and interesting through a range of visualization tools and platforms, providing access to their
collections electronically. Collections of images of cultural material in the digital environment frame
and support cultural heritage.1 An ever-increasing volume of images is available online but barriers
such as digital locks, proprietary interests, monopoly of information, software design issues, and the
narrow scope of information uploaded to online image repositories maintain structures that have
impeded repatriation of cultural material and potentially limit critical research in claims specific to the
Indigenous, Métis and Inuit peoples of Canada. Institutions are developing complex solutions relevant
in the network environment to further repatriation initiatives. Such undertakings facilitate discovery,
opening avenues for research into the ethics of ownership that cross the physical/digital divide.
However, while there have been calls for strengthening the potential for use of pertinent information
in order to protect and recover cultural heritage through increased visibility, some museums and
repositories still limit access to images. Further, inadequate funding, especially at the federal level,
limits the ability to create, develop and maintain appropriate resource databases. This paper examines
the barriers and concerns over permissions and the monopolization of information that limits the

1 Examples of such materials in the heritage context include, but are not limited to: photographs of artifacts in museum
collections, facsimiles of books and letters, visualizations of visual works (e.g. manuscripts, maps and quilts) in institutional
libraries and archives, collections of digitized 3D artefacts, statues and models, virtual reconstructions of archaeological or
historical sites, data visualizations (infographics, timelines, networks), and images rendered for scientific analysis in the
context of the art restoration and conservation as well as the detection of forgeries.
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potential of shared visual information about cultural material. We are referencing two international
organizations, the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and the United Nations (UN),
that provide guidelines for indigenous rights via intellectual property management, and calling for
greater access to indigenous collections for researchers, but in particular indigenous researchers and
communities. In 2002, Dr. Ruth Phillips, then Director of the Museum of Anthropology in Vancouver,
British Columbia, Canada, called for a database that would “reach beyond the walls of the building into
First Nations communities and link them with each other and with museum and academic research
partners” [1] (p. 107). After providing a brief historical background, this paper will explore complex
relationships between indigenous interests and images in the digital environment illustrated with
specific examples from the museum context. Following Kapitzke and Bruce, we will argue that images
of objects in the digital environment support cultural heritage and, therefore, we need to overcome
perceived institutional, structural and legal (and pseudo-legal) limitations to accessing data [2].

2. The Contexts of Repatriation Claims

2.1. Digital and Digitized Images Held by Archives Nationwide

Institutional constrains in the area of digital and digitized images form the primary context of
the repatriation issue for Indigenous people in Canada. National collections have inherent systemic
problems associated with museum culture dating back to the nineteenth century. Fixed practices
of collecting, owning, and naming follow from what they have historically acquired, exhibited and
researched, and these will have been influenced by modes of knowledge production that mirror a
colonial structure [3]. This has far-reaching political, cultural and epistemological implications, one of
which is the availability or lack of data and digital reproductions for research. Digitized data plays
a major role in repatriation claims, as claimants try to authenticate works and establish provenance.
Challenges arise in discovery or due diligence research where the discovery of relevant information
is put to the test by the legal requirement of time-sensitive delivery. Thus, lack of access to data has
the possible cultural consequence of slowing the repatriation process down or even causing it to stall
altogether when museum cultures and systems vary dramatically and design limitations lead to a
lack of interoperability. It is for this reason that experts say it is fundamental to discuss, interpret and
collaborate within and across institutions.

Successful repatriation cases also depend on establishing good faith, which places the burden of
proof on the party bringing the claim forward. At present, establishing good faith requires combing
through museum collections worldwide for material from Canada as this is currently the only way
to identify objects. And, across the country, although online resources for some of the archives
are available and have proven helpful, the process is hindered by being extremely time consuming.
Moreover, it takes creative searching to find the material. For example, an indigenous group or
researcher aiming to study indigenous material is faced with examining primary sources in library,
archives and/or collections and searching through everything from scrapbooks to media releases,
from House of Commons Debates to the physical shelves of the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM).

2.2. Canadian Values and Indigenous Rights

The broader context for Canadian claims is the Canadian Government’s perceived failure to
deliver on its promise to the indigenous community of a full partnership with Aboriginal governments
as part of the federation and to “work with Indigenous Peoples to create fairness and equal opportunity
in Canada” three years after the publication of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC).
This commission held its closing events in 2015 and, along with the executive summary of its findings,
released a document titled Calls to Action [4,5]. The executive summary called for the federal
government to take action in compliance with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and included a set of recommendations encouraging the development
of ethical standards for cultural heritage management expressly intended for museums and archives.
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The TRC called for the creation of best practices and standards developed at the national level.
Accordingly, it called for museums to work collaboratively with local indigenous communities and
be respectful of indigenous worldviews. More importantly, the Calls to Action proposed that the
Canadian Museum Association (CMA) and Library and Archives Canada (LAC) should commit to the
care of indigenous intellectual property rights (IPR), cultural traditions, and sacred items. Calls to
Action recognized that “Indigenous people have a right to access material created by and written about
them and to ensure Indigenous voices are being preserved in a complete and respectful way” [6].

In May 2018 the CMA established a 15-member working group to work on this initiative over the
next three years [7]. These actions come two years after Canada fully endorsed the UNDRIP in 2016
without qualifications, but it has not been incorporated into national legislation as of time of writing.2

Ultimately, this document has led to a national review of existing museum policies and procedures that,
among other things, looks into whether cultural institutions are in line with the Declaration. Article 31
of the UNDRIP states:

(1) Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect and develop their cultural heritage,
traditional knowledge and cultural expressions, as well as the manifestations of their sciences,
technologies and cultures, including human and genetic resources, seeds, medicines, knowledge of
the properties of flora and fauna, oral traditions, literatures, designs, sports and traditional games
and visual and performing arts. They also have the right to maintain, control, protect and develop
their intellectual property over such cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional
cultural expressions.

(2) In conjunction with indigenous peoples, States shall take effective measures to recognize and
protect the exercise of these rights.

The UNDRIP has been endorsed by the Canadian government, but it is not legally binding under
international law. The Government of Canada had begun a Review of Laws and Policies Related to
Indigenous Peoples to ensure that Canada is “meeting its constitutional obligations with respect to
Aboriginal and treaty rights; adhering to human rights standards including UNDRIP; and supporting
the implementation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action” [8].

2.3. Cultural Appropriation

The final issue is cultural appropriation. Cultural material in museum collections, other institutions
and/or government agencies may include items that, from an indigenous perspective, have been
acquired “under illegal, potentially illegal, or questionable ethical circumstances” [9] (p. 89).
Repatriation claims involving indigenous peoples and communities concern two related classes
of objects: ancestral human remains and ceremonial objects removed from burial sites confiscated
by the Canadian government or otherwise acquired by private collectors. The well-known case of
the “Potlatch Collection” illustrates some of the complexities of what on first impression may seem
straightforward contextual definitions for constituent objects. In 1922, the Canadian government
confiscated an estimated 500 ceremonial objects including potlatch regalia from the Kwakwaka’wakw
people. Ownership of this material was disputed since some of the “Potlatch Collection” had been
acquired by George Heye for the Museum of the American Indian in New York, while the rest of
the collection went to the Canadian Museum of History and the Royal Ontario Museum respectively.
In the late 1960s, the Kwakwaka’wakw began campaigning for the return of their ceremonial treasures
and, after many years of negotiations, in 1979 the Canadian Museum of History returned its items from
the “Collection” [10]. This brief example illustrates how complex it might be to pursue a claim for the
return of ancestral human remains or ceremonial treasures. It is also important to keep in mind that

2 Canada officially declared its endorsement of the Declaration in 2010, at the same time as the United States, Australia and
New Zealand.
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not only objects but essential knowledge can be recovered, such as the knowledge of lost techniques
and artistic processes required for museum restoration.3

A further point should be added here and leads to the conclusion that databases dealing with
indigenous heritage represent facets of control over cultural property. Museum collections also
include material that was legitimately acquired under the laws of Canada and affected First Nations
communities of the time of acquisition. According to Catherine Bell, it is in this broader context that
both domestic and international museums are mandated to “recognize a moral obligation to return
to ‘originating culture(s) [collections] or individual objects . . . judged by current legal standards to
have been acquired illegally’” [11] (p. 21). Such a line of reasoning goes some way in explaining
the expressed concerns of the indigenous peoples whose search for ancestral remains in collections
responds to the history of their unauthorized removal from traditional burial sites and originates from
collecting activities deemed inappropriate and inconsistent with the spiritual beliefs and religious
practices of the indigenous community in question resulting in feelings of violation and loss [12].

To pursue this further, there is an important parallel to be drawn, not just as concerns the colonial
narratives but the ethical codes and procedures that museums have a duty to abide by and that apply
to both tangible and intangible indigenous cultural property. According to legal scholar John Borrows,
for indigenous peoples to properly assert their rights and to counter narratives of colonial control that
often operated via legal mechanisms, there should be a marked return to indigenous law. Copyright is
the primary intellectual property tool used in the management of cultural information sharing, it stands
to reason that there should be discussion of indigenous uses and theories on copyright protections in
terms of information sharing or safeguarding. Building on Burrows’ argument that sources of Canadian
law (i.e. English common law, French civil law, indigenous law) be harmonized [13] (p. 180), Brundsdon
suggests that the Canadian conception of copyright laws, wherein a balance between creator and user
rights has become essential would be a useful area in which to incorporate Indigenous Legal Theory
(ILT) to support indigenous initiatives, writing: “it seems intuitively wrong that the oppressor’s laws
should be relied upon to protect the culture of the oppressed” [14] (p. 8, 13). In practice, database Terms
of Use pages would be one area in which to share information regarding the wishes of indigenous groups
regarding the respect for and use of applicable cultural heritage information. Notably, the databases
we will be referring to as case studies in the next section, and which were produced in conjunction
with indigenous groups, are remarkable in their consistency of language regarding use permissions
or lack thereof. In what follows, some interesting and original collaborative reference systems are
examined along with consideration for the practical challenges of using them. As has been discussed,
access to information is not enough.4 International experience from investigating accessibility would
suggest that open access will benefit cultural heritage.5 Image databases would benefit everyone
by providing researchers with the ability to cross-reference material and sharing resources would
benefit everyone if digitized museum collections and a collaborative digital reference system supported
users with the most dynamic resources and the ability to cross-reference many institutional databases
simultaneously [15,16]. The heritage community would also benefit from consistent, reliable and
accessible content and a single descriptive method and set of vocabularies.

3 See, relatedly, Phillips (2011) on the Canadian Museum of History and the Gwich’in Cultural Centre joining forces to recover
the knowledge needed to recreate a historical example of the style of a man’s summer outfit from the nineteenth century,
but this did not result in a request for repatriation.

4 For more on this, see Douglas and Hayes (2017) Ethical Databases: Case Studies and Remaining Gaps in Cultural Heritage
Information Sharing. In Cultural Heritage Law and Ethics: Mapping Recent Developments; Chechi, A., Renold, M., Eds.;
Schulthess: Geneva, 2017, pp. 143–170.

5 Exploring the international experience of open access is a key area of research that will be discussed in a future publication.
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3. Digital Inventories in Canada

3.1. National Programs

Until the 1990s, the Canadian government had no official policy on digital inventories. Canada
was an early signatory to the 1970 UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing
the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property and as a result in a 1972 pilot
policy the National Inventory Programme was created. When this was dismantled it was replaced by the
Canadian Heritage Information Network (CHIN), a component of a national strategy to create a digital
repository containing a collection of all the records in Canadian museums. The main priority for CHIN
was to provide seamless access to cultural content through publicly funded websites. This was part of
a broader cultural policy to establish a uniquely Canadian presence on the internet. With the possibility
of adding images to the original records, CHIN became more proactive and attempted to create a
more effective site. However, they ran out of funds and asked museums to both finance the initiative
and contribute records. From the outset, the Royal Ontario Museum and the Canadian Museum of
History prioritized digitizing their public collections, contributing content, and inviting stakeholders to
participate in knowledge production through CHIN Data Dictionaries [17]. Many cultural professionals
in collections institutions across Canada looked to CHIN as a model form of knowledge representation,
both educational and classificatory. It offered meaningful open, searchable and publicly accessible
information and visual data. This was because CHIN, the museum’s collections management database,
enabled museum professionals and others to search across institutional platforms using PARIS (a
version of BASIC software) to maximize accessibility and compatibility [18]. BASIC, which stands for
“Beginners All-Purpose Symbolic Instruction Code,” was a general purpose, easy-to-use programming
language in common use until the 1980s. PARIS (Pictorial and Artifact Retrieval and Information
System) was adopted for the management of collections until 1982.

Established in 2001 to foster media literacy and digitization, the Canadian Culture Online Program
(CCOP) designed a portal, Culture.ca, with an eye to the “needs of Francophones, young people and
Aboriginal people.” It promoted “the exploration, creation and sharing of interactive content, including
archival content, while simultaneously being an online space.” In terms of standards, research and
development, the CCOP was charged with developing a digital rights management policy to deal
with copyright issues. Canadian museums were focusing on museum management software and
CHIN’s responsibility was not only helping museums find software that was appropriate to their
needs, but publishing digitization guidelines and standards. With regard to the access and sharing
of digital Canadian content online, including digital objects, it was the vision of the public servants
who devised CHIN that, “Instead of privatizing public space, [the CCOP] wants to de-emphasize
commerce on Canada’s corner of the Web.” [19]. Economic issues and proprietary software provided a
challenge and consequently CHIN was superseded. As the database grew, the notion of creating a
virtual museum took hold. The virtual museum was handed over to the Canadian Museum of History
in Ottawa c. 2010 and is no longer maintained by CHIN.

3.2. Institutional Responses

In the 1990s, Phillips’ began to explore promoting intercultural understanding and new knowledge
through “radical ways of sharing power and developing multivocal understandings of collections” [20]
(p. 285). This had to do with the 1992 Task Force on Museums and First Peoples which recommended
that “museums return items that were illegally acquired or can be defined as ‘sacred’ or as objects of
cultural patrimony” [21] (p. 135). But it also led to the digitized documentation and online library
catalogues developed to facilitate interdisciplinary and collaborative research initiatives. It was Phillips
who spearheaded the creation of a digital repository known as the Reciprocal Research Network
(RRN) housed in University of British Columbia’s Museum of Anthropology. The overall aim of
this crucial project was “to re-connect objects, people, land, languages, and traditions culturally and
historically significant to First Nations community researchers, and to create a collaborative, reciprocal,
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and inclusive environment in which to explore museum collections of First Nations’ cultural heritage”.
Thus the Museum involved multiple collaborators in the design process including the Musqueam Indian
Band, the Stó:lō Nation/Tribal Council, the U’mista Cultural Society, and the Museum of Anthropology
at the University of British Columbia. A number of national and international cultural institutions
were also involved including the Royal British Columbia Museum, Burke Museum, Glenbow Museum,
Royal Ontario Museum, Canadian Museum of History, McCord Museum, American Museum of
Natural History, National Museum of the American Indian, National Museum of Natural History,
Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, and the Pitt Rivers Museum.

Few museums have overcome the challenge of recovering the original integrity of historical
collections in a way that is meaningful to Canada’s diverse indigenous communities or by creating
access to museum holdings originating from particular community groups or regions. The Reciprocal
Research Network (RRN) is one exception. The RRN is linked to a network of museums around
the world and thus notably represents an important milestone in Canadian museum history because
it encourages indigenous involvement in matters of authentication and provenance that cross legal
jurisdictions [22,23]. The RRN plays another essential role. As Srinivasan et al. point out: “The object,
as a piece of tangible cultural heritage, is a gateway to a number of intangible, yet critically connected,
practices: the telling of a story, a prayer, the process of research, the history of the exhibition . . . ” [24]
(p. 9). We shall return to this hypothesis following discussion of the case studies’ functionality.

4. Methodology

As part of the ongoing investigation into databases, images and copyright for this study, we used
a social constructionist approach to examine three projects related to indigenous cultural heritage
(Table 1). These case studies were chosen to explore the directions along which databases related to
indigenous cultural heritage are being developed [25,26]. Images of collections, objects and associated
text have been examined in order to situate the applications of intellectual property protections to
digital versions of collection items. We begin this discussion from the perspective that management
of databases in the context of indigenous cultural heritage is part of ongoing efforts to develop and
present diverse ideas about material culture and its online management. These development efforts
are complicated by the historical sociology of museum collecting as well as that of intellectual property
regimes in the international and Canadian context. The case studies chosen all link back to the RRN
and serve to demonstrate conceptual issues of information sharing at the international level as well as
those supporting more localized initiatives. The RRN (Case Study 1) is a critical case within database
development in Canada in that it connects museums in different countries and contains provisions for
use by more local groups, such as those described in Case Studies 2 and 3.6

Table 1. Comparison of digital repositories that would expedite indigenous knowledge claims.

Institution Details
Case Study 1:

Reciprocal Research
Network (RRN)

Case Study 2: Inuvialuit
Pitqusiit Inuuniarutait/

Inuvialuit Living History

Case Study 3:
Searching for Our
Heritage Database

Established 2009 2012 2013

Created By

First Nations Councils
and Bands, University of

British Columbia,
Museum of

Anthropology and 28
partner institutions in

Canada, the US and UK

The Inuvialuit Cultural
Resource Center Smithsonian
Inst. Parks Canada and other

partners. Provides access to the
MacFarlane Collection and other

institutions via RNN

Territorial Government
of Yukon and its First
Nations. Site allows
access to Reciprocal

Research Network (RRN)
and other institutions

via RRN

6 A full sampling of projects related to indigenous cultural heritage management is outside of the scope of this paper,
and intersects with broader issues of repatriation, conceptions of property rights, definitions of material culture,
and cultural appropriation.
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Table 1. Cont.

Institution Details
Case Study 1:

Reciprocal Research
Network (RRN)

Case Study 2: Inuvialuit
Pitqusiit Inuuniarutait/

Inuvialuit Living History

Case Study 3:
Searching for Our
Heritage Database

Geographic Area
Covered

North West Coast of
British Columbia

Inuvialuit Settlement Region
NWT Yukon Territory

Database
Accessibility

Accessible to originating
communities First

Nations organizations,
researchers, students,

museum professionals,
and academic cultural

and heritage
organizations

Accessible to Inuvialuit people,
institutions and the public

Original access from
Yukon First Nation

Heritage centres Public
access since 2018

Items in Database 534,259 1 349 2 3940 3

Access Public/account required † Account required Public

Copyright Holder
Copyright is held by the

institutions holding
the artifacts

Copyright is held by Inuvialuit
Cultural Resource Centre or

indicated owners

Copyright is held by the
institutions holding

the artifacts

Limitations
Watermarks

Copyright notices
Image quality—image quality varies with holding institution

1 Figure from the RRN Project web page https://www.rrncommunity.org/items. (Accessed 23 March 2019); 2 Objects
relevant to the Yukon from the MacFarlane Collection at the Smithsonian Institution. Figure calculated from “item
type” data in http://www.inuvialuitlivinghistory.ca/item_types. (Accessed 23 March 2019); 3 Figure calculated from
http://199.247.132.202/fmi/iwp/cgi?-db=SFOH_Web2&-loadframes. (Accessed 23 March 2019); † Not all the objects
the RRN contains are accessible without an account.

5. Case Studies

5.1. Case Study 1: Reciprocal Research Network (RRN)

The RRN was established online in 2009 and covers the North West Coast of British Columbia. It is
“an open-source, web-based, federated museum information system intended to provide First Nations,
researchers and museum professionals with interactive access to worldwide collections of Northwest
Coast and British Columbia First Nations’ cultural heritage.”7 The RNN base data set includes 534,259
items, object records and images derived from the process of digitization. It includes accessible
metadata and many of the images are organized comparatively. Designed for researchers, who must
sign up in order to access the full database, the RRN aims to facilitate collaboration and interdisciplinary
research across local, national, and international borders and provide a way for communities to share
information and pass on their values. The site may be found at https://www.rrncommunity.org.

The images themselves contain watermarks as well as legalistic language in captions and
surrounding texts. The Terms of Use page outlines a basic set of guidelines the researcher agrees
to follow in signing up for access to the database. Copyright is held by the institutions holding
the physical artefacts and commercial or publication use is prohibited. The Copyright provisions
contain a blanket term of all images and catalogue data being protected by copyright and requiring the
permission of the holding owner for reproduction or reuse. Requests for information on the use of the
images are also the responsibility of the institution holding the physical object itself.

In the context of image archives, the question often arises as to access to and rights of reuse of the
images. Although the RRN database displays images and accompanying data it restricts what content
can be used in other contexts. This suggests, with regard to proprietary interests, that a dominant
copyright regime prevails. The structural limitations of two related digital collections provide a further
illustrative example to demonstrate that this is not an isolated phenomenon.

7 https://www.rrncommunity.org (accessed 23 March 2019).

https://www.rrncommunity.org/items
http://www.inuvialuitlivinghistory.ca/item_types
http://199.247.132.202/fmi/iwp/cgi?-db=SFOH_Web2&-loadframes
https://www.rrncommunity.org
https://www.rrncommunity.org


Heritage 2019, 2 1267

5.2. Case Study 2: The Inuvialuit Pitqusiit Inuuniarutait (Inuvialuit Living History) Portal

The Inuvialuit Pitqusiit Inuuniarutait (Inuvialuit Living History) Portal was designed to provide
access to a small collection (the MacFarlane Collection) housed at the Smithsonian Institution. The portal
is for Inuvialuit people and others to use and the database was designed to show how the Collection is
a “living collection” by connecting data and museum objects to Inuvialuit people and enabling users
to explore how the collection was shaped through historical attitudes, values and collecting practices.
The site may be found at http://www.inuvialuitlivinghistory.ca.

In recent years, Inuit communities have played an important role in the dissemination of their
cultural heritage in debates and discussions concerning the politics of cultural property and intellectual
rights to institutional and museum collections. The Portal grew out of the Intellectual Property Issues
in Cultural Heritage (IPinCH) project led by George Nicholas at Simon Fraser University in British
Columbia, Canada. Using a problem-based research paradigm, this seven-year project worked to
explore intellectual property and ethical concerns relating to “the rights, values, and responsibilities of
material culture, cultural knowledge and the practice of heritage research.” The project posed questions
and sought responses required for culturally valuable activities in the area of cultural heritage.

This website uses descriptions and images from the Smithsonian Institution. It provides
information about the history of the collection, about the Smithsonian Institution, and about repatriation,
ownership, and intellectual property rights to the collection. In addition to artefact records as well as
video and photographs, the website includes other resources such as an interactive map related to the
people and places within the Anderson River area from which many of the pieces originated.

In terms of copyright iconography, some images display a Smithsonian Institution watermark.
In this respect, the Inuvialuit Living History might be likened to a knowledge archive: in fact, some of
the information cards provided are copied directly from the Smithsonian and carry its watermarks or
copyright notices.

Rather than Terms of Use or other overt designation of intellectual property management,
Inuvialuit Living History includes a dedicated page regarding copyright. The copyright information
provided is a single paragraph stating that all “images, illustrations, designs, icons, photographs, video
clips, and written and other materials are copyright, trademarks, trade dress and/or other intellectual
properties owned, controlled or licensed by the Inuvialuit Cultural Resource Centre”, but users are
invited to use the material for educational and personal purposes.8 The copyright page for the project
specifies that copyright and other proprietary notices should be kept intact with any material used but
does not state a reason for requiring this visual means of linking back to the project. Images with a
Smithsonian watermark are used with permission of the Smithsonian. For commercial use, permission
from the Inuvialuit Cultural Resource Centre or other copyright and/or intellectual property rights
holders is required.

5.3. Case Study 3: The Searching for Our Heritage Database

Focused on artefacts of Yukon First Nations origin, our final case study, the Searching for our
Heritage database, incorporates resources for users all around the world. Rather than build a new
database, this repository aggregates items of interest to the Yukon by reusing data from the collections
of external institutions.9 The RRN is the primary source of resources and users can gain access
to other institutional collections through the RRN. Since the RRN also facilitates the exchange of
knowledge about collections and artefacts by allowing users to communicate with one another through
its portal, this site serves indigenous peoples’ informational needs helping to fill out the picture of
nineteenth-century life in the Yukon. The site may be found at http://searchingforourheritage.ca;
and http://www.tc.gov.yk.ca/museum_resources.html.

8 http://www.inuvialuitlivinghistory.ca (accessed 23 March 2019).
9 http://searchingforourheritage.ca; http://www.tc.gov.yk.ca/museum_resources.html (accessed 23 March 2019).

http://www.inuvialuitlivinghistory.ca
http://searchingforourheritage.ca
http://www.tc.gov.yk.ca/museum_resources.html
http://www.inuvialuitlivinghistory.ca
http://searchingforourheritage.ca
http://www.tc.gov.yk.ca/museum_resources.html
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Since the information in the collection is from institutions external to the Yukon, the availability of
images relies on holding institutions possessing digital images associated with their object records.
In the Searching for our Heritage database, each object record has been set up to have the appearance
of a physical archival record. However, its images are not high resolution and, while the collection is
large, many of the items lack digital images. Records from external institutions bear watermarks and
carry copyright notices. Interestingly, concepts relating to content, navigation and information retrieval
are presented in a manual, but the current manual does not contain any information regarding image
or information use permissions. In this repository associated archival records appear constrained by
predetermined program architecture, making the site difficult to navigate for end-users. It appears that
their internal interface has been directly translated into the online environment and this contributes to
a lack of practical functionality.

5.4. Discussion

We have been exploring how communities are empowering themselves in the Canadian context
with greater access to online tools. It is beyond doubt that indigenous cultural heritage digital content
should be treated as one particular case in the domain of copyright protection laws. Our findings led
us to consider the important question of access to digital collections for research towards repatriation
and to focus on potential image reuse. We found it to be hampered by data quality, legalistic language
and other proprietary notices all of which would constrain community-driven repatriation initiatives.
This was particularly obvious in the RRN repository, but since related databases incorporate RRN
material, the challenges should likely be understood as universal.

In all the case studies noted, the copyright or terms of use page does not make it exactly clear to
users what they can and cannot do with any copyright protected materials. Mention of copyright often
gets passed back to host institutions, requiring permissions from disparate sources for reuse. Hence the
case studies substantiate our contention that accessibility issues limit usage of collections documentation.
Contrasting with use of traditional intellectual property management programs, as observed in our
case studies, the Local Contexts initiative provides “legal, extra-legal, and educational strategies” to
support Native, First Nations, Aboriginal and indigenous communities in the management of their
intellectual property in digital environments. The initiative’s Traditional Knowledge Labels can be
used in conjunction with or as an alternative classification system for indigenous cultural heritage
items online [27].

We noted earlier that there are differences of perspective expressed in law and in writing about
the law from an indigenous perspective. Reducing the limitations imposed by copyright to access
should also take account of differences between indigenous peoples’ views on the signification of
cultural expression in the public domain. Such differences would affect the structure of the databases
we have examined as well as access to individual collections records. Such practices are evident in
the databases we explored. There are items on the RRN that users cannot access on the database
owing to the knowledge traditions of the community. This is a clear example that the indigenous
community is asserting its own ideas about access to information. Hence, as many experts have
suggested [28,29], social considerations must be taken into account in discussions of how information
is linked and distributed.

Beyond the lack of provenance information accessible through archives, the question of open
access provision raises another set of considerations. Ultimately, our research led us to a broader
understanding of the latent content in image archives. We arrived at the conclusion that discourses
on archives and technology, legal and social issues are mutually enfolded and entwined in the
contemporary digital environment as evidenced in indigenous collections. What is most striking is
that databases are sites of overlapping and sometimes competing discourses (epistemological, legal,
cultural), and this is why we are overlapping a discourse on archives and technology, legal and social
issues in this analysis. Often a question arises about just how opening up collections (objects and
metadata) would help indigenous peoples whose cultural heritage has been usurped. How would this
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happen? Would alternative metadata be added to existing museum databanks of objects? What would
the desired outcome be? What would we suggest? The answer depends on different community groups.
Every database is managed individually and we see this as an opportunity to expand our research
directions. Besides this, everyone would benefit from getting beyond formulaic “best practices” that
historically favor dominant epistemological structures.

Yet our most important finding in our exploration of the RRN, the Inuvialuit Living History
Portal and Searching for our Heritage has revealed that a WIPO framework for the protection of
indigenous heritage information is at work restricting access and reuse within Canada. This is not
entirely surprising, since digital image repositories often conceal a broader context of proprietary
interests and monopoly of information in the name of intellectual property rights that function to limit
access to information and to maintain structures that have placed constraints on repatriation efforts.

The WIPO defines IPR broadly as a general concept addressing ownership and usage conditions
that apply to image content, in two different categories: 1. Moral rights, which function to conceive
of creators as attached to the objects and information associated with their works, and 2. Economic
copyright protections, which are conditional rights to copying, using, or otherwise exploiting content.
In this WIPO framework, information included in a file becomes an integral part of that file that
should persist without modification across potential sites of use such as different websites or platforms.
Access to information associated with an image file might be restricted due to certain conditions,
such as if the information is confidential or of a sensitive nature, or in order to preserve accuracy
and the association of the relevant metadata to an image. Hence, while intellectual property
protections may not meet all community needs, they can be used as tools to prevent exploitation and
misappropriation or misattribution, or even to “maximize economic value”. The primary focus of the
WIPO recommendations for indigenous intellectual property rights is to empower communities to
tailor the protections to their specific needs [30].

This is an important element to keep in mind when reflecting upon facilitating access to images
in repatriation claims. The research of digital humanities specialists Fiona Cameron and Helena
Robinson on digital collections and museum documentation practices challenges us to consider how
image management might affect usage and access to online collections. There is a legitimate concern
that classic existing intellectual property forms are unable to meet the current needs of indigenous
communities in protecting their cultural property. Many would agree that this concern is more pressing
in an age of relatively easy digital information sharing [31] (p. 172). Nevertheless, classic intellectual
property protections may be adapted for use by indigenous groups. Use or creation of special or sui
generis intellectual property protections for the management of indigenous heritage and information
have been suggested to address the diversity of world views, types of articles and information, as well
as conceptions of property and knowledge stewardship that are not necessarily consistent across
indigenous communities whose geographic presence and values across communities may or may not
align with those of the colonial nations that typically govern intellectual property. Steps to empower
indigenous claims on a more focused and local level should be of paramount concern in protecting
rights to control cultural information [32].

However, copyright protections are just one type of intellectual property right suggested by the
WIPO to use in the protection of indigenous rights to cultural heritage information management.
Copyright is the primary means of controlling information that is of a cultural nature. Broadly speaking,
digital protection measures have the potential to further enforce copyright protection and to tilt the
conception of a need for balance between rights holders and rights owners in copyright to favor
exclusivity and exclusive rights holders. This movement of power leads to the question of what rights
holders intend to accomplish by placing barriers to access on their property.

The WIPO recognizes that the objectives of documenting traditional knowledge (TK) and
traditional cultural expressions (TCEs) are valuable for multiple reasons, including the safeguarding,
preservation, and passing along of culture for present as well as future generations [33]. Documentation
of images and data accompanying these images fixes these as creations, and in the IPR conception
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positions these creations to be collectively under the purview of intellectual property protections.
Issues with invoking intellectual property rights in such contexts include an understandable concern
that documentation and sharing of information openly or without those protections can lead to misuse
or unwanted disclosure of specific and potentially sensitive information; that intellectual property
rights in cultural heritage databases end up being claimed as the sole intellectual property of the
host institution that place the information online; and that protection granted to documented content
under protection such as copyright has a limited scope (minimum life of the author plus 50 years
by the standards laid out in the Berne Convention). Hence, while the opening up of records such
as the Smithsonian’s online collections database and the creation of shared museum strategies to
provide information pertaining to works whose provenance is in dispute have led to gains in this
area, repatriation remains a concern. As “the most pervasive cultural regulatory system in the world”
(Vaidhyanathan 2017 p. 6) limitations necessary to copyright such as fair use/fair dealing provisions
and expiration of copyright protection vary in strength and relevance according to the national laws
they are subject to. In a digitally connected world, the protections and exceptions therefore remain a
patchwork that can be manipulated to reflect localized values and power [34].

6. Conclusion: Linking Access Provision to Indigenous Knowledge-Making

Sharing of visual information may be limited by more than just intellectual property protection
concerns and the potential for lack of clarity surrounding what users can and cannot do with images
and associated information. One of the issues we have struggled with is that the types of indigenous
property appearing in cultural collections and databases does not always readily fit into definitions
of things that are protected by traditional conceptions of intellectual property. Generally, intellectual
property law is designed to protect new, original creations and innovations. Thus, in the context of
indigenous cultural material, IP protections would need be changed or adapted to fit with protecting
cultural information. This is because many traditional practices remain as they were in the past: about
a continuing lineage in the present extending into the future. Experts in the field would agree that,
by virtue of representing the narratives of indigenous people, images collected and managed online are
likely to be defined as both incorporating traditional knowledge as well as the expression of individual
creators using the TK and TCE framework outlined by the WIPO.10 Accordingly, within the Canadian
intellectual property system, as with IP protections in much of the world, the focus on innovation
and originality seemingly runs counter to practices that are or develop from those that are traditional
in nature. This is because, in an indigenous context, traditional cultural expressions are not static,
rather they are key components of dynamic community practices and evolving development [35].

Gish Hill and Csoba DeHass suggest that to fully explore issues regarding responsible digital
collaboration, stakeholders must start at the level of addressing digital design. This may mean
recognizing the First Nations call to “decolonize heritage preservation and management practices”
(p. 44). It may also mean addressing “the reification of fluid cultural knowledge”, which has been
raised as a concern in indigenous communities [36] (p. 45).

The aspect of mobilizing the museum community to adopt best practices is also vitally important.
More than 10 years after the release of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007),
there is more collaboration and control over indigenous cultural property manifesting via legal tools
and/or showing up in practice in cultural heritage databases [37] (p. 36). Yet there is still no particular
set of policy or legislation outlining, at the very least, best practices regarding indigenous cultural

10 The WIPO established the Intergovernmental Committee on Intellectual Property and Genetic Resources, Traditional
Knowledge and Folklore with the aim of developing international legal instruments that could be used to protect types of
objects (and knowledge associated with them) that are part of living bodies of traditional knowledge. These parameters
apply across limited conceptions of traditional knowledge such as technical know-how and skills as well as traditional
cultural expressions (TCEs) such as designs and symbols. Therefore, the overarching concept of traditional knowledge is one
means by which the diversity of belongings in a cultural heritage database can be accounted for, potentially in conjunction
with existing systems such as copyright, trademarks, and geographical indicators as appropriate.
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property. It is both a legal and extra-legal combination of policy, trade agreements, parks regulation,
cultural heritage, environmental law, access to information and privacy law, contract and administrative
law, international instruments, and land claim/treaty/self-governance agreements that play a role in
administrating indigenous cultural heritage in Canada. Legal scholar Daniel Gervais points out that
at least some indigenous groups conceive of property in ways that are adaptable to traditional or
Eurocentric legal systems, even where concepts of stewardship and collective rather than individual
rights are paramount [38] (p. 475), and the broader-scale consequences involve those outlined in the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 2007.

Case law on Aboriginal rights, for example the pivotal restitution case Mohawk Bands of Kahnawake,
Akwesasne and Kanesatake vs. Glenbow-Alberta Institute [1988] 3 CNLR 70 (Alta QB), demonstrates that
Canadian courts have long recognized First Nations principles, illustrating how they can be articulated
to help communities achieve their heritage preservation goals. We argue, along the same lines as
Catherine Bell, that allowing museums to establish parameters for control and access of indigenous
information may not be the most appropriate solution if it does not comply with indigenous groups’
rights as stakeholders. More could be done in a broad sense with expertise from stakeholders with
minority-ethnic backgrounds in the museum context. Museums could play a strategic role in raising
awareness of the issues involved with the twin aims of education around preserving rights to access
and management of information and improving sensitivity towards indigenous heritage. In the
repatriation context, this means more than just educating professionals in the heritage sector and
providing guidelines. The challenge is to develop uniform standards for visual materials and image
quality as well as for access and information exchange while ensuring the information shared can be
protected from misappropriation without overextending protections to the point of creating barriers
to meeting the end goal of repatriation. Overall, key factors to be addressed are clarifying goals in
making use of intellectual property tools to limit access to information. A well-defined model that
promotes the interoperability of existing databases would facilitate an articulation of these goals as
well as the frameworks for articulation of associated intellectual property rights.

Author Contributions: Conception and design, S.D., M.H.; analysis and interpretation of data S.D., M.H.; writing
and revising the manuscript S.D., M.H.; visualization, S.D., M.H.; final approval, S.D., M.H.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Acknowledgments: The authors thank the reviewers for their careful consideration of the manuscript and Sorouja
Moll for drawing our attention to Hansard.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Phillips, R. Re-placing Objects: Historical Practices for the Second Museum Age. Can. Hist. Rev. 2005,
86, 83–110. [CrossRef]

2. Kapitzke, C.; Bruce, B.C. (Eds.) Libr@ries: Changing Information Space and Practice, 1st ed.; Routledge:
New York, NY, USA, 2006.

3. Cameron, F.; Robinson, H. Digital Knowledgescapes: Cultural, Theoretical, Practical, and Usage Issues
Facing Museum Collections Databases in a Digital Epoch. In Theorizing Digital Cultural Heritage: A Critical
Discourse; Cameron, F., Kenderdine, S., Eds.; MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2007.

4. Bear, T.; Anderson, C. Three Years Later, Is Canada Keeping Its Truth and Reconciliation Commission
Promises? The Globe and Mail. Available online: https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/three-years-
later-is-canada-keeping-its-truth-and-reconciliation-commission-promises/article34790925 (accessed on 3
September 2018).

5. Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to
Action; National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation: Winnipeg, MB, Canada, 2015; Sections 67–70.

6. McCracken, K. The Role of Canada’s Museums and Archives in Reconciliation. Available online:
http://activehistory.ca/2015/06/the-role-of-canadas-museums-and-archives-in-reconciliation (accessed on 24
April 2019).

http://dx.doi.org/10.3138/CHR/86.1.83
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/three-years-later-is-canada-keeping-its-truth-and-reconciliation-commission-promises/article34790925
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/three-years-later-is-canada-keeping-its-truth-and-reconciliation-commission-promises/article34790925
http://activehistory.ca/2015/06/the-role-of-canadas-museums-and-archives-in-reconciliation


Heritage 2019, 2 1272

7. Canadian Museums Association (CMA) Initiates Working Group to Address Truth and Reconciliation
Commission’s Call to Action #67. Available online: https://museums.in1touch.org/company/roster/company/

RosterDetails.html?companyId=30769&companyRosterId=51 (accessed on 1 May 2018).
8. Prime Minister Announces Working Group of Ministers on the Review of Laws and Policies Related

to Indigenous Peoples, Feb 2017. Available online: http://pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2017/02/22/prime-minister-
announces-working-group-ministers-review-laws-and-policies-related (accessed on 17 March 2019).

9. Bell, C. Repatriation of Cultural Material to First Nations in Canada: Legal and Ethical Justifications.
In Cultural Heritage Issues: The Legacy of Conquest, Colonization and Commerce; Nafziger, J.A.R., Nicgorski, A.M.,
Eds.; Martinus Nijhoff Publishers: Leiden, The Netherlands, 2009; pp. 81–106.

10. Mauzé, M. Un patrimoine, deux musées: La restitution de la Potlatch Collection. Ethnol. Fr. 1999, 29, 419–430.
11. Bell, C. Restructuring the Relationship: Domestic Repatriation and Canadian Law Reform. In Protection of

First Nations Cultural Heritage: Laws, Policy, and Reform; Bell, C., Paterson, R.K., Eds.; UBC Press: Vancouver,
BC/Toronto, ON, Canada, 2009; pp. 15–77.

12. Paterson, R.K. Ancestral Remains in Institutional Collections: Proposals for Reform. In Protection of First
Nations Cultural Heritage: Laws, Policy and Reform; Bell, C., Paterson, R.K., Eds.; University of Washington
Press: Seattle, WA, USA, 2009.

13. Borrows, J. Recovering Canada: The Resurgence of Indigenous Law, Kindle Ed. ed; University of Toronto Press:
Toronto, ON, Canada, 2002.

14. Brundsdon, D. Recognizing Indigenous Legal Values in Modern Copyright Law. West. J. Leg. Stud. 2016, 6, 1.
15. Douglas, S.; Hayes, M. Ethical Databases: Case Studies and Remaining Gaps in Cultural Heritage Information

Sharing. In Cultural Heritage Law and Ethics: Mapping Recent Developments; Chechi, A., Renold, M., Eds.;
Schulthess: Geneva, Switzerland, 2017; pp. 143–170.

16. Douglas, S.; Hayes, M. Access to Loss: Copyleft and the Protection of Visual Information. Art Antiquity Law
2016, 21, 101–116.

17. The CHIN Data Dictionaries Are a Set of Vocabularies Produced by the Canadian Heritage Information
Network. Available online: http://www.chin.gc.ca/English/Collections_Management/index.html (accessed
on 15 September 2018).

18. Light, R.B.; Roberts, A.; Stewart, J.D. (Eds.) Museum Documentation Systems: Developments and Applications;
Butterworth and Co (Publishers) Ltd.: London, UK, 1986.

19. Canada Heritage. Canadian Culture Online: A Charter for the Cultural Citizen Online (Final Report of the Canadian
Culture Online National Advisory Board); Canadian Heritage: Ottawa, ON, Canada, 2004.

20. Phillips, R.B. Museum Pieces: Toward the Indigenization of Canadian Museums; McGill-Queen’s University Press:
Montreal, QC, Canada, 2011.

21. Iverson, L.; Rowley, S.; Sparrow, L.; Schaepe, D. The Reciprocal Research Network. In Museums and the
Web 2008, Proceedings of the Museums and the Web 2008, Montréal, QC, Canada, 8–12 April 2008; Trant, J.,
Bearman, D., Eds.; Archives & Museum Informatics: Toronto, ON, Canada, 2008; Available online:
https://www.museumsandtheweb.com/mw2008/papers/iverson/iverson.html (accessed on 11 July 2018).

22. Rowley, S. The Reciprocal Research Network: The Development Process. Mus. Anthr. 2013, 7, 22–42.
23. Rossi, E. The Digital Biography of Things: A Canadian Case Study in Digital Repatriation. In Cultural

Heritage: Scenarios 2015-2017; Pinton, S., Zagato, L., Eds.; Edizioni Ca’Foscari: Venice, Italy, 2017; pp. 657–670.
24. Srinivasan, R.; Boast, R.; Furner, J.; Becvar, K.M. Digital Museums and Diverse Cultural Knowledges: Moving

Past the Traditional Catalog. Inf. Soc. 2009, 4, 265–278.
25. Krippendorf, K. Content Analysis: An Introduction to its Methodology; SAGE: London, UK, 2004.
26. Flyvbjerg, B. Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research. Qual. Inq. 2006, 12, 219–245. [CrossRef]
27. Local Contexts. Available online: http://www.localcontexts.org (accessed on 23 March 2019).
28. Kavanagh, G. History Curatorship; Leicester University Press: Leicester/London, UK, 1990.
29. Wallace, A. Collections Management and Inclusion. In Including Museums: Perspectives on Museums, Galleries

and Social Inclusion; Dodd, J., Sandell, R., Eds.; University of Leicester, Department of Museum Studies:
Leicester, UK, 2001; pp. 80–83.

30. World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO). Protect and Promote Your Culture: A Practical Guide to
Intellectual Property for Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities; WIPO: Geneva, Switzerland, 2017.

https://museums.in1touch.org/company/roster/company/RosterDetails.html?companyId=30769&companyRosterId=51
https://museums.in1touch.org/company/roster/company/RosterDetails.html?companyId=30769&companyRosterId=51
http://pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2017/02/22/prime-minister-announces-working-group-ministers- review-laws-and-policies-related
http://pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2017/02/22/prime-minister-announces-working-group-ministers- review-laws-and-policies-related
http://www.chin.gc.ca/English/Collections_Management/index.html
https://www.museumsandtheweb.com/mw2008/papers/iverson/iverson.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363
http://www.localcontexts.org


Heritage 2019, 2 1273

31. Lai, J. Traditional Cultural Heritage and Alternative Means of Regulation: Issues of Access and Restriction
Online. In The Internet and the Emerging Importance of New Forms of Intellectual Property; Frankel, S., Gervais, D.,
Eds.; Kluwer Law International: The Hague, The Netherlands, 2016; pp. 171–202.

32. Polymenopoulou, E. Indigenous Cultural Heritage and Artistic Expressions: Localizing Intellectual Property
Rights and UNESCO Claims. Can. J. Hum. Rights 2017, 6, 87–125.

33. UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (adopted 17 October 2003, entered
into force 20 April 2006). Available online: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000132540 (accessed on
11 July 2018).

34. Vaidhyanathan, S. Intellectual Property: A Very Short Introduction; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 2017.
35. WIPO. Intellectual Property and Genetic Resources, Traditional Knowledge, and Traditional Cultural

Expressions. Available online: http://www.wipo.int.edocs/pubdocs/en/tk/933/wipo_pub_933.pdf (accessed
on 15 September 2018).

36. Hill, C.G.; DeHass, M.C. Digital Representation of Indigenous Peoples through Sharing, Collaboration,
and Negotiation: An Introduction. Mus. Anthropol. Rev. 2018, 12, 40–54. [CrossRef]

37. Bell, C.; Shier, C. Control of Information Originating from Aboriginal Communities: Legal and Ethical
Contexts. Propr. Intellect. Éthique 2011, 35, 35–56. [CrossRef]

38. Gervais, D. Spiritual but not Intellectual? The Protection of Sacred Intangible Traditional Knowledge.
Cardozo J. Int. Comp. Law 2003, 11, 467–495.

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000132540
http://www.wipo.int.edocs/pubdocs/en/tk/933/wipo_pub_933.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.14434/mar.v12i2.23540
http://dx.doi.org/10.7202/1012834ar
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.


metaLABprojects

The metaLABprojects series provides a platform for emerging currents of experimental 

scholarship, documenting key moments in the history of networked culture, and promoting 

critical thinking about the future of institutions of learning. The volumes’ eclectic, 

improvisatory, idea-driven style advances the proposition that design is not merely 

ornamental, but a means of inquiry in its own right. Accessibly priced and provocatively 

designed, the series invites readers to take part in reimagining print-based scholarship for 

the digital age.  www.metalab.harvard.edu

Series Editor

Jeffrey T. Schnapp

Advisory Board

Ian Bogost (Georgia Tech)

Giuliana Bruno (Harvard VES)

Jo Guldi (Brown)

Michael Hayes (Harvard GSD)

Bruno Latour (Sciences Po, Paris)

Bethany Noviskie (U of Virginia)

Andrew Piper (McGill)

Mark C. Taylor (Columbia)

Art Direction

Daniele Ledda

metaLAB and xycomm (Milan)





At first these two images 
seem remarkably similar. Both appear 

to be representations of knowledge 
networks made of points and lines. 

But one was first published 
in 1669 by Athanasius Kircher as 

a demonstration of the system of the 
medieval mystic Ramon Llull’s “great art 

of knowing.” The other was created 
more than three hundred years later. 
Generative, diagrammatic, dynamic, 

Kircher’s image produces the knowledge 
it draws. By contrast, the recent image 

of Web traffic only displays information. 
It is representation of knowledge, 
not a knowledge generator, whose 

graphic display conceals the decisions 
and processes on which it was based. 
Kircher’s image was generative and 

dynamic by contrast to the fixed 
representational image it resembles. 

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –
(1)  Athanasius Kircher, Ars Magna Sciendi (1669).

(2 )  Barrett Lyon, Web Traffic Visualization. 



Learning to read these and other visual forms of knowledge production is 

essential in our contemporary lives. Images are produced and consumed in 

our current culture in quantities that would have been unthinkable in any 

previous period in human history.1 Graphics of all kinds have become the 

predominant mode of constructing and presenting information and expe-

rience. Graphesis is the study of the visual production of knowledge, a topic 

that has compelling urgency in our current environment. (Figures 3 – 4)

This book offers a brief guide to critical languages of graphical 

knowledge from diverse fields, and describes ways graphical formats em-

body semantic value in their organization and structures. I make use of 

historically grounded insights to create an understanding of interface and 

visualization, but this is not a “history of” visualization, visual knowledge, 

(3)  Many Mona Lisas: screen grab of search results for images of Mona Lisa.
(4 )  Visual Complexity: screen grab of the home page of a site hosting information visualizations. 

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –



or the technologies and theories of interface any more than it is a system-

atic study of new media/data art. Rather than a chronologically organized 

study of the unfolding of graphic traditions, it is an outline of principles 

and precepts that structure visual forms of knowledge production and 

representation in graphic formats. This emphasis justifies the use of exam-

ples from vastly different time periods, images linked by their structuring 

principles rather than their shared place in time or culture. The grids of 

early cuneiform tablet accounting systems undergird the tables in spread 

sheets and railroad schedules—even if their historical appearance is sepa-

rated by several millennia—because they organize content according to 

the same graphical means. 

The screens on our hand-held and mobile devices, in public displays, 

(5 )  An interface so real you …

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –



and connected to networked flows, not only flood us with images, they 

structure our relation to knowledge visually.2 (Figure 5)

This ubiquity of graphical formats calls for a new critical under-

standing of the ways we read and process visual information. Learning to 

read the meaning-producing argument structures of graphical forms is a 

challenge, since the traditions of art history focus on iconography among 

other elements, those of traditional graphic design on layout, legibility, 

and style, and those of diagram and graph theory on principles of logic. 

We need to develop a domain of expertise focused on visual epistemology, 

knowledge production in graphical form in fields that have rarely relied 

on visual communication.

The majority of information graphics, for instance, are shaped by the 

(6)  Virtual globes prismmap uses the illusion of three-dimensional volume with mixed results.

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –



disciplines from which they have sprung: statistics, empirical sciences, 

and business. Can these graphic languages serve humanistic fields where 

interpretation, ambiguity, inference, and qualitative judgment take priority 

over quantitative statements and presentations of “facts”?

To begin, a brief gloss on a number of terms crucial to our discus-

sion will establish a common vocabulary: information graphics,  

graphical user interface, visual epistemology, and the phrase “languag-

es of form” or its variants, “visual language,” “graphic language,” and so on.  

Information graphics are visualizations based on abstractions of 

statistical data. All information visualizations are metrics expressed as 

graphics. Visualizations are always interpretations—data does not have an 

inherent visual form that merely gives rise to a graphic expression. (Figure 6)

(7 )  Lisa Synder, The World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893. Screen grab of visual simulation 
model of the Exposition showing source materials embedded in the project.

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –



Graphical user interface is the dominant feature of screens in all shapes 

and sizes. No single innovation has transformed communication as radically 

in the last half century as the GUI. In a very real, practical sense we carry 

on most of our personal and professional business through interfaces. 

Knowing how interface structures our relation to knowledge and behavior 

is essential. (Figure 7)

Visual epistemology refers to ways of knowing that are presented and 

processed visually, though in this book I only pay attention to representa-

tions, not to cognition. Visual expressions of knowledge are integral to many 

disciplines in the natural sciences, but language-oriented humanities tradi-

tions have only barely engaged with visual forms of knowledge. Creating 

new forms of argument in graphical forms will be a challenge. (Figures 8 – 9)

(8)  Josiah Clark Nott and George Robert Gliddon, Indigenous races of the earth (1857).
(9)  Leonard Eisenberg, visualization of evolution: Great Tree of Life (2008).

(10)  Johannes Buno, Universae historiae cum sacrae tum profanae idea (1672): a fanciful depiction 
of historical eras with section showing the fourth

millennium before the birth of Christ.

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –



The phrase “language of form” suggests a systematic approach to graphic 

expression as a means as well as an object of study. The long history of 

codifying knowledge in visual forms contains a rich inventory of exam-

ples on which to construct a fundamental understanding of graphics as 

systematic expressions of knowledge. (Figure 10)

With these concepts in play, our task is three-fold. First, to study in-

formation graphics and begin to understand how they operate; to de-nat-

uralize the increasingly familiar interface that has become so habitual in 

daily use; and finally, to consider how to serve a humanistic agenda by 

thinking about ways to visualize interpretation. (Figures 11 – 12 – 13 – 14)

The task of making knowledge visible does not depend on an as-

sumption that images represent things in the world. Graphics make and 

(11 )  Bruce MacFadden, “Patterns of Phylogeny and Rates of Evolution in Fossil Horses: Hipparions from 
the Miocene and Pliocene of North America,” Paleobiology 11.3 (Summer 1985): 245-57. 

(12 )  Algorithmically generated tree of phylogeny in radial form.
(13 )  Robert Fludd, Utriusque Cosmi, Maioris scilicet et Minoris, metaphysica, physica, 

atque technica Historia (1617).
(14 )  Cloud chamber with tracks of particles. 

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –



construct knowledge in a direct and primary way. Most information visu-

alizations are acts of interpretation masquerading as presentation. In other 

words, they are images that act as if they are just showing us what is, but 

in actuality, they are arguments made in graphical form. (Figures 15 – 16)

But paradoxically, the primary effect of visual forms of knowledge 

production in any medium—the codex book, digital interface, informa-

tion visualizations, virtual renderings, or screen displays—is to mask the 

very fact of their visuality, to render invisible the very means through 

which they function as argument. The purpose of this book is to call these 

visual forms of knowledge production to our attention and provide a de-

scriptive critical language for their analysis. The particular emphasis is on 

humanistic forms of knowledge production and critical study of visuality 

(15)  Facebook activity visualization.
(16 )  Francis Galton, axes to communicate statistical variables in height of mother 

and daughter plants (1875); from Karl Pearson, The Life, Letters, and Labours 
of Francis Galton (Cambridge: University Press, 1914-1930). 

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –



(17 )   Warren Sack, Conversation Map (2003).

from a humanistic perspective. The design solutions used in many proj-

ects—buying books online or checking for directions in a digital map—

are quite adequate for the purpose they serve. But visual forms of knowl-

edge production have always suffered from suspicion by contrast to the 

unambiguous capacities of numerical and textual representation. Now is 

the moment to lift that ban of suspicion and engage the full potential of 

visuality to produce and encode knowledge as interpretation. (Figure 17)

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –
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Interface and
Interpretation
– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

We tend to think of graphical interface 
as the screen display, a portal into the 
online world with menu bars, buttons, 
and icons to manipulate. As a result,  
we ignore its graphicality, its construct-
edness, the very features that support its 
operations and make it work.  
We look at interface as a thing, a repre-
sentation of computational processes 
that make it convenient for us to interact 
with what is “really” happening.  
But the interface is a mediating struc-
ture that supports behaviors and tasks.  
It is a space between human users  
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and procedures that happen according to complicated proto-

cols. But it also disciplines, constrains, and determines what 

can be done in any digital environment. 

Because engineering sensibilities have so dominated hu-

man-computer interaction, few attempts at humanistic ap-

proaches to design have come into play. Not only are there 

sparse precedents for humanistic interface, but the very prin-

ciples on which its design might proceed are not clearly out-

lined. The one place we can look for substantive precedents is 

the long history of writing in humanistic traditions. Describ-

ing a codex book as an interface is glib if taken too literally. 

But just as the graphical user interface should not be thought 

of as a thing—reified, fixed, and stable—but as a mediating 

apparatus, so the graphical features of the book should be un-

derstood as a spatially distributed set of graphical codes that 

provide instructions for reading, navigation, access, and use. 

Creating a continuum between electronic and print formats 

and their features provides another useful synthesis of histori-

cal materials and future project design. A brief look at the his-

tory of interface design, interface theory, challenges for hu-

manistic approaches to design, and the lessons to be taken 

from bibliographical study will put a foundation in place. On 

this basis we may move back and forth between a notion of 

mise en page as design of composition, format features, graph-

ical elements in electronic and print media, and a notion of 

mise en scene or mise en système—an environment for action. 

History of interface

We can gesture towards all sorts of historical examples: 

switches and punch-cards, keyboards and all the many han-

dles, knobs, and inputs by which we interact with objects in 
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the world, or remediate communication into code. But in ac-

tuality, interface is a concept to which we have only paid at-

tention for about fifty years. The term comes into play early 

in the process of computational design. The pioneering work 

of flight simulators, of head gear and foot pedals, and other 

apparatuses that would discipline the body to conform to a 

regime of screen-based and device-driven affordances made 

the discussion of relationships of human to machine into a 

field known as HCI.205 These cockpit simulators involved the 

notion of distributed cognition, the realization that many 

aspects of embodied sensory and motor activity contribute 

to experience and knowledge.206 Morton Helig’s 1962 Sen-

sorama bicycle and Myron Krueger’s 1960s experiments with 

light-and-media (“Glowflow” and “Metaplay” experiments, 

and his essay “Video Place and Responsive Environment”) 

both emphasized the role of the 

body as an interface in ways that 

virtual reality pioneer Jaron La-

nier picked up on in his designs 

meant to trick the entire senso-

rium into an illusion.207

 In the late 1960s, when 

the only computer interface 

available was the text-based 

command line, Douglas Engel-

bart designed a prototype mouse about the same time as his 

contemporary, Ivan Sutherland, was creating Sketchpad, the 

first attempt at a real-time drawing program.208 In 1970, 

Sutherland created a crude head-mounted display as one of 

several experiments with virtual reality devices. These pio-

neers realized that no matter how powerful computers were, 

they would not get used unless human beings could have a 

more direct connection with them than through the tedious 

Microsoft  

Flight Simulator  

interface (2004). 
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communication of punch cards and switch settings. Engel-

bart and Sutherland were both engineers, tinkerers, whose 

approach to design combined imaginative innovation and 

the values of efficiency. The field of HCI gravitated toward 

engineers, not artists, and quickly became task-oriented, fo-

cused on feedback loops that minimized frustration and 

maximized satisfaction with mouse clicks and joy sticks and 

rewarding bells and whistles. In the 1970s, researchers at Xe-

rox Parc, including Alan Kay, created a set of graphical icons 

grounded in the work of constructivist-oriented psycholo-

gists Jean Piaget and Jerome Bruner, who understood the con-

stitutive and generative aspects of interface, not just the mech-

anistic features.209 Visual conventions quickly established the 

language of interface iconography, first as a vocabulary of 

recognizable pictures of 

things, then as cues for their 

behavior and use.

Professional interface 

designers chunk tasks and 

behaviors into carefully de-

fined segments and “deci-

sion trees” to abstract their 

use from any hint of ambi-

guity. They analyze “user 

needs” into “functional re-

quirements” in which con-

cepts of “prototype,” “user 

feedback,” and “design” are 

locked into iterative cycles 

of “task specification” and 

“deliverables.”210 This lan-

guage does not come from a 

theory of interface, but from 

Ivan Sutherland, 

Sketchpad (1963).

Star interface  

with desktop icons 

later copied and 

made ubiquitous.
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a platform of principles in the software industry. Deliberately 

mechanistic, it promotes the idea of a “user” instead of that of 

a humanistic “subject.” Ben Shneiderman, whose justly re-

nowned lab at the University of Maryland has been responsi-

ble for many trend-setting innovations, created “Eight Gold-

en Rules” for interface design.211 These were based on experi-

ments testing short-term memory, capacity to follow cues 

from one screen to another, and so on. Common sense rules 

like “permit easy reversal of actions,” have come to guide in-

terface design as a result. Shneiderman’s “user” is mainly a 

consumer, one who needs to be satisfied and kept engaged. 

His approach is grounded in the engineering, problem-solv-

ing pragmatism characteristic of the HCI community.

From these innovative beginnings came a robust indus-

try that brought mass-market devices into production that 

were dominated by either Windows or Desktop metaphors.212 

The world divided into those who wanted to look through 

and those who wanted to look at their displays. More sophis-

ticated object-oriented programming allowed icons to mimic 

behaviors of things they resembled so that a file folder could 

actually “open” on screen. The virtual performance was anal-

ogous to the physical one. 

In addition to making use of different metaphors, inter-

face design has followed several dominant models or ways of 

organizing communication with a user. An interface can ex-

press content, by presenting the intellectual structure of the 

site, repository, edition, or project for which it serves as por-

tal (images, maps, texts, etc.). Or it can provide a set of in-

structions for actions and behaviors in the site by offering 

labels for tasks (search, browse, enter, view, login, contact us, 

etc.). Jesse James Garrett condensed the contrast between 

these two into a much cited graphic.213 Garrett summarizes 

this fundamental duality between the web as an information 
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space and as a task-supporting environment. His observation 

that the difference between these conceptions leads to confu-

sion in design has implications for interface design in the 

basic tension between a rational organization of content and 

the need to balance this with an intuitive way of using that 

content. Interface is the space between these two—it is nei-

ther the transparent and self-evident map of content ele-

ments and their relations, nor is it simply a way to organize 

tasks. The two are as intimately related as the reading of a 

text in a book is governed by its graphical organization and 

the specific individual reading experience produced as a 

“performance” of that environment. [ See Window 7, interface design ]

A full theory of interface goes beyond the design of in-

formation structures and tasks into the realization that these 

are only the armature—not the essence—of that space of 

provocation in which the performative event takes place. And 

yet, we know that the structure of an interface is information, 

not merely a means of access to it. The search and the query 

modes are what I see. Sliders, for instance, with their implica-

tion of a smooth continuum, impose a model of what infor-

mation is through their expression of how to manipulate a 

value, while a dialogue box that asks for a keyboarded num-

ber imposes an equally rigid model of discrete values. When 

we are looking for dates for travel, it will make an enormous 

difference whether we are able to state our request in discrete 

or continuous terms. Interface designers are fully versed in 

the strategic variables according to which information needs 

to be structured to be manipulated effectively.

Interface design has to take cultural differences into ac-

count. Pioneering work by Aaron Marcus and Associates 

studied web pages and their relation to various cultural fac-

tors.214 Building on work by sociologist Geert Hofstede, they 

looked at the ways cultural value systems are expressed in 
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web design. Hofstede’s categories, whatever quibbles they 

provoke, provided a way to look at design features across 

cultural categories such as different degrees of tolerance for 

ambiguity and uncertainty, greater value placed on individ-

ualism or a preference for collectivism, or different degrees 

of dissatisfaction with inequalities in power relations. Mar-

cus and his associates showed that these features find ex-

pression in the graphic organization of information. Interac-

tions with interface would, presumably, exhibit some similar 

features, though Marcus’s group did not look at movement 

through the information structures or at the web architec-

ture to see if that held true. If we look at web-based design, 

however, the navigation paths, search and query results, 

browse features—in brief, every aspect of the web content 

management and display—embody values, even if these are 

largely ignored or treated as 

transparent or invisible.

For the HCI community, 

the notion of a continuum of 

experience, within and struc-

tured by engagement with the 

interface, is never broken by 

engagement with representa-

tional content. So long as we 

think of interface as an envi-

ronment for doing things, per-

forming tasks, work, structur-

ing behaviors, we remain 

linked to an idea that “reading” 

the digital environment is re-

stricted to an analysis of its 

capacity to support the doing 

of tasks. This suggests that in-

The concept of  

“high power dis-

tance” defined by

Aaron Marcus and

Geert Hofstede, 

Cultural Dimen-

sions and Global 

Web Design (2001).

“Low power  

distance” defined 

by Marcus 

and Hofstede in 

Cultural Dimen-

sions and Global 

Web Design (2001).
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terface work is happening on what we would call a plane of 

discourse, or the level of the telling, rather than the told. The 

notion of HCI is that the single “frame” is that of the user ex-

perience. Thus a mantra like Shneiderman’s “Overview first, 

zoom and filter, details on demand” assumes that one is work-

ing in a very restricted, highly structured, bounded, and dis-

crete environment.215 For interactive database design, his ap-

proach makes sense, since there the interface is a way of dis-

playing search results that come from the combination of 

variables or filters. Dynamic information visualization flattens 

the planes of reference, discourse, and processing so that they 

appear to be a single self-evident surface. The naivete of that 

approach is easily critiqued: it is semiotic child’s play to take a 

graphical interface with sliders, windows, dials, and variables 

and demonstrate that it is an expression of motivations, agen-

das, and deliberately concealed 

factors, no matter how earnestly 

or usefully it may serve a specif-

ic purpose. This is true whether 

we turn our critical attention on 

Travelocity, Yahoo, Flickr, or 

Lifelines2 and its display of 

“temporal categorical patterns 

across multiple records.”

The human factors and 

HCI communities work to de-

sign effective environments, 

ones in which satisfactions are 

balanced with frustrations, and 

efficiency can be maximized. 

Their focus is on the literal 

structure of the design, the 

placement of buttons, amount 

Action Science 

Explorer, complex 

data integration 

interface.

Lifelines interface, 

timeline created  

from experiential 

data.
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of time it takes to perform a task, how we move through 

screens, and so on. In “The Theory Behind Visual Interface 

Design,” Mauro Manelli lays out a comprehensive mechanis-

tic approach to the stages of action involved from “forming 

an intention” and “specifying an action” to “evaluating the 

outcome.”216 Manelli’s approach reflects on the design process 

in relation to a concept of “user experience” that approaches 

to map structure and effect directly. This is akin to doing 

close readings of a text’s formal features as if it locked that 

text into the reading. We need to theorize interface and its 

relation to reading as an environment in which varied behav-

iors of embodied and situated persons will be enabled differ-

ently according to its many affordances. This shifts us away 

from the HCI world, and the interface, into fields closer to 

graphic design and media theory, an important move in 

reading and designing interface. 

Considerable distance separates the interface design 

community and that concerned with critical theory. 

Interface theory has to close that gap. 

Interface theory

From a humanist perspective, our understanding of 

digital interface should build on critical study of the subject 

in literary, media, and visual studies. We need a theory of the 

ways interface produces subjects of enunciation, not users as 

consumers. The HCI “user” combines two ideological illu-

sions in a single paradoxical identity: the predictability of a 

mechanized automaton and the myth of autonomous agency. 

Humanistic approaches to interface need to recuperate the 

theoretical formulation of subjectivity as a part of the enun-

ciative apparatus, of positions spoken, articulated, created by 
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the structuring and desiring machines of representations. 

The legacy of a half century or more of theoretical discourse 

is available for this work, ready to be brought back into play. 

Who is the subject of an interface? How are we produced as 

subjects of the discourses on the screen? And in our embod-

ied and culturally situated relations to screens and displays? 

These are fundamental questions that precede the analysis of 

content models or knowledge design, questions addressed to 

the very situation in which such models are located and used 

as instruments, consciously or not, of institutionalized rela-

tions of power. This is familiar language, the recognizable 

critical discussion of ideological formations as they work 

through individual subjects through the codes and features 

of mediated representations—language, image, ritual, spatial 

relations, and other cultural systems.

In 1989, Norman Long, a sociologist, described inter-

face as “a critical point of interaction between life worlds.”217 

Twenty years ago, Brenda Laurel defined interface as a sur-

face where the necessary contact between interactors and 

tasks allowed functions to be performed.218 She noted that 

these were sites of power and control, infusing her theoreti-

cal insight with a critical edge lacking from the engineering 

sensibility of most of the HCI community. Interface is a dy-

namic space in a psychoanalytic sense, not just a psychologi-

cal one. Like any other component of computational systems, 

it is an artifact of complex processes and protocols, a zone in 

which our behaviors and actions take place, but it is also a 

symbolic space in which we constitute ourselves through the 

experience of its particular structures and features. Interface 

is what we read and how we read combined through engage-

ment, it is a provocation to cognitive experience, but it is also 

an enunciative apparatus. 

“Task optimization” is a watchword in the interface 
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community, largely as a 

result of Jakob Nielson’s 

work on web usability in 

which interface mediates 

between information 

structures and user 

needs.219 But the “enunci-

ated subjects” of interface 

mentioned above have 

had little critical play by 

contrast, and the human-

istic agenda can go a step 

further. A humanistic sub-

ject leaves a trace on the 

emerging, mutating envi-

ronment of an interface. 

The crucial definition of 

human subjectivity is that 

it can register a trace of 

itself in a representational system, and that self-recognition 

and self-constitution depend on that trace, that capacity to 

make and register difference. The encounter between a sub-

ject and an interface need not be understood mechanistically. 

We can think beyond representational models to understand 

interface as an ecology, a border zone between cultural sys-

tems and human subjects.

Rather than being user-centered, a humanistic design 

approach is subject-oriented. Such an approach would not 

just include accommodation to whim, preference, habits of 

thought, customs of taste, and differences of reading. After 

all, even the most empirical clinical studies show that we 

don’t read mechanistically. Eye tracking experiments support 

the “production” of an interface and its “producing” effect on 

Erle Loran, 

diagram showing 

point of view 

systems structured 

into a Cezanne 

painting, Cezanne’s 

Composition 
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Lisa Snyder, 
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a reader/viewer as surely as any theoretical deconstruction of 

reading as information transfer.220 An interface launches a 

probabilistic missive in the direction of a user/reader, but the 

reading is always an act of self-production and of textual de-

formation. But subject-oriented interface includes recogni-

tion that a point of view system is in place, that a subject 

enunciates, produces, a constitutive perspective in which she 

is situated, made, and from which she perceives. Point of 

view structures the world and positions us in its representa-

tions. All images have a point of view. They are all drawn 

from some place in relation to what is shown. Perspectival 

systems position a stationary viewer whose cone of vision is 

transected by a plane.221 Orthographic systems assume a 

viewer positioned at equal distances from each bit of the ob-

served object, an unrealizable fiction, but a useful one. The 

screen space—and subdivided spaces within it—each assume 

a relation to the viewing subject whose gaze is expected to 

produce an experience of the world within its frames.

So prevalent have notions of interface become that cog-

nitive scientist Donald Hoffman has taken them as the 

founding image of his “Interface Theory of Perception.”222 He 

argues against representational models of perception, stating 

that animals do not represent the world to themselves in a 

truthful or veridical way, but through what he terms “icon 

models.” Our relation to our environment is adaptive, medi-

ating through the abstraction of an interface that supports 

“sufficing” behaviors. The icon models organize our behav-

iors rather than representing the world. A good example is 

the model of “real time” that we project onto computer inter-

faces and their refresh rate. Nothing about that metric is 

“real,” except that it describes the limit of our perception of 

temporal units, the point at which we cannot perceive delay. 

But because the metaphors of screen environments are so 

Nielsen Norman 

Group, eye  

tracking results,  

“F-Shaped Pattern  

for Reading Web 

Content” (2006).
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familiar, we do not see them as models, but simply cues for 

actions. Similarly, we take little notice of the way screen spac-

es already address us, speak us by organizing the discourse of 

their display according to expectations of who is using a par-

ticular interface. As surely as point of view systems in visual 

works embody the subject whose position organizes the 

work around their gaze, so interfaces are constitutive envi-

ronments that model experience through experience. And as 

in any enunciative system, our subjectivity is as much an ef-

fect of what we cannot say, what cannot be done, the con-

straints on behavior and imagination, as of what we do and 

can perform directly. The old spectre of “disciplinary re-

gimes” that order relations of power rises immediately into 

view in taking the measure of interface design.223

Gestalt principles can certainly be used to read a graph-

ical user interface.224 But we should also make use of the 

terms of theatricality and identification laid out by media 

theorists in their analyses of the ways viewers are absorbed 

into the flow of digital and online environments.225 For de-

cades, these theoretical formulations have taken into account 

the structures of the gaze, the identification with the situa-

tion of viewing, the production of subject positions in rela-

tion to the act of engagement with media as well as the con-

Steve Krug,  

from Don’t Make  

Me Think (2005).
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tent of representation. Fundamental questions arise about 

who speaks and who is spoken. The place from which a dis-

course is produced is often erased. In whose interest is it to 

efface the origin of a discourse so that it naturalizes the pro-

duction of information on the screen? The display simply 

appears to be “there” and we “simply” seem to absorb it. We 

pick and choose from a menu whose design we do not ques-

tion because it seems neutral. These positions begin to chip 

away at the premises on which actor-network-theory works, 

since it assumes the discrete autonomy of the actor/agent 

distinct from the network. That very concept is mechanistic, 

and at odds with the integrative co-dependencies that are 

essential to a critical humanistic understanding of interface. 

Instead of a boundary, or “between” space, an interface be-

comes a codependent in-betweenness in which speaker and 

spoken are created. The idea of a performative interface fol-

lows immediately from this, and serves well to expand a hu-

manistic approach. 

The standard theory of interface, based on the “user ex-

perience,” is reductively mechanistic. Its goal is to design an 

environment to maximize efficient accomplishment of tasks 

—whether these are instrumental, analytic, or research ori-

ented—by individuals who are imagined as autonomous 

agents whose behaviors can be constrained in a mechanical 

feedback loop. Challenges to that conception arise from 

within the information studies community—where interface 

is embedded in the motivations of an embodied user en-

gaged in some activity that may or may not be goal oriented, 

highly structured, and/or driven by an outcome—but might 

equally be the diversionary experience of wandering, brows-

ing, meandering, or prolonging engagement for the purpose 

of pleasure or an even lower level notion like keeping bore-

dom at bay or idle distraction and time squandering. This 
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aesthetic paradigm has had its advocates such as aesthetic 

theorist Roy Ascott, artists like those who comprise jodi.org, 

or new media artists like Casey Reas, Scott Sona Snibbe, or 

the host of others whose work populates analog and digital 

gallery and exhibit spaces.226 In their work, aesthetic dimen-

sions and imaginative vision make interface a space of being 

and dwelling, not a realm of control panels and instruments 

only existing to be put at the service of something else. The 

jodi projects were often disruptive, disorienting, frustrating 

in their defeat of expectations—and thus their undoing of 

conventions of user and task. Snibbe’s work engages users 

through interaction and remediation, taking data into graph-

ic form so it can be manipulated, played with, and thus take 

the viewer by surprise. 

I bring up these contrasting communities because they 

challenge the illusion of interface as a thing, immediately mak-

ing it clear that a theory of interface cannot be constructed 

around expectations of performance, tasks, or behaviors. 

Reading interface 

Web environments are more mutable and modular than 

films, and the analogy between old media and new breaks 

down when we realize that all segments of film, no matter 

how radically they are spliced and combined, are segments of 

the same order of thing.227 They may, and do, require signifi-

cant jumps in cognitive framing, but they are part of the 

same modality: film texts/sequences. All film segments and 

video segments unfold according to the same set of temporal 

principles: continuous and forward moving in a unidirec-

tional manner. But the temporalities of web environments 

are varied. They don’t conform to a single mode. The refresh 
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rate of headlines, stories, videos, ads, banners, pop-ups, sto-

ries, other reports, links, and user contributed information 

are all different. But also, the ways our bodies engage with 

these are distinct at the level of manipulation and cognitive 

processing of the experience.

If I watch an embedded video, track events on a map 

that zooms, scales, and shifts between a schematic map to a 

street view with its photographic codes while I am reading 

through a text, following links, opening a series of windows, 

and so on, then what is it that constitutes the interface? And 

what organizes the relational experience? Unlike the con-

trolled experience of viewing a film, reading a graphic novel, 

or even performing the discontinuous reading of a book or 

newspaper, this experience has no a priori unifying ground 

on which the fragments relate. The exterior frame of a graph-

ic novel, the defining frame that delimits its boundaries, has 

more porousness and more fragility in a web environment. 

We note the limits of a site or repository, which may have the 

isolation and autonomy of a silo. But in most web environ-

ments, we are reading across a multiplicity of worlds, phe-

Web page frame  

conventions.

TheAtlantic.com 

frame structure.
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nomena, representations, arguments, presentations, and me-

dia modalities. The way we make connections across these 

disparities is different than when we work in a single delimit-

ed frame. The points of connection are perhaps best de-

scribed in terms of mathematical figures and architectural 

spaces: as nodes, edges, tangents, trajectories, hinges, bends, 

pipelines, portals. These are not the language of old media 

transferred to new, not a language that derives from theories 

of montage or cuts, editing or pastiche, allegory or appropria-

tion. Instead, these are structuring principles that refer to the 

constitutive nature of interface experiences of reading. 

Reading was always a performance of a text or work, 

always an active remaking through an instantiation. But 

reading rarely had to grapple with the distinctions between 

immersion and omniscience—as when we are experiencing 

the first person view of a video juxtaposed with manipula-

tion of a scalable map, with watching the social network re-

configure itself around a node of discourse even as the node 

is changing. Digital environments increasingly depend upon 

a whole series of contingent texts, transient documents, that 

are created on the fly by search and query, filtered browsing, 

or other results-based displays that last only a few moments 

on the screen in the stepping-stone sequence of user clicks 

that move from one ephemeral configuration to the next. In 

addition, the scale issues of reading across large corpora have 

produced numerous data mining approaches for distant 

reading, a term made popular by Franco Moretti. Like Lev 

Manovich’s cultural analytics, the approach depends on anal-

ysis of information in the digital files to present patterns of 

theme, sentiment, or other values at a scale impossible for 

human readers. Such projects often contain more hours of 

audio, visual, textual, or video files than could be looked at by 

a single individual across the span of a lifetime. Reading is 
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thus augmented by computational capacities, though the 

questions of meaning and value, and of the specific identity 

of those digitally produced surrogates and syntheses, pose 

new questions about the nature of reading and role of inter-

face as provocation.

The dynamic nature of the interface environment re-

configures our relation to the act of reading, ratcheting up 

the insistence on a constructivist approach that understands 

perception as a constitutive act. Countering traditional no-

tions of perception as a species’ ability to “address the true 

properties of the world, classify its structure, and evolve our 

senses to this end,” Hoffman suggests that perception is a 

“species-specific user interface that guides behavior.” Like the 

Chilean biologists Francesco Varela and Humberto Matura-

na, he demonstrates that no experience exists a priori, the 

world and its reading come into being in a codependent rela-

tion of affordances.228 The new affordances of web-based 

reading are not distinct from this, they are not another order 

of thing, a representation already made and structured, but a 

set of possibilities we encounter and from which we consti-

tute the tissue of experience. The constitutive act, however, in 

this new environment puts our bodies—eyes, ears, hands, 

heads—and our sensory apparatus into relation with rapidly 

changing modes. The integration of these into a comprehen-

sible experience seems to have emerged intuitively, since the 

frames within frames of the web interface provide sufficient 

cues to signal the necessary shifts of reading modes. 

Erving Goffman’s frame analysis is particularly relevant 

to the processing of a web environment where we are con-

stantly confronted with the need to figure out what domain 

or type of information is being offered and what tasks, be-

haviors, or possibilities it offers.229 To reiterate, on its own a 

typology of graphical elements does not account for the ways 
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in which format features provoke meaning production in a 

reader or viewer. The cognitive processing that occurs in the 

relation between such cues and a viewer is not mechanistic, 

predictable, or linear, but probablistic. Graphical features or-

ganize a field of visual information, but the activity of read-

ing follows other tendencies. These depend on embodied and 

situated knowledge, cultural conditions and training, the 

whole gamut of individually inflected and socially condi-

tioned skills and attitudes. Frame analysis is a schematic out-

line that formalizes certain basic principles of ways we pro-

cess information into cognitive value or go from stimulus to 

cognition. Filling in the details of ideological and hegemon-

ic cues, or reading specific artifacts as a production of an 

encounter—the production of text (reading) and produc-

tion of a subject of the text (reader)—is a process that de-

pends on specific cases. But the generalized scheme of 

frame analysis puts in place a crucial piece of our model of 

interface: the recognition that any piece of perceived infor-

mation has to be processed through a set of analytic frames 

that are grounded in cognitive experience in advance of be-

ing read as meaningful. We have to know where we are in 

the perceptual-cognitive loops—what scale the information 

is and what domain it belongs to, for instance—before we 

can make any sense of it at all. 

In a networked environment, such as an iPhone for in-

stance, the literal frames of buttons and icons form one set of 

organizing features. They chunk, isolate, segment, distinguish 

one activity or application from another, establishing the 

very basis of expectation for a user. Engagement follows, and 

then returns to the interface in an ongoing process of co-  

dependent involvement. But “frames” are not the same as 

these conspicuous graphical instances. Once we move away 

from the initial menu of options and into specific applica-
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tions or digital environments, a user is plunged into the com-

plex world of interlocking frames—commerce, entertain-

ment, information, work, communication—whose distinc-

tion within the screen space and interface depend on other 

conventions. For scholarly work, the ultimate focus of my 

inquiry, the relation among frames is integral to the rela-

tions of what are traditionally considered text and paratext. 

In a digital environment, those relations are loosened from 

their condition of fixity and can be reorganized and rear-

ranged according to shifting hierarchies of authority and 

priority. A footnote to one text becomes the link to a text 

which becomes the primary text in the next window or 

frame, and so forth.

The basic tenets of frame analysis depend on a vocabu-

lary for describing relations (rather than entities). Frames by 

definition depend on their place within a cognitive process 

of decision making that is sorting information along seman-

tic and syntactic axes, reading the metaphoric value of imag-

es and icon as well as their connection to larger wholes of 

which they are a part. In traditional frame theory certain be-

haviors are attributed to relations between frames. A frame 

can extend, intensify, connect, embed, juxtapose, or otherwise 

modify another frame and perception. The terminology is 

spatial and dynamic. It describes cognitive processes, not 

simple actions of an autonomous user, but codependent rela-

tions of user and system. In invoking frame analysis as part 

of the diagrammatic model of interpretation, we have moved 

from a traditional discussion of graphical formats as ele-

ments of a mise en page to a sense that we are involved with a 

mise en scene or système. This puts us on the threshold of in-

terface and a theory of constructivist processes that consti-

tute the interface as a site of such cognitive relations. Inter-

face is not a thing, but a zone of affordances organized to sup-
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port and provoke activities and behaviors probabilistically, 

rather than mechanically. Only by taking into full account the 

constructivist process of codependence that is implicit in 

frame analysis have we been able to move from a simple de-

scription of graphic features—as if they automatically produce 

certain effects—to a realization that the graphical organization 

only provides the provocations to cognition. They constrain 

and order the possibilities of meaning producing conditions, 

but do not produce any effect automatically. In fact, the very 

term “user” needs to be jettisoned—since it implies an autono-

my and agency independent of the circumstances of cogni-

tion—in favor of the “subject” familiar from critical theory. In-

terface theory has to proceed from the recognition that it is an 

extension of the theory of the subject, and that therefore the 

engineering approach to interface that is so central to HCI 

practitioners will need some modification. 

Humanistic interface

Before we launch into speculation, however, and offer a 

vision for reconfiguring arguments into constellationary 

form using the techniques of semantic web, topic maps, net-

work diagrams, and other computational means of visualiza-

tion and spatializing relations among units of thought, we 

should pause to examine a few striking instances of interface 

design that incorporate humanistic principles in their orga-

nization. One way this is accomplished is for an interface to 

express a content model that comes from critical study, edit-

ing, bibliography, or other traditions rooted in the apprecia-

tion and engagement with cultural materials. The Van Gogh 

Correspondence project is exemplary in this regard, offering 

a view into the repository that is structured by categories that 
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emerge from the material.230 Correspondents have senders 

and receivers, they have places from which they originate 

and to which they are sent. Van Gogh’s letters contain images, 

sketches, which are often related to paintings or other works, 

larger projects, and their development. The site features the 

facsimiles of the letters and their transcriptions in versions 

that respect their lineation as well as translate them into mul-

tiple languages for broader access and use. The fundamental 

considerations structuring the interface arose from the belief 

that these aesthetic materials would be studied, used, and an-

alyzed, not consumed. The Austrian Academy’s Die Fackel 

archive, a completely transcribed, marked-up, analysis of the 

work of the cultural critic Karl Kraus allows for faceted 

search and browsing of the entire run of the journal from 

1899 to 1936.231 The design of the interface, created by Anne 

Burdick, uses subtle choices in color palette, typography, and 

graphical features to push the substantive content of facsimi-

les, search results, and transcrip-

tion/analysis into the foreground. 

The complex navigation and ori-

entation features that guide a 

reader and show where he or 

she is at any moment relative to 

the archive as a whole produce a 

structuring effect that is situated 

within recognizable frames. At 

every point we know where we 

are, how we arrived, and how to 

move around while making use 

of the analytic features built into 

the project. If the Van Gogh 

project expresses a model of hu-

manistic content, the Die Fackel 

Interface design  

for the Vincent  

Van Gogh  

Letters Project.

Anne Burdick 

Design, Die Fackel 

web site design.
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project creates a humanistic environment that supports 

question, analysis, and study.

Two other exemplary projects are Greg Crane’s 

long-standing Perseus library of classical materials and the 

Chicago Encyclopedia.232 These offer a very different user ex-

perience through their argument structure and knowledge de-

sign. They share certain features, in particular, a rich informa-

tion infrastructure that cross-references terms, concepts, key-

words, sources, citations, and indices. Each is designed to allow 

multiple kinds of use and pathways, views into the data and 

content, through analytic process as well as reading experienc-

es. Neither has a single voice or narrative that organizes the 

whole into a linear presentation, though either may be used to 

read documents and interpretative materials in a linear way. 

Each optimizes, sometimes mini-

mally, the use of graphical organiza-

tion for navigation and orientation. 

The distinctive features that ground 

these interfaces and sites in a hu-

manistic inquiry is the combination 

of content models derived from hu-

manities content and the conviction 

that individual reading and study 

make the experience anew in each 

instance. The interface supports 

production of reading, rather than 

consumption of experience. 

Taking humanistic principles 

one step further, the artists Jona-

than Harris and Sep Kamvar’s proj-

ect, We Feel Fine, registers partici-

pants’ engagement by harvesting 

indicators of emotional states from 

Greg Crane, 

interface for the 

Perseus Digital 

Library.

Interface for the 

Encyclopedia  
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publically available Twitter feeds, Facebook postings, and so-

cial media of all kinds.233 The site is a pulse, an indicator, a 

living system in which collective emotional life is registered. 

The faceted search allows a viewer to select various criteria 

from demographic data banks and get a read on the state of 

mind of a defined segment of the population. Because the 

data is constantly refreshed and updated, the user can be part 

of the feedback loop that generates the next round of re-

sponse. Obviously issues of scale play a part, and no individ-

ual user makes a statistically significant difference, but that 

the system is driven by the constant recalibration of expres-

sions of emotional experience gives the project humanistic 

resonance. This dimension, of registering affective qualities 

of human experience, extends the mechanistic boundaries of 

computational processing into a dynamic relation with living 

beings whose continually differentiating experience is its life-

blood and core. As the force and shape of interpretation be-

gins to register on the humanistic corpus that contributes to 

the many streams of cultural material, 

incorporating these processes of assess-

ment and reflection has the potential to 

produce new ways of gauging and en-

gaging with the affective experience of 

being human.

Lessons from bibliography

Not only is it interesting to think 

about the book as an interface, but we 

can build on those insights for under-

standing how interfaces actually work. 

As is the case of screen interfaces, we 

Christian Nold, 

biomapping, 

from Emotional 
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(2009).
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tend to see the features of a book page as things, rather than 

as cues for reading and use. The purpose of headers, footers, 

page numbers, margins, gutters, indentations, tables of con-

tents, indices, and every other bit of text and paratext is to 

structure our reading. Solid blocks of undifferentiated text 

would be difficult to digest, even though this was the earlier 

condition from which the conventions of the codex as we 

know it have emerged. 

All of the graphic features of the book have functions. 

They work as presentation (what’s inscribed and present), 

representation (content of a text and/or image), navigation 

(wayfinding across the spaces of the book), orientation 

(sense of where one is in the whole), reference (into the 

sources and conversations on which a work is drawn), and 

social networking (the dialogues of commentary, footnotes, 

endnotes, and marginalia). Just like a web page, a book is a 

site of social exchange. Its apparent stability and fixity are an 

illusion. A book is a kind of snapshot across a stream of ex-

changes and debates, especially a scholarly book. The dynam-

ic properties usually attributed to new media are already ac-

tive and present within older forms. 

But where, when, and how did this scholarly book appa-

ratus emerge?

When the codex book form first appeared in the second 

and third centuries of the Common Era, the design of its 

page spaces drew on habits established with scrolls and tab-

lets for the arrangement of text in lines and columns.234 In 

these, as well as in manuscripts, we see many instances of 

graphical syntax that is semantically coded, such as basic 

reading order and direction. In the early centuries of the co-

dex, its textual inscriptions lack almost all other scoring fea-

tures. There were no spaces between words, no punctuation, 

no apparatus for searching or organizing a text, no call outs, 



163

INTERFACE AND INTERPRETATION

no headers, no subheads, no tables of contents, no indices. 

Texts supported continuous reading, but not searching or 

discontinuous use.

Schematic organizations gradually emerged to distin-

guish what we would call content types, or different aspects 

of texts, sorted by their identities, as captions, chapter titles, 

notes, and the like took on distinct roles and graphical forms. 

In his struggle to establish the authority of biblical texts, the 

third century scholar Origen created structured graphic de-

vices to organize his work.235 A multi-columned table (hexap-

la) that resembled an editorial spreadsheet was used to com-

pare variant texts. Other conventions, such Canon tables that 

make use of architectural motifs to create and reference struc-

tural divisions of space, served as mediating interfaces to 

Codex Sinaiticus 

(mid-fourth 
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Library.
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match passages and references in Gos-

pel texts. Similar tabular structures were 

then used to order other kinds of infor-

mation, such as the contents of alma-

nacs or chronicles. The very act of rul-

ing a vellum or parchment sheet creates 

a grid structure whose reasoned syntax 

may be put at the service of various 

knowledge representations.236 Books are 

structured spaces as surely as web pages 

with their wireframe organization.

According to the medievalist 

Malcolm Parkes, the scholarly book as 

we know it assumed its familiar form 

between the twelfth and fifteenth cen-

turies.237 This was an era of cultural transformation with re-

gard to knowledge and the technologies for its creation and 

dissemination. In the emerging intellectual centers of Spain, 

France, England, Italy, and Portugal, increasing professional-

ization, interest in secular knowledge and canon law, and 

changing conditions for urbanization gave rise to universities 

as self-regulating communities that were sanctioned either 

by civil or religious entities. The earlier, almost exclusive 

claim of monasteries to serve as the centers of knowledge 

production and preservation in the West began to dissolve 

after the twelfth century. The establishment of new mendi-

cant orders, Dominicans, Franciscans, in the early thir-

teenth century created a need for new, different, scholarly 

resources. Itinerant preachers wanted a single, all-purpose 

book that could be carried and used extensively as a refer-

ence work—it was also all they could afford. Their needs in 

part restructured the format of the scholarly book. 

In “The Influence of Ordinatio and Compilatio on the 

Canon tables,  

Book of Kells 
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Development of the Book,” Parkes writes: “The late medieval 

book differs more from its early medieval predecessors than 

it does from the printed books of our own day. The scholarly 

apparatus that we take for granted—analytical table of con-

tents, text disposed into books, chapters, and paragraphs, and 

accompanied by footnotes and index—originated in the ap-

plications of notions of ordinatio and compilatio by writers, 

scribes, rubricators of the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fif-

teenth centuries.”238 In detailing the conditions under which 

these features come into being, Parkes traces changes in read-

ing practice from a monastic lectio that was meditative and 

linear to a scholastic one that was active, non-linear, charac-

terized by cross-referencing, synthesis, and argument. Thus 

the changes in “mise-en-page of texts were bound up with 

the developments in the methods of scholarship and changes 

in attitudes to study.” Earlier codices used a format that had 

little textual apparatus surrounding it, because no perceived 
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need existed. Elaborate commentaries and glosses made use 

of graphical means for distinguishing different orders of text. 

These visual distinctions also support navigation through a 

bound book, with call outs, headers, and other features as-

sisting the practice of discontinuous reading. In addition to 

helping locate specific chapters or verses, these new para-

texts made it possible to sustain a scholarly system of reli-

able citation. The advantages of graphical organization be-

came readily apparent and were copied extensively as well 

as expanded.

Once the conventional features of page layout are un-

derstood as elements developed to serve functions, their de-

sign goes beyond harmonious layout or pleasing proportions. 

The page structures conventionalized in medieval manu-

scripts are adopted into printed books and digital docu-

ments. They permit clear encoding of the relations of text to 

commentary, text to paratext, and apparatus to the whole 

space of the book. In digital formats, some of these features 
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are imitated without understanding the purpose that they 

served, and without understanding that orientation and navi-

gation are features of the codex that have yet to be worked 

out systematically in digital documents. So conventionalized 

are the elements of texts and their codified relations that we 

author with those structures in mind. A table of contents, 

added at the end of a project as if it were the summary and 

introduction to the whole, is both a fiction and a highly for-

mula-driven piece of writing. The text has to be produced in 

conformance with expectations, composed under graphical 

constraint. Footnotes point outward to the discourse field of 

textual production, to the communities with which an author 

is in dialogue. These find their way into sidebars and hyper-

links, even as other conventions have quickly arisen in the 

organization of screen space that guide its allocation to dif-

ferent purposes according to positions. Just as a running 

header on a page or a page number on the outside edge is a 

device whose presence arises from use, so equivalents in digi-

tal environments have been created on the basis of function-

ality, not just as graphical features. The aside, the comment, 

the marginal note, the index, and chapter heads or subheads, 

are part of our process of composition (and certainly em-

ployed in the processes of editing). They guide our writing in 

advance of reading. Or have. Things are changing. New writ-

ing modes are shaped by social media, by email, blogs, Twit-

ter, and wikis. In these changing conventions the surface of 

interface often conceals the back-end technical and concep-

tual processes by which they are produced. Collaborative 

modes of writing, as in wiki production, absorb individual 

authors into texts at the word, phrase, and fragment level. 

Attribution and citation do not mark themselves on the front 

pages as a brand and introduction, but have to be sought in 

bylines or citation indices. Navigation and display are in-
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creasingly intertwined as well, with analytic processing and 

data mining generating on-the-fly visualizations that can be 

used as points of entry to search, retrieve, or engage with the 

files represented onscreen. The rules are more complicated, 

less obvious, less accessible, at least for the present.

We rely on spatial specificity to organize written lan-

guage (or multimedia texts, for that matter). As new func-

tionalities begin to emerge in the modular and data driven 

organization of interconnected corpora, the features that 

have to be structured into designs for use are also changing. 

The tactile user interface supports scale changes, diving and 

drilling, expansion and compression, in ways that the materi-

al substrate of paper could only hint at. 

The shift from manuscript page to layouts dependent 

on print technology reinforced tendencies toward squareness 

(quadrature) and invariant type size and style. These are not 

absolute requirements for printed pages, but production 

means—letterpress, linotype, phototype, and digital typeset-

ting—were all designed to support these conventions. By 

contrast, for manuscript pages to contain lines of text that are 

evenly sized and spaced demands disciplined attention to the 

calligraphic tasks. The affordances of each medium are fun-

damentally different. The lower limits of micrographia are 

determined only by the ability of a scribe to manipulate the 

point of a pen, and insertion of one line after another into 

the space between two pre-existing lines of text is governed 

only by a principle of elasticity, not strict decorum. When we 

look at the elaborated commentaries that decorate the pages 

of manuscripts in the Middle Ages, when conventions of 

navigation, reading, and writing were being established as 

customs for use, we see the origins of our habits alongside 

the opportunities that had to be let go within the constraints 

of printed forms. Digital environments have imitated the 
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squareness of print, though in fact 

no feature in the technology de-

termines this, just conventions of 

design and reading. Pad devices 

have integrated the scale- chang-

ing capacities of digital display, 

previously activated with zoom 

icons or percentage values, into 

the tactile interface. Conceptual-

izing conventions and roles for 

spatial relations among semantic 

elements in these modes goes far 

beyond the fantasies of hypertext 

that initially seemed to be the 

horizon of opportunity for the 

exploded or extended book.

A striking instance of con-

ventionalization appears in the rules governing the place-

ment of interpretative texts in the published versions of com-

mentary on the Torah, known as the Talmud.239 The earliest 

printed editions were created in Venice in the 1480s.240 The 

comprehensive commentaries of the late eleventh century 

scholar, Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac (referred to by an acronym 

based on his initials, Rashi), were placed in a regular position 

as the four lines in the uppermost right hand corner of the 

page.241 This format was adopted by the sixteenth century 

printer Daniel Bom- berg for his layout of the Babylonian 

Talmud. The design came into wide circulation in a format 

that continues in use to the present day.242 The Talmud’s 

graphical organization not only puts textual elements into a 

design structure that carries semantic value, it also encodes 

assumptions about the consensual system of knowledge pro-

duction within a community. Reading practices are coded to 
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appeal to and signal a 

self-acknowledged and 

self-identifying group. 

The page serves as a spe-

cific site of mediation, a 

record of exchange with-

in a tradition whose par-

ticipants know and per-

petuate its codes. They 

do not just know how to 

read the book, they know 

they are identified by its 

format as its implied 

readers. Similar observa-

tions could be brought to 

bear on other complex 

texts whose commentary and scholarly apparatus serve spe-

cialized fields of knowledge—law, religious doctrine, philoso-

phy, and so on across varied disciplines of human inquiry—

where the space of the page holds the conversation in place, 

marking its dialogues and exchanges, debates and conten-

tious struggles. Printed and manuscript pages are and were 

their own snapshot of a continuum of socially networked 

exchanges. Their flexibility and mutability has much to offer 

to the current investigation of design for humanistic work. 

The enthusiasm for innovation that came with the first 

wave of hypertext writing in the 1980s brought equal parts 

insight and exaggeration to the idea of creating imaginative 

works that played with diagrammatic features.243 Earlier vi-

sions of branching narratives are usually tracked to Vannevar 

Bush’s 1945 paper, “As We May Think,” to the first works pub-

lished by Theodor Nelson in the 1960s, or in some of the ex-

periments of innovative writers who played with alternative 
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structures in analogue or digital work, such as Julio Cortazar 

in Hopscotch, first published in 1963, or the computationally 

generated text first published in 1984, The Policeman’s Beard 

Is Half-Constructed.244 Artists had made projects that used 

alternative physical and graphical structures—decks of cards, 

collage techniques, combinatoric processes—in analogue 

form since early Dada experiments in the 1910s.245 But hy-

perbolic critical claims exaggerated the binaristic distinction 

between the linearity of print and the non-linearity of pro-

grams like Hypercard.246 Designed for Apple and launched in 

1987, Hypercard was a milestone, offering an easy to use plat-

form for creating combinatoric works built in chunks whose 

sequence did not have to be locked into the single linear se-

quence. The possibilities seemed limitless. Branching and 

linking, the basic underpinnings of the web, were embodied 

in its programming. The structure of hypertext could be ren-

dered in a diagram, as well as experienced as multiple path-

ways through the reading. Hypertext chunking allowed a 

conceptual separation between content types (such as foot-

notes, sources, cita-

tions, primary materi-

als, and other ele-

ments) to be made 

more explicit in the 

storage, and thus ma-

nipulation, of these 

units. This modular 

quality served to break 

a text into narrative 

units for combinatoric 

play, with relations 

specified in links, or in 

a database structure. 

Hypertext map 

from the early 
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World Wide Web
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These ways of working have become so integral to our daily 

practice that we barely pause to consider their structuring 

principles or effects.

Now hypertext seems quaint, its tropes evoke nostalgia 

rather than future visions. Augmented displays and net-

worked databases that produce real-time texts from proto-

cols that are geo-spatially located, or triggered by data pro-

files and personae, or other automated processes, make hy-

pertext seem like child’s play in an early sandbox of digital 

imaginings. Nonetheless, our critical engagement with data-

base rhetoric as a compositional mode lags behind. The no-

tion of creating content types to undergird creative or even 

critical scholarly writing and shaping discourse production 

as an extension of data formats is only the province of a few 

experimental writers or scholars. Digital display and the be-

haviors afforded by APIs, application programming interfac-

es, have generated the aesthetic vocabulary that drives most 

new forms of textual production online. Back-end conceptu-

Ted Nelson,  
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al thinking as a compositional method, with spatialized and 

graphical relations expressing semantic values, occurs only in 

rare or technical instances, usually performed by profession-

als in information fields or artists with programming skills. 

We have a way to go before a broader swath of the literate 

population has the compositional/computational skills to 

push beyond bibliographical conventions and into digitally 

driven design concepts.

The binarism stressed by early hypertext writers and 

theorists suggested that the compositional techniques that 

took up Jorge Luis Borges’s image of the “garden of forking 

paths” heralded the arrival of a new era of literary liberation 

from the tedium of linearity imposed by conventions of 

print.247 In pausing to think about the ways authoring absorbs 

and depends on provocations coded into the graphical space 

that maps relations among one bit of text and another, we are 

bringing questions about the authoring platforms and poten-

tial/poetential of electronic space into view. Formats in elec-

tronic space have reprised some of the older textual modes 

of production, even as these are interpenetrated with the 

now ubiquitous structure of cross references and linking. 

Blogs are scroll forms, social media sites are galleries, a list of 

tweets has diagrammatic codes, a Wiki divides its screen dis-

play into topic, introduction, and overview outline. Many of 

these formats do not mimic any particular script predecessor, 

even if they preserve footnotes, references, or citations orga-

nized according to print conventions. Scrolling texts, pop up 

windows, rapid refresh in screen displays, all introduce a 

more rapid temporal rate of re-inscription than print al-

lowed, but the flat space of display to which most screen 

writing is reduced is, if anything, far less graphically sophisti-

cated than the spatialized physicality of a three-dimensional 

codex. When we consider where and how writing spaces un-
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fold in terms of the screen, we see that most use the down-

ward vector of the scroll to extend the writing space and the 

infinite sidebar as a way of navigating. We gauge our place in 

a sliding sidebar of text, but do not necessarily have a good 

sense of its overall size or scope. The accumulating tail of a 

blog seems even less constrained, as if it were simply unroll-

ing over time, its chunks lopped off to be archived by month 

or week or day. This is writing without constraint, a mode of 

production that has no limits in terms of quantity and fre-

quency, and yet is very formulaic in its appearance and rhe-

torical structures. The graphical codes that express culturally 

and technically pro-

duced protocols are as 

intimately bound in 

digital environment as 

in analogue ones. If 

anything, our sensitivi-

ty to the function of 

graphical formats has 

returned from digital 

to print in recent expe-

rience, as acts of inno-

vation and remediation create a dialogue across media.  Our 

retrospective glance illuminates the bibliographical past. 

Suddenly it seems useful to mine it for ways of approaching 

the digital future, now that we have a metalanguage to de-

scribe the connection between its forms and its operations.

Books of the future, the future of books—how do we 

secure the place of humanity and human values at the core of 

a technophilic world? As we have seen, we think we know 

what a book is—a finite, bounded, set of sequenced pages, 

defined by its form as an object. We think it is a thing that we 

hold in our hands, finished and complete, a series of orga-

Sandra Gorman

and Danny 

Cannizzaro, 

design for

Penumbra, a 

multi-scaled  

flexible writing  

space; (courtesy  

of the artists).



175

INTERFACE AND INTERPRETATION

nized openings with recog-

nizable and familiar physi-

cal and graphic features. But 

in fact, a book is a momen-

tary slice through a complex 

stream of many networked 

conversations, versions, and 

fields of debate and refer-

ence across a wide variety of 

times and places. A book is a 

temporary intervention in a 

living field of language, im-

ages, and ideas. Each instan-

tiation re-codifies the image 

of a book as an icon—

whether mythic or banal, a 

treasure or an ordinary ob-

ject of daily use.  

The book of the future 

will not simply imitate the 

forms of a codex migrated onto new platforms or appearing as 

apps on an array of devices. It will arise from an analysis of the 

functions of each element of design for purposes of navigation, 

orientation, representation, reference, and commentary and 

then rethink the ways the capacities of networked electronic 

environments can extend these functionalities and encode 

them in an innovative approach to design. The future book will 

be fluid, a conditional configuration based on a call to the vast 

repositories of knowledge, images, interpretation, and interac-

tive platforms. A book will be an interface, a richly networked 

portal, organized along lines of inquiry in which primary 

source materials, secondary interpretations, witnesses and evi-

dence, are all available, incorporated, made accessible for use.
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Toward humanistic design

We are in the incunabula period of information design. 

The scale of complexity challenges our conceptual models. 

The new condition for scholarly activity is relational and dy-

namic. To visualize these networked relations, communities 

of scholarly exchange, argument, comment, linked references, 

framings, and embedded citations, new conventions that do 

not rely on book structures are emerging. Informational de-

rivatives of data mining, analytics, visualization, and display 

are increasingly a part of a reading environment in scholarly, 

political, and business activity. We have to imagine the design 

of a situation of sustained activity, a series of events. Just as 

Parkes makes clear that the graphical formats that become 

solidified in printed books had their origins in a cultural 

transformation that began several centuries earlier, in ways 

Ben Fry, 

visualization of 

editions of Charles 

Darwin’s Origin  

of the Species 

showing changes  

to text (2009).
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the “structuring of reasoning came to be reflected in the 

physical appearance of books,” so the creation of digital envi-

ronments for interpretative writing will refer back to earlier 

precedents and extend their possibilities.248 

In essence the same critique leveled by post-structural-

ists against New Criticism is pertinent to the critique of for-

mal structures—whether these are the forms and formats of 

information visualizations or the screen environments that 

reify behaviors and tasks in interface designs.249 The “text” of 

the graphic expressions I have been attending to in this book 

is not stable and self-evident. The meaning of these expres-

sions cannot be fixed simply by a detailed reading of their 

elements. The grid of wireframes is neither a set of neutral 

boxes for content nor a particular iconographic element. It is 

a structuring space whose relations create value through po-

sition, hierarchy, juxtaposition, and other features in an act of 

interpretation. These position us within the order of the dis-

course; they are structuring regimes. An interface is a space in 

which a subject, not a user, is invoked. Interface is an enunci-

ative system. Texts and speakers are situated within pragmat-

ic circumstances of use, ritual, exchange, and communities of 

practice. They are affected by it, and so is what they “read” or 

“receive” through an interface and they/we are produced by 

it. Taking critical insights from literary, cultural, and gender 

studies into our current practice will invigorate interface de-

sign, as will cross-cultural perspectives. Many designers, such 

as Dunne and Raby, Garnet Hertz, and Matt Ratto, take no-

tions of critical interface and critical making as ways to inter-

vene in social conditions. In their work, “critical” is closely 

aligned with “activist” and their designs are meant to prompt 

action and change. But the performance of critical thought 

does not necessarily have an instrumental aim. By contrast, 

merely reading an interface with the same techniques we 
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used to read Young Mr. Lincoln, or following psychoanalytic 

arguments into a new realm of semiotic analysis, is a rather 

tedious and predictable path.250 Though this might have some 

value in the undergraduate classroom, as the unpacking of 

ideological subtexts fascinates the young, the real challenge is 

in conceptualizing the spaces of interfaces that engage hu-

manistic theory. 

When we finally have humanist computer languages, 

interpretative interfaces, and information systems that can 

tolerate inconsistency among types of knowledge representa-

tion, classification, fluid ontologies, and navigation, then the 

humanist dialogue with digital environments will have at the 

very least advanced beyond complete submission to the 

terms set by disciplines whose fundamental beliefs are anti-

thetical to interpretation. 

The critical design of interpretative interface will push 

beyond the goals of “efficient” and “transparent” designs for 

the organization of behaviors and actions, and mobilize a 

critical network that exposes, calls to attention, its made-

ness—and by extension, the constructedness of knowledge, 

its interpretative dimensions. This will orchestrate, at least a 

bit, the shift from conceptions of interface as things and enti-

ties to that of an event-space of interpretative activity. 

We must redress the odd amnesia that has come with 

the exigencies and tasks defined by digital media and recall 

our humanist commitment to interpretation. This means em-

bracing ambiguity and uncertainty, contradictions and the 

lack of fixity or singularity. No file is ever self-identical, and 

certainly no file is ever the same twice. All expressions in hu-

man systems are constitutive, non-representational, and con-

tent models, forms of classification, taxonomy, or informa-

tion organization embody ideology. Ontologies are ideolo-

gies, through and through, as naming, ordering, and parama-
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terizing are interpretative acts that enact their view of knowl-

edge, reality, and experience and give it form. All acts of mi-

gration from one medium to another, one state of instantia-

tion to another, are mutations. The antidote to the familiarity 

that blinds us is the embrace of parallax, disaggregation of 

the illusion of singularity through comparatist and relativist 

approaches, and engagement with fragmentation and partial 

presentations of knowledge that expose the illusion of seam-

less wholeness. Veils of illusion are replaced with other illu-

sions. We know this. But acknowledging the refracting effect 

of individual interpretations across multivalent views creates 

a restless engagement with the acts of knowing. More atten-

tion to acts of producing and less emphasis on product, the 

creation of an interface that is meant to expose and support 

the activity of interpretation, rather than to display finished 

forms, would be a good starting place.



See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319293202

Operating anew: Queering GIS with good enough software

Article  in  Canadian Geographer / Le Géographe canadien · August 2017

DOI: 10.1111/cag.12397

CITATIONS

5
READS

40

1 author:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

Transgender social media View project

A Queer New York: Geographies of Lesbians, Dykes, and Queers, 1983-2008 View project

Jen Jack Gieseking

University of Kentucky

34 PUBLICATIONS   151 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Jen Jack Gieseking on 19 September 2018.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319293202_Operating_anew_Queering_GIS_with_good_enough_software?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319293202_Operating_anew_Queering_GIS_with_good_enough_software?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Transgender-social-media?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/A-Queer-New-York-Geographies-of-Lesbians-Dykes-and-Queers-1983-2008?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jen_Jack_Gieseking?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jen_Jack_Gieseking?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University_of_Kentucky?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jen_Jack_Gieseking?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jen_Jack_Gieseking?enrichId=rgreq-bc2fe2328c54b85cd4550d2d40daf4ee-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxOTI5MzIwMjtBUzo2NzI1NTI4OTI0OTc5MjZAMTUzNzM2MDUxMzkxNg%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


Do not cite, quote, or reprint without permission. Instead, cite: 
Gieseking, Jen Jack. 2018. Operating Anew: Queering GIS with Good Enough Software. Canadian Geographer. 

Operating Anew: Queering GIS with Good Enough Software 
 
SHORT TITLE: Operating Anew 
 
Jen Jack Gieseking 
American Studies Program, Trinity College 
 
In the last decade, conversations around queering of GIScience emerged. Drawing on 
literature from feminist and queer critical GIS with special attention to the under-examined 
political economy of GIS, I suggest that the critical project of queering all of GIS, both 
GIScience and GISystems, requires not just recognition of the labor and lives of queers and 
research in geographies of sexualities. Based upon a queer feminist political economic 
critique and evidenced in my teaching critical GIS at two elite liberal arts colleges, I argue 
that “status quo” between ESRI and geography as a field must be interrupted. Extending a 
critical GIS focus beyond data structures and data ethics, I argue that geographic 
researchers and instructors have a responsibility in queering our choice and production of 
software, algorithms, and code alike. I call this production and choice of democratic, 
accessible, and useful software by, for, and about the needs of its users good enough 
software. Instead, I argue that “status quo” between ESRI and geography as a field must be 
interrupted. 
 
Keywords: critical GIS, queer, QGIS, pedagogy, free and open-sourced software (FOSS) 
 
Key message: 

• I argue that “status quo” between ESRI and geography as a field must be interrupted. 
• Geographic researchers and instructors have a responsibility in queering our choice 

and production of software, algorithms, and code alike 
• The production and choice of democratic, accessible, and useful software by, for, 

and about the needs of its users good enough software. 
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Operating Anew: Queering GIS with Good Enough Software  

  

Jen Jack Gieseking 

American Studies Program, Trinity College 

 

In the last decade, conversations around queering of GIS have emerged. Queering allows 

scholars an analytic from which to refuse norms, hierarchies, and binaries in order to accept 

fluidity, rather than assume the fixity of positions and knowledge. Queering GIS is applicable 

in a variety of areas, from research to teaching, from other academic labor such as service 

and advising to the act of selecting and producing our software. Such a participatory 

position urges GIS users to let go of how we think GIS must work and reinvent the 

geographical imagination of GIS to create an operating system of our own.   

 

Drawing on literature from feminist and queer critical GIS with special attention to the under-

examined political economy of GIS, I argue that “status quo” between ESRI and geography 

as a field must be interrupted. My arguments derive from my experience of teaching critical 

GIS at two elite, U.S. New England liberal arts colleges: Trinity College and Bowdoin College. I 

suggest that the critical project of queering all of GIS, both GIScience and GISystems, 

requires not just recognition of the labor and lives of queers and research in geographies of 

sexualities, and participating in these debates. Extending a queer critical GIS focus beyond 

data structures and data ethics, I argue that geographic researchers and instructors have a 

responsibility in queering our choice and production of software, algorithms, and code alike. 

I call this production and choice of democratic, accessible, and useful software by, for, and 

about the needs of its users good enough software.  

 

My call for the use of good enough software evolves primarily from a queer feminist 

approach which refuses norms and hierarchies, namely top-down notions of a GIS “industry 

standard” defined by ESRI products alone. Assumptions of what is the “industry standard” 

evolve from the literature, conference papers, and marketing alike. For example, in a review 

of EBSCO’s Academic Search Premiere article database in October 2016 mentions of the 

words GIS and any of the following terms, the variations in software mentions are 

staggering. Open source desktop applications are mentioned least, such as OpenJUMP (11) 
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and QGIS (246); web-based applications rank next, including Vojo.co (2), CartoDB (11), 

MapBox (22), OSM (286), and Google Maps (749); and proprietary desktop applications 

take the top position, i.e. ArcView (3,299), ArcGIS (5,722), and ESRI (6,617). Put another 

way, ESRI alone is mentioned over 60% more than web-based applications and a staggering 

600% more than open source GIS desktop applications! While these mentions do not 

definitively define what software is used or taught, they mark powerful trends in the field.  

 

The political economy of these rankings is also important: at-cost of desktop packages are 

mentioned foremost, followed by less costly geoweb applications, with open source desktop 

platforms last. ESRI products are surely the most advanced, but they also require expensive 

licenses. Proprietary products may be less difficult for students to purchase, but are 

especially costly for recent graduates, the unemployed and partially employed, non-profits, 

start-ups, small businesses, and community activists. In 2014, a professional license cost 

$1,500 for ArcGIS Basic, $7,000 for ArcGIS Standard, and costs varied for ArcGIS Advanced. 

Defining any type software as the “standard” for a field—let alone letting an academic 

discipline slide merely into the realm of “industry”—and then denying access to that software 

is an act of injustice. Or, as David O’Sullivan writes in an important footnote, “At the prices 

ESRI charge for their software, it is hard to see how the technology can empower anyone not 

already empowered!” (2006, 789).  

 

Most activists, NGOs, students, and even scholars require more basic map design and 

spatial statistics than at-cost packages entail, while formal training is often necessary for 

most to make full use of most GIS applocations. Teaching and learning GIS can be difficult 

for a myriad of reasons, including internet bandwidth, hardware issues, spatial data 

availability and permissions, competence with learning software generally, and cost of 

software service (see Kerski 2015; Rickles and Ellul 2015). These various dilemmas mask 

the most vital issue: the distinction between “training” for GIS “skills” versus critical 

education of the development and use of GIS data, software, and algorithms (Ghose 2001; 

Sinha et al. 2016).  

 

Offering students the ability to learn and critically engage with the “industry standard” is 

important for furthering GIS analysis but, I suggest, the political economic constraints of 
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such complicated programs should afford students the ability to learn GIS as a way of 

thinking and mapping beyond software alone. Like choosing the right method to fit a 

research question, teachers and researchers must select and/or program software—good 

enough software—to fit their goals and needs. What is at stake is the field of geography’s 

power in shaping what is possible of GIS rather than assuming ESRI as the “industry 

standard.” It is imperative that critical GIS also invigorate for a choice in our software by 

geographers, those who teach and research what knowledge defines geography itself. I 

reflect on teaching the free and open source (FOSS) software QGIS (qgis.org), a GIS software 

package licensed under the GNU public license, along with other publicly accessible 

software. I pay special attention to the political economic benefits and drawbacks for 

transmitting the knowledge of GIS as a case for queering critical GIS. 

 

A Queer Feminist Approach for Critical GIS 

At the turn of the century, fiery debates about the role, use, and limitation of GIS erupted. 

Many critical geographers highlighted the “implications of GIS and its deleterious effects for 

society,” such as surveillance, military deployment, complicity in capitalist economic growth, 

masculinist algorithms (Leszczynski 2009, 582). Many of the positive—and sometimes less 

critical—portrayals of GIS relate to studies and pedagogies of empowerment and social 

change: participatory GIS (PGIS) or public participation GIS (PPGIS) using both geoweb 

application or desktop GIS. Scholars have combined P/PGIS with fieldwork to teach activists, 

community partners, and students alike to address the limits and uses of GIS (see Rickles 

and Ellul 2015; Sinha et al. 2016). Critical GIS recognizes the limits to GIS as a solution for 

the common good: “It would certainly be easy to see the range and vitality of PGIS 

[participatory GIS] work as vindication of naively optimistic approaches that suggest GIS is 

an infinitely malleable and neutral technology applicable by any community for the 

furtherance of their own ends” (O’Sullivan 2006, 785). In other words, merely teaching GIS 

to community members may produce the same maps of injustice that critical GIS studies 

seek to intervene in. Instead, critical GIS asks us to examine the dimensions of social, 

economic, and political power and inequality related to and revealed by GIS.  

 

The profound limits and opportunities of GIS relate to and develop from issues of political 

economy. GIS’s standard-bearer as geography’s key offering in the public imaginary relates 
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heavily to ESRI’s monopoly status in the field as GIS software provider, and both GIS and 

ESRI represent if not define the field to other disciplines and the public. Just two years 

previous, GIS scholars reflected on the University of Washington’s Friday Harbor 

Laboratories 2014 meeting: “we find that a political economy of geospatial technologies 

remains largely undeveloped” (Thatcher et al. 2015, 817). This call reasserts Nadine 

Schurrman’s 2002 urging to place social theory and GIS in dialogue so that technology not 

be seen as “somehow separate from society” (2002, 261). Not just a problem in geography, 

digital humanists write about how the same absence painfully resonates in their own work 

as well (see Liu 2012; McPherson 2014; Posner 2016). I pick up this under-examined 

thread of political economy through a queer feminist lens. 

 

While queering has been a more recent addition to critical GIS, feminist approaches marked 

a sharp turn in the tone of conversations around the politics of GIS. Mei-Po Kwan’s (2002b) 

important article on “feminist visualization” argues for working from situated knowledges 

against positivistic assumptions and limitations. Such important work continues today. 

Leszczynski and Elwood (2015) noted how experiences in gender matters in new “practices 

of data creation and curation”—and the ways in which digital spatialities shape everyday life, 

from social media to smart phones, the marketing and decreasing privacy of our data to 

drone surveillance.  

 

The project of queering geography extends feminist approaches by requiring an account of 

queer identities and engaging in a broader project of refuting norms, binaries, and 

hierarchies. Work on queering and queer GIS stems from two papers from Brown and Knopp 

that focus on geospatial data. In “Place or Polygons” (2006), they speak to the insights and 

misassumptions of The Gay & Lesbian Atlas (2004) by showing the ways that scale masks 

the lived experience of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and/or queer (LGBTQ) life as lived 

neighborhood borders do not sync with census tract borders. Brown and Knopp take a queer 

turn for critical GIS when they argue that data and scale have “potentially very powerful 

consequences for the production of visible political subjects…and hence to the processes 

and practices constituting governmentality” (2006, 236–37). The authors write about this 

catch-22 for and from a queer epistemology:  
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Like all political and decision-making processes, those around participatory GIS are 

shot through with multidimensional power relations of class, race, and gender, 

structural forces of capitalism, unequal access to spatial data, and unanticipated 

and antidemocratic outcomes (2008, 44).  

 

Their argument, which calls for queering the map (2008), speaks to the queer tensions in 

the act of mapping itself: the fixity of categorization, the debatable categories of what counts 

as a LGBTQ place or not, and the shifting nature of what counts as LGBTQ over time. 

 

Queer theory in other fields, such as communications studies, shares an analysis linking the 

political economy of software to inequalities. For example, Shaka McGlotten (2016) writes in 

his queer, critical race work on black data that we are controlled and captured through 

capitalist derived and supported means of data collection and analysis. If we take up 

McGlotten, Brown, and Knopp’s insights, we find ourselves returning to question the social 

inequalities written into the algorithms and structure of code of software. This literature 

heavily shaped my teaching of the open source GIS software QGIS. In the next section, I 

describe the queerly framed pedagogy of those classes and the outcomes of students 

learning a program they can use and apply again without financial burdens.1 

 

 

In the Field and at the Monitor: The Digital Image of Two Cities 

I teach and have taught in two elite undergraduate liberal arts colleges, Bowdoin College 

and Trinity College. In these colleges, like most U.S. colleges (i.e. not research universities), 

geography by and large remains the work of one full-time lecturer who instructs GIS courses. 

The course, Digital Image of the City (DIOTC), attempted to further bring critical GIS to both 

campuses (http://commons.trincoll.edu/amst-digitalcity/). Like Rina Ghose who taught a 

group of working class urban activists to use GIS, I wanted to give my students knowledge 

about cartography and GIS in order to “access public information, create new database from 

their own surveys, and analyzing these databases” and, in so doing, to inform city policy and 

management (2001, 141). Unlike Ghose, the students in my colleges were largely white, 

middle and upper class, and had access to resources both on campus and beyond. As such, 

my focus was to have students in a participatory approach, to listen and learn from the 
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citizens of the urban communities we studied rather than project their goals and 

expectations upon them. I describe the course goals, projects, interaction with community 

partners, process of conducting research, creation of digital data, and the GIS education 

process itself; I use the identical structure to Ghose’s paper in the hopes it can be a model 

for increasing pedagogical discussion in research conversations. 

 

1. Course Goals 

In the fall of 2014, I originated DIOTC at Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine about 

Portland, Maine (35 miles south), and I taught the course for a second time in the fall of 

2015 at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut about Hartford. New England liberal arts 

colleges of ivy and classical brick architecture with resplendent quads tend to reside in 

small towns, with Trinity being the only exception to reside in a city. Both New England cities 

(i.e. northeastern U.S. cities) would be considered smaller cities, with populations of 66,000 

in Portland and 514,000 in the metropolitan area, and 120,000 in Hartford and 1.2 million 

in the metropolitan area (see Chen and Bacon 2013). Portland thrives, like the State of 

Maine, on its primary industry of tourism, while Hartford is one of the poorest U.S. cities in 

one of the richest states and has not recovered from the overseas export of most industrial 

employment. While projects about the city are common at Trinity which supports a world-

renowned Community Learning Initiative, my Bowdoin course was the first in the college’s 

221 year history to focus on the nearby city of Portland.  

 

DIOTC was originated in Bowdoin’s emerging Digital and Computational Studies program, 

which drew students across the disciplines, and then reworked the course for Trinity’s 

American Studies program, which drew primarily humanities-based studies before my 

arrival. The core-learning goal for both courses was identical: “Through in class discussions 

and research and writing assignments, you will develop fluency in cutting-edge issues 

around urban issues and hone your own position on these debates.” I blended urban theory, 

urban studies, and critical GIS and cartography readings on the city of study, New York City 

(as a nearby, relatable, and popular example), and national and international trends to allow 

students a lens through which to read and act within the complexity of the city. Students 

alternated among reading discussion classes, field trips, social science data gathering 

lessons and exercises, and QGIS lessons, each class relating to the last and next. Our 
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readings on the power of maps and the critical history of their production shocked my 

students on both campuses. We talked at length about the power to shape the way we 

imagine and experience the world as digital cartographers using GIS, and the responsibility 

that goes with that. One-third of course time was devoted to learning GIS, how to find and 

make use of open data, how to create datasets relevant to their projects, and how to 

understand the process of research in each of our steps.  

 

The multi-layered project requirements and readings were a tall order but each element was 

required to piece together a deep understanding of the city. Both classes sought to help 

develop the student’s ability to speak and even intervene on issues of social and spatial 

injustice in partnership with government officials and citizen-activists. Few of the students 

had walked either city, and only some had visited these cities beyond entering a café, bar, 

concert, or museum. Pushing them to think about and account for their positions of privilege 

in their relationship to the city and their residents was essential. I asked them to think 

through and articulate their own ideas of the “common good” for cities to help illuminate 

who they worked for and with, and to what ends. 

 

2. Project and Process: Comprehending and Mapping City Needs 

As a pedagogue who believes in teaching the practice of research in the classroom, I begin 

each of my classes with the first two pages of postcolonial scholar Arjun Appadurai’s “Right 

to Research.” Appadurai argues that the “right to research” is a “specialized name for a 

generalized capacity to make interdisciplinary inquiries into those things we need to know, 

but do not know yet” (2006, 167). Appadurai calls for the 30% of the world’s population with 

no access to higher education to lay claim to the right to research. I use his powerful 

statement as a way to get my students at elite institutions to take up their role in 

researching with those who have less power. We discussed how democratic, critical 

geography and GIS indeed is more than a matter of access (see Haklay 2013; Aalbers 

2014). Critical GIS grew as an idea to them as we critically examined and made maps, and 

thought through the software, data, and structures that shape everyday understanding of 

space, self, and other. 
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Students’ final projects required them to choose an issue identified by the city’s citizens, key 

stakeholders, and/or media. In that way, they work for and with rather than merely about an 

issue. I see this interaction as a queer feminist intervention in traditional, top-down city 

planning processes that afforded bottom-up contributions from youth and the people they 

interviewed and interacted with. Using qualitative and GIS research, students were to 

describe the look and function (but not actually code) of a website, app, or technological 

infrastructure that could improve the city for the common good. I was intent on teaching 

students GIS through a lens of public and self-empowerment, to give them the tools to 

shape the world they see for, by, and about the common good. Drawing on their wide range 

and use of digital platforms and devices as college-aged students (all were traditional 

college age), the students possessed technological imaginations that gave way for apps, 

sites, and infrastructure that exceeded traditional urban planning. To that end, I combined 

problem-based learning about real world issues in both cities with field work and critical GIS 

in the form of student research projects (see Ellul 2015; Sinha et al. 2016).  

 

With 24 students in my Bowdoin class and 8 in my Trinity seminar, about one-fourth of my 

Bowdoin students had taken a GIS class and none of my Trinity students had done so. The 

former worked in three groups focused on issues of housing, public space, and 

infrastructure, while the latter could select any of these issues to study individually. Their 

research project description read as follows: 

You will learn the process of social science research by collecting your own data 

about the city in multiple data collection trips in Portland/Hartford, and then making, 

procuring, and analyzing datasets relevant to your research topic via GIS. This project 

will allow you to develop your verbal, spatial, and critical thinking skills by reviewing 

city issues through the lens of your qualitative and quantitative data, as well as 

through core and cutting-edge readings on urbanization and smart cities. You will 

develop a robust understanding of how data visualizations and analysis can support 

the future of urbanism for the common good. 

 

Through class discussions, I had the students push back against and complicate one 

another’s conceptualizations of the “common good” to reach a critical positionality. The 

students found this stressful at times in confronting their own privilege and embarrassing at 
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times. Still, they learned how their ideas of how society worked and their geographical 

imagination of those power dynamics rested on stereotypes (racist or classist, gender or 

sexual), but also remarked that this work was exciting, eye-opening, and important.  

 

3. Interaction with Citizen-Activists and Government Officials 

In teaching GIS to community activists, Ghose sought to follow “the principle that effective 

access to information leads to better government as well as to community empowerment” 

(2001, 141). In step with this approach, both groups attended historical tours of the cities 

that I led and spoke to and toured the city with key leaders in the city government and 

citizen-activists. Bowdoin students met Portland city officials including the GIS experts for 

the city and the city’s urban designer. Trinity students took an afternoon-long tour of the 

Asylum Hill neighborhood in Hartford led by a citizen-activist and civil servant. This exposure 

to city leaders was cited often by students as they felt certain the work they were doing 

meant something to the people they spoke to. Students were thrilled to work on “real world” 

issues and, by working directly with and for community partners and citizens on issues they 

faced. They  felt they could contribute in a small way through their knowledge and passion 

about digital platforms in their design, which both cities lacked the time, resources, and 

skills to research. At the same time, the students were forced to confront, shift, and even 

queer their false assumptions about cities, the people within them, and power dynamics 

between them. 

 

4. Conducting Research in the City 

Students at both colleges conducted parallel data collection assignments: both groups were 

tasked with spending significant time on their own in the city, walking the city, and speaking 

to residents to gather mental maps from them and ideas about what could benefit the city 

around their central issue. We read about and then practiced each method in class—for 

example, collecting mental maps from other students of their campuses—before applying 

that method in the field. Here, I took up a queer feminist politic to have students gain their 

own situated knowledges about the city and its political economy, rather than act as outside 

actors with the “God’s eye view” of GIS (see Kwan 2002b).  
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Bowdoin students also conducted café mini-ethnographies and transect walks of various 

Portland neighborhoods, while Trinity students spent more time in Hartford on-site visits with 

community activists. By varying students’ exposure both to city leaders and its supposedly 

anonymous citizenry, students had to grapple with creating projects and data that 

addressed and promoted the common good, while reckoning with the meaning of the 

“common good” in their projects. Students also learned about and took part in IRB 

certification. 

 

5. Creation of Digital Data by Students 

Both semesters of the DIOTC course relied on reaching out to key contacts on campus, 

using open datasets, and teaching students to create their own datasets (see 

Acknowledgments). My students and I found we faced a similar issues as Marianna 

Pavlovskaya (2006) in her use of Moscow public data: much public data obscured the 

scales of intimate everyday life the students’ projects sough to address. Like Pavlovskaya, 

we took up the feminist intervention to produce her own data to fill in scales yet unrecorded, 

such as the aftermath of public shootings, local food access, and the experience of public 

housing. Students were also assigned the text of gathering and mapping a dataset of 20 to 

40 points related to their project. Queering expectations of what counts as data helped 

students to develop a feminist, critical understanding of GIS as a whole. Learning GIS, as 

noted below, gave them a great sense of self-worth and new understandings about their 

relationship to space and place, both groups of students expressed shock and awe that they 

had the power to produce and map their own data. 

 

Bringing back the students’ new geographical imaginations to our in-class readings, Stephen 

Graham’s (2005) work on software-sorted geographies shows how we are not just read but 

sorted into spaces by code. The sociopolitical milieu in which we encode software, file 

structures, and define the shape of data also reproduces the inequalities. Queer theory 

works against such “normal” categories or infrastructures, almost always binaries, that 

simplify human complexity. When we read Graham in class, students quickly connected his 

arguments to the assumptions we categorized data, and used colors and classifications to 

label data—all of which could obscure the “ground truth” of everyday life.  
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6. The GIS Education Process 

Every third class of our 13 class meetings was devoted to learning the QGIS package to map 

of existent and new datasets, as well as basic spatial statistical analysis. The central 

software I chose to teach in both classes was QGIS, an open source GIS platform that works 

on Windows, Apple, and LINUX machines so that students could use the software free of 

cost while students and after graduation. I introduced students to open source debates and 

we reviewed other possible software as I explained my use of QGIS regarding their ability to 

use it, free of cost, into the future, including a brief tour of ESRI’s ArcGIS Basic package, to 

which both colleges possess licenses. I reiterated often that once they knew QGIS, students 

had the ability to apply their QGIS understanding to ESRI and other GIS software with self-

training using blogs or videos should they choose. Students admitted freely that they liked 

“rooting for the underdog” by working with less used, open source software—and relief they 

could afford to continue such research and work after graduation. A queer feminist 

intervention that we shared as a group was their excitement regarding the applicability of 

their GIS skills after college regardless of software package. This became apparent when we 

did an ArcGIS walkthrough and students saw the similarity of the buttons, menus, and 

functionality. 

 

Many scholars have remarked to me that they found my choice of QGIS in the classroom to 

be a bold one. Other GIS teachers report that the limited instructional literature on QGIS 

leads them to return to ESRI products, which speaks to the issue that GIS “as an elitist, anti-

democratic technology by virtue of its technological complexity” (Ghose 2001, 141). Open 

source software is also notorious for issues with usability since “developers are not typical 

end-users” (Nichols and Twidale 2003, 1). Queer feminist interventions into the political 

economy of GIS require thinking and acting outside of traditional means and software—and 

they are also collaborative projects. For some years, GIS librarian Frank Donnelly has 

personally created a set of complete QGIS lessons that cover the basics of mapmaking, 

which he shares under a Creative Commons license.2 I found that the lessons, written for a 

Windows machine, were easily edited for Apple users. Donnelly includes detailed and clear 

lessons to find the best place to put a new coffee shop in New York City that is close to a 

subway stop in a census tract with more women than men (women evidently drink more 
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coffee), but not close to another coffee shop. I walked a few students through the process of 

applying these lessons to their own data while most made the connections with ease. 

 

It took nine hours to teach these lessons to most students who chose a digital studies 

course at Bowdoin, and about 11 hours to students; both courses ran just under 40 hours 

total over 13 weeks so that QGIS occupied around one-quarter of our class time. While the 

more humanities-focused students at Trinity often expressed more frustration with the 

program, they had less background learning technology in other classes compared to the 

Bowdoin students. All students expressed a deep sense of excitement when the lessons 

were complete because they could see the sum of their efforts in answering a real world 

problem in a formal map.  

 

7. Findings for, by, and about the Community 

All students were required to use QGIS for their final projects, and I worked with students to 

help them think through how to take the issue they identified in each city and turn it into 

mappable points. Most students easily found a public dataset and created their own data, 

while a few in each class struggled with how to find or make convincing data. Only a small 

number of students in each class had issues in applying what they had learned in QGIS to 

their own issue, and I would sit with each of those students to re-read Donnelly’s lessons to 

help them puzzle through how to apply their question to the skills available. Once the 

connection was made though, the students easily finished the projects on their own, 

mimicking Donnelly’s lessons and then drawing comparisons to the ways other projects 

could be investigated.  
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Figure 1. Bowdoin College student Mingo Sanchez's map of possible public wifi coverage 
using call boxes in Portland, Maine. 2014. 
SOURCES: Map—City of Portland (2014); American Community Survey of the U.S. Census 
(2013). 
 

 
Figure 2. Trinity College student Andrew Fishman's map of the spaces between walkable 
after school care in Hartford, Connecticut. 2015. 
SOURCES: Map—City of Hartford (2015); University of Connecticut Libraries' MAGIC (Map 
and Geographic Information Center) (2015); American Community Survey of the U.S. Census 
(2014). 
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Students put their ideas into paper and produced public presentations of their work, which I 

evaluated through the lens of the depths of their reflexivity in their maps, quality of their 

writing and research, addressing the city’s needs, and their applications of the readings in 

conversation with a robust understanding of the “common good” (see Kwan 2002a). As a 

result, one student was able to map how predominantly poor people of color would be left 

out of Portland’s plan to run free public wifi through their historic call boxes (see Figure 1), 

while another student mapped the areas lacking after school care programs that were ripe 

for new programming (see Figure 2). Whatever was assumed to be hierarchal and fixed 

became more fluid and responsive to the stories of the citizens of each city in this queer 

feminist pedagogy. 

 

Portland GIS experts and the city’s urban designer and Hartford community activists and 

other community learning-focused faculty were invited to students’ presentations at the end 

of the semester. At both colleges, students presented well researched ideas tied to existant 

and new data. The ideas, many of which seemed simple or even obvious, often sought low 

cost solutions to already existing issues and stretched city budgets. The students’ 

suggestions also sought to increase accessibility to city resources such as bike paths, 

community supported agriculture, after school care, or buses. These foci reveal the 

students’ notion of the “common good” as improving public city services and resources to 

benefit as many people as possible. 

 

Those attending student presentations found the research to be insightful and the GIS maps 

compelling. Donnelly’s lessons allow the user to map points and see who they represent and 

then who they leave out in the spaces between them. The ability to find, choose, and create 

data while also choosing and making use of GIS excited and invigorated my students, and 

gave them a great sense of self-empowerment while contributing to nearby urban 

communities.  

 

Queer Next Steps for Crit ical GIS  

Recent critical GIS literature produced a flurry of important responses to the big data hype 

that has dominated digital and computational studies conversations across the disciplines. 

An exciting and invigorating array of literature on big data discussion in geography is growing 
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(Dalton and Thatcher 2014; Kitchin 2014; Burns 2015; Leszczynski 2015; Thatcher et al. 

2015; Wilson 2015; Dalton, Taylor, and Thatcher 2016; Gieseking 2017). Queer feminist 

theory can take these ideas a step further. We must reimagine and operate anew: not only 

through the production of file structures and data of GIScience alone, but also through the 

software of GISystems that support and develop from the critical projects of justice we seek 

to produce. We can see this bridging already in Agnieszka Leszczynski and Sarah Elwood’s 

feminist focus on “new spatial media rather than the geoweb’s content forms and data 

curation practices” such as the API code for gathering social media geodata and the 

geographies of social media itself (2015, 545). Critical GIS still needs to reckon with what 

Nadine Schuurman refers to as the “loosely defined set of practices” within GIS, whether 

positive or negative, to determine our power in shaping the world’s geographical 

imaginations.  

 

Projects of queering GIS already abound, and need to be recognized as such. Luke 

Bergmann describes the speculative data of geographic information—that which can “be 

reimagined to constitute spaces as relational, matter as vibrant, and/or knowledge as 

situated” (2016, 1). Bergmann draws on digital humanist Johanna Drucker’s (2012) notion 

of speculative computing whereby scholars ‘‘identify core theoretical issues in the 

humanities and develop digital platforms that arise from these principles,” rather create 

software and make the production of knowledge fit that platform. To speculate is to be 

engaged in, to express, to be based on conjecture rather than knowledge.  

 

I extend Bergmann’s relational-vibrant-situated critique to the project of queering GIS 

through the choice and production of GIS code and software. To speculate also involves the 

possibility of loss and risk. Queer life and queer theory develop from an era of loss—the 

HIV/AIDS crisis wiped out an entire generation of LGBTQ people. Loss and risk are central 

features of LGBTQ lives and spaces today, such as in the absences, mislabelings, 

assumptions, and misunderstandings of gathering and mapping this group’s history (see 

Brown and Knopp 2008). The act of queering, then, embraces life as a state of constant risk 

and possibility. In step with this realization, a queer GIS leaves room in code and software to 

speculate and collaborate, for the public to fill in the gaps our data always leaves us with. 
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Queering the corporatization—and simultaenous militarization—of code and on behalf of 

speculation in our research and teaching, leads me back to my argument for good enough 

software. The notion of “good enough” comes from psychoanalyst Donald W. Winnicott’s 

(2005) notion of the good enough mother, now the good enough parent. Winnicott railed 

against prevailing theories of the mid-20th century that painted a “good or bad mother” who 

met or failed to meet her baby’s needs. He instead argued on behalf on competent or “good 

enough” parenting that met enough of the child’s needs that they survive and thrive, while 

recognizing the faults of humanity within us all. Such a perspective of “enough-ness” is fully 

queer in its refusal of binary norms.  

 

When extending the frame of enough-ness to code, we arrive at good enough software.  My 

call to critically rethink our software choice, development, and deployment does not mean 

anything as simplistic as instantly replacing ESRI’s ArcView or ArcGIS with the open source 

QGIS platform. However, I am arguing that geographers begin to define the “standard” of the 

field as that software that bests fits the research question and data, which is good enough 

for the issue as hand. On behalf of justice, democratization, and social change, it is up to 

geographers to teach or use GIS that is good enough software to fit the course or research 

before them rather than succumb to any corporate branding as an “industry standard.” 

Further, queering GIS urges geographers to create and code new software to meet this 

agenda. The use of good enough software is not limited to geography or even the social 

sciences, but must be taken up unilaterally across the disciplines.  

 

In fact, GIScience focuses on “the promise of the future,” its technologies define “what is 

possible to achieve in any given moment”—and therefore fix our imaginations and science in 

their seemingly set code (Haklay 2012, 478, 477). Brown and Knopp recalled Audre Lorde’s 

key feminist intervention that “the masters’ tools cannot dismantle the master’s house” 

when writing on queer GIS: “Geographers have chronicled the ways that marginalized groups 

have used ‘the master’s tools’ toward their own ends” (2008, 44). Yet how could we move 

beyond the masters’ tools and make our own? Why not transform the material relations 

rather than submit to them (see Koopman 2008)? One queer way forward is to refuse the 

use of proprietary software in the field or, at a minimum, alternate and balance its use with 

proprietary software. Eventually, there would no longer be ArcGIS, ArcView, or other ESRI 
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packages that cost money or any other partially open or at-cost source software. This is a 

real queering here: an upset, an undoing, a spike against the flattening of pretend normalcy. 

Software like OSM, QGIS, OpenJUMP, and vojo.co rip up the assumed “normalization” and 

“standard” of ArcGIS by affording new tools and software than what is extant, forever 

affordable and accessible to those we teach, study, and work alongside.  

 

What open world do we perpetuate when operating and teaching in a closed (geographic 

information) system? Schuurman wrote, “GIS has been somewhat homogenized” as 

positivistic tools of imperial rule rather than “regarded as a single entity rather than a loosely 

defined set of practices” (2000, 586; see also Sui 1994). Society begs for increasing means 

to support analysis for—and visions of—social justice, and projects of participatory GIS 

proliferate. Critical GIS makes great investigation of GIS’s relationship and role in producing 

new digital software and data, and intervening in the corporate and governmental 

production and withholding of big data. Communications studies and digital humanities 

scholar Tara McPherson argues that “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” (2014, 182). As critical 

GIS scholars have written, counter-data can develop from the work of PPGIS and PGIS 

initiatives (Dalton and Thatcher 2014; Dalton, Taylor, and Thatcher 2016). I add that for 

such counter-geodata be truly accessible to all also requires software affordable to all, i.e. 

free or open source GISystems. 

 

To intervene in and queer our own geographic operating system would be finally end the 

litany of feminist, participatory, collaborative, queer, political economy, and so on in our 

description of critical GIS, and bring it to life by laying claim to our own “standard” not define 

by capitalist goals or corporate industry. The truly queer project of a new “standard” GIS 

software would, like media scholar Kara Keeling’s imagined QueerOS (operating system), 

make “perceptible presently uncommon senses in the interest of producing a/new 

commons and/or of proliferating the senses of a commons already in the making” (2009, 

53; see also Barnett et al. 2016). To create an operating system of our own would (begin to) 

dismantle the master’s house by making our own tools, in so far as this is possible under 

the racism, heteropatriarchy, colonialism, and ableism that shapes code itself as well. 
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ENDNOTES 
                                                
1 The other geoweb software I included in their lessons is beyond the scope of this paper. In brief, I outline our work 
with Social Explorer, CartoDB, and Google Maps below. Social Explorer afforded a way for users to explore all 
U.S. census data from 1790 to the present in map form, as the college owns a license to the database; otherwise only 
the most recent census data is available. The Geo-GoogleDocs plugin geocoded data and export in GEOJSON 
format in order to work with online geocoding software should they need to in the future. Finally, CartoDB, a web-
based application that allows a certain number of maps and datasets under a certain size to be analyzed freely. At the 
time, QGIS’s plugin qgis2leaf to export data to the web does not allow for an embeddable map like CartoDB. 
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Gieseking, Jen Jack. 2018. Operating Anew: Queering GIS with Good Enough Software. Canadian Geographer. 

 

 21 

                                                                                                                                                       
2 Donnelly’s (2013) lessons and datasets for those lessons can be found at the following link: 
https://www.baruch.cuny.edu/confluence/display/geoportal/GIS+Practicum. 
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 Lisa Gitelman and Virginia Jackson 

  “ Raw data ”  is both an oxymoron and a bad idea. 
  — Geoffrey C. Bowker,  Memory Practices in the Sciences  

 Data are everywhere and piling up in dizzying amounts. Not too long ago storage and 
transmission media helped people grapple with kilobytes and megabytes, but today ’ s 
databases and data backbones daily handle not just terabytes but petabytes of informa-
tion, where  peta - is a prefix which denotes the unfathomable quantity of a quadrillion, 
or a thousand trillion. Data are units or morsels of information that in aggregate form 
the bedrock of modern policy decisions by government and nongovernmental authori-
ties. Data underlie the protocols of public health and medical practice, and data under-
gird the investment strategies and derivative instruments of finance capital. Data inform 
what we know about the universe, and they help indicate what is happening to the 
earth ’ s climate.  “ Our data isn ’ t just telling us what ’ s going on in the world, ”  IBM adver-
tises;  “ it ’ s actually telling us where the world is going. ”  The more data the better, by 
these lights, as long as we can process the accumulating mass. Statisticians are on track 
to be the next sexy profession in the digital economy, reports the front page of the  New 
York Times .  “ Math majors, rejoice, ”  the newspaper urges in another instance, because 
businesses are going to need an army of mathematicians as they grapple with increasing 
mountains of data.  1   

 What about the rest of us? What are we to data and data to us? As consumers we 
tend to celebrate our ability to handle data in association with sophisticated technology. 
My iPad has 64 gig! My phone is 4G! We don ’ t always know what this means and typi-
cally don ’ t know how these devices actually function, but they are  “ friendly ”  to users 
in part according to the ways they empower us to store, manipulate, and transmit data. 

 Introduction 
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Yet if data are somehow subject to us, we are also subject to data, because Google col-
lects so much information on users ’  interests and behaviors, for instance, and the U.S. 
National Security Agency mines fiber-optic transmissions for clues about terrorists. Not 
too long ago it was easier to understand the ways that data was collected about us, first 
through the institutions and practices of governmentality — the census, the department 
of motor vehicles, voter registration — and then through the institutions and practices 
of consumer culture, such as the surveys which told us who we were, the polls which 
predicted who we ’ d elect, and the ratings which measured how our attention was being 
directed. But today things seem different — in degree if not always in kind — now that 
every click, every move has the potential to count for something, for someone some-
where somehow. Is data about you  yours , or should it be, now that data collection has 
become an always-everywhere proposition? Try to spend a day  “ off the grid ”  and you ’ d 
better leave your credit and debit cards, transit pass, school or work ID, passport, and 
cell phone at home — basically, anything with a barcode, magnetic strip, RFID, or GPS 
receiver.  2   

 In short, if World War II helped to usher in the era of so-called Big Science, the new 
millennium has arrived as the era of Big Data.  3   For this reason, we think a book like 
  “ Raw Data ”  Is an Oxymoron  is particularly timely. Its title may sound like an argument or 
a thesis, but we want it to work instead as a friendly reminder and a prompt. Despite 
the ubiquity of the phrase  raw data  — over seventeen million hits on Google as of 
this writing — we think a few moments of reflection will be enough to see its self-
contradiction, to see, as Bowker suggests, that data are always already  “ cooked ”  and 
never entirely  “ raw. ”  It is unlikely that anyone could disagree, but the truism no more 
keeps us from valuing data than a similar acknowledgment keeps up from buying jumbo 
shrimp. The analogy may sound silly, but not as silly as it first appears: just as the 
economy of shrimp and shrimping has shifted radically in the decades since the birth of 
industrial aquaculture in the 1970s, so the economy of data has an accelerated recent 
history. The essays in this volume do not present one argument about that economy, but 
they do begin to supply a little heretofore-unwritten history for the seismic shift in the 
contemporary conception and use — the sheer existence — of so much data. 

 However self-contradicting it may be, the phrase  raw data  — like  jumbo shrimp  — has 
understandable appeal. At first glance data are apparently before the fact: they are the 
starting point for what we know, who we are, and how we communicate. This shared 
sense of starting with data often leads to an unnoticed assumption that data are trans-
parent, that information is self-evident, the fundamental stuff of truth itself. If we ’ re 
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not careful, in other words, our zeal for more and more data can become a faith in their 
neutrality and autonomy, their objectivity. Think of the ways people talk and write about 
data. Data are familiarly  “ collected, ”   “ entered, ”   “ compiled, ”   “ stored, ”   “ processed, ”   “ mined, ”  
and  “ interpreted. ”  Less obvious are the ways in which the final term in this sequence —
 interpretation — haunts its predecessors. At a certain level the collection and manage-
ment of data may be said to presuppose interpretation.  “ Data [do] not just exist, ”  Lev 
Manovich explains, they have to be  “ generated. ”   4   Data need to be imagined  as  data to 
exist and function as such, and the imagination of data entails an interpretive base. 

 Here another analogy may be helpful. Like  events  imagined and enunciated against 
the continuity of time,  data  are imagined and enunciated against the seamlessness of 
phenomena. We call them up out of an otherwise undifferentiated blur. If events garner 
a kind of immanence by dint of their collected enunciation, as Hayden White has sug-
gested, so data garner immanence in the circumstances of their imagination.  5   Events 
produce and are produced by a sense of history, while data produce and are produced 
by the operations of knowledge production more broadly. Every discipline and disciplin-
ary institution has its own norms and standards for the imagination of data, just as every 
field has its accepted methodologies and its evolved structures of practice. Together the 
essays that comprise   “ Raw Data ”  Is an Oxymoron  pursue the imagination of data. They ask 
how different disciplines have imagined their objects and how different data sets harbor 
the interpretive structures of their own imagining. What are the histories of data within 
and across disciplines? How are data variously  “ cooked ”  within the varied circumstances 
of their collection, storage, and transmission? What sorts of conflicts have occurred 
about the kinds of phenomena that can effectively — can ethically — be  “ reduced ”  to data? 

 Treating data as a matter of disciplines — rather than of computers, for instance —
 may seem curious at first. The subject of data is bound to alienate students and scholars 
in disciplines within the humanities particularly. Few literary critics want to think of 
the poems or novels they read as  “ data, ”  and for good reason. The skepticism within 
literary studies about Franco Moretti ’ s  “ distant reading ”  approach, which in part reduces 
literary objects to graphs, maps, and other data visualizations, testifies to the resistance 
the notion of literature as data might provoke. Similarly, many historians would not like 
to reduce their subjects to abstract objects useful in the production of knowledge about 
the past. Their reluctance was evidenced by the hostile reception accorded to cliomet-
rics in the 1960s and it persists today. In some sense, data are precisely  not  the domain 
of humanistic inquiry. Yet we propose that students and scholars in the humanities do 
worry about data, broadly speaking, to the extent that they worry about how their 
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objects of study have been assumed as well as discerned. Don ’ t all questions presuppose 
or delimit their answers to some degree? Recent work in historical epistemology has 
challenged the status of the research object, or as Michel Foucault would have it, has 
raised questions about the boundaries of the archive, about the form, appearance, and 
regularity of the statements and practices available to us in knowing what we know.  6   
When we put our own critical perspectives into historical perspective, we quickly find 
that there is no stance detached from history, which is to say that there is no persistently 
objective view. 

 The conditions of evolving, possessing, and assessing knowledge turn out to be 
remarkably available to cultural and historical change. The field of science studies has 
pursued this observation in the greatest detail, and   “ Raw Data ”  Is an Oxymoron  is inspired 
by science studies while directed beyond it to a broader audience. Evolved over the 
same decades as other  “ studies ”  — like area studies, ethnic studies, cultural and media 
studies — science studies takes as its object the work of scientists and engineers.  7   The 
field has helped to confound simplistic dichotomies like theory/practice and science/
society in a rich, diverse body of work that, among other things, has explored the situ-
ated, material conditions of knowledge production. Looking at the ways scientific 
knowledge is produced — rather than innocently  “ discovered, ”  for instance — resembles 
our project of looking into data or, better, looking  under  data to consider their root 
assumptions.  8   Inquiries such as these may be seen as contributions toward a critique 
of objectivity. The point of such a critique — we must quickly emphasize — is not 
that objectivity is  bad  or that objectivity is mythical. Any such claim must depend, as 
Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison note, on first achieving a careful understanding of 
 “ what objectivity  is.  ”   9   The point is not how to judge whether objectivity is possible —
 thumbs up or thumbs down — but how to describe objectivity in the first place. Objec-
tivity is situated and historically specific; it comes from somewhere and is the result of 
ongoing changes to the conditions of inquiry, conditions that are at once material, social, 
and ethical. 

 The very idea of objectivity as the abnegation, neutrality, or irrelevance of the 
observing self turns out to be of relatively recent vintage. Joanna Picciotto has recently 
suggested that  “ the question raised by objectivity is how innocence, traditionally under-
stood to be a state of ignorance, ever came to be associated with epistemological privi-
lege. ”   10   As a moment in which we can see the emergence of a modern privileging of 
objectivity, Picciotto nominates  “ the seventeenth century ’ s conversion of the original 
subject of innocence, Adam, into a specifically intellectual exemplar. Used to justify 
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experimental science, an emergent public sphere, and the concept of intellectual labor 
itself, ”  Adam became emblematic of  “ a new ideal of estranged and productive observa-
tion. ”   11   This means that Milton ’ s  Paradise Lost  and  Paradise Regain ’ d  may be as important 
to the development of experimental science as the invention of the microscope. 

 The innocent observer has had a long, diverse career. Looking at scientific atlases, 
not Milton poems, Daston and Galison discern the arrival of a version of objectivity 
that is mechanical: characterized by the observer ’ s restraint and distinguishable from 
other versions in which the skill and discernment of the observing self counts for 
something, such as cases in which knowledgeable observers idealize multiple, idiosyn-
cratic specimens into a single type, or in which practiced diagnosticians exert trained 
judgment in order to make sense of blurry scans. Mechanical objectivity emerged as 
a dominant ideal in the sciences only in the middle of the nineteenth century, and it 
is perhaps simplest to describe it contextually with reference to the development of 
photography during those same years. When Louis Daguerre, Henry Fox Talbot, and 
others developed and then popularized the first photographic processes, observers 
were struck by the apparent displacement of human agency in the production of life-
like images. Fox Talbot ’ s lavish account of his calotype process captures this displace-
ment in its title,  The Pencil of Nature . No artist necessary. Light itself is enough. 
Photography is objective. 

 David Ribes and Steven Jackson (chapter 8) direct attention toward some of the 
difficulties that mechanical objectivity presents today in scientific practice, when biolo-
gists rely upon data collected by remote sensors. But mechanical objectivity was some-
thing of a conundrum even in Fox Talbot ’ s day. From the very first, the mechanical 
objectivity of photography was framed by a counter discourse in which photographers 
were praised for their ability to capture  “ inner ”  or  “ higher ”  truths on film. The pencil 
of nature is not enough. Artists are necessary. Photography is subjective. This isn ’ t a 
question of  either/or  as much as a matter of  and yes : mechanical objectivity is an  “ epis-
temic virtue ”  among other competing virtues.  12   The presumptive objectivity of the 
photographic image, like the presumptive rawness of data, seems necessary somehow —
 resilient in common parlance, utile in commonsense — but it is not sufficient to the 
epistemic conditions that attend the uses and potential uses of photography. At the very 
least the photographic image is always framed, selected out of the profilmic experience 
in which the photographer stands, points, shoots. Data too need to be understood 
as framed and framing, understood, that is, according to the uses to which they are 
and can be put. Indeed, the seemingly indispensable misperception that data are ever 
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raw seems to be one way in which data are forever contextualized — that is, framed —
 according to a mythology of their own supposed decontextualization. 

 Thus the history of objectivity turns out to be inescapably the history of subjectivity, 
of the self,  13   and something of the same thing must hold for the concept of data. Data 
require our participation. Data need us. Yet for all of the suggestive parallels, the history 
of objectivity is not the history of data. Where did the modern concept of data come 
from? The first two chapters in this volume tackle this question in different ways. In 
 “ Data before the Fact ”  (chapter 1), Daniel Rosenberg plumbs the derivation and use 
of  datum  (the singular form) and  data , offering an intellectual history of the concept 
that stretches back to the Enlightenment, before the virtue of mechanical objectivity 
had fully taken shape. Rosenberg is aided in his study — if also provoked — by a new 
set of tools that offer ways to find and visualize patterns within the digitized corpus of 
Western printed thought. He gives us the data on data, as it were. Travis D. Williams 
heads even further back in time, to the Renaissance, in order to consider the history 
behind one of the strongest epistemic conditions shaping the contemporary data imagi-
nary: the self-evidence of numbers and arithmetic fact as such. Previous scholars have 
rendered the history of math as or relating to a pre-history of capitalism, and Williams ’ s 
 “ Procrustean Marxism and Subjective Rigor ”  (chapter 2) seeks an additional path, giving 
an account of English math books with their hilariously prosaic story problems. Like 
Rosenberg ’ s self-conscious use of present tools in rendering the past, Williams is at pains 
to take early modern math on its own terms while also considering just what such an 
endeavor means, since the terms of math are supposed to be universal in time and space. 
Two plus two equals four, always and everywhere, and  “ Numbers never lie. ”  

 No two chapters could exhaust the multiple origins of data as a concept; Rosenberg 
and Williams only open the question in different ways. The association of data with 
diagrams and graphs, in the first instance, and with numbers and mathematical func-
tions, in the second, leads us to the general precept that  data are abstract . While this 
quality can make it hard to think or write about data in general — that is, in the 
abstract — it follows from their abstraction that data ironically require material expres-
sion. The retention and manipulation of abstractions require stuff, material things. Just 
as Cambridge University could become a training ground for mathematical physics only 
after the introduction of written exams at the end of the eighteenth century (paper and 
pencil are the things of things where modern abstractions are concerned), so the con-
temporary era of Big Data has been enabled by the widespread availability of electronic 
storage media, specifically mainframe computers, servers and server farms, and storage 
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area networks.  14   Both the scale and ontology of electronic storage pose an interesting 
challenge across the humanities, where lately there has been a renewed interest in 
 things .  15   Indeed, as Wendy Hui Kyong Chun has observed, this current scholarly interest 
in things or  “ thing theory ”  needs to be seen against the context of digital media within 
which things  “ always seem to be disappearing ”  in such crucial ways.  16   What sort of 
things are electronic data, after all? 

 As we suggested earlier, one productive way to think about data is to ask how dif-
ferent disciplines conceive their objects, or, better, how disciplines and their objects are 
mutually conceived. The second pair of chapters in this volume takes that tack. In  “ From 
Measuring Desire to Quantifying Expectations ”  (chapter 3), Kevin R. Brine and Mary 
Poovey address the discipline of economics, and in  “ Where Is That Moon, Anyway? ”  
(chapter 4), Matthew Stanley considers astronomy. Brine and Poovey follow the work 
of Irving Fisher, the twentieth-century economist who created the scaffolding for today ’ s 
financial modeling by linking capital to the concept of present value, which calculates 
value by taking into account expectations about future yields or benefits. Although the 
data he used needed to be  “ scrubbed ”  to be usable, models like those that Fisher created 
continue to be influential because they claim a basis that is situated as the objective 
source of information it can never actually be. As Rosenberg ’ s history helps us under-
stand, this fundamental contradiction may actually be intrinsic to the concept of data, 
since  “ the semantic function of data is specificall y rhetorical . ”  Data by definition are  “ that 
which is given prior to argument, ”  given in order to provide a rhetorical basis. (Facts 
are facts — that is, they are true by dint of being factual — but data can be good or bad, 
better or worse, incomplete and insufficient.) Yet precisely because data stand as a given, 
they can be taken to construct a model sufficient unto itself: given certain data, certain 
conclusions may be proven or argued to follow. Given other data, one would come to 
different arguments and conclusions. 

 Disciplines operate according to shared norms, and data scrubbing is an accepted 
and unexceptional necessity in economics and finance. Disciplines also operate by dint 
of  “ data friction ”  — Paul Edwards ’ s term — friction consisting of worries, questions, and 
contests that assert or affirm what should count as data, or which data are good and 
which less reliable, or how big data sets need to be.  17   Stanley ’ s chapter offers a fascinat-
ing example of data friction in the field of astronomy. In efforts to derive a particular 
lunar constant — called the secular acceleration — astronomers have repeatedly engaged 
in research that on its face seems a lot less like astronomy than it does textual analysis, 
history, and psychology: poring over the works of classical authors to evaluate their 
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accounts of solar eclipse. The apparent intrusion of psychology into astronomy, or 
history into climate science, or bibliography into botany — to mention additional exam-
ples recently documented — serves as a reminder of just how diverse and dynamic 
disciplines are.  18   Disciplines aren ’ t just separate subjects you pick out of a course cata-
logue. They involve infrastructures comprised of  “ people, artifacts, and institutions that 
generate, share, and maintain specific knowledge ”  in complex and interconnected 
ways.  19   The bodies of knowledge made and maintained by the professions can be more 
or less specific than those of academic disciplines, but they involve related infrastruc-
tures and a similarly evolved and evolving  “ trust in numbers. ”   20   

 Data aren ’ t only or always numerical, of course, but they do always exist in number 
in the sense that data are particulate or  “ corpuscular, like sand or succotash. ”  Something 
like information, that is, data exist in little bits.  21   This leads us to a second general 
precept, that  data are aggregative . They pile up. They are collected in assortments of 
individual, homologous data  entries  and are accumulated into larger or smaller data  sets . 
This aggregative quality of data helps to lend them their potential power, their rhetorical 
weight. (More is better, isn ’ t it?) Indeed, data are so aggregative that English usage 
increasingly makes many into one. The word  data  has become what is called a mass 
noun, so it can take a singular verb. Sentences that include the phrase  “ data is . . . ”  are 
now roughly four times as common (on the web, at least, and according to Google) as 
those including  “ data are . ! . ! . ”  despite countless grammarians out there who will insist 
that  data  is a plural. So far in this introduction we have been assiduous in using the word 
 data  with plural verbs, and some readers may already have sensed the strain. Data ’ s odd 
suspension between the singular and the plural reminds us of what aggregation means. 
If a central philosophical paradox of the Enlightenment was the relation between the 
particular and the universal, then the imagination of data marks a way of thinking in 
which those principles of logic are either deferred or held at bay. The singular  datum  is 
not the particular in relation to any universal (the elected individual in representative 
democracy, for example) and the plural  data  is not universal, not generalizable from 
the singular; it is an aggregation. The power within aggregation is relational, based on 
potential connections: network, not hierarchy. 

 To be sure, data also depend upon hierarchy. Part of what distinguishes data from 
the more general category, information, is their discreetness. Each datum is individual, 
separate and separable, while still alike in kind to others in its set. It follows that the 
imagination of data is in some measure always an act of classification, of lumping and 
splitting, nesting and ranking, though the underlying principles at work can be hard 
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to recover. Once in place, classification schemes are notoriously difficult to discern 
and analyze, since  “ Good, usable systems disappear almost by definition. The easier 
they are to use, the harder they are to see. ”   22   This is the provocation animating an 
important book by Bowker and Susan Leigh Star entitled  Sorting Things Out . Working 
with a group of examples — such as classifying causes of death; classifying the labor of 
healthcare workers; and classifying race in apartheid-era South Africa — Bowker and 
Star illuminate the ways that classifications function, for good and ill, to underpin the 
social order. When phenomena are variously reduced to data, they are divided and 
classified, processes that work to obscure — or  as if  to obscure — ambiguity, conflict, 
and contradiction. 

 Today the ubiquitous structures of data aggregation are computational forms called 
relational databases. Described and developed since 1970, relational databases organize 
data into separate tables ( “ relational variables ” ) in such a way that new data and new 
kinds of data can be added or subtracted without making the earlier arrangement obso-
lete. Data are effectively made independent of their organization, and users who perform 
logical operations on the data are thus  “ protected ”  from having to know how the data 
have been organized.  23   The technical and mathematical details are not important here, 
but imagine sorting a giant stack of paperwork into separate bins. Establishing which 
and how many bins are appropriate would be your first important task, but it is likely 
that as you proceed to sort your papers, you will begin to have a nagging sense that 
different bins are needed, or that some bins should be combined, or that some papers 
impossibly belong in multiple bins. You may even wind up with an extra bin or two 
marked  “ miscellaneous ”  or  “ special problems. ”  It is just this sort of tangle that database 
architecture seeks to obviate while making relational variables (bins) and their data 
(papers) available to a multiplicity of desirable logical operations, like queries. 

 The third pair of chapters in this volume,  “  facts  and FACTS ”  by Ellen Gruber Garvey 
(chapter 5) and  “ Paper as Passion ”  by Markus Krajewski (chapter 6), takes our paper-
work metaphor at face value. Each imagines a different prehistory of the database by 
considering a specific trove of paper. Garvey describes a giant mass of clippings taken 
from Southern newspapers to document the horrors of slavery in the antebellum United 
States, while Krajewski describes the enormous file amassed in the twentieth century 
by the German sociologist and prolific theorist Niklas Luhmann. Two examples could 
hardly exhaust the possible prehistories of databases — papery and not — which reach at 
least as far back as early modern note-taking practices and the accompanying sense of 
what can anachronistically be called  “ information overload ”  that together led to giant 
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compendia with elaborate finding aids.  24   Yet Garvey ’ s example comes from that impor-
tant moment when the concept of information — close relative of data — finally emerged 
in something like its present form, as the alienable, abstract contents of an  inform ative 
press,  25   while Krajewski ’ s example comes from the equally important moment of 
systems theory and cybernetics in the second half of the twentieth century. 

 Garvey ’ s trick, or rather, the trick of the Grimk é  sisters she writes about, is to fix 
on an instance where information collected in one locale can take on wholly different 
meanings in another, as advertisements for runaway slaves become data in the argument 
against slavery. This is fully remaking the power of the press in the user-dimension, 
where users may differ in locale if also in their gender, race, and politics. Krajewski by 
contrast addresses a single user, Niklas Luhmann, who is famous in some quarters for 
working from his own huge and all-encompassing card index. Author of more than forty 
books — not a few of them considered  “ difficult ”  — Luhmann developed his systems 
theory, Krajewski suggests, because of, out of, and in collaboration with his card index, 
a sort of paper machine — a system — for remembering and for generating thought. 
Papery databases are only metaphorically databases, of course, yet the example of 
Luhmann ’ s card index helps to clarify the extraordinary generative power that data 
aggregation can possess while also raising the question of the human or — one must 
wonder — the posthuman, the human-plus-machine/machine-plus-human hybrids that 
living with computers make increasingly integral to our understanding. 

 The final pair of chapters,  “ Dataveillance and Countervailance ”  by Rita Raley (chapter 
7) and  “ Data Bite Man ”  by David Ribes and Steven J. Jackson (chapter 8), pursues the 
question of data in the present day. Readers will be challenged to think in some detail 
about the kinds of data being collected about them today, and they will be challenged 
to consider the difficulties that scientists and policy makers confront when they try to 
make data useful today and also reusable potentially by others in the future. What are 
the logics and the ethics of  “ dataveillance, ”  now that we appear to be moving so rapidly 
from an era of expanding data resources into an era in which we have become the 
resource for data collection that vampirically feeds off of our identities, our  “ likes, ”  and 
our everyday habits? If while using the Internet we click on a book or a pair of shoes 
at Amazon.com, or in a box to sign a petition to stop a Congressional bill, or on a link 
to a porn website, or on a Google Books page or on an online map to find directions, 
are we making a choice or are we giving Amazon and the federal government and 
the pornographers (and the security agencies trolling them) and their advertisers ways 
to guide our choices, calculate our votes, or put us in jail? Both, Raley answers, and 
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suggests that activist projects that exploit dataveillance — that do not opt out but instead 
 “ insist on a near-total inhabitation of the forcible frame ”  — might stand the best chance 
of at least offering an immanent critique of the predicament that we have created and 
now must find a way to inhabit. 

 Ribes and Jackson address the predicament experienced by today ’ s scientists, who 
must not only collect and analyze data but also make sure their data remain useable over 
the life of a research program and beyond, available to readers of resulting publications 
as well as for potential research in the future. A recent survey confirms that researchers 
across the sciences are dealing with vast quantities of data (a fifth report generating data 
sets of 100 gigabytes or more) while at the same time lacking the resources to preserve 
that data sensibly (four fifths acknowledge insufficient funding for data curation).  26   Ribes 
and Jackson show the surprising complexities in something as apparently simple as col-
lecting water samples from streams, while they challenge readers to think of scientists 
and their data as evolved and evolving symbionts, mutually dependent species adapted 
amid systems ecological and epistemic. 

 There is much more in the essays collected here than this introduction has 
mentioned or could encapsulate, and we hope that readers will consider as they read 
what the ideas are that emerge across the essays as well as what gaps there are among 
them. One omission, certainly, which this Introduction accentuates with its brief 
attention to English usage and the history of concepts, is any account of non-Western 
contexts or intercultural conjunctions that might illuminate and complicate data past 
and present. How have non-Western cultures arrived at data and allied concepts like 
information and objectivity? How have non-Western cultures been subject to data, in 
the project of colonialism, for example, or otherwise? Indeed, how are data putatively 
raw — and not — in non-Anglophone contexts? Do other languages deploy the food 
metaphor that English does? Do their speakers semantically align supposedly raw data 
with supposedly raw text (that is, ASCII) and supposedly raw footage (unedited film 
or video) the way that English speakers do? How do different languages differently 
resolve the dilemma of singular and plural? No collection of essays could exhaust the 
subject of data, of course, and that is one reason we earlier called our title a prompt 
rather than an argument. The authors collected in   “ Raw Data ”  Is an Oxymoron  all hope 
to open the question of data, to model some of the ways of thinking about data that 
seem both interesting and productive, as well as to encourage further discussion. The 
ethics surrounding the collection and use of today ’ s  “ Big Data ”  are a particularly press-
ing concern.  27   
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 As an additional gesture toward further discussion, we include a brief section of color 
images, most of them selected and described by additional contributors. The images in 
this color insert extend the types of data considered in this volume — some in challeng-
ing ways — while some of them also broach the important subject of representation 
and, more specifically, data visualization, which is not always addressed directly in the 
chapters that follow but which haunts them nonetheless. As the neologism  “ dataveil-
lance ”  suggests, data provide ways to survey the world (the noun  surveillance  is related 
to  survey ), yet it is important to remember that surveying the world with data at some 
level means having data visibly before one ’ s eyes, looking  through  the data if not always 
self-consciously looking  at  the data. There is then a third and final precept closely related 
to the other two. Not only are data abstract and aggregative, but also  data are mobilized 
graphically . That is, in order to be used as part of an explanation or as a basis for argu-
ment, data typically require graphical representation and often involve a cascade of 
representations.  28   Any interface is a data visualization of sorts — think of how many 
screens you encounter every day — and so are spreadsheets, charts, diagrams, and other 
graphical forms. Data visualization amplifies the rhetorical function of data, since dif-
ferent visualizations are differently effective, well or poorly designed, and all data sets 
can be multiply visualized and thereby differently persuasive. 

 More than a few contemporary visual artists make obvious the rhetoric of data visu-
alization: Jenny Holzer ’ s LED feeds of poems in the place of stock quotes or headlines 
and  “ truisms ”  in the place of public information, for instance, confront spectators with 
variations on the data frames they face every day. Like the digital network, the database 
is an already rich and still emerging conceptual field for artwork, while a varied and 
variously evocative  “ database aesthetics ”  demonstrates — as we hope the chapters in this 
collection make clear — that recognizing the power of data visualization is an important 
part of living with data.  29     

 Notes 
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Chart of Biography (1765) The notion that human a!airs may be studied through quantitative mechanisms 
was signi"cantly advanced both in practice and theory during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Theorists 
and philosophers from William Petty to Jeremy Bentham promoted the power of quantitative research into social 
and psychological phenomena, while the application of quantitative methods spread by imitation among many 
domains of research. Joseph Priestley’s 1765 Chart of Biography is representative of both trends. Priestley is best 
remembered for his work in chemistry, including his experimental isolation of oxygen in 1772, but he made the 
Chart during his employment as a teacher at the dissenting academy in Warrington, where his duties included 
teaching history and politics as well as natural philosophy. In his Chart, Priestley applied a scientist’s intuition to 
the problem of visualizing historical data. The Chart of Biography solved several problems at once. It served as an 
index to the dates of birth and death of famous historical "gures, it clari"ed the relative position of these lives, 
and it made visible patterns of achievement in history. Priestley noted that his division of "gures into categories 
of achievement, such as “Statesmen and Warriors” and “Mathematicians and Physicians,” revealed that “the world 
hath never wanted competitors for empire and power, and least of all in those periods in which the sciences and 
the arts have been the most neglected.” Priestley understood his timeline as a heuristic tool capable of making 
certain phenomena visible while necessarily obscuring others. Few of Priestley’s immediate successors shared his 
re#exivity about the formal and interpretive character of the timeline. (Image courtesy of the Library Company 
of Philadelphia)
—Daniel Rosenberg
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Moral Data Beginning in the 1840s, commercial reporting agencies of Lewis Tappan and R. G. Dun—which 
together later became Dun and Bradstreet—created networks to gather and evaluate the credit of retailers 
throughout the United States. Detailing personal events, "nances, past performance, and character traits, the 
companies’ anonymous agents compiled histories designed to help predict the behavior of the actors in com-
mercial markets increasingly de"ned by impersonality and geographic distance. Should individual merchants 
be trusted to perform obligations they assumed? In claiming to o!er credit information that was objective and 
accurate, reports solicited by the agencies considered matters of property a!ecting the capacity to pay (bank-
ruptcies, divorces, assets and liabilities), typical of credit reporting in our own day. They also assessed moral 
capacities—about honesty and the reliability of intentions, about habits of temperance, frugality, and work, in 
more qualitative, if not impressionist, ways, all of which counted as evidence of success and failure in nineteenth-
century America. As clerks inscribed thousands of reports into large folio registers, and made them available to 
subscribers seeking to hedge the risks they assumed by extending credit to customers, nineteenth-century credit 
agencies assembled a massive, leather-bound bank of moral data that documented the evolving language in which 
Americans understood and diagnosed human nature in business. That language was su!used with what Scott 
Sandage has termed the “folklore of American capitalism,” drawing on secular and religious traditions of moral 
cultivation, concerned with the virtues and vices, as well as Victorian regard for public opinion, for visible signs 
of respectability, propriety that conveyed one’s “character” to strangers. Applying new technologies and systems 
to the storage, organization, and transmission of local knowledge, the credit agencies developed more e$cient 
tools of information management, and in the twentieth century replaced narrative representations of "nancial 
identity with quantitative modes of fortune-telling. (Image: Vermont, Vol. 25, R. G. Dun & Co. Credit Report 
Volumes, Baker Library Historical Collections, Harvard Business School)
—Thomas Augst
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“Ascertaining Capacity of Cranial Cavity by Means of Water” (1884) War Department, Surgeon 
General’s O$ce, United States Medical Museum, Washington, D.C. Here is a quick lesson from the 1880s on 
how to measure the internal capacity of a human skull. The image captures a scene from the years when an old 
race science was giving way to a new physical anthropology, when the capacity of skulls might measure racial 
di!erence or o!er clues to human history. Craniologists had tried beans, buckshot, and sand but worried when 
no two men measured alike. At the end of the century, water looked promising. Water sometimes seeped into 
porous bones or dripped through putty plugged into eye sockets, but sure knowledge of hydrostatics and hydrau-
lics made water a good bet as a means to gauge a skull’s capacity. You needed a collection of skulls, a beaker, a 
scale, and a metronome. A thin rubber lining kept water from settling into squamous sutures and leaking out 
through sinuses. And best of all, as one skull measurer remembered, water guaranteed objectivity, protecting 
scientists from the temptation to use “muscular exertion” to press a few more beans into a head. (Photography 
Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints, and Photographs, The New York Public Library, 
Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations)
—Ann Fabian
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A Bullet through an Apple (1939) How should we interpret photographs of time intervals so small that 
even a #ying bullet could appear perfectly immobile in midair? James R. Killian, a young science writer who 
would later become president of MIT and one of Eisenhower’s must trusted advisors, started his illustrious 
career by writing about the famous strobe photographs of his colleague and friend Harold E. Edgerton. These 
photographs, he argued, were raw representations of the natural world. They were a “unique and literal tran-
scription” of nature—a “scienti"c record” written in a “universal language for all to appreciate.” Killian described 
Edgerton’s method as a technique to “contract and expand not only space but time.” His strobe was an instru-
ment for “manipulating time as the microscope or telescope manipulates space.” From Aristotle to Einstein, 
most scientists and philosophers felt justi"ed in treating time as space. Although radical thinkers from Hegel 
to Bergson fought against this space-time conception, an orthodox interpretation of high-speed photographs as 
expanding time coalesced by mid-century. The “instantaneity” of each photograph guaranteed that these images 
could be studied as temporal and spatial data—easily transformed into mathematical (x, y, z, t) coordinates. 
But at least one anonymous observer remained skeptical, publishing a humorous critique in The Electrical Journal 
(1931). Remarking on the strobe’s alleged ability to stretch time, he titled his commentary: “If Money Could 
Be Stretched Like That.” (Copyright Harold & Esther Edgerton Foundation, 2011, courtesy of Palm Press, Inc.)
—Jimena Canales
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NORAD Santa Tracker (1964) This image, the cover of an album titled NORAD TRACKS SANTA CLAUS, 
shows a military analyst peering into a radar screen at a North American Aerospace Defense Command facility, 
feeding data into one of the enormous o!-site computers that comprised the SAGE (Semi Automatic Ground 
Environment) bomber detection system. It is a Cold War image with a twist, however: instead of performing cus-
tomary surveillance operations, the analyst is tracking the location of Santa’s sleigh on Christmas Eve. NORAD 
released this compilation of radio spots and assorted Christmas tunes to commemorate the ten-year anniversary 
of a public relations e!ort that began due to happenstance, but came to serve as the humorous face of an orga-
nization whose primary purpose was to monitor U.S. and Canadian airspace in anticipation of nuclear attack. In 
1955, a misprint in a Sears advertisement meant that children intending to dial Sears’ own Santa hot line instead 
reached the phone line reserved by NORAD for communication of an impending Soviet missile strikes. Playing 
along, the organization began to "eld calls from children interested in Santa’s whereabouts, and eventually to 
issue brief broadcast “updates” of Santa’s location, claiming to use NORAD’s “satellites, high-powered radars, and 
jet"ghters” to track Santa’s journey. The radio broadcasts continued until 1997, when the Santa Tracker moved 
to the Internet. In 2007, Google partnered with NORAD on the endeavor, creating 2D Google maps and 3D 
Google Earth images based on NORAD’s tracking data. In 2011 the Santa Tracking program drew on over 1,000 
U.S. and Canadian military volunteers to "eld over 100,000 phone calls and emails; the Apple/Android Santa-
Tracker smartphone app was downloaded 1.4 million times, while the NORAD Santa Tracker Web site received 
2.2 million hits. (Image: Bob Haynes)
—Lisa Lynch
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Rumsfeld, Ford, and Cheney (1974) Missing minutes of secret audio recording and other intrigues and 
malfeasance revealed during the Watergate scandal in the United States led to pressure for greater openness. In 
1974 Congress passed a toothsome amendment to the 1966 Freedom of Information Act, but it was vetoed by 
President Gerald Ford. Ford vetoed the bill at the urging of his chief of sta!, Donald Rumsfeld, and his deputy, 
Richard Cheney, who consulted with a government lawyer, Antonin Scalia (“Veto Battle 30 Years Ago,” National 
Security Archive, nsarchive.org, November 23, 2004). Congress handily overrode Ford’s veto. Responding to ad-
ditional public concern about computer databases, Congress also passed the Privacy Act of 1974, which requires 
federal agencies to inform the public about the systems of records they use at the same time that it establishes 
rules for the protection of information that makes individuals identi"able. Both gestures by Congress helped to 
initiate the information regime in which Americans live and which has been structured further by an extended 
sequence of laws of #uctuating stricture and enforcement (and, in some cases, evasion) that govern privacy and 
the retention or destruction of records both private and public. (Image: Courtesy of Gerald R. Ford Library)
—Lisa Gitelman
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Aerodynamics (ca. 1980) When the U.S. Space Shuttle was under development in the 1970s, its designers 
faced a number of challenges. Modeling the #ow of air over the craft’s wings, traditionally done using wind tun-
nels, was especially di$cult, as the Shuttle operated over a wide range of velocities as it returned to Earth from 
space. Wind tunnels always involved compromises because it was impractical to replicate exactly the conditions 
of actual #ight. Translating data obtained from a model in a tunnel into data about the #ying qualities of the actual 
aircraft was a complex process. Shuttle designers were able to use a new tool that had just become became avail-
able: the supercomputer—a digital computer optimized for very fast numerical calculations. Usually associated 
with the work of computer engineer Seymour Cray, the new computers were o!ered "rst from the Control Data 
Corporation in the late 1960s and later on from Cray Research, a company Seymour Cray founded after leaving 
Control Data in the early 1970s. Supercomputers created a “virtual” wind tunnel by dividing the region around 
the aircraft into a grid; assigning numbers corresponding to pressure, temperature, velocity, and so on to each 
point on that grid; and using equations of aerodynamics to compute those values at the next step in time. To aid in 
analysis, these numbers were then rendered graphically in false-color, replicating the streams of smoke that were 
used in traditional tunnels. The image reproduced here is from the NASA Ames Research Center, in Mountain 
View, California, ca. 1980. It shows a supercomputer-generated image of air #owing over the right side of the 
Shuttle fuselage and wing. (Credit: NASA-Ames Research Center)
—Paul Ceruzzi
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Digital Image Analysis: Manga Style Space (2010) Images pose particular challenges for computational 
analysis. In 2009, we downloaded 883 Manga series containing 1,074,790 unique pages and then used our cus-
tom software system installed on a supercomputer at National Department of Energy Research Center (NERSC) 
to analyze their visual features, turning style into data. This visualization maps all of the pages according to their 
grayscale measurements, plotting the standard deviation of pixels’ grayscale values in a page (x-axis) against the 
entropy measured over grayscale values in a page (y-axis). The pages in the bottom part of the visualization are 
the most graphic and have the least amount of detail. The pages in the upper right have lots of detail and texture. 
The pages with the highest contrast are on the right, while pages with the least contrast are on the left. Among 
these four extremes, we "nd every possible graphic variation. This suggests that our basic concept of “style” 
maybe not appropriate when we consider large cultural data sets. The concept assumes that we can partition a set 
of works into a number of discrete categories. However, the space of manga graphical variations does not have 
any distinct clusters, so if we try to divide this space into discrete categories, any such attempt will be arbitrary.



Color Plates9

Digital Image Analysis: Manga Style Matrix (2009–2010) We can use the same method to visualize the 
space of graphical variations in individual Manga series. Some series have been relatively short lived while the 
longest running began in 1976; the most popular Manga series contains over 10,000 pages to date. This visualiza-
tion shows 192 di!erent Manga series, each rendered as a separate scatter plot in which pages are represented 
by points. As in the previous visualization, the position of every point is determined by the corresponding page’s 
visual characteristics, measured by software. (The points in the bottom part of each plot correspond to pages 
that are more graphic, and contain little detail, while the points in the upper right of a plot correspond to pages 
with lots of detail and texture.) Page order within each series is represented by color, using a blue-red gradient 
(pure blue—"rst page; pure red—last page). This mapping of page order in a series into color creates distinct 
visual patterns, which indicate whether visual language in a given series changes over the period of its publica-
tion. A scatter plot matrix is very useful for working with large cultural data sets. It allows us to quickly see which 
artifacts in a set stand out from the rest and should be investigated more closely.
—Lev Manovich, Jeremy Douglass, and William Huber
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Visualizing the Financial Markets (2011) First sold in 1982, the Bloomberg terminal can now be found 
on the desks of over 300,000 subscribers around the globe, including at investment banks, hedge funds, govern-
ment agencies, and even the Vatican. A dedicated portal used to access a vast, proprietary suite of data, tools, and 
news, the Bloomberg terminal combines real-time quotes from a diverse array of capital and product markets—
ranging from the familiar to the esoteric—with a historical repository stretching back decades, all on a single 
platform. As the devices have become ubiquitous in the "nancial sector, they have become increasingly essential 
for anyone hoping to understand, monitor, analyze, and participate in the modern economy. Market partici-
pants without them, or away from their desks, "nd themselves falling entire minutes, seconds, and nanoseconds 
behind. Like the telegraph and ticker before it, the Bloomberg terminal is credited with market e!ects. Through 
the process of aggregating, disseminating, and contextualizing data—modeling markets—the Bloomberg ter-
minal actively shapes the decisions that investors make, thereby confounding the causality between principal 
and agent as well as human and machine. (Director of photography: Frankie DeMarco; reproduced courtesy of 
Roadside Attractions/Lionsgate)
—Vikas Mouli
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 Let me be hyperbolic and assert that we are entering into the dataverse.  “ Entering ”  is 
a key word here — it is through the labors of millions of sensors, click-workers and of 
course our collective selves that we are being entered. 

 It has been a longer-term process than most would have thought, before they read 
this marvelous volume. It has also been ineluctable. Harry Harrison imagined  “ the stain-
less steel rat ”  who could continue to swarm in worlds of concrete, glass, and cameras 

 Figure 9.1      Google Ngram ( http://books.google.com/ngrams ) showing data and information on historic rise 
and knowledge and wisdom in historic decline.  Note:  Information and data peak in the late twentieth century 
(data is the darker line); wisdom and knowledge are in gradual decline. 

 Data Flakes: An Afterword to  “ Raw Data ”  Is an Oxymoron 
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as privately and obscurely as the veriest ant.  1   However, it is now difficult to walk the 
streets of a major city without having one ’ s progress captured by some hidden gaitkeep-
ing device. It is getting difficult for trees to fall in forests without nonhuman observers. 
Data about me are stored in thousands of virtual locations (and not just because it ’ s 
me . ! . ! .). As that data is reworked, processed through an online algorithm or spat out 
to somewhere and somewhen to the computer screen of a vigilant operator, my pos-
sibilities for action are being shaped. 

 So what ’ s the story with data? The concept  “ raw data ”  can be aligned with L é vi-
Strauss ’ s use of the term  “ raw. ”  When he wrote  The Raw and the Cooked , he was describ-
ing a vast mythological set originating analytically in South America among the Bororo 
and spreading throughout the world.  2   His argument was that a series of binaries char-
acterized this set, many of which were a variant of what we would call the nature/
society divide. The natural was the raw (honey) and the social was the cooked (ashes). 
The interplay between the two structured many of the myths he was describing, using 
topological transformations such as, most notably, inversion. This constructed divide 
has been central to many societies up to the present day (though it ’ s never fully 
completed — as witness ecologists arguing against the exclusion of human activity from 
 “ nature ” ). 

 The divide has been politically and philosophically powerful. With a  “ natural ”  thor-
oughly separate from us, we can learn lessons from the book of nature and apply them 
deliberately to our own species. An absurdist statement of this move is given by the 
Natural Law Party — a mix of transcendental meditation and benign autocratic practice. 
A scientific guise for our times has been sociobiology — if all animals have a territorial 
imperative, then so must we. The sleight of hand (discussed by Bruno Latour in  We Have 
Never Been Modern ) which permits this appeal to the natural to be true is that our own 
understandings of nature project our views of ourselves.  3   Beehives in nineteenth-
century Britain had kings, because it was believed that only a male could undertake the 
complex tasks of government (the titular monarch Queen Victoria notwithstanding). 
Our knowledge professionals see selfish genes because that ’ s the way that we look at 
ourselves as social beings — if the same amount of energy had been applied to the uni-
versality of parasitism/symbiosis as has been applied to rampant individualistic analysis, 
we would see the natural and social worlds very differently. However, scientists tend to 
get inspired by and garner funding for concepts that sit  “ naturally ”  with our views of 
ourselves. The social, then, is other than the natural and should/must be modeled on 
it; and yet the natural is always already social. 
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 Database development has followed this vein. The early databases were hierarchical —
 you needed to go down a detailed line of authority each time you wanted to retrieve a 
datum. Then we had relational databases, where there was still central control but much 
more flexible access (the database system, like society at the time, was seen as a fixed 
structure). Today we have moved into a world of object-oriented and object-relational 
databases, in which each data object lives in a Tardean paradise — any structure can be 
evanescent providing we know the inputs or outputs of any object within it. So databases 
have recapitulated social and organizational developments. And many organizations 
changed in the 1990s and 2000s in an effort to become more  “ object-oriented ” ; forget-
ting that the first object-oriented language (Simula, a precursor to Smalltalk) attempted 
to model work practice. Along the way, we have conceived ourselves and the natural 
entities in terms of data and information. We have flattened both the social and the 
natural into a single world so that there are no human actors and natural entities but 
only agents (speaking computationally) or actants (speaking semiotically) that share 
precisely the same features. It makes no sense in the dataverse to speak of the raw and 
the natural or the cooked and the social: to get into it you already need to be defined 
as a particular kind of monad. 

 The best description of the dataverse from within precipitates nicely from the won-
derful observation from Benjamin that Krajewski cites in chapter 6 (this volume):  “ And 
even today, as the current scientific method teaches us, the book is an archaic interme-
diate between two different card index systems. For everything substantial is found in 
the slip box of the researcher who wrote it and the scholar who studies in it, assimilated 
into its own card index. ”  We typically conceive of knowledge as passing from knowledge 
worker to knowledge worker via the intermediary of the datum. However, as Marx 
displayed so brilliantly with his M-C-M (money-commodity-money) cycle, we can 
achieve analytic purchase by looking at C-M-C (which in our era, felicitously, may refer 
to computer-mediated communication). 

 We can start perhaps by refining the terms of the cycle. Much of our  “ knowledge ”  
today surpasseth human understanding. Stephen Hawking, in his inaugural lecture for 
the Lucasian Chair of Physics at Cambridge — once held by Newton, who had all those 
giants standing on his shoulders — pointed to the day when physicists would not under-
stand the products of their own work.  4   With the world of string theory upon us, it is 
clear that we cannot  “ think ”  in the necessary 10+1 dimensions and the complex geom-
etries they entail. Fields such as climate science or any others that deploy agent-based 
modeling systems are much the same. The intelligent citizen cannot read the programs 
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that run our data sets; they can be  “ groundtruthed ”  to some extent — though increasingly 
scientific models are compared primarily against other models. So let ’ s take the unnec-
essary human out of the equation and talk about the program-data-program or data-
program-data cycles. 

 There is of course an ongoing relationship with the real world and the human 
observer (nature and society), however it is a difficult one to express. Both the natural 
world and its human observers are being ever more instrumented with intelligent 
machines. Staggering arrays of sensors and cameras furbish  “ us ”  with terabytes of data 
a day about the natural world and about our social activities. The  “ quantified self  ”  move-
ment is an oddly worshipful effort to celebrate this quantification (computers do not 
deal with  “ soft ”  data). The qualified self seems to be slipping out of the picture — the 
interpretative work is done inside the computer and read out and acted on by humans. 

 A dark vision is that our interaction with the world and each other is being rendered 
epiphenomenal to these data-program-data cycles. If it ’ s not in principle measurable, 
or is not being measured, it doesn ’ t exist. Thus in the natural world, we have largely as 
a species elected to take the quantifiable genome ( https://www.23andme.com ) as the 
measure of all life: when we save species (in seedbanks for example), we are saving 
irreducible genetic information — not communities (despite the fact that every indi-
vidual comes with its own internal flora and fauna central to its survival; and that each 
individual can be understood equally as the product of a network of relationships). 
Collectivities that are not being measured and modeled are preserved, if at all, only 
accidentally. As people we are, in Olga Kuchinskaya ’ s memorable phrase, becoming our 
own data. Mental disorders are less complexes than strings of measurable effects. By 
making them data, response regimes can be tested and implemented. However, this 
does not mean that completely different understandings of these disorders are not 
right — just that the complex, tight coupling between machines in the clinical and 
insurance industries and in administration entails that in order to survive in the world, 
we need to be able to become data within a highly ramified system. If you are not 
data, you don ’ t exist: and just like the unfortunate Doc Daneeka in  Catch 22 , it doesn ’ t 
really matter how often you declare yourself alive. In the old days of science studies, 
we used to worry about the supremacy of the hard sciences, which we rightly tied to 
the absolutism of the Christian theology they supplanted. Now we risk being in the grip 
of hard data. 

 This playful, insightful book offers a rather gentler path forward. If data are so central 
to our lives and our planet, then we need to understand just what they are and what 
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they are doing. We are managing the planet and each other using data — and just getting 
more data on the problem is not necessarily going to help. What we need is a strongly 
humanistic approach to analyzing the forms that data take; a hermeneutic approach 
which enables us to envision new possible futures even as we risk being swamped in 
the data deluge. 

 I recently stumbled across this marvelous headline:  “ Data sharing revolution letting 
scientists use any database in the world instantly. ”   5   The author of this breakthrough tells 
us that ontology is the solution:  “ Ontology is philosophy. It is underlain by a philosophi-
cal system that has been unbroken since the time of the ancient Greek philosopher 
Aristotle (BC 384 – 322). It took five years for us to be able to understand information 
technology based on a philosophy that has been nurtured over such a long historical 
period. ”  Such a terrible loss of materiality and praxis. It is certainly true that computer 
scientists have tried to commandeer ontology. 

 The authors in this volume suggest that phenomenology is a good practice to guide 
our understanding of and ultimately to transform this overweening vision. Computers 
may have the data, but not everything in the world is given.    

 Notes 
 Thank you to Judith Gregory for a generous and creative reading of this text. 

 1.   Harry Harrison,  The Stainless Steel Rat  (New York: Walker, 1970). 

 2.   Claude L é vi-Strauss,  The Raw and the Cooked  (New York: Harper  &  Row, 1969). 

 3.   Bruno Latour,  We Have Never Been Modern  (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993). 

 4.   Stephen W. Hawking,  Is the End in Sight for Theoretical Physics?: An Inaugural Lecture  (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1980). 

 5.   See  http://www.labonline.com.au/articles/50252-Data-sharing-revolution-letting-scientists
-use-any-database-in-the-world-instantly . 
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In a string of recent education articles, researchers have praised the bene�ts of hand-
written notes and instructors have forbidden computers from classrooms. Frustrated
with her student’s technological �xation, Associate Professor Carol E. Holstead reports, “I
told students they would have to take notes on paper. Period.” In such a learning
environment, Anne-Marie, who can’t listen without pen in hand, would thrive. Rick,
though, who relies on various technologies to supplement or replace handwriting, would
struggle
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struggle.

Holstead’s preference for handwriting over technology is part of a recent trend to ban
laptops in the classroom advocated by critics such as Hinda Mandell, Dan Rockmore, and
Anne Curzan. Recently, National Public Radio even picked up the story, reporting that
“there are still advantages to doing things the old-fashioned way.” All describe common
problems: student distraction and their reluctance to process information, perhaps the
de�ning pedagogical concerns of the 21st century. As educators race to address these
problems, though, disability has been noticeably absent from the debate.

�is debate is about more than the best way to take notes. It is about the assumptions
instructors make about students. It is about the narratives educators construct about
learning. All too o�ten, underlying discussions of appropriate student behavior and
traditional best practices are narrow visions of students’ abilities and classroom praxis.
Seeing a study body as an undi�ferentiated group leads to strict rules and single solutions.

While many supporters of no-tech accommodate disabled students who present the
required paperwork, for instance, they still cite handwriting as best practice. Are people
with disabilities, then, doomed to substandard learning? Can any pedagogy be sound if it doesn’t fully
incorporate people with disabilities?

Planning for Disability

Jay Dolmage is frequently quoted for his observation in Disability and the Teaching of
Writing that “too o�ten we react to diversity instead of planning for it” (21). What would it
look like to integrate disability into the screen debate, into pedagogical understandings of
the classroom space and writing technologies?

Many students cannot handwrite notes and rely on assistive technology, so in no-laptop
spaces they would need an accommodation. �ese might include giving the student copies
of the teachers’ notes, providing the student with a peer note-taker, or allowing the
student to use assistive technology in class. With the �rst two, if the student is still denied
a screen, then the student may end up with a set of notes, but during class will be denied
the ability to record their own thoughts, to communicate ideas. �e end product of the
communication, the notes, would counterintuitively trump the ability to communicate, to
write in whatever form that takes.

If an instructor honors o��cial accommodation requests and lets the student be the
exception with a screen, it forces students to out themselves as a person with a disability,
which can come with considerable stigma. Ramona Paetzold et al. studied students’
perceptions of people with disabilities — speci�cally individuals granted longer test time
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http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01973530701665280
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— and found that “granting an accommodation was seen as less fair than not granting
one” (27). With that kind of social pressure, it is unsurprising that many students don’t
report, and as a result, instructors then think they don’t have many disabled students and
don’t need to plan for their inclusion. Exclusive policies could deter students from taking
the course from the outset.

�e issue of screens, though, does not only a�fect those denied them. Students with
Attention De�cit Disorder and Obsessive Compulsive Disorder might �nd the
distractions of a large lecture space di��cult to overcome, and these distractions are likely
increased by the screens of fellow students. So what’s the answer?

�ere is no one answer even within one classroom. In contrast to singular best practices
such as a universal ban on screens in classrooms, disability studies promotes multi-modal
options and �lexible design. When information and tasks are presented across multiple
modes, it opens choices for users about how best to access that information. So, a lecture
video would contain captions as well as verbal descriptions of any visual information, such
as a graph. �is seemingly basic principle is far from simple, though, because, as the
notes debate shows, our tendency is o�ten to choose the “best” mode for students. �is
foreclosure of choice is investigated in  the webtext “Multimodalilty in Motion.” Six
disability scholars demonstrate the many ways that digital space, which is o�ten assumed
to be accessible, excludes disabled readers, and they advocate for creating more choices.
Individual users are better equipped to make decisions about their own abilities than
authoritative requirements, and so we return to the choice lying with students.

Building Inaccessible Spaces

It is not lost on us that our experiences with small writing-intensive classes are markedly
di�ferent than those of instructors with hundreds of students in lecture halls. �ese
spaces, themselves, maximize numbers and to do so make big assumptions about the
kind of people who work within those spaces: the ability to climb stairs, see and hear
across long distances, maintain focus amidst large crowds, stay awake in a room darkened
for a presentation, etc. �ese spaces, which seemingly make information more accessible
to ever greater numbers, make it less accessible to many, many individual students.

Instructors, too, note their drawbacks. �ese spaces make students feel anonymous and
hidden enough to spend the class checking social media or texting friends. �at’s what the
screen ban policies are supposed to help. But this approach takes an inaccessible space
and makes it less accessible. It follows the same logic of the underlying classroom
architecture by assuming students are the same and by treating them in one limiting way
instead of in multiple and �lexible ways. It does not question the limits of the pedagogical
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and institutional setting, but rather “solves” the problem by further feeding into it.

�ese kinds of rules envision a learning environment in which any student can be dropped
in and function well without an instructor having to negotiate space, skills, or learning
with those individual students. Disability scholar Stephanie Kerschbaum notes that
“access will always require the hard work of negotiating among all members of a
classroom community, and teachers cannot know, predict, or assume who those members
will be nor what moves will be needed.” Spaces like large lecture halls o�ten lock teachers
into inaccessible pedagogy but could more productively lead us to push back, to hack
these spaces, to cooperate with students to make them more accessible. �is will
inevitably look di�ferent for di�ferent populations.

Building Inaccessible Ideologies

When new social science experiments demonstrate that a majority of participants do well
with a particular learning tool, instructors may feel pedagogically justi�ed in requiring
that method. However, mandating a universal use of tools does not plan for diversity in
the classroom but rather treats it as an a�terthought. �ere are several normalizing leaps
involved in moving from “65% of students succeed with this tool” to “All students must use
this tool to succeed.”

Certainly instructors don’t mean to suggest that the disabled are doomed to inferior
educations. �at is the implication, though, when students cannot implement the quickly
hardening conventional wisdom that handwritten notes (or the next throwback to no tech)
are superior.

�e ideologies underlying many of our traditional spaces and traditional practices o�ten
fail to take disability into account. As uniquely disabled instructors teaching a population
of uniquely disabled and abled students, we o�fer not one answer, but rather a way of
thinking about the problem — one that focuses on disability and accessibility, one that
looks outside traditional ableist logic to make classes more accessible to all students.

By making disability a part of the conversation — or perhaps, more pointedly, by
acknowledging that it is always an integral part of any conversation about learning and
pedagogy whether we explicitly acknowledge it or not — we encourage instructors to
evaluate classroom spaces and pedagogical practices for accessibility. Do your practices
privilege one sort of body-mind over another? Would contingency plans for
accommodation be better integrated into teaching methods as a choice rather than an
exception? Identifying the potentially ableist logic of our pedagogies is only the �rst step,
however. Designing inclusive learning spaces is a process, one that must be reevaluated on

http://compositionforum.com/issue/32/anecdotal-relations.php


a continual basis, and one where our students need to be invited into, rather than be
treated as the recipients of, “best practice” authoritative models of teaching practice.
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Disrupting Labor in Digital 
Humanities; or, The Classroom Is 

Not Your Crowd

Spencer D.C. Keralis1

1 This chapter is derived and expanded from a talk I gave as part of the Mini-
Symposium on DH and Collaboration at THATCamp DHCollaborate at 
Texas A&M University on May 16, 2014. I was respondent for a roundtable 
discussion on “Digital Humanities in the Classroom: Students as Collabora-
tors” with Amy Earhart and Toniesha Taylor. My remarks were inspired by 
the lively Q&A that followed Digital Humanities 2012 session #PS08 “Ex-
cavating Feminisms: Digital Humanities and Feminist Scholarship” with 
Katherine D. Harris (whose paper was read by George Williams), Jacqueline 
Wernimont, Kathi Inman Berens, and Dene Grigar.

I am grateful to Amy, Toniesha, Sarah Potvin, Liz Grumbach, and Ann 
Hawkins for their responses to my comments at Texas A&M and subsequent 
conversations on this topic. The conversation from THATCamp DHCol-
laborate is storied here: https://storify.com/trueXstory/thatcamp-dh-col-
laborate-2014#publicize.

Miriam Posner is a collegial and generous interlocutor, and was kind 
enough to share a draft of the “Student Collaborators’ Bill of Rights” she 
developed with her students. The final document is here: http://cdh.ucla.
edu/news/a-student-collaborators-bill-of-rights/

This work would be impossible without the labor of my talented and 
chaos-tolerant student assistants, past and present. Jeanette Laredo in par-
ticular was invaluable to developing the data set for the ongoing research 
inspired by this topic. Braden Weinmann has provided moral support and a 
fresh eye as we brought this project over the finish line. My student workers 
are collaborators in the truest sense, and I’m honored that they choose to 
work with me and proud to credit them for their efforts. I’m also grateful 
that my institution enables me to pay them, though not nearly as much as 
they are worth.
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“Stick to the boat, Pip, or by the Lord, I won’t pick you up if you 

jump; mind that. We can’t afford to lose whales by the likes of you; a 

whale would sell for thirty times what you would, Pip, in Alabama.”

— Herman Melville, Moby-Dick; or, The Whale2

Digital humanists have a labor problem, but it’s not what you 
might think. It’s not about humanities faculty getting credit 
in tenure and promotion for digital informatics work. It’s not 
about the adjunctification of teaching labor. It’s not about the 
devaluation of humanities PhDs, the contraction of the faculty 
job market, the rise of #alt-ac, nor the para-professionalization 
of academic libraries. And while I care deeply about these prob-
lems, at least three of which affect me personally almost every 
day, what I am concerned with here is a type of labor that the 
collective preoccupation with these issues effaces: the use of 
student labor on digital humanities projects in and out of the 
classroom.

Without student labor, the academy as a whole would grind 
to a halt. From the office of the Registrar to the digital library, 
student labor keeps the wheels of the neoliberal university spin-
ning. These students, even those in skilled technical jobs, are 
generally paid at or just above minimum wage. Right or wrong, 
this is a truth of the university that is well established, and many 
digital humanities projects with the funding to do so participate 
in the student labor economy. What isn’t so widely recognized is 
that, in the absence of funding for student wages, some faculty 
use the classroom as a locus for exploiting student labor. The 
aim of this chapter is not to point fingers or name names, but to 
adumbrate a trend in disciplines I value that I, and others, find 
deeply troubling. In what follows, I will describe the problem 
of student labor in digital humanities as I see it, and examine 
some of the structural issues that drive the use of student labor. 
I will place the labor economy of digital humanities projects 
within the broader context of the innovation economy writ large 

2 Herman Melville, Moby Dick, or The White Wale (Boston: C.H. Simonds 
Co., 1922), 390, http://etcweb.princeton.edu/batke/moby/moby_093.html.
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to demonstrate how labor within the academy cannot operate 
under the same system of consensual participation which in-
forms movements like crowdsourcing and crowdfunding. And 
in conclusion, I will offer suggestions for how ethically-man-
aged student labor in the classroom can empower students to 
demonstrate both CV-ready skills and humanistic knowledge in 
durable products for which they receive full credit.

On digital humanities panels at conferences ranging from 
the Modern Language Association, to the Digital Library Fed-
eration Forum, to the Alliance of Digital Humanities Organiza-
tions’ annual Digital Humanities, to c19, to the Texas Confer-
ence on Digital Libraries, I’ve been struck again and again by 
how glibly panelists, upon describing their project, will declare 
something to the effect of: “[A]nd we incorporate the grunt 
work into a syllabus and have students do it as part of a class.” 
Under the rubric of “skills building,” these comments are usually 
met with nods of knowing approval by attendees. During the 
Q&A of the Feminist DH panel at Digital Humanities 2013 when 
a few audience members questioned the legitimacy of using stu-
dent labor in the classroom, they were piously dismissed both in 
the room and on social media, with Tweeters wielding hashtags 
like #pedagogicalvalue and #computationalthinking as though 
they expressed some ineffable, self-evident good.3 This sort of 
dismissal is the rhetorical equivalent of #notallmen or #alllives-
matter — a sleight of hand leveraged by a vocal and influential 
clique of DH true believers to efface the legitimacy of claims of 
student labor exploitation.4

3 Kathryn Tomasek (@KathrynTomasek): “@4Hum Hope someone is noting 
that not all student labor is exploitation. #pedagogicalvalue #computation-
althinking #DH2013,” Twitter post, 19 July 2013, 12:02 p.m., https://twitter.
com/KathrynTomasek/status/358270653708763137.

4 #notallmen is used by “men’s rights” advocates to dismiss arguments about 
rape culture (i.e., #notallmen are violent against women). For a useful ex-
amination of how #notallmen is an impediment to serious conversation 
about rape, see Phil Plait, “#YesAllWomen,” Slate, 27 May 2014, http://
www.slate.com/blogs/bad_astronomy/2014/05/27/not_all_men_how_dis-
cussing_women_s_issues_gets_derailed.html. Similarly, #alllivesmatter 
is used in response to #blacklivesmatter to “take race out of the equa-
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This circling of the wagons is reflexive and unreflective and 
has more, I believe, to do with a sort of siege mentality on the 
part of a DH in-crowd (in particular those who have attempted 
to focus the conversation on recognition of digital work for 
tenure and promotion), than it does with those individuals’ ac-
tual convictions about the use of student labor.5 The desire on 
the part of those attempting to deflect and dismiss criticism of 
practices to which they have so fiercely allied themselves comes 
instead from a collective defensiveness driven in part by a very 
real desire to ensure that digital work within the humanities is 
valued and recognized. Meg Worley asserts elsewhere in this 
volume that imbalances in power “are rarely attributable to in-
dividual action or an intent to oppress.”6 But decisions about 
student labor are often individual decisions made from a range 
of alternatives within institutional contexts. At some point all 
digital humanities practitioners choose, to a greater or lesser de-

tion” and “[turn] our eyes away from acknowledging America’s racist past, 
functioning as a form of dismissal or denial.” David Bedrick. “What’s the 
Matter with ‘All Lives Matter?’” Huffington Post, 24 August 2015, http://
www.huffingtonpost.com/david-bedrick/whats-the-matter-with-all-lives-
matter_b_7922482.html.

5 The notion of a “DH in-crowd” isn’t new. In Debates in the Digital Humani-
ties, William Pannapacker notes that “the field, as a whole, seems to be 
developing an in-group, out-group dynamic that threatens to replicate the 
culture of Big Theory back in the 80s and 90s, which was so alienating to 
so many people.” Pannapacker notes, as I do, that this cliquishness is nota-
ble on social media, and observes that DH seems “more exclusive, more cli-
quish,” each year. William Pannapacker, “Digital Humanities Triumphant?” 
in Debates in the Digital Humanities, ed. Matthew Gold, 233–34 (Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/
debates/text/46. In the same volume, Lisa Spiro resists this idea, suggesting 
that in-crowd is “an ironic label for a group of people who have long felt like 
misfits. Lisa Spiro, “‘This Is Why We Fight’: Defining the Values of the Digi-
tal Humanities,” in Debates in the Digital Humanities, 16–35, at 16, http://
dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/debates/text/13. The two notions are not, however, 
mutually exclusive, since the misfit status Spiro describes is precisely what 
produces the smug, cliquish “cool kids’ table” mentality that I and Panna-
packer experience. They are different sides of the same coin with social me-
dia as their echo chamber. 

6 Meg Worley, “The Rhetoric of Disruption,” this volume, XX–XX.
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gree depending on institutional realities and individual values, 
to willingly capitulate to the logic of what Richard Grusin de-
scribes as “bottom-line economics and the need for higher edu-
cation to train students for jobs[,] not to read literature or study 
culture.”7 Digital projects have the potential to allow faculty to 
have their neoliberal cake and teach literature and history too, 
and any criticism of the practices that support digital projects is 
rejected out of hand. 

But the economic motivation goes further than simple pan-
dering to shifts in administrative priority away from producing 
thoughtful citizens and toward making corporate minions. As 
Melville’s Stubb reminds us “man is a money-making animal, 
which propensity too often interferes with his benevolence,”8 
and digital humanities has woven money into the social fabric 
of humanities pedagogy in unprecedented ways. The misper-
ception of university administrators that digital humanities will 
bring in money has unfortunately been encouraged by the same 
community of practitioners who are most invested in defend-
ing the maker culture fostered by the National Endowment for 
Humanities Office of Digital Humanities. The ability to bring in 
grant money has been a key point for those fighting for recog-
nition of informatics and computer science projects for tenure 
in humanities departments, and the fact that there really isn’t 
much money out there to support these projects creates a cul-
ture of scarcity that fosters, among other inequities, the move of 
student labor from campus employment or work study into the 
classroom. 

Let’s break this down a little. NEH-ODH Digital Humanities 
Start up Grant Level 1 Awards, which for years were the gold 
standard for funding early stage humanities informatics pro-
jects, max out at $40,000. Considering that the average indirect 
costs charged against grants often exceed 50%, there’s very little 

7 Richard Grusin, “The Dark Side of the Digital Humanities — Part 2.” Think-
ing C21, 9 January 2013, http://www.c21uwm.com/2013/01/09/dark-side-of-
the-digital-humanities-part-2/.

8 Melville, Moby Dick, 390.
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room to fund the sort of skilled labor necessary to produce the 
technical innovation prioritized by the ODH. Given that hour-
ly rates for freelancers with experience in R, Python, or other 
programming languages can exceed $100/hour,9 the pittance 
remaining after universities take their facilities and admin-
istration cut might cover less than 200 hours of skilled labor, 
with nothing left over for hardware, hosting, travel, or other 
research-related costs.

The Deficit Internship

The solution for some scholars is to shift this work away from 
paid professionals, or even paid apprentice labor like graduate 
research assistants, and into the classroom. They provide just 
enough training in code, content management, and style sheets 
for students to contribute some basic programming, write con-
tent for blogs and wikis, transcribe manuscripts and primary 
source documents, or develop visualizations and design. Stu-
dents that come to the classroom with skill in computing, de-
sign, or even statistics can face an undue burden compared to 
their peers both in terms of supporting and mentoring their less 
technically savvy classmates and in terms of what the instructor 
expects them to contribute to the project. Even when students 
are given credit for their work, they often end up building port-
folios for fields they’ll never crack, or which don’t help them in 
their chosen major (this is especially true of students outside the 
major in which these courses are offered, who are also some-
times the more technically skilled of the students). 10 Under the 
rationale of promoting skills building and in-class collabora-

9 A search for R programmers on UpWork, a web-based service that matches 
clients with freelancers, generates a list of hourly rates ranging from $35 to 
$250 per hour. See UpWork, https://www.upwork.com/o/profiles/browse/c/
web-mobile-software-dev/.

10 Spencer Roberts (@robertssw87): “@digiwonk: ‘you’re building a portfolio 
for a field you’ll never break into.’ how not to help students. #DH2013 fem 
and DH panel,” Twitter post, 19 July 2013, 11:57 a.m., https://twitter.com/
robertssw87/status/358269395551789056.
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tion, the faculty essentially gets the benefit of free labor on their 
projects. Free, that is, to the faculty. Students still pay tuition 
for these courses, making them not just unpaid internships, but 
deficit internships subsidized in no small part by student loan 
debt accrued by the students. If faculty can’t get federal money 
to support their research, this is a back door to getting its equiv-
alent, and students foot the bill in both their labor and their 
future debt burden.

In the culture of perpetual lack that is humanities research 
funding, there has been very little scrutiny of these practices. 
They are, in fact, difficult to identify unless faculty come right 
out and discuss it at conferences or in other venues, which hap-
pens not infrequently. In an environmental scan of 129 syllabi 
gathered online we found no instances of instructors explicitly 
stating in their syllabi that student work would contribute to a 
faculty project (individual assignments, however, are generally 
not visible). The practice of using student labor in the classroom 
is naturalized into the fabric of digital pedagogy, and some large 
scale collaborative projects actively provide mechanisms for the 
effacement of student labor.

One example of this is the History Engine, “an educational 
tool that gives students the opportunity to learn history by do-
ing the work — researching, writing, and publishing — of a 
historian.”11 A collaborative project of the University of Rich-
mond and a number of liberal arts colleges, the Engine is spon-
sored by the University of Richmond Digital Scholarship Lab, 
the Virginia Center for Digital History, and the National Insti-
tute for Technology in Liberal Education (NITLE). The site has 
received press in Inside Higher Ed, Academic Commons, and the 
Chronicle of Higher Education; was awarded NITLE’s 2009 Com-
munity Contribution Award; and was written up by faculty and 
project staff in three essays in Perspectives on History in 2009.

The Engine is based around a database of student authored 
“Episodes” describing moments in history. These episodes are 
assigned as part of courses at participating institutions, and the 

11 The History Engine, http://historyengine.richmond.edu/.
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Engine provides sample assignments, lesson plans, and style 
guides for completing the essays in accordance with the site’s 
standards. As an example, let’s look at the episode describing the 
Keating-Owen Child Labor Act of 1916. 12 The episode is tagged 
with metadata including the date of the episode, location, topic 
tags, and the course and institution which produced the essay. 
There is no metadata field for author, and author is not a search-
able term in the site’s advanced search function. In the process 
of producing work for the site, work which students are “fully 
aware that future classrooms will engage with and critique,”13 the 
student author is erased and anonymized. While the site claims 
it is providing students with the experience of writing and pub-
lishing as an historian, it is in fact structured to ensure that stu-
dents’ contributions are unidentifiable.

What this amounts to is an undergraduate student paying 
for the privilege of contributing his work anonymously to the 
project. Students at us. institutions participating in the History 
Engine pay an average of $954 per credit hour, and as much as 
$2200 per credit hour to contribute, without credit, to the data-
base. Whatever the pedagogic value of these small episode es-
says may be, one lesson the students must certainly internalize is 
that their work does not belong to them, and can be subsumed 
silently by a larger entity. This is great preparation for the cor-
porate world, but it seems we should be having a more nuanced 
conversation about intellectual property with students we hope 
to cultivate as future scholars. While the Engine purports to help 
students “learn history by doing the work […] of an historian,” 
the way the site treats the products of that work complicates the 
relationship between labor and pedagogy. The Engine remains 
in use in classrooms and continues effacing the labor of its stu-
dent contributors, with episodes from courses at Marist College, 
Richard Bland College, University of Richmond, University of 

12 “The Keating-Owen Child Labor Act of 1916,” The History Engine, https://
historyengine.richmond.edu/episodes/view/5309. 

13 “What is the History Engine?” The History Engine, https://historyengine.
richmond.edu/pages/about/what_is_the_history_engine.
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Toronto Scarborough, Widener University, and Indiana Univer-
sity-Purdue University, Indianapolis appearing in 2017.14

The Networked Machine

It is sometimes argued that the use of student labor in the class-
room operates as a form of crowdsourcing (that is certainly the 
discursive angle taken in the History Engine documentation), 
and crowdsourcing has been a popular if unevenly successful 
method of doing some kinds of digital humanities work. But 
crowdsourcing operates under specific conditions of informed 
consent and volunteerism which labor in the classroom cannot 
support. 

Along with crowd-funding, crowdsourcing has emerged as 
one the twin pillars of the neoliberal entrepreneurship economy. 
It is broadly accepted that the term was first coined in 2006 by 
Wired columnist Jeff Howe to describe “The new pool of cheap 
labor: everyday people using their spare cycles to create content, 
solve problems, even do corporate R&D.”15 Crowdsourcing relies 
on low- to no-cost labor to produce a wide variety of products, 
from computer code to photography, and deploys an instru-
mentalist ethic toward those contributing their labor — note the 
word “cycles” in Howe’s description, a term describing the fun-
damental steps a CPU performs to execute commands. Crowd-
sourcing dehumanizes individual contributors, reducing them 
effectively and affectively to anonymous components in a net-
worked machine.

Of course not all advocates of crowdsourcing are so trans-
parently mechanistic in describing their labor pool. Clay Shirky 
describes the pool of skilled individuals willing to spend their 
spare time working on projects as offering a “cognitive surplus” 
which takes advantage of the networked social sphere and a 

14 “Schools Using the History Engine,” The History Engine, https://historyen-
gine.richmond.edu/schools. 

15 Jeff Howe, “The Rise of Crowdsourcing,” Wired, 1 June 2006, http://archive.
wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/crowds.html.
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collective spirit of generosity.16 As Shirky describes it, crowd-
sourcing relies on a particular social contract between labor and 
producer, encouraging a spirit of volunteerism to produce col-
laborative projects at scale. If there’s a product that can be devel-
oped collaboratively, using small slices of time contributed by 
people with a particular skill and interest, the internet economy 
has found a way to wrangle those people together to produce 
that product. These products range from those with potentially 
significant social effects — Shirky offers Wikipedia and Ushahi-
di, a platform that aggregates citizen reports of ethnic violence 
in Kenya as examples — to the merely entertaining, like meme 
factory ICanHasCheezburger.com.

This model can provide a significant return for the compa-
nies leveraging this diffuse labor force. Aside from being “in-
credibly cheap,”17 the company benefits from greater intellectual 
diversity than any one workforce could support. The benefits to 
workers are less tangible. In those rare instances where the la-
bor is paid, the pay is minimal. Contributions to crowdsourced 
projects have a similarly minimal impact as CV padding, and are 
designed to rely on the experience of workers rather than pro-
viding experience for them. While one study finds that offering 
financial incentive is one of the most reliable means of soliciting 
participants in crowdsourced projects, interest in the topic, ease 
of participation, altruism, and the desire to share knowledge are 
also motivators. Interestingly, the perceived sincerity of the pro-
ject organizers is also highly valued by participants, and projects 
that “appreciate and celebrate their community” are more likely 
to be perceived as an “honest beneficiary” of crowdsourced la-
bor.18

Despite the benefits companies can derive from crowd-
sourced labor, one of the essential assumptions of crowdsourc-

16 Clay Shirky, Cognitive Surplus: Creativity and Generosity in a Connected Age 
(New York: Penguin Books, 2010).

17 Jeff Howe, “The Rise of Crowdsourcing.”
18 Piotr Organisciak, “Why Bother? Examining the Motivations of Users in 

Large-Scale Crowd-Powered Online Initiatives” (MA Thesis, University of 
Alberta, 2010), https://era.library.ualberta.ca/downloads/c821gk82p.
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ing from Howe’s first elaboration of the term, is that “The crowd 
produces mostly crap.” As Howe describes it, “Any open call for 
submissions — whether for scientific solutions, new product 
designs, or funny home videos — will elicit mostly junk. Smart 
companies install cheap, effective filters to separate the wheat 
from the chaff.”19 Paradoxically, one of those filters is the crowd 
itself, as “a networked community […] ferrets out the best mate-
rial and corrects errors. Wikipedia enthusiasts quickly fix inac-
curacies in the online content.”20

Both situations are certainly true of humanities data gener-
ated by crowdsourcing. Begun in 2001, the New York Public Li-
brary’s “What’s on the Menu?” project invites users to help tran-
scribe historical restaurant menus.21 User-entered information is 
recorded in large open datasets that can be accessed through the 
website. In terms of engagement, the project has been incredibly 
successful, with 1,331,934 dishes transcribed from 17,545 menus 
as of this writing. However, these transcriptions are notoriously 
messy. The Digital Humanities Data Curation Institute instruc-
tors Trevor Muñoz and Dorothea Salo used the NYPL data sets 
as object lessons in how to curate and clean up crowdsourced 
data using tools like OpenRefine.22 In an elegant response to the 
economies of scale inherent to the project, the “cheap, effective 
filter” the NYPL deploys to fix this messy crowd-produced data 
is the crowd itself. They invite users to help review transcribed 

19 Jeff Howe, “5 Rules of the New Labor Pool,” Wired, 1 June 2006, http://ar-
chive.wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/labor.html.

20 Ibid.
21 “What’s on the Menu?” New York Public Library, http://menus.nypl.org/.
22 Digital Humanities Data Curation Institute, http://www.dhcuration.org/

institute/ (accessed 21 June 2016). For Muñoz’s exploratory work using the 
data, see Trevor Muñoz, “What IS on the Menu? More Work on NYPL’s Open 
Data — Part 1, blog post, 8 August 2013, http://www.trevormunoz.com/
notebook/2013/08/08/what-is-on-the-menu-more-work-with-nypl-open-
data-part-one.html and “Refining the Problem — More Work with NYPL’s 
Open Data — Part 2,” blog post, 19 August 2013, http://www.trevormunoz.
com/notebook/2013/08/19/refining-the-problem-more-work-with-nypl-
open-data-part-two.html.
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menus invites to “fix misspellings, fill in missing data.”23 There’s 
something a little utopian about the notion of crowdsourcing 
being a sort of self-healing system in which the crowd fixes er-
rors the crowd produced, but on some level the benefit received 
by the project or organization outweighs the crap generated by 
the user base, otherwise the practice would long since have died 
out.

Even under apparently ideal conditions of pure volunteerism 
as in the NYPL’s case, or modestly compensated contributions to 
Human Intelligence Tasks (HITs) on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
marketplace,24 crowdsourcing is not without its ethical pitfalls. 
I’ve alluded to one above in describing how contributors are de-
humanized as part of an anonymous labor network, and Jona-
than Zintan, co-founder of the Berkman Center for Internet 
and Society at Harvard, argues that there is a “Tom Sawyer syn-
drome” involved in crowdsourcing labor “in which people are 
suckered into doing work thinking that it’s something to be en-
joyed,” and criticizes the gamification aspect of crowdsourcing 
in which contributors are given points or badges for recognition 
within the volunteer community in lieu of compensation.25 Oth-
er critics focus on issues of data privacy and data integrity that 
crowdsourcing input and analysis of research data may involve. 
In terms of issues in crowdsourcing in the humanities, Julie Mc-
Donough Dolmaya argues that the use of crowdsourced labor 
for translation devalues the work of translation, and lowers the 
“occupational status” of professional translators.26 This critique 
offers an analogue for the devaluation of labor in the humanities 
at large: does, for example, the History Engine devalue the work 

23 “What’s on the Menu.”
24 Amazon Mechanical Turk, https://www.mturk.com/mturk/welcome.
25 Aminda, “Crowdsourcing: an ethics dilemma?” ideaconnection, 23 April 

2011, http://www.ideaconnection.com/blog/2011/04/crowdsourcing-an-
ethics-dilemma/.

26 Julie McDonough Dolmaya, “The Ethics of Crowdsourcing,” Linguisitica 
Antverpiensia: New Series — Themes in Translation Studies 10 (2011): 97–111. 
See also Mia Ridge, ed., Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage (Burlington: 
Ashgate, 2014).
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of historians by shifting the labor of content production onto 
anonymous student authors? The staff and teachers involved in 
the Engine would likely argue that it does not, but what if these 
student-authored texts were cited instead of other scholarly 
works? How much authority do they want the entries to accrue, 
and how much does this anxiety contribute to the decision to 
keep the texts anonymous?

Amanda Fucking Palmer: A Cautionary Tale

Even under what appear to be the most clearly voluntary of 
circumstances, when the social contract of a crowdsourcing 
engagement seems obvious to the participants, the practice is 
not exempt from the criticism that crowdsourcing devalues 
professional practice. One of the most visible examples of this 
is the controversy that erupted in 2012 around Amanda Palm-
er’s invitation to musicians in towns visited by her tour to play 
onstage for free. In August 2012, Palmer posted a call on her 
blog: “Wanted: Horny-y and String-y Volunteers for the Grand 
Theft Orchestra Tour!!!!” The post asked for “professional-ish 
horns and strings for EVERY CITY to hop up on stage with us for 
a couple of tunes” and in return, “we will feed you beer, hug/
high-five you up and down (pick your poison), give you merch, 
and thank you mightily for adding to the big noise we are plan-
ning to make.”27 This had been Palmer’s practice for years. Her 
punk cabaret act The Dresden Dolls relied in part on volunteer 
musicians when touring. She toured Australia in 2008 with The 
Danger Ensemble, four performance artists and a violinist who 
traveled with her for room and board, and they passed the hat at 
each gig. Palmer espouses an ethic of sharing and giving-what-
you-will developed in her years busking as the 8-Foot Bride in 
Harvard Square, or playing her ukulele for change, and elabo-
rated in a 2013 TED talk and her 2014 book The Art of Asking.

27 Amanda Palmer, “Wanted: Horny-y and String-y Volunteers for the Grand 
Theft Orchestra Tour!!!!” blog post, 21 August 2012, http://blog.amanda-
palmer.net/20120821/.
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What was different about the Grand Theft Orchestra Tour 
was that Palmer had just completed a wildly successful Kick-
starter campaign to support the recording of the LP Theatre Is 
Evil and the tour to promote the record. The campaign was sup-
ported by 24,883 backers and raised $1,192,793 — the highest-
grossing musical campaign on the platform at the time. These 
funds were intended to cover recording and distribution costs 
for the record (Palmer has self-released her work since her ac-
rimonious split from Roadrunner Records in 2010), and to pay 
a salary to the core band that would accompany her on tour. 
Professional musicians were outraged and blasted her website 
with comments decrying her use of volunteer players. Industry 
heavy hitters like Raymond Hair Jr., president of the American 
Federation of Musicians weighed in, and producer Steve Albini 
published a particularly vitriolic post on the message board for 
his studio Electrical Audio, which was reproduced on Pitch-
fork and subsequently went viral.28 The crux of the arguments 
against Palmer, aside from those that just called her an idiot or 
worse in a downward spiral of grotesque misogyny, was that 
asking musicians to pay for free, when she had the resources 
to pay them, devalued professional musicianship. Palmer found 
herself on the defensive, explaining the request to the New York 
Times, and claiming, “If you could see the enthusiasm of these 
people, the argument would become invalid […]. They’re all 
incredibly happy to be here.”29 Palmer wrote on her blog that 
none of the volunteer musicians dropped out, but she ultimately 
moved money from the Kickstarter campaign around and paid 
those who played with her on the tour.

For Palmer and her proponents, including if not especially 
the musicians who stuck with her, volunteerism, community, 

28 Carrie Battan, “Steve Albini Slams Amanda Palmer for Asking Fans to Play 
in Her Band for Free,” Pitchfork, 13 September 2012, http://pitchfork.com/
news/47845-steve-albini-slams-amanda-palmer-for-asking-fans-to-play-
in-her-band-for-free/.

29 Daniel J. Wakin, “Rockers Playing for Beer: Fair Play?” Arts Beat; The 
New York Times, 12 September 2012, http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.
com/2012/09/12/rockers-playing-for-beer-fair-play/.
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and informed consent were more important than the percep-
tions of their critics. For the critics, the threat to professionali-
zation and the devaluing of the labor of musicians trumped the 
social contract between Palmer and her community. The par-
allels between the Palmer controversy and what I’m critiquing 
in the DH classroom should, I think, be fairly obvious. In both 
cases a practitioner relies on unpaid labor to complete a project 
for which funding is available to compensate that labor. What 
may not be so obvious is why I empathize with Amanda Palmer, 
and reject out of hand the professors who use student labor in 
the classroom.

Palmer and the musicians who chose to play with her were 
operating within a social contract in which both perceived a 
benefit to themselves and agreed to participate under conditions 
of informed consent. The musicians knew in advance the situa-
tion they were entering into and did so willingly, eyes open. De-
spite the economic disparity between Palmer and the musicians 
who volunteered for her (the fact that Palmer had accounted for 
the entirety of the Kickstarter funds — which were also given 
willingly under conditions of informed consent — for the op-
eration of her business and her brand notwithstanding), Palmer 
had absolutely no power to coerce or compel labor from these 
musicians, and articulated no expectations beyond those in the 
original call: show up early, practice a little, play your hearts out, 
get some beer and hugs.

Conversely, student labor in the classroom is never not co-
erced. Other critics of student labor in the classroom suggest 
that alternate assignments could be offered in lieu of project-
oriented or public facing work. While this may be possible if 
students are doing work as individual contributors for the as-
signment, I believe that under circumstances where students are 
expected to work on a professor’s project, even if an alternative 
assignment is offered, students will feel coerced to participate 
in the professor’s project, or that students choosing the alterna-
tive project will be penalized for not contributing. The power 
dynamic of the classroom is such that student choice in this 
situation cannot be unequivocal, and that faculty objectivity 
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will always be suspect. Miriam Posner in collaboration with her 
students at UCLA recently developed “A Student Collaborators’ 
Bill of Rights” which articulates these principles quite clearly: 
“It’s important […] to recognize that students and more senior 
scholars don’t operate from positions of equal power in the aca-
demic hierarchy. In particular, students’ DH mentors may be the 
same people who give them grades, recommend them for jobs, 
and hold other kinds of power over their futures.” 30

The Social Contract of the Classroom 

The social contract of the professor-student relationship only 
allows for limited roles in which the two parties may oper-
ate ethically: teacher-student, mentor-mentee, and sometimes 
employer–employee. In the teacher–student relationship, the 
professor is responsible for imparting information, knowledge, 
and skills as defined by a syllabus and course description, and 
evaluating student work according to an established rubric. The 
student is responsible for attending class, completing reading 
and other assignments as described in the syllabus, and dem-
onstrating subject mastery in exams or assignments to meet the 
requirements defined in the grading rubric. The student (or his 
proxy in the form of scholarships, grants, or other financial aid) 
is paying to participate in the course, and while I strenuously re-
sist the neoliberal notion that students are customers engaging 
in a classroom-based market transaction, the fact that students 
are paying at least implies that their labor in the classroom, in-
cluding intellectual property for the work they produce, should 
belong to them at the end of the day.

The mentor-mentee role involves the professor or other ad-
visor supporting the student in his professional development, 
providing opportunities to build expertise and gain professional 
exposure, and supporting his psychic welfare as he progresses 

30 Miriam Posner et al., “A Student Collaborators’ Bill of Rights,” UCLA Digital 
Humanities, http://www.cdh.ucla.edu/news-events/a-student-collabora-
tors-bill-of-rights/.
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toward his occupation. The mentee is responsible for articulat-
ing his needs, evaluating and implementing his mentor’s advice, 
and taking necessary steps to advance in the profession.

The employer–employee relationship has arguably the 
strongest delineation, in which the employer supervises the 
work of the employee as defined by a job description, provides 
training as needed for the employee to perform his job, and pays 
the employee for his labor in accordance with an agreed upon 
wage and schedule. The employee must be present and punc-
tual, represent his skills accurately in order to perform the job, 
learn what he needs to do his duties, and complete his duties 
as assigned and in a timely manner. This labor may be in the 
service of a professor’s research or project development, funded 
either with departmental or grant money.

These roles may overlap in that a professor may be teacher, 
mentor, and employer for a given student, but under distinct cir-
cumstances. For example a student may be in a seminar taught 
by the professor for whom he TAs in another class, who is also 
his dissertation director. But these roles must remain distinct in 
order for the professor to adequately fulfill her responsibilities 
to her student, her mentee, and her employee. The social con-
tract of each of these roles allows for distinct expectations for 
credit and compensation. In the teacher-student relationship, 
the student has the right to expect that his work is evaluated 
fairly and that he retains intellectual property and will receive 
attribution for the work he produces. If these expectations can-
not be met, then the social contract of the classroom has been 
violated. A grade is neither credit nor compensation. The men-
tee should not be expected to contribute to the professor’s re-
search or project in exchange for her mentorship, unless other 
arrangements for compensation and credit are made. And even 
if the employee is paid, he has a right to receive credit for the 
labor he performs on a project.

The neoliberal university is an easy straw man on which to 
blame inequities in the treatment of student labor, since it is the 
values of the neoliberal university that drive both the culture of 
lack and the shift from a pedagogical to a consumer model. But 
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it is individual faculty who are responsible for the content of 
their courses and their conduct toward their students, and those 
most able to report on violations of the social contract of the 
classroom are also those most liable to be subject to these dep-
redations. As Posner and her student colleagues note, “Students 
may not feel entirely comfortable raising objections to certain 
practices if they feel these objections could endanger their aca-
demic or career prospects;” an understatement if ever there was 
one.31

Therefore it is up to the community of digital humanities 
practitioners to acknowledge and engage constructively with 
this problem. In a positive sense, as a community we can adopt 
and endorse the principles outlined in the Student Collabora-
tor’s Bill of Rights and work to socialize them throughout our 
institutions, much as many of us have striven to advocate for 
the principles of open access, or promoted the guidelines for 
professional collaboration outlined in the Collaborators’ Bill of 
Rights.32 We can develop and share resources for constructively 
encouraging students to produce durable public work in the 
classroom, and for engaging student labor in digital projects in 
a way that is meaningful to students, as well as to the faculty. 

One outstanding example of this is the Perseus Project which 
incorporates student-translated texts into its database. The 
Perseids platform “offers students an opportunity to produce 
original scholarly work, which they can then list on their re-
sumes in the context of a job search or when seeking admission 
to graduate school.” Student translators are credited by name, 
and the site provides durable URIs to student work which can 
be incorporated into CVs or e-portfolios.33 The Perseus Project 

31 Ibid.
32 “Collaborators’ Bill of Rights,” Off the Tracks: Laying New Lines for 

Digital Humanities Scholars, http://mcpress.media-commons.org/
offthetracks/part-one-models-for-collaboration-career-paths-acquiring-
institutional-support-and-transformation-in-the-field/a-collaboration/
collaborators%E2%80%99-bill-of-rights/.

33 Bridget Almas and Marie-Claire Beaulieu, “Developing a New Integrated 
Editing Platform for Source Documents in Classics,” Literary and Linguis-
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offers a model of digital pedagogy that combines academic rigor 
with technical innovation, allowing students to produce durable 
products demonstrating their skills and to receive equally dura-
ble credit for their labor.34

But positive methods are unlikely to have a universal impact 
on the misuse of student labor in the DH classroom. Regard-
less of the adoption of principled declarations like the Student 
Collaborators’ Bill of Rights by organizations or institutions, 
there will always be faculty who can justify using student la-
bor in the classroom. In those cases, negative remedies may be 
necessary. The Collaborators’ Bill of Rights includes the provi-
sion that “Funders should take an aggressive stance on unfair 
institutional policies that undermine the principles of this bill 
of rights.”35 A similar approach should be taken in fostering the 
ethical use of student labor (which is not addressed in the Col-
laborators’ Bill of Rights). But if we as a community have to wait 
for funders, particularly those most invested in promoting the 
maker culture that has enabled these practices, to intervene, 
we’re already lost. Faculty members, librarians, administrators 
and staff should actively promote the principles of ethical stu-
dent engagement described by Posner and her collaborators, 
going so far as to establish Provost-level policies governing this 
behavior with serious implications for tenure, promotion, and 
eligibility for Principle Investigator status for violations. This 
may seem extreme, but students learn what’s permissible in the 

tic Computing 28, no. 4 (2013): 493–503, at 502, at http://www.perseus.tufts.
edu/~ababeu/DH2012article.docx.pdf.

34 It must be noted that there are Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act 
of 1974 (FERPA) implications for requiring students to produce publicly 
visible work in the classroom — from translations to participation in class 
blogs, wikis, and Twitter discussions. The University of Oregon Libraries 
have developed models for informed consent releases that allow students to 
participate and still protect their privacy. See “For Instructors: Student Pri-
vacy and FERPA Compliance,” University of Oregon Libraries, http://library.
uoregon.edu/cmet/blogprivacy.html. Thanks to Charlotte Nunes for bring-
ing these resources to my attention. Other models for FERPA release forms 
have been developed and are in use elsewhere.

35 “Collaborators’ Bill of Rights,” Off the Tracks.
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It's Time to Reclaim the Real History
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After New Zealand passed new gun laws this week, most automatic and semi-

automatic weapons have become outlawed there as of Friday — a swift

response to the March 15 shootings in Christchurch that left 50 Muslim men,

women and children dead at the hands of an alleged white supremacist

terrorist. But guns weren’t the only weapon used by the shooter.

The shootings followed the release of materials some have called a manifesto

but that has more accurately been called a “media plan.” In it are multiple

medieval references, several involving medieval Vikings, which these days

function as a signal to white supremacists. Along with much else from the
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European medieval world, the Viking past is part of the far right’s standard

visual and textual imaginary. That vision of a Viking world depends on

contemporary digital and filmic popular culture — such as the TV show Vikings

and Viking-adjacent video games — as well as on academic and historical

sources.

But far-right Viking medievalism is not about historical accuracy. Rather, it’s

used to create narratives. So, to resist the medieval narratives that activate

violent hate, we must create counternarratives — and to do that, we must

understand the real Viking past and how it has been weaponized.

The term “Viking” possibly comes from the Old Norse word víkingr (sea

warrior). As Stefan Brink and Neil Price’s The Viking World describes,

historically, it referred to seafaring groups who traversed the seas, oceans and

rivers to raid, trade and colonize around the 10th and 11th centuries. They

established settler colonies across the Mediterranean, Caspian, Black, Arctic

and North Atlantic seas and waterways, maintaining a presence in regions

ranging from present-day Russia and Europe to the Americas. Crucially, they

were not homogeneous seafarers as is often imagined; they were multicultural

and multiracial. But until recently, scholarly discussions of the Vikings in

relation to race and a Global Middle Ages had been sidelined.

So where does the white supremacist vision of Viking genealogy come from?

Despite the fact that real Viking history was multicultural, academic medieval

studies have historically been to blame for the upholding of that imaginary

past.

In the 19th century, Romantic German nationalism metastasized into the

Völkish movement, which was interested in historical narratives that bolstered

a white German nation state. The movement rewrote history, drawing on

folklore such as that of Brothers Grimm, medieval epics and a dedication to

racial white supremacy. Late 19th and early 20th-century scholars

simultaneously drew from and reinforced this racialized imagination of the

medieval past. Crucially, Vilhelm Grønbach’s multi-volume work Vor Folkeæt i

Oldtiden (The Cultures of the Teutons) imagined an ancient Germanic

genealogy that ran from Tacitus through the Middle Ages.
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newsletter

German scholarly work during the eve of the Third Reich then added to this

idea, with authors like Gustav Neckel and Bernhard Kummer blaming socialism,

Jews and class revolutions for the “decline” of a Germanic race they saw

descending from this Viking past. Another German scholar, Otto Höfler, who

based his work on Grønbach, wrote of the Männerbunde, which the scholar

Stefanie von Schnurbein has described as “all-male warrior associations in so-

called primitive societies.” His take on Männerbund would become used as an

explanation of the past and current Germanic race, and fueled the idea behind

Nazi groups such as the SS and SA.

After World War II, despite the defeat of the Axis powers, these ideas didn’t go

away. Rather, they saw a resurgence in specific circles, including various far-

right neo-pagan groups, like the Scandinavian Nordic Resistance Movement,

known for their neo-Nazi violence. Grønbach’s multivolume work, translated

and available online, and the works of his contemporaries have also influenced

current far-right extremists in Europe and North America.

This neo-pagan resurgence intersects with many facets of extremism today,

from eco-fascism — another term the Christchurch terrorist invoked — to

groups like the Odinists, who practice a form of white toxic masculinity based

on the belief that the “barbaric” warriors of medieval Northern Europe

functioned as a violent warrior comitatus. Odinists follow a neo-pagan

medieval Scandinavian religion that is unacknowledged by the official

Icelandic pagan religion, Ásatrú. The man who is accused of attacking two

teenage girls (one in a hijab) and murdering Rick Best and Taliesin Myrddin

Namkai-Meche in Portland, Ore., in 2017 has linked himself to the idea of

“Vinland,” the concept of a Viking North America onto which an imaginary

Odinist past has been superimposed.

Nor is this use of Old Norse and Viking “history” limited to specific alt-right

subgroups. In fact, it is a generalized social fixture in these circles. For

example, when researcher Patrik Hermansson went undercover among the

denizens of this world, he attended “gatherings where extremists drank mead

from a traditional Viking horn and prayed to the Norse god Odin.” The Viking
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past contributes to a medieval toolkit of language, allusion and symbolism

used to transmit white supremacist messages.

Communities of color have in the past fought white supremacist medieval

narratives at the grassroots by spreading their own counternarratives, from

W.E.B. Du Bois creating an African-American vision of the medieval past in

Dark Princess to the Asian Americans who pushed back against racist

medievalism during the period of Chinese Exclusion. Scholars and historians —

not just medievalists — must also interrogate their disciplines from the inside,

setting the record straight about medieval race and the Global Middle Ages.

So far, however, the most widespread, concerted and effective way to fight back

against this historical white supremacist Viking genealogy has come not from

academics or journalists.

Rather, it has come from Taika Waititi, the indigenous Maori director and

writer. His movie Thor: Ragnarok — in which Thor’s hammer, a medieval item

regularly brandished by extremists, is destroyed — was a multiracial and

postcolonial counternarrative to the white Viking narrative circulating through

the alt-right digital ecosystem. After decades of building up the violent Viking

vision, more such stories will be needed to disrupt this medieval machine.

Historians’ perspectives on how the past informs the present

Dorothy Kim is an Assistant Professor of Medieval Literature at Brandeis

University. She was a Fulbright Fellow in Iceland.
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The Image of Absence:  
Archival Silence, Data Visualization,  
and James Hemings

On February 22, 1801, Thomas Jefferson sat down 
to compose a short letter to a friend in Baltimore. The friend, William 
Evans, ran the inn at the Sign of the Indian Queen, which served as a 
primary relay point for mail routes up and down the East Coast. Hop-
ing that Evans’s central position in that network of print would also 
allow him to convey a message in person, Jefferson, in the letter, poses 
a seemingly innocuous request:

You mentioned to me in conversation here that you sometimes saw 
my former servant James, & that he made his engagements such as 
to keep himself always free to come to me. Could I get the favor of 
you to send for him & tell him I shall be glad to receive him as soon 
as he can come to me? (2009, 33:38).

Less than two weeks away from assuming the presidency—his inau-
guration would take place on March 4 of that year—Jefferson apolo-
gized for troubling Evans with his inquiry. As he writes: “The truth is 
that I am so much embarrassed in composing a good houshold [sic] for 
myself, as in providing a good administration for our country” (33:39). 
Jefferson then signed the letter, put down his pen, and moistened a 
sheet of copying paper, expressly imported from London. After placing 
the copying paper over the original document, the iron-gall ink still 
wet, he encased the two sheets in abhesive paper—waxed or oiled 
paper that prevented the ink from evaporating—and placed the entire 
stack in his customized copying press. He then rotated the brass crank 
affixed to the side of the device, which in turn advanced a roller; the 
pressure of the roller forced the ink through the porous copying paper, 
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resulting in a facsimile of the original document that, once dry, could be 
turned over and read from the back. Satisfied with the reproduction, 
Jefferson summoned his secretary to file the press copy, and then sent 
the original off to Evans in the mail. For reasons far more complex—
and more tragic—than he could know at the time, Jefferson’s difficul-
ties in enlisting his “former servant” as a member of his White House 
staff would soon be more acutely felt. But his work, for the moment, 
was done.1

I relate this detailed account of Jefferson’s process of composition 
for several reasons. The most obvious, of course, is to demonstrate his 
intimacy with the materiality of the letters he composed, as well as his 
commitment to the most advanced print technologies of his time.2 Per-
haps equally evident is the extent of Jefferson’s efforts to preserve the 
records of his life. Indeed, a host of scholars have commented on Jeffer-
son’s awareness of his own historical legacy, as well as his desire to 
influence that legacy through the documents he recorded, edited, and 
preserved.3 The letter from Jefferson to Evans also illuminates the 
scholarly impact of the transition from print to digital archival form. For 
I first encountered the letter neither in pen-and-ink nor in press copy, 
but instead, in the Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition ( Jefferson 
2009), which makes accessible online (with paid subscription) nearly 
two-thirds of the eighteen thousand documents that Jefferson himself 
composed and copied, as well as a significant portion of the twenty-five 
thousand additional letters that he received—and subsequently 
archived—over the course of his long life.4

But in spite of what Ed Folsom (2007, 1571) has extolled as the “epic 
transformation” of the archive, characterized not only by increased 
access to content, but also by the proliferation of paths through that 
content that are facilitated by the digital archive’s underlying data-
base structure, the issue of archival silence—or gaps in the archival 
record—remains difficult to address. Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1997, 
26) describes how such silences enter the archive at four crucial 
moments: “The moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the 
moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact 
retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective 
significance (the making of history) in the final instance.” Trouillot 
takes as his focus the historical narrative of the Haitian Revolution, 
but his observations about the forms of silence that enter into and 
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shape that story also apply to the stories told through the Jefferson 
archive—indeed, the stories told through the American archive as a 
whole. In this regard, the letter to Evans is again instructive. For the 
“former servant James” mentioned therein is none other than James 
Hemings, Sally Hemings’s older brother, who traveled with Jefferson 
and Sally to France, where he was apprenticed to the chef of a prince. 
Hemings learned to cook in the high French style, and later became 
the chef at Jefferson’s Parisian residence. As noted by Annette Gor-
don-Reed (2008, 227) in her monumental biography of the Hemings 
family, James Hemings’s role as chef “made him responsible for every 
success and failure regarding a critical component in that diplomatic 
household.” In fact, when Hemings later negotiated with Jefferson for 
his freedom—which he obtained in 1796—Jefferson insisted that 
Hemings train another man in the “art of cookery” before he could be 
freed (2009, 27:127).

And yet, in the letter of inquiry to Evans that begins this essay, Jef-
ferson does not identify Hemings with any more specificity than as a 
man formerly in his employ. The only reason this letter appears in the 
list of results for a keyword search on “James Hemings” is that the edi-
tors of the Papers of Thomas Jefferson have noted that the “former ser-
vant” refers to Hemings, and this information has been added to the 
digital version of the document as metadata. Because the default scope 
of a keyword search in the Digital Edition includes this extratextual 
information, as well as the text of the document itself, a researcher 
need not distinguish between textual content and editorial note. But 
should the researcher begin, instead, with a “Name” search for James 
Hemings as either an author or a recipient of a letter, even across the 
estimated 25,000 documents that the Digital Edition presently con-
tains, he or she would be returned no results (see fig. 1). 

This striking instantiation of archival silence illuminates the con-
cerns that course through the archive of the antebellum United 
States. How does one account for the power relations at work in the 
relationships between the enslaved men and women who committed 
their thoughts to paper, and the group of (mostly white) reformers 
who edited and published their works? How does one identify and 
extract meaning from the documents in slavery’s archive—letters 
such as those compiled in the Papers of Thomas Jefferson, as well as 
inventories, ledger books, and sales receipts—documents that, in 
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Figure 1 Screen capture of a “Name” search for James Hemings. Available from Jefferson 
2008. Accessed May 1, 2013. rotunda.upress.virginia.edu/founders/default.xqy?keys= 
TSJN-info-search.
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the words of Susan Scott Parrish (2010, 265), we must struggle to 
make “mean something more”? Finally, how does one do so without 
reinforcing the damaging notion that African American voices from 
before emancipation—not just in the archival record, but the voices 
themselves—are silent, and irretrievably lost?

This critical challenge has prompted scholars from across the 
humanities, including literary critics Saidiya Hartman (2008), Stephen 
Best (2011), Best and Sharon Marcus (2009), sociologist Avery Gordon 
([1996] 2008), archivist Jeannette Bastian (2005), and historian Jill 
Lepore (1998), to call for a shift away from identifying and recovering 
silences in the archive to a new focus, instead, on animating the mys-
teries of the past. In conjuring a sense of these mysteries, however, 
each of these critics relies on traditional methods of analysis and 
critique. Drawing instead on digital methods, this essay demonstrates 
how a set of techniques that derive from the fields of computational lin-
guistics and data visualization help render visible the archival silences 
implicit in our understanding of chattel slavery today. In so doing, I 
also thus take up the call, as voiced by Alan Liu (2012), to reinscribe 
cultural criticism at the center of digital humanities work.

By visualizing the absence of James Hemings, the once-enslaved 
chef, in the Papers of Thomas Jefferson, I also aim to refocus our criti-
cal eye with respect to the content of slavery’s archive. Whereas indi-
vidual voices, even those illuminated in their absence, remain compel-
ling markers of personhood suppressed, they cannot counter what 
Hartman (2008, 12) has characterized as the “irreparable violence of 
the Atlantic slave trade,” nor can they redress what Best (2011, 151) 
has identified as a consequence of chattel slavery: the fundamental 
“deformation” of its archive.5 Instead, we must look to the pathways of 
connection between persons and among groups, the networks of com-
munication in which these men and women engaged, and the distrib-
uted impact of the labor they performed. Illuminating this movement, 
through digital means, reframes the archive itself as a site of action 
rather than as a record of fixity or loss. At the same time, this refram-
ing of the archive reveals the limits of digital methods—indeed, the 
limits of the field of digital humanities as it is currently conceived. As a 
critical stance so often framed in terms of epistemological possibili-
ties, the digital humanities, when confronted with the unique demands 
of the archive of slavery, instead requires a rethinking of what it truly 
means to know.
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Visualizing Absence: The Ghostly Story of James Hemings

As indicated by Jefferson’s request, in the letter to Evans, to “send for” 
Hemings and “tell him” he would be glad to receive him, Hemings was 
rarely—if ever—someone to whom Jefferson and his white correspon-
dents directly wrote. There are other letters in the Jefferson archive 
that refer to Hemings, however, and these can be identified by search-
ing the archive’s editorial notes as previously described. But in a list-
ing of search results, these letters do little more than reinscribe the 
absence of James Hemings in the Jefferson archive. The author of each 
letter appears in bold red type: “To Paul Bentalou, 25 August 1786,” 
“From Philip Mazzei, 17 April 1787,” while James Hemings, the subject 
of the search, is relegated to smaller type, often encased in brackets, 
for Hemings was most often referred to by first name alone—most 
likely, as Lucia Stanton (2009, 84) points out, to “preserve conscience 
and principle by increasing the social distance between master and 
slave.” Rather than reveal his presence in the Jefferson archive, this 
listing of search results reinforces the transactional nature of the sys-
tem that consigned him to social death.

A visualization of these letters dramatically shifts the archival 
frame (fig. 2). Specifically, it allows us as scholars to focus more closely 
on what can be learned from examining the “surface of things” (Fou-
cault [1989] 1996, 58). This phrase, borrowed from Michel Foucault, 
is central to Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus’s (2009, 13) formula-
tion of “surface reading,” a set of critical practices that emphasizes 
attending to the materiality of the text and the structure of its lan-
guage, as well as to the critic’s affective or ethical stance toward the 
work. This perspective, Best and Marcus believe, can counter the 
symptomatic reading practices that insist on excavating deeper mean-
ing and exhuming hidden truths. Surface reading, they explain, enables 
scholars to see shadows in the archive, shadows such as Hemings, as 
“presences, not absences, and let ghosts be ghosts, instead of saying 
what they are ghosts of.” For Best and Marcus, as for many scholars 
of slavery, the ghost functions as a figure of absence. In its liminal 
status, the ghost represents the condition of social death experienced 
by the enslaved. In its shadowy form, the ghost captures a sense of 
what is palpable, yet cannot be fully grasped. In its lingering presence, 
the ghost conjures a sense of the haunting of the present by the past. 
In terms of criticism, the ghost gestures toward a textual plane that 
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Figure 2 Visualization of Jefferson’s correspondence concerning James Hemings. Width of 
arc indicates relative frequency of correspondence. Image by author.
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“insists on being looked at rather than [one that] we must train our-
selves to see through” (9).

The figure of the ghost, like the notion of the surface, suggests 
something perceptible but not easily understood. From Best and Mar-
cus, I borrow this conceptual model along with its accompanying criti-
cal stance: one that works by illumination rather than demystification, 
one that works through explication rather than appropriation or 
empowerment. At the same time, I reject the characterization of digital 
methods as opposed to surface reading, willfully conscribed to a 
“space of minimal critical agency” (2009, 17). While it remains true 
that certain key practitioners of digital humanities continue to frame 
their work as exploratory rather than discursive—Tom Scheinfeldt 
(2012), perhaps most famously, when asked if digital humanists should 
be required to answer humanities questions, responded emphatically 
“not yet”—the time has now come for digital humanities practitioners 
to more forcefully theorize the knowledge claims they make.6 Like the 
literary-critical practices associated with surface reading, the set of 
tools and methods associated with the digital humanities also calls 
attention to the contours of the texts under analysis, in fact employing 
a similarly enunciative mode. Furthermore, by virtue of their technical 
nature, they similarly highlight the position of the reader and his or 
her relation to the text. The critic’s involvement in the design and 
implementation—or at the least, the selection and application—of digi-
tal tools demands an acknowledgment of his or her critical agency. But 
rather than put forth a rhetoric of Fordian potentiality—more efficient 
“distant reading” or more effective “macroanalysis,” to name two of the 
digital humanities’ most well-known pursuits—the field must employ 
its tools and methods so as to produce humanities critique.7 Indeed, in 
its strongest instantiation, the digital humanities demonstrates, 
through a combination of technical, analytical, and theoretical means, 
not only what but also how we as critics come to know.

The visualization in figure 2 represents one way in which such meth-
ods might be enlisted in order to call attention to the ghostly presence 
of James Hemings in the Jefferson archive. I created this image using 
Protovis, a JavaScript-based toolkit for data visualization developed by 
the Stanford Visualization Group.8 Protovis enables a range of formats 
for visualizing social network data, including the format I have chosen: 
the arc diagram. Unlike the force-directed layouts more commonly 
employed to visualize network data, the arc diagram clearly identifies 
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each individual—or “node”—in the network, but foregrounds the con-
nections between nodes—or “edges,” in network terminology—
through the arcs that dominate the image.9 I generated the underlying 
data by searching the archive’s content and editorial notes for letters 
that concerned Hemings, using the expanded search features described 
above. After compiling the information generated by the search in a 
spreadsheet, I then wrote a script in the Python programming lan-
guage to convert the search data to the JSON format required by Proto-
vis. This process involved identifying each correspondent that men-
tioned Hemings as a unique node; identifying each additional person 
with whom that individual had corresponded about Hemings; and then 
calculating the number of letters each pair of correspondents had 
exchanged. Even at this level—the level of the archive’s surface—the 
process of enumerating the letters that mention Hemings illuminates 
his presence in the archive. Although a more robust implementation of 
this diagram might link back to the letters referenced, visualization 
tools such as Protovis that set content aside provide an alternate means 
to acknowledge the archive’s ghosts. 

Arc diagrams also allow clusters of nodes to be arranged into 
groups. In this case, I grouped the people who corresponded about 
Hemings according to their relationship to Jefferson. Reading from 
left to right, the diagram lists Jefferson and his family, his political 
correspondents, his correspondents in France and abroad, his Vir-
ginia friends, his plantation overseers and free plantation staff, his 
enslaved staff, and finally, people about whom little or no biographical 
information is known. An arc connecting two names indicates corre-
spondence between them, and the width of the arc indicates the fre-
quency with which they corresponded. Because this data is derived 
from Jefferson’s personal archive, all of the arcs, as expected, connect 
to him. The widest arcs link Jefferson with Nicholas Lewis, Jefferson’s 
neighbor in Virginia; George Jefferson, Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia 
agent (although apparently not a close family relation); and Richard 
Richardson, who worked as a plantation overseer at Monticello. Pre-
sumably, Jefferson corresponded with each of these men about the 
materials and services required for Hemings to create his artful cook-
ery for the plantation’s residents and guests. And in this way, the sur-
face view of Jefferson’s correspondence also acknowledges the reach 
of Hemings’s cooking—centered in the kitchen, but extending across 
Monticello in the ingredients he purchased, the dinners he prepared, 
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and the politics he subsequently influenced through the flavors of 
his food.10

However, the fourth wide arc in this diagram, the arc that connects 
Jefferson to Evans, cannot be linked to Hemings’s culinary labor. 
Indeed, this is an insight that the archive’s surface view makes visible 
in a way that traditional research methods—even traditional digital 
research methods—cannot. As previously noted, William Evans, by 
his location at the Indian Queen, served as a nodal point in the more 
material, and hence more easily preserved, network of print. For this 
reason, Evans’s presence in the Jefferson archive is more readily dis-
cerned. In contrast to the return of a name search for James Hemings, 
chillingly void, a name search for William Evans yields a chain of cor-
respondence through which Hemings’s eventual fate can be discerned. 
An examination of this correspondence makes evident that Hemings 
had already been involved in negotiations for employment with Jeffer-
son, well before Jefferson sought Evans’s help. Having spent the first 
twenty-five years of his life in slavery, Hemings understood the impor-
tance of defining the terms of his employment in advance, and so he 
had requested—through another acquaintance, Francis Say—that 
Jefferson “send him a few lines of engagement and on what conditions 
and what wages [Jefferson] would please to give him” (2009, 33:53). 
Further specifying that the offer should be in Jefferson’s “own hand 
wreiting [sic],” Hemings demonstrates his own awareness of the power 
of print—and in particular, the power of Jefferson’s personal hand, as 
president-elect—to stand in for the de jure agreement that his status 
as a person of color, even free, precluded him from ever wielding to 
its full effect (33:53).

For reasons unknown, Jefferson failed to comply with this request. 
The next letter in the archive is from Evans to Jefferson and suggests 
Hemings’s confident tone. Although we do not know the exact words 
Hemings spoke, Evans reports to Jefferson, “The answer [Hemings] 
returned me, was, that he would not go [to Washington] untill [sic] you 
should write to himself” (2009, 33:91). Here, we receive a powerful 
confirmation of Hemings’s literacy, his business acumen, and his 
determined stance. Despite its importance, however, this letter does 
not appear in the results of a keyword search for James Hemings, as 
the editors have not marked it under his name. Whether or not Evans 
influenced the outcome of this situation, the Jefferson archive also 
does not say. Hemings never became the chef at the White House. An 
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eight-month gap in the correspondence between Jefferson and Evans 
ensues. The subsequent—and final—exchange in the archive, from 
November 1801, confirms the “melancholy circumstance” of Hemings’s 
suicide (35:542).

The ghost of James Hemings need not stand for something, as Best 
and Marcus caution. To be quite certain, the ghost of Hemings means 
enough. And while we, as scholars, might seek to know more about 
Hemings’s life, his story is one that is impossible to retrieve (2009, 
36:20). As Hartman (2008, 2–3) explains, every story that takes shape 
in the archive of slavery is “predicated upon impossibility—listening 
for the unsaid, translating misconstrued words, and refashioning dis-
figured lives—and intent on achieving an impossible goal: redressing 
the violence that produced numbers, ciphers, and fragments.” Thus, 
even as we consider the information we might gain from the “numbers, 
ciphers, and fragments” in Jefferson’s correspondence, visualized here 
through digital means, we are reminded, with the foreknowledge of 
Hemings’s suicide, of how little of his life we will ever truly know.

Visualizing Impossibility: From Story to Action

Is it possible to visualize the impossibility of Hemings’s story? Is this a 
task that should be undertaken at all? The unlikely confluence of an 
archive always already deformed, and a method of digital humanities 
criticism that shares this name, “deformative criticism,” suggests one 
method by which this dilemma—ethical as much as epistemological—
might be productively engaged. In Reading Machines, Stephen Ramsay 
(2011, 33, 34) describes how the process of “deliberately and literally” 
altering the “graphic and semantic codes” of a text through computa-
tional means—what he calls the digital “deformance” of the text11—
results in a “critical self-consciousness that is difficult to achieve other-
wise.” According to Ramsay (57), this “critical self-consciousness,” or 
subjective engagement with the text, allows the “liberation of the 
potentialities of meaning.” In the case of Hemings, however, the sub-
jective engagement facilitated by the digital deformation of the texts 
instead exposes the impossibilities of meaning. This result is not only 
essential to our understanding of the archive of slavery; it is essential 
to our understanding of digital humanities scholarship as a whole. 
For as much as Ramsay would like to insist that the field “revolution-
izes, not because it proposes an alternative to the basic hermeneutical 
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procedure, but because it reimagines that procedure at new scales, with 
new speeds, and among new sets of conditions” (31), the digital humani-
ties in fact presents new processes—critical as well as technical—that 
allow alternative understandings of the archival record to unfold. 
Indeed, among the greatest contributions of the digital humanities is its 
ability to illuminate the position of the critic with respect to his or her 
archive of study, and to call attention to the ethical and affective as well 
as epistemological implications of his or her methodological choices. 
The particular context of the archive of slavery can also help digital 
humanities practitioners see how their methods might extend into—
in fact, might already be engaged in—cultural and theoretical work. 
And here I do not reference the theoretical work of tool building, 
although that certainly plays a part, but rather, the work of illuminating 
the limits of technology, of archives, and of knowledge production gen-
erally conceived.

The visualization on the following page presents one such critically 
informed deformation of the Jefferson archive (fig. 3).12 Rather than 
privilege the relationships between letter writers, I sought to disman-
tle the letter as the unit of the archive, examining each word of content 
on equal plane. Using what is called a named entity recognizer, soft-
ware that derives from the field of computational linguistics that is 
able to identify, or recognize, sequences of words in a larger text that 
represent the names of things, such as people or places, it is possible to 
automatically identify each reference to a person mentioned by name 
in the Jefferson archive. I limited my scope to the fifty-one letters that 
the editors of the Papers of Thomas Jefferson identified as including 
references to Hemings or to a member of his family. To this corpus, I 
added the seven letters I discovered through my own research that 
refer to what Jefferson came to call the “tragical end of James Hem-
mings [sic]” (2009, 36:20). After obtaining the digitized version of the 
Jefferson Papers in XML form, and extracting the content of the letters 
from those files, I employed a named entity recognizer developed by 
the Stanford Natural Language Processing Group in order to identify 
each person mentioned by name in the Hemings letters.13 After writing 
a script in Python to parse the output of the named entity recognizer 
into human-readable form, I produced a list of these names, which I 
then reviewed by hand, in order to eliminate the discernible errors and 
duplicates. The Hemings surname, for instance, as indicated by the 
quotation above, was sometimes spelled with one m and sometimes 
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Figure 3 Visualization of the network of relations within the “Hemings Papers.” Width of arc 
indicates relative frequency of correspondence. Image by author.
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with a double m (mm). The fact that Jefferson almost always used 
diminutives when referring to the men and women he enslaved also 
contributed to the complexity of the data analysis. James Hemings, 
for example, was referred to as Jamey, Jim, and, while in France, Gimmé 
(Gordon-Reed 2008, 553). After resolving these discrepancies to the 
extent possible, I then wrote a second so-called “co-appearance analy-
sis” script, also in Python, in order to determine which names appeared 
together in each letter. Finally, I formatted these relationships to be 
displayed in the arc diagram as shown.

What emerges is evidence of the complexity of the relations 
among individuals and across social groups. Significantly, the arcs 
that link Jefferson to the men and women he enslaved are much more 
prominent than those that link him to his family members and friends, 
indicating the degree to which Jefferson relied on his enslaved plan-
tation staff to implement his various directives about such matters 
such as the purchase of supplies or the sale of goods. This visualiza-
tion thus conjures a sense of the dependence, on the part of Jeffer-
son, on the men and women he enslaved, even as it cannot recreate 
what these people said in their conversations, where they went in 
order to conduct their transactions, and how they truly lived their 
everyday lives.

As a single image, the overlapping arcs that compose this visualiza-
tion also point to the multiple networks of power embedded in the Jef-
ferson archive. There is evidence, of course, of the chokehold of slav-
ery, that “encapsulation” of capitalism that, as Paul Gilroy (1993, 55) 
has demonstrated, “provided the foundations for a distinctive network 
of economic, social, and political relations” that persist to this day. But 
the arcs that link Hemings and his family to the other enslaved men 
and women on the plantation also provide a visual indication of the eco-
nomic, social, and political networks sustained through systems of 
communication that “passed below the radar,” as Ivy Wilson (2011, 29) 
has observed, and therefore are far more difficult to perceive in the 
archive today. While goods bartered or exchanged leave no financial 
record, news communicated orally leaves no written trace, and politi-
cal rhetoric articulated in the vernacular leaves no tangible ideology, 
this visualization helps conjure a sense of the other powerful networks 
that are contained—if not explicitly documented—within the Papers of 
Thomas Jefferson.
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To return to the documents in the archive with this image in view 
fundamentally shifts the focus of the scholar. Consider the letter 
from Jefferson to Evans, the first in his correspondence to reveal his 
awareness of Hemings’s death:

A report has come here through some connection of one of my ser-
vants that James Hemings my former cook has committed an act of 
suicide. As this whether true or founded will give uneasiness to his 
friends, will you be so good as to ascertain the truth & communi-
cate it to me. (2009, 35:542)

This letter endures as an emblem of the “precarious lives which are 
visible only in the moment of their disappearance,” as Hartman (2008, 
12) eloquently asserts. Notably, this letter, which is the first entry to 
appear in the results of a search for “James Hemings” in the Digital 
Edition, is one of only two documents in the archive that refer to him 
by both first and last name. The letter is also significant for the oral 
“report” that it documents, the reference to the “connection” of one of 
Jefferson’s “servants,” and the mention of the “friends” who uneasily 
await confirmation of this news. Jefferson’s language thus points to 
Wilson’s below-the-radar networks of communication, as well as to 
the social networks that supported Hemings, and the circulation of 
subjects—Hemings once among them—who moved apart from the 
plantation world that Jefferson sought to control. To visualize this 
movement, rather than a record that is static or fixed, resists what 
Best (2011, 157) has described as the “logic and ethic of recovery” 
that reinscribes bodies and voices as lost. This image of absence chal-
lenges us as critics to make the unrecorded stories that we detect—
those we might otherwise consign to the past—instead expand with 
motion and meaning.

The Long Arc of Visual Display

At a time when the use of data visualization is becoming increasingly 
prevalent—not only in popular culture, but also in scholarly work—
we must also, necessarily, recall the long, fraught history of visual dis-
play. It is not without irony to observe that this history passes directly 
through Jefferson’s writing, and the way in which he utilized his own 
graphical displays of information—in the form of charts, lists, diagrams, 
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and tables—to advance his empirical worldview. As I. Bernard Cohen 
(1997, 58) explains, this “inductive” approach to knowledge “implied an 
experiential test of knowledge or of system, the same kind of criterion 
of truth that in the sciences had become Newton’s ‘Proof by Experi-
ments,’ or a reliance on critical observations.” This reliance on “criti-
cal observations,” in turn, occasioned the emergence of a new form of 
scientific expression, a form that could more effectively convey the 
“factual” nature of the phenomena observed.

Jefferson forged his approach to observation—and subsequent visual 
display—at the College of William and Mary, where he studied with the 
Scottish mathematician and natural philosopher William Small. In his 
autobiography, Jefferson cites Small as his most significant mentor. 
“From his conversation,” Jefferson (1830, 2) recalls, “I got my first 
views of the expansion of science and of the system of things in which 
we are placed.” Jefferson also notes that Small returned to Europe, 
although he does not comment on Small’s subsequent career. In point of 
fact, Small would go on to train the young William Playfair, the Scottish 
political economist now viewed as the leading progenitor of modern 
data visualization.14 Playfair employed painstakingly composed charts 
and graphs—the first of their kind—in order to advance his economic 
and political arguments about the British Empire. In “Exports & 
Imports to and from all North-America,” he effectively demonstrates 
the impact of the American Revolution on Great Britain’s balance of 
trade (fig. 4). Unlike Jefferson, he was not certain that revolution—at 
home or abroad—would result in any positive effect. As he explains in 
the preface to the third edition of The Commercial and Political Atlas 
(1801), “A great change is now operating in Europe, and . . . it is impos-
sible to guess in what it will most likely terminate” (Wainer and Spence 
2005, iii–iv). Although he feared that the new century might be defined 
by “war and contention,” he agreed with Jefferson about one thing: that 
the visual format of his charts and tables would ensure that the underly-
ing data would be understood and remembered for generations to come 
(iv). “On inspecting any one of these charts attentively,” he pronounces 
in the introduction, “a sufficiently distinct impression will be made, to 
remain unimpaired for a time, and the idea which does remain will be 
simple and complete” (xiv).

Jefferson demonstrates a similar desire—to present an idea that 
remains “simple and complete”—in Notes on the State of Virginia, his 
extended response to the Comte du Buffon’s theory of New World infe-
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riority, or “degeneration,” as he termed it. Widely considered the most 
famous example of this form of scientific expression in the United 
States, the Notes includes, for example, tables comparing the size of ani-
mals in Europe and America, listings of indigenous American vegeta-
bles, and an extensive catalog of Virginian birds (fig. 5). As Bruce Dain 
(2002, 28) observes, Jefferson’s visual presentation of these “suppos-
edly unvarnished facts,” without recourse to analysis or explanation, 
was intended to “testif[y] that Buffon’s idea of the inferiority of New 
World nature was absurd, an instance of prejudice and over-theoretical 
imagination running away with the facts.” In Jefferson’s view, as in 
Playfair’s, the visual presentation of his evidence aligned it more closely 
with his inductive methodology, and bolstered (his belief in) the factual 
basis of what he had observed firsthand.

The implications of the visual rhetoric of the Notes extend from Jef-
ferson’s desire to assert the unequivocal nature of the evidence pre-
sented, to his attempt to enforce a unanimity of response among the 
book’s citizen readers. Christopher Looby (1987, 265), in his pioneer-
ing work on the political dimensions of taxonomic natural history, has 
argued that the preponderance of “graphical, two-dimensional” modes 
of presentation in the Notes—which he characterizes as an “over-
whelmingly static, synchronic presentation of knowledge”—was 

Figure 4 “Exports & Imports to and from all North-America.” In Playfair 1801. Courtesy of 
the Library Company of Philadelphia.
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deliberately “intended to foster” a “uniformity of sentiments and con-
ceptions” among those who read the book. Because the nation’s dem-
ocratic governance relied upon the citizens themselves to make 
appropriate political decisions, it was of crucial importance—or so 
Jefferson believed—that these citizens learn to cultivate a uniform 
set of behaviors and beliefs. Thus in his graphical mode of presenta-
tion, as in the table comparing the quadrupeds of Europe and America 
(fig. 5), Jefferson also promotes a new form of political control enforced 
through his visual display. 

Jefferson had no public audience in mind when he traced the col-
umns, rows, and rule-lines in the small, leather-bound volume that 
he called his “Farm-book” (Jefferson Manuscripts). Here, he recorded 
the names, birth dates (when known), familial relationships, present 
locations, and countries of origin of the men, women, and children he 
enslaved (fig. 6). In the representation of this information about the peo-
ple of Monticello in diagrams that resemble the charts and tables of the 
Notes, Jefferson enacts a different form of subjugation and control—
that is, the reduction of persons to objects, and stories to names. In con-
trast to the story of James Hemings, told through the absences in the 
Jefferson archive, the single line in the farm book that fixes Hemings—
“Jemmy. 1765.”—serves as a reminder of the violence that can be 
enacted through visual display. Indeed, the reference to Hemings in the 
farm book conjures a cautionary tale of its own: a reminder to examine 
the underlying assumptions and biases embedded in the research 
methods, database structures, and modes of display that we, as schol-
ars of America’s archive, employ.

In a recent essay, “Humanities Approaches to Graphical Display,” 
Johanna Drucker (2011) cautions that humanities scholars must resist 
the “intellectual Trojan horse” of graphical visualization, in which 
“assumptions about what constitutes information . . . are cloaked in a 
rhetoric taken wholesale from the techniques of the empirical sciences 
that conceals their epistemological biases under a guise of familiarity.” 
In the case of Hemings, as he is visualized in Jefferson’s farm book, we 
are not only reminded of the “epistemological biases” of empiricism, a 
theory that elevates what is observable to the status of fact, but we are 
also made aware of Jefferson’s lack of understanding of his own sci-
entific and personal biases. By recording Hemings as “information” 
in his farm book, Jefferson supposed that he might become merely 
an object of empirical knowledge, one not only controlled—but also 
understood—through visible, visualizable facts.
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In this way, the farm book calls into question the positivist rhetoric 
so often associated with contemporary data visualization, rhetoric that 
derives from Jefferson and his age. It is no coincidence that critics 
most often point to Jefferson’s racial taxonomies, as articulated in the 
Notes, as evidence of the limits of his empirical science. Certainly, as 
Timothy Sweet (2009, 110) has suggested, Jefferson’s assessment that 

Figure 5 “A Comparative View of the Quadrupeds of Europe and of America.” In Notes on 
the State of Virginia (manuscript copy, 1781–85), 28. Jefferson Manuscripts. Courtesy of the 
Massachusetts Historical Society.
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“the races of black and red men . . . have never yet been viewed by us as 
subjects of natural history” indicates how Jefferson fails to “reflect crit-
ically on his own process of data-gathering and inference, [and] on the 
larger implications of the paradigm in which he work[ed]” (Jefferson 
[1781–82] 1984, 270). Following Foucault, Sweet cites these lines as an 
instance of the epistemological “gap in the Enlightenment scientific 

Figure 6 “Jemmy. 1765.” In “Farm-book” (manuscript copy, 1774–1824), 13. Jefferson 
Manuscripts. Courtesy of the Massachusetts Historical Society.
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paradigm” that prompted the emergence of the modern human sci-
ences (110). Thus when Drucker (2011) contends, in her essay on 
visualization, that the “humanistic concept of knowledge depends 
upon the interplay between a situated and circumstantial viewer and 
the objects or experiences under examination and interpretation,” we 
might more precisely identify the gap made manifest by Jefferson’s 
unreflective racial science as the one that, heeding Drucker, we must 
seek to close.

Jefferson’s epistemology of the visible—that is, the tripartite relation 
that he posits between the observable, the visualizable, and the true—
also subtends the conception of race that emerges as he attempts to 
identify the visible features that might allow him to classify Africans 
and African Americans as a “distinct” racial group (1984, 270). Work-
ing from this conception of race—as a technological “mapping tool” 
that associates visible “traces of the body” with “allegedly innate invis-
ible characteristics”—Wendy H. K. Chun (2012, 40) asserts that race 
“thus problematizes the usual modes of visualization and revelation, 
while at the same time making possible new modes of agency and cau-
sality.” While her analysis rests on examples from contemporary cin-
ema, her argument about the “new modes of agency and causality” 
(56) that a consideration of race-as-technology can bring about applies 
to visualization as it is broadly conceived. Chun concludes:

Race as technology is both the imposition of a grid of control and 
a lived social reality in which kinship with technology can be 
embraced. Importantly, it displaces ontological questions of race—
debates of what race really is and is not, focused on separating ideol-
ogy from truth—with ethical questions: what relations does race set 
up? As Jennifer Gonzalez has argued, race is fundamentally a ques-
tion of relation, of an encounter, a recognition, that enables certain 
actions and bars others. The formulation of race as technology also 
opens up the possibility that, although the idea and the experience 
of race have been used for racist ends, the best way to fight racism 
might not be to deny the existence of race, but to make race do dif-
ferent things. (56–57)

The visualizations of James Hemings that I have presented in this essay 
reveal the “grid of control” of slavery that consigned him first to social, 
and then corporeal death. At the same time, these images illuminate 
the “lived social reality” of plantation life, one that was rich with 
community, kinship, and support. In the context of an archive—and an 
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ideology—that effaces these relations, I have attempted to use the 
technology of race, described by Bruce Dain (2002, 9) as “naming the 
visible,” against itself. By deforming the archive through visual means, 
I have revealed some of the possibilities of recognition that the Papers 
of Thomas Jefferson itself resists. I have also endeavored to expose the 
impossibilities of recognition—and of cognition—that remain essen-
tial to our understanding of the archive of slavery today.

Beyond the Visible: The Culinary and Cultural Work  
of James Hemings

Although much remains invisible about Hemings in the Jefferson 
archive, there are certain aspects of his life that can be perceived 
through traditional literary-critical means. An examination of the 
emancipation agreement with Hemings—that Jefferson penned in 
his special ink, encased in his imported paper, copied in his copying 
press, and then placed in his personal archive to preserve—reveals 
that Jefferson himself was at times required to recognize, if not to 
redress, the flawed logic that reduced Hemings’s life to a line of data. 
This formal but not legally binding document, the second of the two 
documents in the Jefferson archive to refer to Hemings by his full 
name, records the preconditions for Hemings’s eventual emancipa-
tion. It reads:

Having been at great expence [sic] in having James Hemings taught 
the art of cookery, desiring to befriend him, and to require from him 
as little in return as possible, I do hereby promise and declare, that if 
the said James shall go with me to Monticello in the course of the 
ensuing winter, when I go to reside there myself, and shall there con-
tinue until he shall have taught such person as I shall place under 
him for that purpose to be a good cook, this previous condition being 
performed, he shall be thereupon made free, and I will thereupon 
execute all proper instruments to make him free. (2009, 27:199)

Certainly Jefferson’s proposal, to which Hemings had no choice but to 
consent, illustrates the incontrovertible authority of Jefferson as mas-
ter, and the resultant subjection of Hemings as slave. With his mea-
sured tone and offer of friendship, Jefferson characterizes himself as a 
benevolent force for liberty. But his concern with the practical implica-
tions of Hemings’s release reveals how his own heightened valuation of 
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the “art of cookery” supersedes his interest in granting Hemings the 
freedom he deserved. At the same time, Jefferson’s insistence that 
Hemings train another person “to be a good cook” before he can be 
freed offers textual evidence of his awareness of Hemings’s skill. The 
prospect of losing Hemings as his chef requires Jefferson to articulate, 
for the first time, the larger impact—as well as the value—of the culi-
nary labor in which he forced Hemings to engage.

In contrast to the undervalued labor that Jefferson records in his 
farm book, Hemings’s labor is here described as an “art”—indeed, as 
techne—the precise form of applied, experiential knowledge that Jef-
ferson himself most esteemed. As exemplified by the copying press 
that he did not merely utilize, but also designed, Jefferson particularly 
admired the “mechanic arts,” as technical knowledge was then 
described, as intimately related to his empirical worldview (Marx 
1997, 3). And yet, in his supposition that if Hemings were to simply 
train a replacement chef, Hemings’s absence would not be felt at Mon-
ticello, Jefferson reveals an additional limitation of his observing eye: 
his lack of awareness of the aspects of Hemings’s labor that are not eas-
ily perceived. In the agreement, Jefferson does not acknowledge 
Hemings’s cognitive work—for example, the selection of the particular 
foodstuffs that would represent the unique American locale. Neither 
does Jefferson register the impact of Hemings’s affective work—the 
work of influencing, through Hemings’s specific methods of prepara-
tion and display, the development of his own republican values and ide-
als. The condition of chattel slavery, of course, fundamentally pre-
cludes any equivalence between Hemings’s culinary labor and labor 
today, but it remains instructive to consider how the dimensions of 
Hemings’s techne that transcend the visible might, in turn, help to illu-
minate the invisible aspects of digital work in the present day.

We might then return to the Jefferson archive as we encounter it 
today in digital form. As scholars, we do not see the labor involved in 
transcribing manuscripts into machine-readable text, nor do we think 
of the discussions—equal parts technical and theoretical—that con-
tribute to the development of the encoding standards and database 
design that allow us to perform our search queries. We are not trained 
to ask questions about metadata or controlled vocabularies—ques-
tions that archivists and their technical teams ask every day. And yet, 
this digital labor remains not only invisible, but also unacknowledged 
by most humanities scholars.15
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It has been suggested that Thomas Jefferson, because of his status 
as a founding father, his role in the establishment of the Library of Con-
gress, and his own acute case of Derridian archive fever, functions as a 
“synecdoche for the American archive” (Elmer 1998, 23n). To this list 
one must also add Jefferson’s personal responsibility for inscribing the 
silences of slavery into American culture. But it is through the silences 
of James Hemings that the true American archive today emerges into 
view. This is an archive that encompasses impossibility, and depends 
on an interplay of scholar, archivist, technologist, and text. Only with 
this conception of the archive in mind can we move toward an under-
standing of the greater American cultural archive, not as a neutral 
repository of knowledge, but instead as a tool for exposing the limits of 
our knowledge. Indeed, these very limits will allow us to begin to see.

Georgia Institute of Technology

Notes

I would like to thank David Sewell, editorial and technical manager of the 
Rotunda imprint of the University of Virginia Press, for granting me access 
to the XML files of The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition. Thanks is 
also owed to Sarah Blackwood, Natalia Cecire, Nihad Farooq, Kyla Schuller, 
Karen Weingarten, and Gregory Zinman, each of whom offered generous 
comments on earlier versions of this essay.
 1 My account of the operation of the copying press derives primarily from 

the process described in Titus 2006.
 2 Jefferson was not only a dedicated user of technology, but also an early 

adopter—he sought to acquire “one of those copying Machines” in 1783, 
almost as soon he learned of its existence, and in 1804, he would pur-
chase one of the first polygraph devices, which represented the next 
generation of copying technology (2009, 15:585). For a detailed treat-
ment of Jefferson’s relationship to this particular technology, see Bedini 
(1984). 

 3 Bedini (1984, 3) remarks on the “preoccupation with recordkeeping” that 
Jefferson manifested since his college days. Francis Cogliano (2008, 
10–11) argues, more specifically, that Jefferson “carefully edited and pre-
served his massive collection of personal papers” out of an awareness of 
the “importance of primary sources as the basis of historical writing,” 
and for this reason, he can be said to have demonstrated a calculated 
attempt to “shape the history of his life and times.” 

 4 For a more specific description of the scope of the archive, as well as the 
timeline for its completion, see Pellien (2009).
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 5 It is worth noting that the field of postcolonial studies has also taken up 
the challenge of the fundamental incompleteness of its archive. Amin 
(1995, 118), for example, attempts to “chart the distance that separates” 
subaltern voices from the judicial discourse that inscribes them into the 
archival record. As another example, Ghosh (2002) anticipates Hartman 
in his use of narrative so as to dilate upon the numbers, names, and ancil-
lary records that constitute the archive of the enslaved.

 6 Other major proponents of exploration and play include Stephen Ram-
say (2010, 2011), discussed later in the essay, as well as Geoffrey Rock-
well and Stéfan Sinclair (2013). 

 7 For the canonical articulation of distant reading, see Moretti (2007). 
For the newer formulation of macroanalysis, see Jockers (2013).

 8 For more information about Protovis, see mbostock.github.io/protovis/. 
For information about its successor, D3.js, see d3js.org/.

 9 The too-often inscrutable structure of network diagrams has increas-
ingly become a subject of critique, from the fields of both data visualiza-
tion and media studies. For an edifying critique of current network visu-
alization techniques from the former perspective, see Krzywinski et al. 
(2012). For a more media-critical perspective on the problem of the so-
called “hairball,” see Galloway (2012).

10 In her work on antebellum food culture, Jessica Harris (2011, 102) has 
described the Big House kitchen as “one of the centers of power” during 
that period. From the kitchen, she explains, “the cook, solo or in conjunc-
tion with the mistress of the house, fed the master’s family and often over-
saw the feeding on all the plantation. At some of the loftier plantations 
there could be twenty or more guests to dinner every evening.” 

11 The term deformance was first employed in McGann and Samuels 2001.
12 At present, there exists a tension at the heart of digital humanities 

scholarship: an insistence on what Natalia Cecire (2011) has charac-
terized as a “fundamentally nondiscursive theoretical mode” that is 
amplified when placed in the context of the archive of slavery. In addi-
tion to Cecire’s trenchant critique of this tension, see the set of essays 
she introduces.

13 XML is a “markup language,” a set of agreed-upon standards that allows 
individuals to annotate a document in a way that can be later read—or 
“parsed”—by a computer. Many archival documents are encoded in XML 
so that key information such as author, recipient, or date of composition, 
can be easily extracted and then manipulated and/or displayed. In this 
case, I received the Papers of Thomas Jefferson in XML form, but was 
required to extract the content of the letters for use with the Stanford 
named entity recognizer (NER). (I kept track of the additional informa-
tion associated with each letter in a separate file.) Since the NER returns 
its output in XML form, I was required to write a second script to extract 
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that information, which I then merged back into the file that contained 
the letters’ original metadata. For more information on the Stanford NER, 
and the related set of CoreNLP tools, see nlp.stanford.edu/software/.

14 For more on the life of William Playfair, see Wainer and Spence (2005). 
For more on the history of data visualization, see Tufte (2001).

15 For an extended consideration of digital labor, and the implications for 
human rights, ethics, and history, among other themes, see Scholz (2012).
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Designing for Di!erence

In his purposefully provocative essay, “Where Is the Cultural 
Criticism in the Digital Humanities?,” Alan Liu argues that “the digital 
humanities are noticeably missing in action on the cultural-critical scene. 
While digital humanists develop tools, data, and meta-data critically, [.6.6.] 
rarely do they extend their critique to the full register of society, economics, 
politics, or culture” ((+#). While Liu usefully insists that our current politi-
cal moment demands that the digital humanities must engage both theory 
and politics, such debates are not entirely new. Martha Nell Smith, among 
others, has for many years narrated a particular history of humanities 
computing (as the field was known before its rebranding under the sign of 
the “digital humanities”) as a kind of reaction formation to the “concerns 
that had taken over so much academic work in literature—[those] of gender, 
race, class, sexuality” ((). The present essay considers some recent varia-
tions on this debate around the role of cultural theory within the digital 
humanities and its close analogs in order to argue for a theoretically explicit 
form of digital praxis within the digital humanities. It takes seriously Gary 
Hall’s recent claim that the very goals of critical theory and of quantitative 
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or computational analysis may in fact be incommensurable or, at the very 
least, that their productive combination will require “far more time and 
care [.6.6.] than has been devoted to it thus far.” As such, I ask what it might 
mean to design—from their very conception—digital tools and applications 
that emerge from the concerns of cultural theory and, in particular, from a 
feminist concern for di7erence.

This need to attend with more time and care to the potential 
intersections of theory and the digital humanities has been the subject of 
recent and often heated online discussions, conference panels, and vari-
ous publications. Groups of emerging scholars have organized under such 
rubrics as 8TransformDH and 8DHPoco in order to catalyze just such 
exchanges, as has the recently formed FemTechNet organization. One 
online forum initiated by Adeline Koh and Roopika Risam on the Postcolo-
nial Digital Humanities blog in May !'#* fostered a lively and sometimes 
heated debate in response to the question “Is DH a refuge from race/class/
gender/sexuality?” While I will not attempt to summarize that conversa-
tion here (Koh and Risam have undertaken a summary elsewhere on their 
blog, prompting even more conversation and a shared Google doc), I do 
want to zero in on a few points in the exchange to stage the beginnings of 
a claim for a particular mode of enacting the digital humanities (or, fol-
lowing Katie King, one might say “reenacting” the humanities). Entering 
the forum’s fray by “tapping” on his phone, Ian Bogost wrote: “On the one 
hand, anyone who believes computational platforms are transparent doesn’t 
really understand those platforms. But on the other hand, a blind focus on 
identity politics above all other concerns has partly prevented humanists 
from deeply exploring the technical nature of computer systems in order to 
grasp those very understandings.” Bogost’s insistence that we must explore 
the technical nature of the computer resonates with various formulations 
of the digital humanities, even if Bogost himself might not claim member-
ship in that particular tribe. It aligns as well with a good deal of digital 
media studies, including hardware and software studies, where Bogost’s 
research has been quite prolific and important.9 It is an insight that has 
also fueled my own work. In the conversation that unspools throughout 
the thread, he goes on to observe that “doing hardware and software stud-
ies sometimes requires one to bracket identity—even if just for a moment, 
in order to learn something in the latter’s service. But those of us who do 
that work are frequently chide[d] for failing to focus all energy and all 
attention at all times on the accuser’s notion of what comprises the entire 
discourse on social justice.” Certainly, it is hard to sustain a focus “at all 
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times” on the “entire discourse of social justice” while undertaking tech-
nical (or any other) investigations, but I find two things especially curious 
in this formulation. First, it is interesting that a forum originally framed 
quite broadly as about the “intermingling of race, class, gender, sexuality 
and disability in the digital humanities” quickly moves to a discussion of 
“identity politics” as the natural or likely terrain for such concerns. Later 
in the forum, Anne Balsamo observes that there are certainly many ways to 
address questions of feminism and of di7erence that do not narrowly default 
to identity politics, and she points the forum toward the work of feminist 
philosopher Karen Barad. In her book Designing Culture: The Technological 
Imagination at Work, Balsamo builds upon Barad’s theory of “intra-actions” 
in order to develop a complex model of design practice that understands 
the relationship between materiality and discursivity, between objects 
and subjects, and between nature and culture to be fluid, open-ended, and 
contingent. In such a model, design (of technologies, of software, of code) 
proceeds from an acknowledgment of our messy entanglements with mat-
ter and with each other. For Barad, “To be entangled is not simply to be 
intertwined with another, as in the joining of separate entities, but to lack 
an independent, self-contained existence” (Universe ix).

Given this formulation, a second element of the forum exchange 
cited above stands out: the notion of the “bracketing” of identity or other 
signs of culture that might prevent one from accessing the technical nature 
of the computer. Similar ideas surface in a number of moments across the 
discussion. For instance, Andrew Smart observes that “digital technology, at 
its lowest level, relies on the physical laws of how information is represented 
in voltage. The way computers and networks work is determined (or maybe 
very constrained) by the laws of physics.” The tendency to describe com-
putation as a series of levels increasingly abstracted from culture surfaces 
in other online venues as well. A further interesting example is found at 
Lambda the Ultimate, a site that “deals with issues directly related to pro-
gramming languages” and is largely populated by programmers. On May ", 
!'#', Travis Brown created a forum there under the heading “Critical Code 
Studies” (004) asking the Lambda community to reflect on the idea of criti-
cal code studies as articulated by new media scholar Mark Marino, linking 
to a 0:1 and essay by Marino as well as to essays by scholars N.6Katherine 
Hayles and Rita Raley. The ensuing discussion lasted several days. While a 
few contributors were intrigued by the possibility that cultural theory might 
be useful in the study of code, many were skeptical or rejected the idea out 
of hand.; Typical comments included:
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To begin with: “code” can be a byproduct of a software design. 
“Code” can be automagically generated from a formal model, for 
instance, so there’re no “socio-historical context” [sic] to study 
there. (vieiro at Sat, !"#"-"$-#$ "%:&#)

What I mean is that the “sociological” aspects of “code” are not 
in the code itself, they’re elsewhere. (vieiro at Tue, !"#"-"$-#% #':"$)

You have the code and the math and the reasoning behind the 
code, and you have the history. Both are interesting but should 
be treated separately. (Jules Jacobs at Fri, !"#"-"$-#& !!:$')

In these examples, code functions much as Smart imagines it does, in a 
realm determined by math, physics, or reason, apart from the messy realms 
of culture.

This tendency to frame computational technologies in levels is 
also reflected in the description of the book series Platform Studies, edited 
by Bogost and Nick Monfort for the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Press. On the website describing the series, Bogost and Monfort o7er a chart 
delineating five “stacked” levels of analysis for new media studies; from top 
to bottom, these are reception/operation, interface, form/function, code, and 
platform. The platform is framed as the “foundation” layer, “an abstraction 
layer beneath code” and obviously given primacy within the series itself. A 
later revision of this chart in their book Racing the Beam encloses the five 
levels in a box labeled “culture and context,” and the authors stress that “we 
see all of these levels—not just the top level of reception and operation—as 
being situated in culture, society, economy, and history” (#()). Yet, the very 
model of discrete boxed layers neatly enclosed in the larger box of history 
puts into place a conceptual framework that undervalues entanglements 
and intra-actions, encouraging a focus on individual layers rather than a 
focus on the complex ways in which the layers themselves come into being, 
delineate particular possibilities and boundaries, and foreclose potential 
futures and becomings. Obviously, we need to focus our scholarly attentions 
somewhere, on particular things, processes, or ideas, but the models we 
work from are important. To follow Barad, if matter matters, how we focus 
on matter also matters.

Despite this critique, I value and learn from the work of code 
and platform studies, including Bogost and Monfort’s careful examinations 
of specific platforms, and from the practices of the digital humanities more 
generally. I, too, have written about how hard it is to entangle examina-
tions of code with cultural critique, how easy it is to give in to the lure of 
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the bracket. I have called for humanities scholars to take code seriously 
and to make things. But I also worry that the digital humanities, code, and 
platform studies all too often center computation and technology in a way 
that makes intra-action hard to discern. In fact, I have argued that this 
conceptual bracketing, this singling out of code from culture, is itself part 
and parcel of the organization of knowledge production that computation 
has disseminated around the world for well over fifty years. In an essay that 
tracks the entangled historical moment that produced both new racial codes 
and new forms of computation, I maintain that the development of computer 
operating systems at midcentury installed an extreme logic of modularity 
that “black-boxed” knowledge in a manner quite similar to emerging logics 
of racial visibility and racism (McPherson). An operating system like <5&= 
(an %4 that drives most of our computation, directly or indirectly) works by 
removing context and decreasing complexity. Early computers from #+(' 
to #+>' had complex, interdependent designs that were premodular. But the 
development of databases would depend upon the modularity of <5&= and 
languages like C and C++. We can see at work here the basic contours of an 
approach to the world that separates object from subject, cause from e7ect, 
context from code. I am suggesting that there is something particular to 
the very forms of digital culture that encourages just such a partitioning, 
a portioning o7 that also plays out in the increasing specialization of aca-
demic fields and even in the formation of many modes of identity politics. 
We need conceptual models for the digital humanities and for digital media 
studies that do not rely upon the bracket, the module, the box, or the parti-
tion. Feminist theory, particularly theories of di7erence, has much to o7er 
in this regard.

Participants in both the 8DHPoco and the Lambda forums, and 
in the digital humanities more generally, call on humanities scholars to 
learn to code or, at the very least, to acquire advanced technological litera-
cies. I agree, but I would also issue a reciprocal call for coding humanists 
to engage feminist phenomenology, postcolonial theory, and theorizations 
of di7erence. 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 operating principles of a di7erent order, always 
already coursing through discourse and matter. And, if we cannot study all 
discourse and all matter at once, Barad o7ers up not the bracket but the agen-
tial cut as a method through which, “in the absence of a classical ontological 
condition of exteriority between observer and observed,” we might enact “a 
local causal structure among ‘components’ of a phenomenon” (Signs ?#"). If 
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bracketing tends to recapitulate the modularity of code, treating di7erence 
either at the level of content (i.e., as something on the screen or something 
that narrative is about) or of background (i.e., as part of the box that wraps 
around technology), the cut is fluid and mobile even as it recognizes the con-
stitutive work of di7erence. As Barad notes, cuts are “part of the phenomena 
they help produce” (Universe #("). Sarah Kember and Joanna Zylinska have 
highlighted the dual ontological and ethical dimensions of Barad’s agential 
cut, observing that the cut is a “causal procedure that performs the division 
of the world into entities, but it is also an act of decision” (?!). That is, where 
and how we focus matters. This concept of the cut resonates (if unevenly and 
imprecisely) with a number of other feminist conceptual paradigms, includ-
ing King’s reenactments, Chantal Mou7e’s articulations, Chela Sandoval’s 
di7erential consciousness, and Jane Bennett’s vital materiality. While these 
theoretical models are as di7erent as they are alike, they each o7er ways 
to understand relation—between object and subject, between discourse and 
matter, and between identity and di7erence.

How might any of this matter for the digital humanities? Liu 
maintains that “the appropriate, unique contribution that the digital human-
ities can make to cultural criticism at the present time is to use the tools, 
paradigms, and concepts of digital technologies to help rethink the idea of 
instrumentality” ("'#). If a core activity of the digital humanities has been 
the building of tools, we should design our tools di7erently, in a mode that 
explicitly engages power and di7erence from the get-go, laying bare our 
theoretical allegiances and exploring the intra-actions of culture and mat-
ter. Several feminist scholars o7er models of how such practice-based work 
might unfold, including Anne Balsamo, Susan Brown, Micha Cardenas, 
Kim Christen, Sharon Daniel, Mary Flanagan, Julia Flanders, Alex Juhasz, 
Marsha Kinder, Bethanie Nowviskie, Susana Ruiz, and Jacqueline Werni-
mont.@ To move toward a close, I want to detail briefly the ways in which 
my own collaborative practice attempts to think through such questions as 
“Can software be feminist?”

In !''", several close collaborators (especially Steve Anderson, 
Craig Dietrich, Raegan Kelley, and Erik Loyer) and I launched the multi-
modal, online journal Vectors. Vectors was developed as a space for experi-
mentation in screen languages, open access publishing, and collaborative 
design and authorship. Our projects were speculative in the sense that 
Johanna Drucker describes, committed to pushing back against the cultural 
authority of rationalism in the digital humanities and in digital design. They 
were also centered on the critical and theoretical questions that motivated 
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the scholars with whom we worked, humanities scholars interested in ques-
tions of memory, race, gender, embodiment, sexuality, perception, temporal-
ity, ideology, and power. While Vectors’ projects began as experiments at the 
surface of the screen, they soon led us toward building tools. In particular, 
we began to grapple with the database as an object to think with and to think 
against. We found that the constraints of much relational database software 
were not particularly well suited to the ways in which humanities scholars 
think and work.A Through the guidance and insight of Information Design 
Director Craig Dietrich, the team developed a customized database tool 
that allowed more flexibility in how scholars could iteratively work within 
our middleware, allowing them to modify the database and its tables much 
more easily. We also began to explore ways in which interface design might 
mitigate the database’s relentless logic, refusing the tyranny of the template 
even as we were obviously still working under the sign of computation. In 
exploring relations of form to content, we privileged particular kinds of 
content, choosing to work with scholars interested in questions of gender, 
race, a7ect, memory, and social justice. These concerns were and are at the 
core of our research, and they profoundly shaped (and continue to shape) 
how we use and design technological systems.

Over the past four years, concurrent with the work on Vectors, 
our team has also been expanding upon the lessons learned through our 
ongoing research. With support from the Mellon Foundation and the National 
Endowment for the Humanities, and in close collaboration with many col-
leagues (especially original grant co-1&s Wendy Chun, Brian Goldfarb, Nich-
olas Mirzoe7, and Joan Saab), we have been forming a larger organization, 
the Alliance for Networking Visual Culture. Our goal is to formulate new 
ways of working with digitized archival materials within the humanities 
and to continue to model emerging genres of digital scholarly publishing. In 
support of these goals, we have been building a new authoring and publish-
ing platform, Scalar, that was released into open beta in spring !'#*. Scalar 
allows scholars to create with relative ease long-form, multimedia projects 
that incorporate a variety of digital materials while also connecting to digital 
archives, utilizing built-in visualizations, exploring nonlinearity, supporting 
customization, and more. For instance, visual culture scholar Nicholas Mir-
zoe7 used Scalar to create an extension of his print book, The Right to Look. 
In We Are All Children of Algeria: Visuality and Countervisuality #($&–!"##, 
Mirzoe7 not only incorporates a rich set of multimedia examples, but he 
also structures his piece along multiple intersecting pathways in a manner 
that serves to reinforce his larger ideas about the value of the demonstration 
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as a theoretical model. Form and content merge in very compelling ways. 
Other scholars have used the platform to reimagine the edited volume, to 
engage deeply with media collections, and to attend with care to records of 
performance and testimony.B

Many of the scholars we have collaborated with are interested in 
allowing the users or readers of their research to engage with their primary 
evidence while also exploring the scholar’s own interpretation of that evi-
dence. Working in Scalar, scholars are pulling sets of visual materials from 
digitized collections into a Scalar project or “book,” encouraging the project’s 
reader to examine these materials in their own right while also engaging 
a scholar’s analysis of the materials. Such a project is neither solely a book 
nor solely an archive, but rather a hybrid space between the two that blends 
scholarly analysis with a rich trove of primary materials. Using Scalar’s 
built-in commenting features, the reader of the project can then add her own 
commentary, providing more context for the collection of primary materials 
or responses to the scholarly interpretations of the collection.

This type of connected and shared research and writing space 
has emerged as a key area of interest for Alliance partners, who recognize 
the capacity of such practices both to reach new audiences (with certain 
paths more relevant to certain types of readers) and to facilitate close analy-
sis and collaborative methodologies. Within a single project, we glimpse 
research operating across scales, with scholars able to move from the 
micro level of a project (perhaps a single image or video annotation) to the 
structure of the entire project and its integrated media. The researcher can 
create careful close readings within a project of many components that can 
also be instantly represented as a whole collection, thus moving beyond the 
artificial binary of “distant” versus “close” reading that so often surfaces 
in conversations about the digital humanities. The result richly combines 
narrative interpretation with visualizations that are automatically gener-
ated by the semantic elements of the platform. These visualizations allow 
an author or reader to see the larger structure of a project that may have 
been built up more organically piece by piece, while also allowing iterative 
refinement to this structure. Visualizations can also allow a user to access 
and explore specific elements of a project, including tags, media files, and 
narrative “pathways.” Thus, the visualizations are not merely illustrative; 
they are also powerful interpretations that present a project’s structure, 
evidence, and arguments in new ways. They bring together narrative (and 
analysis) with the database, enriching each. This method of researching 
and writing across scales now predominantly unfolds within a given Scalar 
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project, but the possibility for porting these modes of analysis back to our 
archival partners’ larger holdings represents a key area for future research.

The software that underpins Scalar was born of the frustrations 
our scholars often experienced working with traditional database tools. 
Vectors engaged intersectional, political, and feminist work at the level of 
content but also integrated form and content so that the theoretical impli-
cations of the work were manifest in the aesthetic and information design. 
Scalar is now seeking to integrate these methodologies at the level of soft-
ware design. Scalar takes our early experiments at hacking the database 
for Vectors’ projects to a di7erent level by wrapping a relational database in 
a very particular semantic layer, a process spearheaded by Craig Dietrich 
and Erik Loyer.

In e7ect, we wanted to build a system that respected and extended 
the research methodologies of the scholars with whom we work. Scalar 
resists the modularity and compartmentalized logics of dominant computa-
tion design by flattening out the hierarchal structures of platforms such as 
WordPress. While easy to use, it also moves beyond the template structures 
that frequently categorize the Web, allowing a high degree of customization 
through its -1& (application programming interface). Thus, it mediates a 
whole set of binaries: between close and distant reading, user and author, 
interface and backend, micro and macro, theory and practice, archive and 
interpretation, text and image, database and narrative, and human and 
machine. Scalar takes seriously feminist methodologies ranging from the 
cut to theories of alliance, intersectionality, and articulation not only in 
support of scholars undertaking individual projects but also in our very 
design principles. As authors work with the platform, they enter into a flow 
of becoming through the creation of a database on the fly and through an 
engagement with the otherness of the machine. Scalar respects machinic 
agency but does not cede everything to it.

As Anne Balsamo reminds us, “[E]very intra-action that con-
stitutes a technology o7ers an opportunity to do things di7erently” (*"). 
Scalar o7ers a way to explore the rich intra-actions that link matter and 
discourse, to engage the alterity of technology, and to cut through plenitude 
with ethical intent. Our goal is to build technology in order that we might 
better understand it and its entanglements with culture; we aim to bend the 
digital to our desires and to use it in our utopias, if only in the instant. In 
theories of di7erence, we already find bountiful ways in which we might 
rewire these circuits. Feminists have long brought together those who value 
hybrid practices: artist-theorists, activist scholars, theoretical archivists, 
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queer failures, mestiza cyborgs. I ask you: who better to turn the digital 
against its darkest logics?
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# There is much that I value in Ian 
Bogost’s work, and, while he is 
here situated alongside a number 
of others who argue that code and 
culture exist in separate realms, 
I do not think he would concur 
with them. His position is typically 
more sophisticated. I very much 
agree with his statement else-
where in the forum that “to really 
show how gender assumptions 
are baked into computer systems 
is such an enormous task, it’s 
hard to know how to begin some-
times.” But begin we must. Katie 
King’s ideas about reenactments 
are developed in her recent book, 
Networked Reenactments: Stories 
Transdisciplinary Knowledges 
Tell. While there is much that 
separates their work, Bogost and 
King share an interest in things 
and our relations to them.

! Other comments in the forum 
push back against these assump-
tions that code exists apart from 
culture, including:

I’m strongly in favor of 
opening an area of study which 
attempts to address these issues 
and bring them into the light. 

We could certainly call it 004, 
although this may not be what is 
currently meant by that term. I’m 
strongly in favor of this despite (or 
perhaps because of) the fact that so 
many programmers will undoubt-
edly have a strong negative reac-
tion to any discussion of these 
issues, and even deny the existence 
of any issues to discuss.

Of course programs are both 
mathematical artifacts and social 
creations situated in a particular 
context. (Matt Hellige at Sat, !"#"-
"$-#$ "&:$#)

But more to the point, 
whether 004 is going to be the way 
to tackle it, I think there are plenty 
of important questions to be asked 
from the standpoint of rhetoric, 
sociology, genre theory, and even 
some more down-to-earth critical 
theory.

After all, if we are to take 
seriously one of our favorite apho-
risms (“Programs must be written 
for people to read, and only inci-
dentally for machines to execute.”) 
then lots of questions which are 
both literary and social arise very 
quickly. (S. Clover at Wed, !"#"-"$-
#( #):#&)

Notes
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* This list could include many oth-
ers, particularly those scholars 
working within the 8DHPoco, 
8TransformDH, FemTechNet, and 
FemBot rubrics, as well as many 
feminist artists. Certainly they 
would not agree on theoretical 
models or technical processes. 
I primarily list here those with 
whom I’ve had some working 
connection.

( Relational databases are the pre-
dominant form of database in use 
today and are behind much of the 
data we interact with on the Web 
as well as in programs like Access 
and Oracle. They organize data in 
a set of formally described tables. 
This allows a user to quickly sort 
a large amount of data via di7er-
ent queries but also requires an 

atomistic view of data. The rela-
tional database was first described 
by Edgar Cobb at &D/ in #+)'; if I 
have argued that the operating sys-
tem <5&= was bound up in its cul-
tural moment, the same might be 
argued of the relational database. 
That is, its highly atomistic struc-
ture was perhaps part and parcel 
of broader cultural changes under 
way at that time. At Vectors and 
later with Scalar, we were inter-
ested in seeing if the relational 
database might be hacked in order 
to better suit the methodologies of 
humanities scholars.

" For a full description of Scalar’s 
capacities, see the Scalar website, 
which also links to several sample 
projects.
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Indigenous Circuits: Navajo Women 
and the Racialization of Early Electronic 
Manufacture

Lisa Nakamura

Donna Haraway’s foundational cyberfeminist essay “A Cyborg Mani-
festo” is followed by an evocative subtitle: “An Ironic Dream of a 
Common Language for Women in the Integrated Circuit.” She 

writes, “The nimble fingers of ‘Oriental’ women, the old fascination of little 
Anglo-Saxon Victorian girls with doll’s houses, women’s enforced attention to 
the small take on quite new dimensions in this world. There might be a cyborg 
Alice taking account of these new dimensions. Ironically, it might be the un-
natural cyborg women making chips in Asia and spiral dancing in Santa Rita 
jail whose constructed unities will guide effective oppositional strategies.”1 In 
this passage Haraway draws our attention to the irony that some must labor 
invisibly for others of us to feel, if not actually be, free and empowered through 
technology use: technoscience is, indeed, an integrated circuit, one that both 
separates and connects laborers and users, and while both genders benefit from 
cheap computers, it is the flexible labor of women of color, either outsourced 
or insourced, that made and continue to make this possible.2

Haraway’s critical perspective on digital technology’s possibilities and op-
portunities for intersectional feminism expresses itself in this essay by standing 
readerly expectation on its head. She wants to remind us forcefully of digital 
technology’s costs as well as its benefits. This piece is often read as a celebra-
tion of a newly extended and enhanced cyborg body, one made more powerful 
by technology, an understandable result given that some of the piece’s most 
memorable quotations, such as “I’d rather be a cyborg than a goddess,” imply 
a kind of transcendence through technology use that appeals to the digitally 
identified.  

Haraway’s Marxian insistence on materiality rather than just virtuality in 
the “Cyborg Manifesto”—on the gendering and racializing of bodies as well as 
on computer hardware itself—anticipated many of the concerns at the center 
of media archaeology and platform studies in the twenty-first century. Tiziana 
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Terranova, whose focus on the Internet as a site of digital labor brings us back 
to the material realm of bodies and exploitation, extends this interrogation into 
the way that labor is commodified and extracted, often without compensa-
tion for the laborer, within digital culture.3 For Haraway, the women of color 
workers who create the material circuits and other digital components that 
allow content to be created are all integrated within the “circuit” of technocul-
ture. Their bodies become part of digital platforms by providing the human 
labor needed to make them. Really looking at digital media, not only seeing 
its images but seeing into it, into the histories of its platforms, both machinic 
and human, is absolutely necessary for us to understand how digital labor is 
configured today.  

How can we take up Haraway’s injunction to be guided by women of 
color’s labor in the digital industries to form “effective oppositional strategies?” 
Woman of color feminism’s theoretical framework has much to offer digital 
media studies, particularly in light of the emphasis on the physical and mate-
rial aspects of computing that media archaeology has brought to the field. The 
media archaeologist Wolfgang Ernst makes an eloquent case for studying the 
specificity of media artifacts through their histories and forms of production.4 
When we look at the history of digital devices, it is quite clear that the burden 
of digital media’s device production is borne disproportionately by the women 
of color who make them. “Ethical hardware” organizations like the “Raise 
Hope for Congo,” conflict-free cell phone and laptop campaigns, and gamic 
texts like Molleindustria’s “Phone Game” invite us to question and challenge 
the human cost of computing and mobile telephony.

References to “nimble fingers” as a digital resource appear in many accounts 
of how women of color were understood by and actively recruited to work in 
the electronics industry in this period. As Jefferson Cowie writes, the “nimble 
fingers” phrase was applied to Latino women working in maquiladoras for 
RCA and other electronics firms, including Fairchild. According to Karen 
Hossfeld, by the eighties in Silicon Valley, electronic assembly had become 
not just women’s work but women of color’s work.5

This essay focuses on a group of women of color who are almost never 
associated with electronic manufacture or the digital revolution—Navajo 
women. The archive of visual materials that document the history and indus-
trial strategy of Fairchild Semiconductor, the most influential and pioneer-
ing electronics company in Silicon Valley’s formative years, documents their 
participation through visual and discursive means, albeit never in their own 
voices.6 Fairchild’s internal documents, such as company newsletters, and 
its public ones, such as brochures, along with Bureau of Indian Affairs press 
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releases and journalistic coverage by magazines such as Business Week, paint a 
picture of Navajo women workers as uniquely suited by temperament, culture, 
and gender as ideal predigital digital workers.7 

My reading of these materials reveals how Fairchild produced a racial and 
cultural argument for recruiting young female workers in the electronics, and 
later digital device production industries, from among the Navajo population. 
As Cowie writes of young Mexican women working for RCA: “Management’s 
standard explanation for its preference for young female workers typically 
rested on the idea that women’s mental and physical characteristics made them 
peculiarly suited to the intricacies of electrical assembly work.”8 Similarly, the 
hundreds of Navajo women who worked at the Fairchild semiconductor plant 
in Shiprock, New Mexico, on Navajo land were understood through the lens 
of specific “mental and physical characteristics” such as docility, manual dexter-
ity, and affective investment in native material craft. The visual rhetoric that 
described their unique aptitude for the work drew heavily on existing ideas of 
Indians as creative cultural handworkers.

A close examination of how Navajo women’s labor was exploited as a visual 
and symbolic resource as well as a material good shows us how indigenous 
women’s labor producing circuits in a state-of-the-art factory on an Indian 
reservation came to be understood as affective labor, or a “labor of love.” In 
her work on women’s affective labor in digital media usage, Kylie Jarrett uses 
the term women’s work “to designate the social, reproductive work typically 
differentiated from productive economics of the industrial workplace.”9 A 1969 
Fairchild brochure celebrates Indian women circuit makers as culture workers 
who produced circuits as part of the “reproductive” labor of expressing Navajo 
culture, rather than merely for wages. 

The Anomalous Narrative of Indigenous Workers at Fairchild 
Semiconductor

The story of Fairchild’s plant on Navajo land is not part of a narrative of 
development that fits comfortably into the history of the digital industries. 
Though documentary histories of Fairchild abound, and no history of Silicon 
Valley fails to mention the company, the Shiprock plant is rarely discussed in 
these accounts, or at best appears as a footnote or a brief mention or digression 
from the story of outsourcing production to Southeast Asia.10 The company 
was regarded as a pioneer because of its willingness to take risks, to invent 
new manufacturing processes, and to venture onto foreign shores in search 
of cheap labor, an act that “helped to launch the PC revolution, which begot 
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the commercial Internet, which begot everything else.”11 Fairchild’s trajectory 
of sourcing labor domestically from female workers of color in the sixties, to 
outsourcing in the seventies, and eventually to offshoring in Asia was a path 
followed by many other electronics companies.

Since Fairchild was one of the first chip manufacturers to outsource produc-
tion to Asia, this is recognized as an epochal event in the history of computing, 
an innovation that permitted the remarkable growth of the electronics and 
eventually the computing and personal digital device industry. However, the 
history of offshore outsourcing to Asia runs parallel with chip fabrication proj-
ects within and across US borders, specifically on Navajo land and in Mexico, 
respectively. In 1964 the Bracero Program officially ended, and in 1965 the 
Border Industrialization Program (BIP) began on the US–Mexico border. By 
1973 Fairchild and other semiconductor manufacturers were operating plants 
in Mexico under this program, in addition to plants in Singapore, Hong Kong, 
and Seoul.

In 1962 Charlie Sporck, a top executive at Fairchild Semiconductor and, 
later, president and CEO of National Semiconductor, two of the largest and 
most important manufacturers of integrated circuits, knew that the industry 
was “running into limitations as to where we could sell the product.”12 The 
majority of the “product” was being sold to the military, and Sporck realized 
that Fairchild needed to reduce labor costs in order to break into the “vast 
consumer market out there” for electronic devices, such as calculators, games, 
and eventually personal computers. In an interview recorded as part of the 
“Silicon Genesis: An Oral History of Semiconductor Technology” project, 
Sporck recalls how the quest for cheaper labor and lower overhead drove 
Fairchild to open a plant in Hong Kong, a move that pioneered electronics 
manufacture outsourcing to this and other locales in Southeast Asia, Mexico, 
and Southern California.

However, the interview takes an odd turn. As Sporck warms to his work 
of explaining how Fairchild started the “mad rush into Southeast Asia by all 
companies” in the sixties, the interviewer interrupts, asking, “Well, did you 
also go to Shiprock, New Mexico to the Indian reservation?” Sporck replies, 
“Yeah, that’s not one of the . . .” The interviewer continues, “I noticed you 
didn’t bring that up.” Sporck replies, “No, we did, that was at the, just about 
the time we went to Portland, Maine. We looked elsewhere in Shiprock, looked 
like a possibility and we did locate down there. It never worked out, though. 
We were really screwing up the whole societal structure at the Indian tribe. 
You know, the women were making money and the guys were drinking it up 
and it was a failure.”
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Though Sporck depicts the plant as a “failure,” it was depicted as a tre-
mendous success during its years of operation. In fact, the archive of materials 
about the plant depicts it as doing well because it was in line with the “societal 
structure of the tribe,” rather than in conflict with it.

Insourcing on the Reservation: Fairchild’s Move to Indigenous 
Territory

Fairchild opened its state-of-the-art semiconductor assembly plant on the 
twenty-five-thousand-square-mile Navajo reservation in Shiprock, New 
Mexico, in 1965. The plant grew from a pilot project employing fifty-five 
people to a thirty-three-thousand-square-foot integrated-circuit manufacturing 
facility where hundreds of Navajo women and some men worked on circuit 
assembly between 1965 and 1975; while accounts as to the exact number of 
Navajo employed vary, in 1966 Fairchild was the “largest of several electronics 
plants now located in Indian areas,”13 and “at its height, the plant provided 
work for more than 1,000 Navajos. . . . Fairchild became the largest industrial 
employer in New Mexico and the largest employer of Indians in the country.”14 
The plant, which operated twenty-four hours a day, was owned by the Navajo 
Tribal Council and leased by Fairchild for $6,000 a month.15 It boasted a very 
low failure rate—5 percent, in contrast to rates in the twentieth percentile at 
other plants—and received several awards for its innovative practices.

As the historian Colleen O’Neill writes, “In 1974, prior to its closing, 
Fairchild employed 922 Navajos, most of whom were women. Fairchild was 
one of the largest employers of Navajo labor on the reservation, second only 
to public sector employees, including the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the 
Navajo nation.”16 In most histories of Silicon Valley, domestic manufacture is 
assumed to have given way to foreign manufacture starting in the sixties, when 
the first large plants in Asia and Mexico opened. Widening the perspective on 
outsourcing to include insourcing practices like the production of semiconduc-
tors on Navajo land provides a valuable perspective from which to view the 
material culture of computing.

Reservations provided spaces of exception to US laws on minimum wage; 
in this way they were like foreign countries, but in other ways American my-
thologies around Indianness gave these workers a desirable identity as culturally 
foreign yet familiar. Likewise, American Indian history tends to include the 
Fairchild plant as an example of failed economic development or as part of the 
history of the American Indian Movement’s protests, but does not connect it 
to digital culture or history.
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Fairchild’s Shiprock plant was far more than just an outlier. Instead, the 
company represented it as a new and innovative model for cheap domestic 
electronics manufacture: insourcing rather than outsourcing. In Fairchild’s 
promotional materials and in journalistic accounts, Navajo workers were 
always represented as different from white workers, as possessing innate racial 
and cultural traits that could be enhanced or rehabilitated to produce chips 
accurately, quickly, and painlessly. The visual archive of promotional materials, 
brochures, annual reports, and press releases about the Fairchild Shiprock plant 
and its workers reveals how electronics assembly work became both gendered 
and identified with specific racialized qualities. Analysis of documents from 
the period that describe the plant’s remarkable early success and its eventual 
closure in 1975 reveal potent and durable claims and beliefs about gender, race, 
and particular labor styles that would quickly be appropriated to describe the 
Asian women workers who eventually replaced them.

How and why did the most advanced semiconductor manufacturer in the 
world build a state-of-the-art electronics assembly plant on a Navajo reserva-
tion in 1965? A 1969 Fairchild news release explains that the plant was “the 
culmination of joint efforts of the Navajo People, the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs (B.I.A), and Fairchild.” Though cheap, plentiful workers and tax ben-
efits helped lure electronics companies to the reservation, Navajo leadership 
helped push the project forward; Raymond Nakai, chairman of the Navajo 
Nation from 1963 to 1971, and the self-styled first “modern” Navajo leader, 
was instrumental in bringing Fairchild to Shiprock. He spoke fervently about 
the necessity of transforming the Navajo as a “modern” Indian tribe, and what 
better way to do so than to put its members to work making chips, potent 
signs of futurity that were no bigger than a person’s fingernail? The incongruity 
of this form of labor—the creation of the most advanced devices the world 
had yet known, tiny bits of matter that could tell a satellite where to point, 
by women who were conceived of as irredeemably primitive—was not lost on 
the tribes themselves. 

In his address dedicating the newly built Shiprock plant, Nakai said, “It 
is a brilliant chapter that we write here in the dedication of this magnificent 
plant. It signals the real and early industrialization of the Navajo reservation. 
It marks the advancement of the Navajo nation from an Agrarian Nation to an 
Industrial Nation.”17 This attempt to rebrand the Navajo as modern through 
their labor within electronics manufacture seems designed to counter the 
notion of Indians as “suffering from a racial inability to advance,” as Philip 
Deloria puts it.18 This new notion of the Navajo as “Industrial” produced a 
complicated identity whose formation relied on the idea that the tribe could 
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be modern, even hypermodern, precisely as a result of being distinctively 
Indian. Indian-identified traits and practices such as painstaking attention 
to craft and an affinity for metalwork and textiles were deployed to position 
the Navajo on the cutting edge of a technological moment precisely because 
of their possession of a racialized set of creative cultural skills in traditional, 
premodern artisanal handwork.

The building of the Shiprock plant was very much in line with the 1961 
Task Force on Indian Affairs recommendations, which urged that reservations 
attract light industry as part of the “key to the economic and social compe-
tency program,” which would “increase Indian economic self-sufficiency, 
and eventually terminate all services from the federal government to Native 
Americans.”19 As Peter Iverson writes, “The Navajo sought to lure other large-
scale industry with cheap land leases, favorable construction arrangements, 
and a trainable work force. Two major firms accepted the Navajos’ invitation: 
Fairchild Semiconductor and the General Dynamics corporation.”20 In turn, 
Fairchild benefited from a $700,000 loan from the Navajo to finance plant 
build-out, free equipment from the BIA supplied from “federal excess property 
sources,” a very low hourly wage, freedom from real estate taxes, and funding 
for training programs supported by Department of Labor.21 These factors all 
mattered, but in the end, product quality was what kept the plant in business 
and allowed it to expand.

Race and Gender as Digital Resource: Navajo Women as Early 
Creative Class Workers

Semiconductor manufacture was performed using a microscope and required 
painstaking attention to detail, excellent eyesight, high standards of quality, and 
intense focus. Not all who started to work there continued—as Jim Tutt, a Navajo 
process engineer who worked at Fairchild until 1974, put it, “It was tedious work 
under a microscope. They couldn’t handle it, some of them, [because they had 
to spend] so many hours a day looking at it.”22 Despite these daunting condi-
tions, the hundreds of Navajo women who stayed on excelled at this work, and 
the industrial discourse produced by and about the plant attributed its success 
to the female gender of its workers as well as Indian racial traits. At Fairchild, 
the preference for women assembly workers was so strong that men were ef-
fectively shut out of the vast majority of jobs at the Fairchild plant, and Nakai 
had to work hard to pressure the company into hiring more men at the plant.23

A Fairchild company newsletter published a story titled “Fairchild Shiprock: 
A Success Story,” citing the “tremendous job” that the Navajo “ladies,” pic-
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tured hovering over microscopes, were doing assembling integrated circuits. 
To explain the plant’s success, the article equates creative cultural skills such 
as weaving and silversmithing with circuit building. Both Fairchild’s corporate 
newsletter and Businessweek credited plant manager Paul Driscoll with dis-
covering and exploiting the “untapped wealth of natural characteristics of the 
Navajo . . . the inherent flexibility and dexterity of the Indians” : “For example, 
after years of rug weaving, Indians were able to visualize complicated patterns 
and could, therefore, memorize complex integrated circuit designs and make 
subjective decisions in sorting and quality control.”24

In the days before either outsourcing or insourcing, when integrated circuits 
were manufactured in the same complexes or even buildings that housed the 
men who envisioned and designed them, immigrant women of color were 
hailed as the ideal workforce because they were mobile, cheap, and above all, 
flexible; they could be laid off at any time and could not move to look for al-
ternative forms of work, while their employers could close plants and reopen 
them in locales with the most favorable conditions. The notion that Indians 
were “inherently flexible” both racializes and precedes the idea of flexible labor 
that informs much of the research on globalization in the information age.

As Guy Senese writes, “employee availability” was highly desired by industry, 
which influenced its choice to open plants on Indian reservations. The almost 
complete lack of other wage-based employment options in Indian country and 
an extremely high unemployment rate almost guaranteed a favorable environ-
ment for employers. He situates the plant as part of an ongoing project of 
“Indian labor exploitation,” writing that both “quality and low cost of Indian 
labor was, along with liberal government loan and tax relief, a major attrac-
tion for industry.”25 “Quality,” defined as a low failure rate, was a major issue 
in the industry; many parts of the chip production process required artisanal 
handwork. Partly because of this, failure was quite common and could have 
serious consequences, particularly for Fairchild’s military and space program 
contracts, which were still a major part of its business.26 Thus, in Fairchild’s 
outward-facing publications, such as brochures and press releases, as well as in 
journalistic accounts of the Shiprock project, quality is discussed rather than 
cost. And it was a specific kind of quality—Indian craftsmanship.

The argument that circuit quality was a natural outcome of Indian racio-
cultural traits is made quite overtly in Fairchild’s 1969 brochure celebrating the 
new Shiprock plant and its workers. The first page features a large photograph 
of a rectangular brown, black, and white rug, woven in a geometric pattern 
composed of connecting and intersecting right angles (fig. 1). Adjoining it is 
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a short paragraph: “Thank you for helping 
us celebrate the dedication of Fairchild 
Semiconductor’s new Shiprock facility—a 
partnership in progress.”27

The following pages depict a woman 
weaving the same type of rug, her face partially obscured by the weft threads 
as she gazes down at her work (fig. 2).

The accompanying text reminds the reader that “weaving, like all Navajo 
arts, is done with unique imagination and craftsmanship, and it has been done 
that way for centuries.” Just as this idyllic tribute to Navajo craft is getting 
started, the brochure transitions to a photograph of a Navajo woman standing 
over a microscope, gazing at the viewer, as a white male face gazes over her 

Figure 1.
Shiprock Dedication Commemorative Brochure, 
September 6, [1969], lot X5184.2009, folder 
102725169, Computer History Museum, 
Mountain View, CA.
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shoulder, supervising and admiring her 
work (fig. 3). The text negotiates the 
transition from traditional artisanal 
cultural work to industrial wage labor 
by asserting that “building electronic 

devices, transistors and integrated circuits, also requires this same personal 
commitment to perfection. And so, it was very natural that when Fairchild 
Semiconductor needed to expand its operations, its managers looked at an 
area of highly skilled people living in and around Shiprock, New Mexico.”

This appeal to “nature” as justification for converting “highly skilled” female 
cultural labor such as weaving rugs into high-tech factory labor is signaled by 
the following image, which depicts a Fairchild 9040 integrated circuit, “used 
in communications satellites like COMSAT,” enlarged so that its geometry 

Figure 2.
Shiprock Dedication Commemorative Brochure, 
September 6, [1969], lot X5184.2009, folder 
102725169, Computer History Museum, Moun-
tain View, CA.
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fills the whole page (fig. 4). The resem-
blance between the pattern of the rug 
depicted on the first page and the circuit 
is striking and uncanny. It makes the 
visual argument that Indian rugs are 

merely a different material iteration of the same pattern or aesthetic tradition 
found within the integrated circuit. The opposing page states, “The blending 
of innate Navajo skill and Semiconductor’s precision assembly techniques has 
made the Shiprock plant one of Fairchild’s best facilities—not just in terms of 
production but in quality as well.”

Again, the notion of an “inherently flexible” laborer, a worker whose nature 
it is to be both adaptable and culturally suited, or hardwired, to craft circuit 
designs onto either yarn or metal appeals to a romantic notion of what Indians 

Figure 3.
Shiprock Dedication Commemorative Brochure, 
September 6, [1969], lot X5184.2009, folder 
102725169, Computer History Museum, Moun-
tain View, CA.
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are and the role that they play in US 
histories of technology. This nostalgic 
appeal to Indian identity as a unique 
and valuable commodity in the world 
of high-tech manufacture, as both a 

vanishing resource and an example of and participant in the nation’s unstop-
pable drive toward modernity, is completed on the brochure’s last page. The 
brochure’s last image is a photograph of the sun setting behind the majestic 
Shiprock Mountain, the namesake for the Navajo reservation, superimposed 
by a poem, “Song of the Earth Spirit, Origin Legend.” The text reads, “it is 
lovely indeed, it is lovely indeed / I, I am the spirit within the earth / The feet 
of the earth are my feet / The legs of the earth are my legs,” and so forth. It is 

Figure 4.
Shiprock Dedication Commemorative Brochure, 
September 6, [1969], lot X5184.2009, folder 
102725169, Computer History Museum, 
Mountain View, CA.
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safe to say that poetry is not a standard convention for industrial brochures. 
Including it solidified claims that circuit manufacture was naturally indigenous 
people’s work.

It was an opportune year to argue for the spiritual and natural qualities of 
high-tech manufacturing. Counterculture gurus such as the poet Gary Snyder 
and the publishing entrepreneur Stewart Brand viewed Indians as a curative 
to the anomie and alienation of American corporate culture, and Indians were 
already perceived as intimately connected to nature.28 Snyder identified himself 
as a “Buddhist shaman” and Brand’s multimedia show “America Needs Indians,” 
performed at the Trips Festival in San Francisco’s Fillmore West, used material 
gathered from his visits with Indians living on the Warm Springs Reservation in 
Oregon. Brand would go on to found the Whole Earth Catalog, a tremendously 
important series of books that defined the DIY movement for counterculture 
enthusiasts in the United States, which spun off the most influential early on-
line community, the Sausalito-based Internet service provider “The Well,” or 
“Whole Earth ’Lectronic Link,” solidifying the move “from counterculture to 
cyberculture” during the last half of the twentieth century, a cultural formation 
that Fred Turner documents in his book of the same name.29

Depicting electronics manufacture as a high-tech version of blanket weav-
ing performed by willing and skillful indigenous women served two goals: it 
permitted the incursion of factories into Indian reservations to be seen as a 
continuation of rather than a break from “traditional” Indian activities, and 
it pioneered the blurring of the line between wage labor and creative-cultural 
labor; one seamlessly became the other. Indeed, one may have replaced the 
other: the new eight-hour workday altered many aspects of family life for the 
Navajo people who worked at Fairchild. However, the 1969 Fairchild bro-
chure and other materials describing the plant assert that replacing rugs with 
circuits is, rather than a cultural loss or, worse yet, a form of cultural imperi-
alism, instead an extension of an existing, indigenous cultural practice; it is 
culture work for the nascent information age. It posits that indigenous design 
informed electronic circuit design—a kind of colonialism in reverse—despite 
the lack of involvement of indigenous people in the company’s research and 
development arm.

The argument that Navajo women were good at their assembly jobs because 
they were good blanket weavers and jewelry makers appears throughout con-
temporary accounts of the plant. Journalistic accounts, BIA press releases, and 
Fairchild internal documents alike depicted Indians as the first informational-
ized “creative class” workers, to use Richard Florida’s influential formulation, 
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doing what they loved well because they loved doing it.30 Florida argues that 
jobs in software design, engineering, and even haircutting appeal far more to 
early twenty-first-century workers than jobs in the traditional industries such 
as manufacturing not only because of the intrinsic pleasure involved with 
the act of making but also because of the personal freedom acceded to the 
worker. Silicon Valley, along with Austin, Texas, and North Carolina’s Research 
Triangle, are archetypal “creative class” cities where workers create “content,” 
and by implication, culture. Members of the creative class are happy because 
they are creatively fulfilled, not just because they are well paid. The seed of 
this argument can be found in the Shiprock brochure that depicts naturally 
happy workers, expressing their creativity by creating electronic artifacts that 
resemble indigenous artifacts. The brochure’s photographs of satisfied Navajo 
women busy at their looms and microscopes was especially appealing given the 
intense competition between states and non-US countries to attract industry by 
offering freedom from taxes and, most importantly, freedom from labor unions.

It was also a fortuitous moment for Fairchild to assert the connections 
between nature and technology, specifically electronics manufacturing: chip 
manufacture is a notoriously dirty business, and workers at Fairchild and other 
semiconductor manufacturers were falling victim to pollution-related disease 
and starting to blame the company. “By the mid-1970s, reports of chemi-
cal exposures among production workers had begun to surface” in San Jose, 
California.31 Given the already high rates of pollution on the reservation from 
the extraction of resources such as uranium, gas, coal, and oil, semiconductor 
manufacture continued the ongoing practice of environmental degradation in 
a spot renowned for its natural beauty.32 Ultimately, the Navajo nation failed 
to benefit economically as much as it had expected from the plant and was 
left to deal with the detritus and its long-term consequences.

Navajo identity had a heavy burden to bear. In the face of concerns about 
high-tech pollution, increasingly empowered labor organizations, and a newly 
politicized and visible American Indian civil rights movement, indigenous 
electronic workers at Shiprock were pressed into service as examples of the 
peaceful coexistence and integration of the past and the future, the primitive 
and the modern, creativity and capitalism. They were cited as evidence that 
digital work—the work of the hand and its digits—could be painlessly trans-
ferred from the indigenous cultural context into the world of technological 
commercial innovation, benefiting both in the process.

Navajos were described by their managers as having “patience, respect for 
private property (hence a low theft rate), lack of militancy, and pride in their 
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work.”33 They were the ideal workforce, because in contrast to striking workers 
in other parts of the country, they could not relocate; Fairchild’s 1969 brochure 
claims that “the real value of this progress lies in the creation of meaningful 
jobs for those who have not had jobs, jobs which will keep them in the land 
they love and among the people they know.”

The immobility and vulnerability of the Navajo worker was rhetorically 
respun into an act of purposeful and care-driven cultural preservation on the 
part of the corporation. The original rationale for bringing industry to the 
reservation, which was to gradually eliminate federal support from the federal 
government to Native Americans, was represented as part of a plan to help 
them stay on their reservations and retain their ancestral homelands.

The benefits of a trained and seasoned indigenous labor force that was new 
to industrial forms of labor were not lost on managers at other factories in 
Shiprock. As C. J. Jameson, manager of General Dynamics’s Shiprock plant, 
said, “They don’t have the bad habits people have in more industrial areas.”34 

This is an eloquent illustration of how racialization works; prior beliefs about 
Indians as unreliable workers unsuited for modern form of labor are trans-
formed into assertions of the positive value of “primitive” habits. This shift 
demonstrates the fluidity and mutability of gender and race stereotyping; 
Indians were described as careful, docile, and hardworking when it helped 
their managers to understand and explain productivity through an ethnic lens.  

This strategy was one of the first iterations of an exceptionally effective 
argument to justify digital labor exploitation by depicting it as an outlet for 
the expression of cultural and racial identity. Attention to detail and pattern, 
careful handcraft, stoicism, and flexibility are made, not born—as Cowie writes, 
they are invoked in response to the needs of global capital to travel, to justify 
manufacturing a product in the cheapest place possible.

Race and gender are themselves forms of flexible capital. When it helps create 
a compelling narrative that justifies, even celebrates, the yoking of corporate in-
terests to indigenous governance, Navajo women are understood and perceived 
as docile, flexible, and natural electronics workers, and indigenous identities 
change as a result. And when it does not, they are changed back accordingly. 
Latinas and Asian, African American, and, later, Indian women were all viewed 
as having “nimble fingers and passive personalities.”35 American Indian women, 
as well as Mexican women working in maquiladoras, were described in much 
the same way as “Orientals”: as ideal workers in the digital industries, because 
of their experience with fine crafting of jewelry and textiles. In our present day 
and for the past few decades, Asian fingers have been “nimble,” but in the sixties 
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and seventies, Navajo women’s fingers were envisioned this way. In this case, 
it can be seen how racialization—the understanding of a specific population 
as possessing traits and behaviors that belong to a race, not an individual—is 
a process, not a product.

Rug weaving is the linchpin of the Shiprock brochure’s visual argument 
that Navajos were natural circuit assembly workers. It is mentioned in every 
publication that attempts to explain the plant’s success. Unlike silversmithing, 
jewelry making, and other indigenous Navajo practices that were cited as an 
argument for why and how Indians were so good at their work, rug weaving was 
a specifically female activity. As Benny Klain discovered during his interviews 
with indigenous rug and blanket weavers in his documentary Weaving Worlds 
(2008), weaving was a reliable source of personal income for women during 
hard times as well as an important creative outlet and spiritual practice, and 
as one weaver explained, it “kept us fed.” Yet at the same time, the low prices 
offered by Indian trading post owners and traveling rug buyers guaranteed that 
Indian women weavers’ labor was not compensated fairly; it is still a potent 
emblem of the exploitation of indigenous women’s knowledge and labor.

In addition, Navajo weaving had a particularly complex cultural identity. 
According to Jennifer Denetdale, it had a double status as both authentic and 
inauthentic; many believed Navajo weaving to be a cultural appropriation of 
Pueblo weaving, a nonindigenous skill “learned” from another tribe that was 
thus imitative or polluting. Denetdale reads weaving as an important “intel-
lectual tradition,” as does Angela Haas in her essay “Wampum as Hypertext.”36 

The affinity and historical links among weaving, digital computing, and women 
figures centrally throughout cyberfeminist theory, most famously “A Cyborg 
Manifesto.” Silicon Valley business discourse created an archive of materials 
that represented Navajo women as “natural” cyborgs, indeed, as embodying 
nature itself using silicon as their medium. The cyberfeminist theorist Sadie 
Plant completes the circuit between weaving as indigenous practice and soft-
ware production: “Textiles themselves are very literally the software linings of 
all technology. . . . it is their microprocesses which underlie it all: the spindle 
and the wheel used in spinning yarn are the basis of all later axles, wheels, 
and rotations; the interlaced threads of the loom compose the most abstract 
processes of fabrication.”37

The discourse about Fairchild’s Shiprock operation described Navajo 
women’s affinity for electronics manufacture as both reflecting and satisfying 
an intrinsic gendered and racialized drive toward intricacy, detail, and qual-
ity, and the women who performed this labor did so for the same reason that 
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women have performed factory labor for centuries—to survive. The liberal 
discourse of the seventies assuaged its conscience in consigning vulnerable 
populations like Native Americans to this type of labor by suturing the work 
itself to an emergent discourse of multiculturalism. How could this type of labor 
be exploitative when it was already so much like the “native” cultural produc-
tion that Indians had done for centuries without pay, the original “free labor,” 
such as weaving blankets?

Thus it was semiconductor and electronics manufacture, among the most 
tedious of jobs in the long supply chain that produces our digital media de-
vices and the vast array of technologies we use today, that was redefined and 
envisioned as creative labor, labor that women do to express themselves. In a 
BIA news release titled “Industries Turn to Indians for Precision Workers,” the 
writer claims, “The Indian, with a natural affinity for precision work, is equally 
at home as a high-climbing steel structural worker and as a weaver of intricate 
designs. Somewhere between the two extremes lies electronic factory work, 
which calls for skill that is rooted in pride of workmanship.”38 Semiconductor 
manufacture was made to seem like an act of Navajo cultural preservation as 
well as a bid for economic survival.

Navajo women did not make circuits because their brains naturally “thought” 
in patterns of right-angle colors and shapes. They did not make them well 
because they had inherent Indian virtues such as stoicism, pride in crafts-
womanship, or an inherent and inborn manual dexterity. And Fairchild did 
not employ Navajo women because of these traits. These traits were identified 
after the company learned about the tax incentives available to subsidize the 
project, the lack of unions and other employment options in the area, and the 
generous donation of heavy equipment given by the US government gratis as 
part of an incentive to develop “light industry” as an “occupational education” 
for Indians.

Though in 1969 Fairchild’s president and CEO Dr. C. Lester Hogan stated, 
“In the next several years we expect to see expansion of this nearly all Navajo 
operated plant, concurrent with future development of the Shiprock com-
munity and increased opportunities for all Navajos,” this was not to be. The 
production of advanced electronic components by Navajo women was to be a 
time-limited project, running from 1965 to 1975. After 1975, when the plant 
was taken over by American Indian Movement members lead by Russell Means 
and Fairchild closed it, the Navajo were no longer the digital model minority.  

Fairchild cited the unstable labor environment as the reason, but many 
suspected that this had to do with a desire to move all operations offshore, 
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where wages were even lower than they were in Navajo country, and workers 
less inclined to protest conditions. In the wake of the Alcatraz Occupation 
(1969–71) and the Wounded Knee incident (1973), the American Indian 
Movement (AIM) was perceived as a militant group and certainly not one 
that industries wanted to tangle with directly.

The reasons stated for the occupation cited worker layoffs, but others 
speculated that AIM’s desire to unionize a famously never-unionized indus-
try contributed to the closure as well.39 Two conflicting views of indigenous 
women—as inherently digital workers who could “see complex patterns” and 
effortlessly, perfectly, and “naturally” re-create them on miniature circuits, and 
as militant aiders and abettors of militant men or, worse yet, as themselves 
militant—collided in this moment. While some Navajo mourn the closure to 
this day, imagining a Navajo Silicon Valley, others are relieved that the reserva-
tion was saved from this fate.40

Race and Digital Platforms

In Indians in Unexpected Places, Deloria writes that the American custom of 
imagining Indians in terms of “primitivism, technological incompetence, 
physical distance, and cultural difference” has remained “familiar currency 
in contemporary dealings with Native people.”41 Fairchild’s argument for the 
unique benefits afforded to hypermodern technologies by indigenous women 
exploited this currency to paint a new and appealing picture of both Indians 
and electronic culture as intimately joined rather than on opposite poles. 

In Nick Montfort and Ian Bogost’s immensely useful definition from Rac-
ing the Beam, a platform is “whatever the programmer takes for granted when 
developing, and whatever, from another side, the user is required to have 
working in order to use particular software.”42 The present essay is concerned 
with that “whatever,” the material conditions that are usually invisible to the 
user and are necessary for digital media device creation. The existence of cheap, 
female labor is absolutely taken for granted as a precondition of digital media’s 
existence, for as Montfort and Bogost show us in their cultural history of the 
Atari VCS game platform, software is always a response to hardware and its 
constraints. Chief among these constraints is, and has always been, expense. 
As Lisa Parks claims, there are excellent reasons to read female labor as an 
indispensible part of a communication platform, for the resources that they 
afford are “taken for granted” by developers, users, and the whole circuit of 
digital media commerce and development.43 Innovation and development are 
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impossible without access to hardware that can be produced flexibly, cheaply, 
and consistently, as it was on Navajo land from 1965 to 1975.

Montfort and Bogost supply a useful taxonomy of digital media that lists five 
layers of the digital device usage that scholars must pay attention to: reception, 
the interface, form/function, code, and platform. They claim that the first two 
have received by far the most critical attention, and they are right. Software 
studies came into being as a field that splintered off from new media studies 
precisely because of many scholars’ understandable frustration with methods 
that treated new media as purely visual texts rather than as also procedural 
ones. Montfort and Bogost, Wendy Chun, Alex Galloway, and Kathryn Hayles 
remind us that the digital does as well as appears.44

Reading visual representations available to us through computer interfaces or 
remediations of other visual forms without attending to software’s procedural 
codes, its hardware, its infrastructures, its histories, and its racial and gender 
formations is to miss the point of what the digital is. If the platform is defined 
as what is taken for granted, scholarship that “examines the relationship between 
platforms and creative expression” corrects the tendency to forget that digital 
media is “more than screen-deep,” as Chun elegantly phrases it.45

Digital media has always had what Ted Friedman calls the “beige box prob-
lem”: advertisers had a terrible time marketing a product that looked so dull: 
there was seemingly nothing to see.46 In the 1997 “Intel Inside” campaign, an 
extremely durable advertising effort that lent a distinctive style and story to 
microprocessor manufacturing, human figures fully covered in “bunny suits,” 
or clean suits, danced and capered to catchy music. The Intel “bunny people” 
proved very popular, appearing both as live dancers at electronics show keynote 
addresses and as stuffed dolls, and the name was trademarked. Many digital 
devices manufactured by companies that used Intel chips shipped with paper 
stickers that reminded the consumer that there was “Intel Inside,” a claim 
that had to be taken on faith, since most consumers had no desire and ideally 
no need to examine the contents of their devices. However, if we look inside 
computing hardware, we will not see dancing bunny-suited clean room work-
ers, happily making chips for free.

Instead we see Asian women, Latinas, and Navajo women and other women 
of color. Looking inside digital culture means both looking back in time to the 
roots of the computing industry and the specific material production practices 
that positioned race and gender as commodities in electronics factories. This 
labor is temporally hidden, within a very early period of digital computing 
history, and hidden spatially. We must look to locales and bodies not com-
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monly associated with these technologies, in out of the way places, to see how 
race operates as a key aspect of digital platform production.

Digital labor is usually hidden from users in closed factories in Asia, visible to 
us only as illegally recorded cell phone video on YouTube or through the efforts 
of investigative reporters who overcome significant barriers to access—again, 
nothing to see.47 But as Nicholas Mirzoeff reminds us in The Right to Look, 
visual culture’s political project enjoins us to look precisely at those objects, 
practices, and artifacts that either protest their own innocence or document 
subaltern experiences.48 On the spectrum of digital labor, factory work solder-
ing chips for iPhones, missiles, and servers is as close to the machine as one 
can get, as close to the means of digital production—the computer—as can be 
imagined. It is not creative labor, nor is it free. It is fascinating that, during a 
pivotal moment in early computing history, the industry’s foremost electron-
ics company represented it that way. This story of digital device manufacture 
on Indian land shows us how the discourse of women’s indigenous cultural 
production has been used to explain the key role that women of color play 
within the integrated circuit of production.

Though most digital media scholars know Jean Baudrillard as the patron 
theorist of cyberspace—he is famously quoted in The Matrix, a film in which 
digital space is described as the “desert of the real”—his book The Mirror of 
Production bears far more relevance to digital labor’s changing meaning in the 
postindustrial age.49 In this spirited critique of Karl Marx, Baudrillard targets 
Marx’s obsession with labor or “production” as the only concept of value 
imaginable. As Baudrillard writes, theorists must imagine another political 
economic based on more than just the human capacity to produce: they must 
“find a realm beyond economic value.”

The 1969 Fairchild Shiprock brochure does exactly that, by representing the 
labor of semiconductor manufacture as a “labor of love” or, more accurately, 
as agentive or creative race-labor rather than as alienated labor. Like weaving 
blankets, semiconductor production is posited as an intrinsic part of the Indian 
psyche, an expression of cultural essence imperiled, yet ultimately enabled, by 
the “modern” world. 
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DH as “Disruptive Innovation” for 
Restorative Social Justice:  
Virtual Heritage and 3D 

Reconstructions of South Africa’s 
Township Histories 

Angel David Nieves

Much of this essay constitutes an initial effort to frame an open 
access digital-first publication tentatively entitled, Apartheid 
Heritage(s): A Spatial History of South Africa’s Black Townships 
with Stanford University Press as its designated publisher. The 
project involves the development of a multi-modal 3D qualita-
tive geospatial archive and platform for research into the apart-
heid-era “South Western Townships,” better known as Soweto, 
outside Johannesburg, South Africa.

Some background is needed to better situate this research. 
In 2011, the United Nations issued a report that declared inter-
net access a human right.1 (Interestingly, on that same day two-

1 United Nations General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the 
promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, 
Frank La Rue, A.HRC.17.27 (Geneva, 2011).
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thirds of Syria’s internet access had gone dark — something that 
was likely the work of the Assad regime in response to unrest 
in that country.) In 2013, a group of scholars from across the 
United States approached the Alliance of Digital Humanities 
Organizations (ADHO) with a proposal for a new special interest 
group (or SIG) with a focus on social justice and human rights. 
As one step forward, the group developed an “advisory docu-
ment for building collaborative projects, conducting events, 
gathering sensitive data, and composing scholarly communica-
tions with social justice issues and human rights in mind.”2 As 
part of the initial group of scholars who worked to develop this 
special interest group, I was much more invested in the poten-
tial praxis-based strategies we might develop — perhaps a list of 
ethical guidelines or even a kind of social justice toolkit — for 
engaging in community-centered digital humanities projects. 
Some of what I will be discussing in this essay is in itself filled 
with some controversy and is worthy of further debate with 
regard to issues of ethics, “reality,” and truth as applied to his-
torical reconstructions — specifically computer-generated visu-
alizations of historic landscapes and buildings within contested 
areas in certain fields — as issues of power and representation 
cannot be overlooked.  

In a series of email exchanges in 2014 between Willard Mc-
Carty, Professor of Digital Humanities at King’s College London 
and Andrew Taylor, Associate Curator in the Department of Art 
History at Rice University, the debates over historical simula-
tions/recreations and questions concerning the scholars’ re-
search goals in creating accurate representations were made all 
too apparent to subscribers of the Humanist Discussion Group’s 
listserv (and also help to highlight what presently engages me 
across several disciplines). McCarty writes:

2 “Digital Humanities as Restorative Social Justice: Virtual Heritage, 3D Re-
constructions and South Africa’s Township Histories,” Digital Humanities 
Initiative. See also “Update on Proposed ADHO SIGs,” Alliance of Digital Hu-
manities Organizations.
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I hear colleagues who work in visualization [sic] talk about 
the problem of how photo-realism, say in a VR representation 
of an ancient building which survives only in fragments, can 
be dangerously misleading. What then is an accurate repre-
sentation? The most obvious response, I suppose, is one that 
informs the viewer somehow of the difference between that 
which survives and that which is inferred, ideally represent-
ing degrees of certainty. […] I’d suppose that you do not want 
an *inaccurate* representation, but in the circumstance I am 
imagining, accuracy is just a stepping-stone. […] I wonder 
further if this isn’t quite close to the historian’s tricky ques-
tion of getting to “what actually happened” (von Ranke’s fa-
mous phrase). Even if counterfactual history is your thing, I’d 
think you’d be doing it in order better to illumine what did 
(in some sense actually) happen. Historians are quite sen-
sitive about counterfactual studies and about the degree to 
which history-writing is creative. At the same time an accu-
rate, let us say complete, chronological account is not a his-
tory, only the beginning of one.3

McCarty is essentially questioning the kinds of principles and 
methodologies of practice that help guide scholars through 
the many complex issues involved with creating historical re-
construction. As some archaeologists have argued, “One of the 
most significant consequences of the introduction of digital 3D 
modeling in the Cultural Heritage field is the possibility to use 
3D models as highly effective and intuitive means of communi-
cation as well as interface to share and visualize information col-
lected in databases.”4 I would also argue that 3D reconstructions 

3 Willard McCarty, email to “Online seminar for digital humanities,” 12 Feb-
ruary 2014. See http://lists.digitalhumanities.org/pipermail/humanist/2014-
December/012484.html.

4 Anna Maria Manferdini and Fabio Remondino, “Reality Based 3D Mod-
eling, Segmentation and Web-Based Visualization,” in Digital Heritage: 
Third International Conference, EuroMed 2010 Lemessos, Cyprus, November 
2010 Proceedings, eds. Marinos Ioannides et al., 110–24 (Berlin: Springer-
Verlag, 2010), 110. Emphasis added.
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have the potential for the building-up of more robust — and 
potentially on-line — textual and visual historic archives. The 
use of new media offers an enormous creative potential for mar-
ginalized communities to disrupt official history and reclaim 
aspects of their lost or difficult heritage if digital technologies 
(through digital humanities) are harnessed for their use. Verne 
Harris, longtime archivist of the Nelson Mandela Foundation 
makes clear, archives are “far from being a simple reflection of 
reality […] [they] are constructed windows into personal and 
collective processes. They at once express and are instruments 
of prevailing relations of power.”5 Shifting that power into the 
hands of township residents requires a social justice framework 
whereby archival practices become an inherent part of a human 
rights agenda across the African Diaspora.

I was reminded when preparing this essay, of Hayden White’s 
work for a 2005 issue of Rethinking History, “Historical Fiction, 
Fictional History, and Historical Reality,” in which he quotes 
Ralph Ellison from a 1958 essay, “Some Questions and Some 
Answers.”6 There Ellison writes, “Men cannot unmake history, 
thus it is not a question of reincarnating those cultural tradi-
tions which were destroyed, but a matter of using industriali-
zation, modern medicine, modern science in general to work 
in the interest of these peoples rather than against them.”7 In 
some small ways I see so much of our work, perhaps in an Af-
ro-futurist sense, as taking full advantage of “modern science” 
and technology to question our narrative practices in the digi-
tal realm. My work, I would argue, also raises questions about 
the persistence of a digital divide that now exists between the 
Global North and South. Radical change is therefore necessary 

5 Harris Verne, “The Archival Sliver: Power, Memory, and Archives in South 
Africa,” Archival Science 2 (2002): 63–86, at 63.

6 Hayden White, “Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and 
Historical Reality,” Rethinking History: The Journal of Theory and Practice 
9, nos. 2–3 (2005): 147–57, at 157. See also Ralph Ellison, “Some Questions 
and Some Answers,” in The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison, ed. John F. 
Callahan (New York: Random House, 2003), 291–302.

7 Ibid., 157.
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along the many social, economic, political, regulatory, and in-
frastructural barriers that continue to disadvantage many of the 
world’s “informational peripheries” — to aid those people who 
remain invisible or unheard in the African Diaspora. In the field 
of Africana or Black Studies, Abdul Alkalimat of the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign has made clear that “the 
impact of the information revolution can lead to a renaissance 
of community development, cultural creativity, and liberation 
politics.”8

Much of my work-to-date explores the building of a multi-
modal information environment to discuss Soweto’s past, pre-
sent, and future redevelopment — one part of a new series of 
cultural practices of remembrance, reconciliation, and empow-
erment with a view towards an integrative approach to social 
justice and the practice of digital humanities scholarship. My 
digital scholarship comprises several works in process, already 
several years in the making and touching upon several discrete, 
but ultimately inter-related, areas of inquiry in apartheid-era 
South Africa. As it stands today, “virtual heritage” projects re-
quire multi-disciplinary teams of historians, writers, design-
ers, software developers, cultural heritage managers, and local 
community informants who would collaborate in the design, 
development, and management of an immersive 3D virtual 
heritage landscape. This emerging digital research paradigm 
is quite unlike that of the archetypal solitary scholar toiling 
alone in a dusty archive. In particular, my projects would not 
be possible without a team of scholars and practitioners from 
Hamilton College’s Digital Humanities Initiative (DHi), where I 
was Co-Director with Janet T. Simons.9 Digital humanities, as a 
field, as a discipline, and a new knowledge community, is by its 
very nature a collaborative and iterative process that cannot be 
undertaken without a cohort of “experts” from all sides of the 
“learning through making and doing” spectrum that includes 
librarians, undergraduate student interns, designers, and soft-

8 Abdul Alkalimat, “eBlack: a 21st century challenge,” Mots Pluriels 19 (2001). 
9 Digital Humanities Initiative, http://dhinitiative.org/.
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ware engineers. In other words, as a professor and researcher I 
am, in many ways, a project manager of a team of “expert practi-
tioner scholars” upon whom I rely to help me tell this particular 
spatial narrative. I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge, or 
at least situate myself, in an intellectual place (or space). Thus, 
DHi is a collaboratory — a humanities lab — where new media 
and computing technologies are used to promote humanities-
based teaching, research, and scholarship across the liberal arts. 
There at Hamilton, a small Northeast US college, the liberal arts 
environment places a strong emphasis on the teaching curricu-
lum and the integration of humanities-based research questions 
into undergraduate scholarship.   

In South Africa the legacy of apartheid has meant a constant 
engagement with cultural trauma and its impact on all aspects 
of social life, particularly for township residents beginning in 
the early twentieth century. I have been working on various 
preservation efforts in Soweto outside of Johannesburg with 
local residents and former student activists for over a decade 
beginning in 2004. Located some 30km from downtown Johan-
nesburg, the township of Soweto has been a site of both histori-
cal contestation and numerous state-sponsored heritage pro-
jects. Soweto was also where my first area of digital inquiry and 
recovery began at the Hector Pieterson Memorial and Museum 
in Johannesburg, South Africa, a heritage site that preserves the 
history and memory of all those who were involved in the Sowe-
to Uprising of 16 June 1976. The museum is named in honor of 13 
year-old Hector Pieterson, among the first student victims to die 
in the Uprisings. On that fateful day, Soweto students gathered 
to protest against the use of Afrikaans language as a medium of 
teaching and learning in black schools. Shortly thereafter, police 
began shooting at the assembled marchers, violently disrupting 
what was to be a peaceful protest. Hector Pieterson’s death, and 
the subsequent killing of 575 other protestors in the Uprisings 
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that would help bring about the first democratic elections of 
1994, are memorialized at this National Heritage Site.10  

That first South African research project, eventually entitled 
Soweto ’76 had a scope that provided for the digitization and 
preservation of the archival collections of the Hector Pieterson 
Museum with the intention of providing on-line access to its 
holdings for broad public use.11 The holdings were considered 
endangered due to a lack of available resources for their care 
and preservation. The project was initially proposed to convert 
to digital format some twenty audio-cassette tapes of interviews 
conducted with students involved in the Uprisings of 1976. Even 
after years of working on community-based projects, I some-
what foolishly thought I could digitize the audio-cassette tapes, 
at the Hector Pieterson Museum over the course of six months 
while also developing a front-end interface for accessing the in-
terviews on-line. As my first digital humanities project, I was 
very naïve about the many challenges facing the archive-making 
process for community-based township museums. Nonetheless, 
between 2006–2007, while at the Maryland Institute for Tech-
nology in the Humanities (or MITH), the project team began the 
process of digitizing a broader selection of the Hector Pieterson 
Museum’s multi-media collections and holdings.  

As cultural studies scholar Chela Sandoval argued in her 
book Methodology of the Oppressed the world inhabited by 
wired, technologized, privileged subjects requires a shift in edu-
cational preparation and cultural expertise so that “the technol-
ogies developed by [and with] subjugated populations to nego-
tiate this realm of shifting meanings can prove indispensable.”12 
Placing various technologies in the hands of “subjugated popu-
lations” allows for new kinds of engagements to occur. The rise 
of network technologies (Web 2.0) has now allowed a diverse 
group of users to actively express and interrogate their racial, 

10 “Hector Pieterson Memorial and Museum,” Gauteng, http://www.gauteng.
net/attractions/hector_pieterson_memorial_and_museum/.

11 Soweto ’76, http://www.soweto76archive.org.
12 Chela Sandoval, Methodology of the Oppressed (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2000), 87.
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gendered, national, and class identities. We have seen the power 
of the internet to transform the political, social, and economic 
future of a nation (for better or for worse) — for example, here 
in the US with Barack Obama’s and Donald Trump’s presiden-
tial elections, with the many “Arab Springs” that have occurred 
across the Middle East over the past handful of years, and within 
countries across the African continent including Liberia, Rwan-
da, and South Africa. However, in my own work with township 
residents in Soweto, Johannesburg, I have witnessed the eman-
cipatory potential of the internet and new digital technologies 
for disclosing as yet untold stories about the anti-apartheid 
movement which not only impacts South Africans, but which is 
a worldwide movement itself. In South Africa those post-apart-
heid identities have largely been mediated through what Debo-
rah Posel, professor of sociology at the University of Cape Town, 
sees as the “avowedly normative, officializing project of the 
truth commission [or Truth & Reconciliation Commission].”13 
The various projects I have been involved with in South Africa 
were developed, in part, to address the failures of the Truth & 
Reconciliation Commission of the mid-1990s, thus disrupting 
the “officializing” narrative.

A common thread throughout all of my research has been a 
focus on the experiences of women across the African Diaspora, 
who have not only struggled against the forces of the state and 
nation, but who have also sought innovative ways to tell their 
stories and provide the testimony needed to begin the process-
es of historical recovery, rebuilding, and reconciliation. I want 
to relate the story of one woman, Pauline Mohale — a woman 
whose story was referred to me by the then director of the Hec-
tor Pieterson Museum — and who was detained because of The 
General Law Amendment Act of 1963 which “authorized [sic] 
any commissioned officer [of the South African government] 
to detain, without a warrant any person suspected of political 

13 Deborah Posel, “History as Confession: The Case of the South African 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission,” Public Culture 20, no. 1 (2008): 
119–41, at 120.
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activities and to hold them without access to a lawyer for 90 
days.”14 On April 30, 1996, before the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC), a representative of the commission read the 
following, “June 16 1976 saw the outbreak of violence on a larger 
scale than has ever been experienced in South Africa. During 
this time police were engaged in countrywide arrests, both 
adults and children were arrested. Quite a number of children 
went missing and most of them were not being held by police 
but had gone into hiding following the house-to-house raids. It 
was during this time that Pauline [Mohale] got arrested and suf-
fered all kinds of human rights violations.”15 Mohale was held for 
almost two-years and tortured by SA-Police to reveal informa-
tion about student protestors/activists in the mid-1970s. In her 
own words, Pauline recounts the events that led to her arrest:

In 1976 I wasn’t working. […] I was a member of SCM, Student 
Christian Movement. I was working with the students, that’s 
during the time we were fighting the Afrikaans issue and the 
equal rights as far as education was concerned. We marched 
in 1976. We used to march to John Vorster [Square — Po-
lice Headquarters in downtown Johannesburg]. When we 
arrived at New Canada [nearby Police Headquarters] they 
started throwing teargas at us. Some of our friends died there 
and others were arrested. But that day I managed to escape. 
I wasn’t arrested. Some of them were being looking after 
by friends but I was travelling to Swaziland. I was helping 
the other children to escape the country. They used to sleep 
under the table and throughout and then we used to take a 
combi [truck] so that they could go to Swaziland, get further 
training in Swaziland. They wanted to cross the border of 
Swaziland.  But on that it happened that when we left, it was 
on the 16th [day of the “Uprising”], but I was also booked to 

14 South Africa Department of Justice, Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion, Human Rights Violations Submissions — Questions and Answers: Gotla 
Paulina Mohale, Johannesburg, Day 2, 30 April 1996, http://www.justice.
gov.za/trc/hrvtrans%5Cmethodis/mohale.htm. 

15 Ibid.



126

disrupting the digital humanities

go, because I realized it was beginning to hot-up. When we 
arrived at the border gate — before we arrived at the border 
gate there was a road-block. We just saw a huge light and they 
stopped the driver. They told us we know that you are going 
to cross the border. You are going to get military training so 
that you can come back and start killing White people. We 
said no, we were lost. They arrested us and they put us in 
a cell in a prison near the border gate. […] I was the only 
girl among them, the rest were the boys, so they closed me 
separately from that group. […] The following day the police 
came in a truck. They came from Krugersdorp to fetch us. 
They were from the Special Branch.16

Black feminist scholarship during the past thirty years or so, 
I would argue, has made so many of us more conscious of the 
importance of letting women speak about their experiences as a 
legitimate way of questioning dominant paradigms of knowing 
and even unknowing.17 The popularity of oral histories, on the 
web, in recent years, reflects an attempt to capture the voices 
of immediate experiences, but as has been pointed out, many 
of these “so-called voices […] are mediated (edited, translated, 
corrected) by ‘intellectuals’ working in the academy” or even 
in libraries and repositories already strapped for resources. As 
seen across South Africa, the resources needed to preserve in-
tangible heritage and even extant cultural heritage (artifacts, 
buildings, material objects, etc.), remain out of reach for a 
whole host of reasons. 

Few studies have considered the historical significance of 
these townships — townships that the disenfranchised such as 
Paulina Mohale called home — as extant physical artifacts of a 
difficult past; however, they now face complex heritage issues 
and the concurrent pressures of the international tourist market. 

16 Ibid.
17 Bonnie Thornton Dill, Amy McLaughlin, and Angel David Nieves, “Future 

Directions of Feminist Research: Intersectionality,” in Handbook of Femi-
nist Research: Theory and Praxis, ed. Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber (New York: 
Sage Publications, 2007), 629–37.
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Do the meaning and significance (as sites of trauma, resistance, 
and empowerment for residents) of these planned communi-
ties defer to the competing interests of urban redevelopment, 
large-scale heritage planning, and globalization? A blog post 
sent to me by a Hamilton colleague, reminded me that much of 
the work I have been engaged in is what the Lesbian Herstory 
Archives calls “radical archiving.”18 I am sure we can all decon-
struct and take issue with the term “radical,” but in many ways 
those of us working at the intersections of archive-making, vir-
tual environment development, and historical reconstructions 
have grappled with a series of complex social justice issues while 
working within communities that have been adversely impacted 
by the work of architects and planners in service of the apart-
heid state. Apartheid planning and architecture were the direct 
results of serious human rights violations perpetuated by a state 
that was based entirely on racial violence against anyone other 
than those labeled “white” and European.

Unfortunately, accounts by women such as the aforemen-
tioned Pauline Mohale remain at the margins. Even Hector Piet-
erson’s narrative of martyrdom, although featured prominently 
at the Museum named in his honor, does not, however, tell a full 
account of the events of that day. What is often overlooked is 
that the site marked by the City of Johannesburg, as the location 
of where Hector was actually shot by police, is not where that 
violation of basic human rights occurred. In fact, there is still 
much debate as to where Hector actually fell as a result of being 
shot by police, because the “official” accounts suggest that he was 
one of many students hurling rocks at the police as they stood 
by and attempted to contain the “Uprising.” I would argue, that 
a 3D reconstruction, of the events of that day — something that 
could conceivably emerge from our ongoing efforts at Hamil-
ton’s DHi — could provide unique insights into what occurred 
and perhaps even act as a form of restorative social justice if all 
of these conflicting accounts were told through a spatial history 

18 “A Brief History,” Lesbian Herstory Archives, http://www.lesbianherstor-
yarchives.org/history.html.



128

disrupting the digital humanities

process that allowed for digital testimony and “digital witness-
ing” to occur.

In South Africa, growing concern over the preservation of 
documents related to the liberation struggle of the 1970’s against 
apartheid has spurred new theoretical, methodological, and 
pedagogical questions over the making of web-based archives 
for local community-based township museums. I see the poten-
tial of an African digital history to interrogate the conditions of 
life histories of human rights violations, by examining those con-
ditions for their “emancipatory potential and their capacity for 
instituting dialogical forms of historical consciousness between 
the testimony donors and possible communities of witness” on 
the internet.19 In other words, can those stories about life under 
apartheid actually effect change among their viewership on the 
internet? Can “radical archive” making act as a form of advocacy, 
alongside efforts to promote a form of restorative social justice? 
Can historical reconstructions — immersive virtual environ-
ments — provide opportunities for reconciliation, new forms 
of “truth-telling” and archive-making in countries ravaged by 
colonial empire building? I would argue that this is possible, al-
though filled with its share of much-needed interrogation. 

I would also argue that the link between “human rights” 
and the preservation of cultural heritage resources — particu-
larly those in the built environment — is often misunderstood. 
If we are truly seeking social justice, we must remember these 
historical injustices and recognize how they continue to shape 
identities even today. It is therefore essential to understand cul-
tural heritage resources as a part of peoples’ efforts to maintain 
and construct their own identity within a reconciliation process. 
Historic sites are critical elements in the struggle for equality 
and democracy, and new technologies can be used to increase 
access to the information kept in these important spaces. For 
example, recent work of Edward Gonzalez-Tennant, assistant 
professor at Monmouth University in New Jersey, provides an 

19 Allen Feldman, “Memory Theaters, Virtual Witnessing, and the Trauma-
Aesthetic,” Project Muse 21, no. 1 (2004): 163–202, at 164. 
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example of efforts to “utilize new media to open (digital) spaces 
thus encouraging candid reflection on the connections between 
historical, face-to-face violence and present social inequality.”20 
In recreating the historical development and destruction of 
Rosewood, Florida, culminating in the 1923 massacre and lev-
eling of the town, Gonzalez-Tennant has used geographic in-
formation systems (GIS) to provide a deeper contextualization 
of its history. In much the same way, my team and I employed 
geospatial tools and technologies to assist in succeeding phases 
of my South African research.

I would argue that new digital technologies can help to 
challenge and disrupt how one has interpreted and used vari-
ous forms of historical evidence and testimony concerning the 
legacy of apartheid. In particular, digital technologies can work 
to fill in those many absences in the historical record, particu-
larly as they relate to everyday citizens and their roles in social 
movements across the Global South. The development cycle of 
Soweto ’76 (and particularly its follow up, Soweto ’76 3D: the 3D 
recreation and simulation component of the overall project) was 
an ambitious technological goal when we first took it up in 2007. 
Although we had sufficient tools to create a sample 3D model of 
Soweto, the goal at the time was ultimately to let our users ex-
plore it in real time — without feeling limited by their operating 
system or web browser, and without having to download and 
install a desktop program simply to access what was ultimately 
a web-based archive. Technological obstacles in 2007 (a bit too 
complex to detail here), led to an intermediate solution: to create 
a proof-of-concept demo. Using Google SketchUp’s own anima-
tion support to create “flythroughs,” we rendered both models 
and transition videos to create an “on-the-rails” 3D interactive 
environment that we could deliver through (the widely avail-
able and, at the time, well-supported) Flash, a type of animation 
software.

20 Edward González-Tennant, “Intersectional Violence, New Media, and the 
1923 Rosewood Pogrom,” Fire!!! 1, no. 2 (2012): 65.
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We were immediately satisfied with the result, but more so 
with the ability it gave us to demonstrate and describe our in-
tended feature set to our audience and potential project part-
ners. Of course, this approach was ultimately limited in its ex-
tensibility, and required a great deal of hands-on work to add 
new content. Given the extensive work the project required 
in other areas of its technical infrastructure — particularly the 
monumental task of assembling and implementing the database 
of locations, assets, and relationships between and amongst 
them — the decision was made to focus on these technology de-
velopments while waiting for the development efforts of various 
WebGL projects (for showing interactive 3D graphics, or what-
ever else might come along as alternatives) to catch up to the 
standard web browser such as Firefox, or Chrome.  

A decade later we find ourselves in a much more viable tech-
nological position, with numerous solutions in place for realis-
tic development in a browser-based 3D space. Forward-thinking 
browsers such as Google Chrome and Mozilla Firefox today 
include support for WebGL environments as part of their stand-
ard public releases. WebGL is an API, or interface, that specifies 
how software of this kind — rendering interactive 3D graphics 
and 2D graphics — operates within any compatible web browser 
without the use of plug-ins. And now, alternative 3D game en-
gines are emerging as commercial alternatives for use in higher 
education research. With so much of the academic aspect of 
the project now better developed and more fully realized, the 
possibilities for utilizing these technologies seem all the more 
exciting, and have opened the doors to other valuable techni-
cal inquiries, such as the affordances of GIS data in Soweto ’76’s 
sibling project, the Soweto Historical GIS Project.21 

The Soweto Historical GIS Project (SHGIS) began as a collabo-
rative research project with three students in the Department of 
Geography at Middlebury College (along with Professor Anne 
Knowles, then on the faculty at Middlebury, as Project Consult-

21 “Soweto Historical GIS Project,” Digital Humanities Initiative, http://www.
dhinitiative.org/projects/shgis.
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ant) to build a historical GIS database drawn from a collection 
of thirty-eight largely unseen maps, architectural plans, and 
drawings that were recovered by our research team from the 
National Archives Repository in Pretoria, South Africa. These 
thirty-eight maps, architectural plans and drawings were drawn 
from the holdings of the apartheid-era Public Works Depart-
ment. The documents, developed by architects, engineers, and 
city planners, and dating from the period of the 1890s to the 
1950s and ’60s, provide unique insights into the design and con-
struction of model township communities for the City of Johan-
nesburg during the apartheid era. That these existing idealized 
township designs were never realized in total for a variety of po-
litical, social, and economic factors is a topic that no researcher 
has yet to fully investigate in the fields of historical GIS and his-
torical geography.  

The research question developed by the team considers 
the following: How were apartheid policies constructed in the 
Soweto landscape? Our early findings demonstrate and chroni-
cle how a research question can inspire a methodology for his-
torical GIS through collaboration across disciplines and knowl-
edge communities by working with undergraduate research 
assistants as collaborators. However, this study is different from 
most previous scholarship on the history of South Africa’s all-
Black townships because few, if any, of these sources have been 
available to a wider public until now. To demonstrate this point, 
I am now suggesting that a more familiar American landscape, 
that of Virtual Williamsburg, running on the game engine Unity 
3D and providing a model of the town as it appeared in 1776, can 
be usefully examined by way of contrast.22 

SHGIS seeks to build a multi-layered historical geographic in-
formation system database that explores the social, economic 
and political dimensions of urban development under South 
African apartheid. SHGIS is a unique project because it combines 
both an intense methodological engagement with a wide variety 

22 “Begin Exploring Williamsburg,” Virtual Williamsburg 1776, http://re-
search.history.org/vw1776/start/.
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of analog and digital archival materials and, at the same time, is 
a pedagogical effort to write the spatial history of a traumascape 
shaped by the legacy of apartheid, racial terror, and political vio-
lence in Southern Africa. More simply, our research has allowed 
us to see how population density or overpopulation — just one 
social factor of the many we are exploring — over time became 
a determining factor in the kinds of resistance employed by 
township residents over subsequent decades against govern-
ment sanctions.

Building a virtual heritage suite of tools and accompanying 
research methodologies for the purpose of designing, develop-
ing, and displaying authentic virtual heritage knowledge in a 
geospatially accurate environment is not by any means a sim-
ple task, especially when working so closely with community 
stakeholders who want to see this work used and implement-
ed further locally. Questions about the efficacy of developing 
platforms and digital archives in communities-of-color in the 
Global South cannot be ignored and need to be further explored 
through a collaborative process with community stakehold-
ers. Staff from the Hector Pieterson Museum, members of the 
Soweto ’76 Foundation (former students who took part in the 
liberation struggle) and local community-based scholars have 
all participated in various ways over the past decade. This is, ad-
mittedly, a somewhat haphazard process given the many intra- 
and inter-community struggles that often mirror the changes in 
local and national government leadership. 

The use of virtual heritage applications in museums and cul-
tural institutions is becoming more and more commonplace 
and is used as a vehicle for attracting younger visitors or “digital 
natives.” Sites of “difficult heritage” across the US and Europe 
have been able to take advantage of the recent proliferation and 
affordability of digital scanning devices to provide virtual and 
physical replication of objects or entire landscapes. The State 
Museum of Auschwitz-Birkenau offers a virtual tour in part of 
Auschwitz/Birkenau through Quick-Time Virtual Reality clips 
or Flash panoramas because so much of the site now fails to look 
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anything as it did during the Allied bombing campaigns.23 Since 
2012, German architects and Israeli historians have been work-
ing to “produce 3-D computer visualizations based on detailed 
blueprints and architectural plans of each of the hundreds of 
structures located in the three central parts of the camp.”24 How-
ever, with re-creations such as these has also come controversy. 
Historical geographer Tim Cole has labeled much of the visi-
tor experience at Auschwitz/Birkenau as “Auschwitz-land […] a 
‘Holocaust theme-park’ rather than a ‘Holocaust concentration 
camp.’” Cole writes, “Walking through ‘Auschwitz-land’ we do 
not see an authentic past preserved carefully for the present. We 
don’t experience the past as it really was, but experience a me-
diated past which has been carefully created for our viewing.”25 
For some, acts of reconstructing sites of tragedy and establishing 
memorial landscapes only contribute to “historical inauthentic-
ity, trivialization and a commercial exploitation of death and 
violence.”26 Much of these same criticisms could be lobbied at 
the memorial practices of a white-majority heritage industry 
across South Africa that has carefully scripted the fight to end 
apartheid as a narrative of good vs. evil. Many of those narratives 
depict the African National Congress (ANC) as a multi-racial so-
cial movement that did not perpetuate systems of oppression, as 
did the white minority-led Nationalist Party. Indeed, oppression 
was carried out on the part of the ANC, particularly along gen-
der-lines. Instead, the ANC continues to foster a national narra-
tive, largely resulting from the proceedings of the televised Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission of a miraculous morality tale.

23 Alan Jacobs and Krysia Jacobs, “A Virtual Tour of Auschwitz/Birkenau,” 
The State Museum of Auschwitz-Birkenau & Remember.Org, http://www.
remember.org/auschwitz/.

24 Ofer Aderet, “A German-Israeli Team Undertakes the Reconstruction of 
Auschwitz,” Haaretz, 17 August 2012.

25 Tim Cole, “Auschwitz,” in Selling the Holocaust: From Auschwitz to Schin-
dler: How History if Bought, Packaged and Sold, 97–120 (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2000), 111.

26 Joy Sather-Wagstaff, “Unpacking ‘Dark’ Tourism,” in Heritage that Hurts: 
Tourists in the Memoryscapes of September 11, 67–88 (New York: Routledge, 
2011), 79.
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Institutions such as the Apartheid Museum, the District Six 
Museum, the Robben Island Museum, the Red Location Muse-
um, and Freedom Park, all outgrowths of the ANC’s 1996 Legacy 
Project, were built to challenge and disrupt colonial museum 
narratives and provide new forums for formerly marginalized 
voices to emerge. These newer institutions — and others built 
across South Africa’s many townships, including those in Sowe-
to — played a major role in advancing forms of reconciliation 
and helped to formulate a shared national identity for collective-
ly dismantling apartheid. However, for some township residents 
these museum and national memorial sites only further com-
pounded the inaccuracies, and distorted the everyday realities 
of how apartheid was lived day-to-day.

Despite the abundance of 3D virtual environments for his-
toric sites that have emerged over the past decade, the impact 
of historical character modeling in the digital humanities has 
received little scholarly attention. Instead, when characters (or 
avatars) are used in virtual environments, the emphasis often 
tends to be on the constructed space with less attention paid to 
the modeling of the characters themselves and how these virtual 
embodiments impact the viewer/player. While this lapse may be 
due, in part, to a lag in technology, avatars now have the poten-
tial to become increasingly realistic. This presents us with many 
conceptually significant choices vis-à-vis avatar creation, each 
with important cultural and historical implications.

Maurizio Forte, the William and Sue Gross Professor of Clas-
sical Studies at Duke University, has called attention to “the use 
of 3D representations [that] has been completely random and 
thus has not had a great impact on the development of research 
methodologies and protocols.”27 However, the Unity 3D game 
engine has literally been a game changer in this regard, bring-
ing in its wake increasing benefits and pitfalls. While on the one 

27 Maurizio Forte, “Virtual Archaeology: Communication in 3D and Ecologi-
cal Thinking,” in Beyond Illustration: 2d and 3d Digital Technologies as Tools 
for Discovery in Archaeology, eds. Bernard Frischer and Anastasia Dakouri-
Hild, 20–34 (Oxford: British Archaeological Reports, 2008), 22.
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hand these realistic 3D environments seem to engage directly 
with what Mark Gillings of the University of Leicester has called 
“dynamic interactive visualization,” little research has been done 
on the impact of character representations within these envi-
ronments or how those choices might shape the narrative for 
the viewer.28 The development of Web 2.0 and the ability to de-
liver interactive content, and the creation of virtual world envi-
ronments most assuredly now permits visitors to interactively 
explore past landscapes.  

In the autumn of 2013, persons drawn from five different in-
stitutions were awarded a National Endowment for the Human-
ities Office of Digital Humanities Start-Up Grant. The Ham-
ilton team — which it was my honor to help represent — was 
one of the awardees. This project, “Dangerous Embodiments: 
Theories, Methods, and Best Practices for Historical Character 
Modeling in Humanities 3D Environments” (with Co-Principal 
Investigator, Alyson Gill) has worked towards the development 
of a comprehensive typology for avatar creation — an essential, 
new, and potentially valuable contribution to the field — and the 
deployment of different possible representative avatars in two 
virtual “difficult heritage” environments (Soweto, Johannesburg 
and the Lakeport Plantation, Arkansas). We are now studying 
viewer responses to different representative avatars within these 
environments using tools drawn from experimental philosophy, 
and are working to publish the results with interpretation by 
scholars across a diverse array of fields. 

As new technologies emerge, scholars are testing all avail-
able possibilities and alternatives for user interaction, remain-
ing cognizant of the continuing chasm of the digital divide. Re-
cently, Hamilton’s DHi began working as developers for Oculus 
Rift, a mobile virtual reality wearable device/headset that allows 
users to step inside immersive environments. Our lead devel-
oper, Greg Lord, has integrated Oculus support into our Unity 
development pipeline via the Oculus SDK (Software Develop-

28 Mark Gillings and Alicia Wise, eds., Guides to Good Practice in the Creation 
and Use of Digital Resources (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 1999). 
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ment Kit). The Oculus SDK allows us to render our Unity virtual 
environment project through a special image rendering tech-
nique that automatically creates a stereoscopic view, splitting 
the scene’s rendered output into two left- and right-eye camera 
positions. These images are processed through a barrel distor-
tion optical effect, warping the image to into a kind of fisheye 
lens effect that will be corrected to appear spherical by the Ocu-
lus lenses. This creates a 90-degree field of view, with accurate 
depth effects, that allows the scene to appear fully three-dimen-
sional within the headset. The result is a striking realism, lend-
ing a true-to-life immediacy to the virtual environment, as if the 
viewer were really standing inside the scene. The Oculus, and 
our Unity application, also makes use of a head-tracking camera 
that allows the viewer to freely tilt and rotate their head within 
the scene, updating their view in perfect sync with their mo-
tions. Although this “true 3D” effect requires the special head-
mounted display to work, the Oculus is expected to become the 
leading virtual reality technology in the years ahead, with a sig-
nificant industry buy-in and an active, growing community of 
users and developers. Our current application will also have the 
capability to fall back on traditional 3D rendering, for use with 
standard computer monitors for all other users.

The dangers of iconic representations and the powerful in-
fluence that images exert over us have long been recognized by 
scholars working in the humanities, with Brian Molyneaux of 
the University of South Dakota eloquently noting that, “The 
reinforcement of ideas in some images is very powerful. […] 
Pictures and other visual representations — have a tremendous 
inertia, or staying power, that may persist long after the ideas be-
hind the images have gone out of fashion.”29 The preamble to the 
London Charter for the Computer-based Visualization of Cultural 
Heritage notes that “a set of principles is needed that will ensure 
that digital heritage visualization is, and is seen to be, at least as 
intellectually and technically rigorous as longer established cul-

29 Brian Leigh Molyneaux, “Introduction,” in The Cultural Life of Images: Vis-
ual Representation in Archaeology, 1–8 (New York: Routledge, 1997), 6.
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tural heritage research and communication methods.”30 This an 
important issue for the humanist as the delivery of interactive, 
high quality 3D content via the web is becoming feasible in a way 
that was virtually impossible just a handful of years ago.

In conclusion, I would like to quote John Fleckner, then sen-
ior archivist at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Ameri-
can History, from a 1990 address before the Society of American 
Archivists. Fleckner noted, “without the documentary record 
there could have been no calling to account, no investigation, 
no prosecution. And that record, the tapes, the documents, and 
all the rest-stands as witness in the future to those who would 
forget or rewrite that past.”31 Today, South Africa’s former all-
Black townships could easily be erased/destroyed as a result of 
ill-conceived tourism initiatives, irresponsible local politicians 
or neglect. As I have argued elsewhere, I ultimately believe that 
these sites of tragedy and dissonant heritage, such as those re-
lated to the Soweto Uprisings of 1976, can be used — in part 
through the use of 3D immersive virtual environments coupled 
with documentary evidence of institutional racial violence as 
experienced in the built environment through historical recrea-
tions — as models for community-based education and renewed 
political and social inclusion.32 Today, scholars of difficult herit-
age are often confronted with the challenge of producing mean-
ingful engagements with diverse audiences through the use of 
new digital technologies. With this engagement we often face 
risks as we represent serious, often painful and controversial, 
historical content through a medium once closely aligned with 
popular entertainment. In closing and despite these caveats, it is 

30 London Charter for the Computer-based Visualization of Cultural Heritage, 
http://www.londoncharter.org/introduction.html.

31 John A. Fleckner, “‘Dear Mary Jane’: Some Reflections on Being an Archi-
vist,” (speech, Seattle, 30 August 1990), http://www.archivists.org/govern-
ance/presidential/fleckner.asp. 

32 Angel Nieves, “Engagements with Race, Memory, and the Built Environ-
ment in South Africa: A Case Study in Digital Humanities,” in The Rout-
ledge Companion to Media Studies and Digital Humanities, ed. Jentery Say-
ers, ch. 40 (New York: Routledge, 2018).
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inevitable that the transformative and disruptive promise of his-
torical 3D models and virtual environments will be more fully 
realized.
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The Colonial Archive on Trial

possession, dispossession, and history in

d e l g a m u u k w  v .  b r i t i s h  c o lu m b i a

british columbia has a history —and by necessary extension a poli-
tics—of Indigenous dispossession that is anomalous within both the geo-
graphical context of North America and the imperial framework of the
British empire. Treaties were the central mechanism in the dispossession
of migratory peoples by Britain in the nineteenth century. As both legal
documents and as Talmudic symbols of an imagined imperial symbiosis,
treaties have served the colonial projects of Canada, the United States, and
New Zealand with remarkable e≈cacy. Canadian Indigenous people have
routinely pointed to disjunctures between the written and oral records of
treaties and to the colonial state’s selective and self-serving interpretation
of their meaning. Yet they have also treated treaties as ‘‘sacred contracts,’’
a powerful archive that acknowledges Indigenous people’s centrality to
the nation and provides them the practical means to leverage rights and
benefits from the reluctant settler states.∞ For reasons that remain unclear,
only a handful of treaties were signed in British Columbia. The absence
of an o≈cial archive pronouncing and regulating Aboriginal dispossession
and European repossession has rendered tangible and painfully persis-
tent questions that, given the overwhelming weight of settler geopolitics,
are politically charged but practically hyperbolic elsewhere in the settler
world—namely who owns the land.≤

Archives have played a significant role in the ‘‘Indian Land Question’’
since it was first named in the late nineteenth century. The debate has
been in part produced by the absence of one particular kind of colonial
archive—treaties—and it has been negotiated through competing sets of
archives and ways of interpreting of them. This paper deals with the work
of archives, documents, and history in contemporary politics about pos-
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session and dispossession in British Columbia. It does so through a close of
reading of what is, to local scholars at least, a familiar source, and that is
the 1991 decision by the then Chief Justice Allan McEachern in the provin-
cial Supreme Court case on Aboriginal land rights known as Delgamuukw v.
British Columbia. In his almost-four-hundred-page judgment, McEachern
dismissed the argument of the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en peoples for
‘‘comprehensive title’’ to an area of more than fifty-seven thousand square
kilometers in northwestern British Columbia, and relied heavily on docu-
ments, archives, and the discipline of history to do so. The claims of the
Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en to the land, McEachern argued, were impos-
sible to verify given the absence of adequate documentary evidence. Oral
evidence was suspect, as was the work of scholars who relied upon it. The
written archive and scholars who worked within it were, on the other
hand, reliable sources of knowledge and, in essence, the appropriate arbi-
ters of who owned the land.

The McEachern decision thus provides a vivid and telling example of
the work of archives in postcolonial struggles in Canada. As Ann Curthoys
argues in this volume, debates about the past have had particular import in
settler colonies ‘‘where they are prompted and prolonged by deep psychic
concerns about the morality of the nation itself.’’ Like Mabo in Australia,
Mashpee in the United States, and the Witangi Tribunal in New Zealand,
Delgamuukw v. British Columbia has come to symbolize the fractious poli-
tics of settler societies reckoning with their imperial pasts and the place of
archives in adjudicating those politics and that past. Superficially, Delga-
muukw v. British Columbia indicates the unmitigated triumph of history and
archives in the service of empire. Connections between orality and sav-
agery and literacy and civilization that are generally associated with the
high imperialism of the nineteenth century display an enduring and omi-
nous political shelf life well into the allegedly postcolonial twentieth cen-
tury. Likewise what we might call the ‘‘voice of history’’—the putatively
dispassionate cataloguing of the documented activities of European men
acting on behalf of nation-states—lives on in McEachern’s decision. De-
cades of Aboriginal arguments about the validity of oral tradition’s distinc-
tive archive, scholarly vogue for ethnohistorical methodology, or critical
analyses of historical narration appear to have had little or no lasting e√ect,
all to the material and political detriment of Aboriginal peoples and the
disappointment and embarrassment of professional historians.

Yet the twelve years that stand between the immediate present and
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McEachern’s ruling on Delgamuukw v. British Columbia suggest that the
archive is at best an unreliable ally in postcolonial struggles. McEachern
may have tried to harness the archive in the service of empire, but even the
Chief Justice could not make it work easily or e√ectively in defense of
colonialism’s past or, by implication, its future. The unequivocal fury of
Aboriginal peoples and the highly critical scholarly response foreshadowed
both the overturning of McEachern’s decision by the Supreme Court of
Canada in 1997 and, with that, the significant recognition of oral history as
admissible evidence in land-claims cases throughout Canada. However
unlike the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission Delga-
muukw v. British Columbia may be, both remind us how the colonial ar-
chives can alternately and sometimes simultaneously work to defend or
challenge the states that create and sustain them.≥ McEachern and the set-
tler society he represented may have wanted written documents to replace
the Aboriginal past and ways of knowing it and thus dislodge Indigenous
claims to British Columbia’s present and future. But this knowledge and all
that it represents, like Carolyn Steedman’s archival dust that is ‘‘about
circularity, the impossibility of things disappearing, or going away, or being
gone,’’ would not and could not disappear.∂

Colonialism on Trial

The Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en are two distinct peoples that inhabit the
territories around the Skeena, Bulkely, and Nechako rivers in what is now
northwestern British Columbia. Like most North American peoples, Gitk-
san and Wet�suwet�en societies convey meaning, knowledge, and history
through material and oral mediums. The most significant document in the
oral archive of the Gitksan is the adwaak, the verbal records of a house and
its history. The Wet�suwet�en kungax or song-series serves a roughly anal-
ogous function. The Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en have a substantial history
of contact with and resistance to European encroachment, but little of it is
documented with the kind of legal archives that have regulated dispos-
session elsewhere in northern North America and the antipodes. Euro-
peans began a trade in ideas, knowledge, and material goods with the Pa-
cific Coast of northern North America in the eighteenth century.∑ Proto-
colonialism in the form of the Hudson’s Bay Company (hbc) arrived with
the establishment of its Fort Kilmaurs in 1822.∏ In 1849, the adjacent terri-
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tory of Vancouver Island was made a British colony, and between 1850 and
1854, Governor James Douglas negotiated fourteen ‘‘land purchases’’ with
Indigenous nations there. These agreements—later interpreted by Cana-
dian courts as treaties—mirror Douglas’s provisional mode of imperial
administration and bear only light marks of the advice he received from
the Colonial O≈ce, which in turn principally reflected the New Zealand
experience.π

After 1854 no more formal treaties, agreements, or purchases were made
between Indigenous peoples and the state.∫ The mainland territory of
British Columbia was made a colony in 1858, and o≈cials continued to lay
out ‘‘Indian reserves,’’ but did not seek to extinguish Aboriginal title in the
ways of either the antipodes or the rest of British North America. In 1869,
the Minister of Lands and Works did not seem to anticipate that this would
be a problem. Regarding ‘‘Indian Titles’’ he wrote that ‘‘In most of the Dis-
tricts from North Saanich to Sooke, & that in the Vicinity of Nanaimo
Town, the Indian Title has been Extinguished by the payment to them of
certain Blankets &c. The Book bearing on this subject is in the safe.’’Ω Yet
the ‘‘safe’’ and the ‘‘books’’ it contained proved uncertain guides. The
colony joined the new nation-state of Canada in 1871. British Columbia’s
idiosyncratic mode of managing Indigenous claims came into conflict with
Canada’s, which were governed by the Royal Proclamation of 1763’s man-
date that Indigenous title be ceded by treaty before settlement. Intergov-
ernmental wrangling produced a flurry of letters and reciprocal recrimi-
nation between the capitals of Ottawa and Victoria, but little concrete
change. British Columbia’s Indigenous people in general and the Gitksan
and Wet�suwet�en in particular entered the twentieth century with their
Indigenous rights unacknowledged by the state and the particular ar-
chive—the treaty—that elsewhere marked colonialism’s small though sig-
nificant recognition of Indigenous loss.

From the 1860s onward, Aboriginal people and, if to a lesser extent,
settlers alike demanded that the government formally acknowledge and
extinguish Aboriginal title through treaty. Cole Harris’s argument about
the virtual absence of settler support for treaty rights correctly acknowl-
edges the pervasive and highly strategic denial of Indigenous presence in
British Columbia. Less helpfully, it accords an enormous and perhaps
undeserved agency to the hero of Harris’s thoughtful narrative, Gilbert
Sproat.∞≠ This interpretation simplifies the uneven but still dialogic conver-
sation about Indigenous land rights that circulated throughout the British
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empire and within British Columbia.∞∞ In 1860 a Victoria newspaper called
on the example of one of the Douglas treaties and asked that ‘‘so easy or so
inexpensive an arrangement’’ be replicated lest ‘‘the discontent and grasp-
ing avarice of the savage’’ be felt.∞≤ The expediency of treaties was a com-
monplace piece of settler wisdom throughout the 1860s. The Colonist
newspaper, also of Victoria, lived up to its name with cheerful celebrations
of the ‘‘Caucasian race’’ and vicious attacks on both Indigenous peoples
and non-white settlers. Yet even this newspaper saw the acknowledgement
of Indigenous rights through treaties as part of an ethical and, perhaps
more importantly, a strategic colonial practice. ‘‘Indian Claims,’’ they ex-
plained, needed to be settled so that Aboriginal people had ‘‘no excuse for
entertaining ill feelings against the whites.’’∞≥

Indigenous people argued for recognition of their claims on less calcu-
lated and equivocal grounds. From the 1850s to the 1870s they complained
to local and colonial o≈cials when settlers occupied local territory or
when it was claimed in the name of the crown. By the 1880s these com-
plaints had crystallized into an Aboriginal rights movement that pressed
provincial, federal, and imperial governments to acknowledge Indigenous
title, generally by treaty. Speaking to government o≈cials gathered at the
Nass River in 1888, Neils Puck named Indigenous people’s problem as one
of documentation. ‘‘I am the oldest man here,’’ he explained, ‘‘and can’t sit
still any longer and hear that it is not our fathers’ land. Who is the chief
that gave this land to the Queen? Give us his name, we have never heard
it.’’∞∂ The precise vehicles changed to reflect prevailing patterns of organi-
zation and communication, ranging from the localized complaints of the
mid–nineteenth century, to the lobbying of the 1880s, to the first province-
wide Aboriginal organizations of the twentieth century and the large,
relatively powerful Pan-Indigenous groups of the late twentieth century.
But the message—namely that Aboriginal people deserved and required
recognition and settlement of their territorial claims and that this recogni-
tion should be acknowledged in an o≈cial archive—remained tellingly
consistent.∞∑

From the 1960s onward First Nations looked to the institution that has
been so closely hewn to the imperial archive, the court, to articulate
these grievances and seek redress. Thus when fifty-four Gitksan and Wet-
�suwet�en hereditary chiefs filed suit on behalf of their matrilineal houses
in the British Columbia Supreme Court in October 1984 they were taking
part in a relatively long-standing tradition. This case, as Louise Mandell,
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counsel to the chiefs, explained in her opening address in 1987, was unto
itself historic, the culmination of e√orts that ‘‘span the last century.’’∞∏

It was not their grievance but the scope of their claim that was new:
the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en asked the court to acknowledge their con-
tinued ownership and jurisdiction over a substantial part of British Co-
lumbia. This case rested on the argument that Aboriginal sovereignty
was intact unless explicitly otherwise agreed, documented, and archived;
since the archive contained nothing that documented Gitksan and Wet-
�suwet�en people ceding their land to settlers or the state, Indigenous
sovereignty remained in force. This argument had implications well be-
yond the local. At stake was British Columbia’s long history of denying
Aboriginal land claims and, ultimately, its status as a legitimate settler state.

What was also di√erent was the way the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en and
their counsel argued their case. As Joel R. Fortune points out, history has
long been a staple of land claims cases in Canada and elsewhere. Yet
Delgamuukw v. British Columbia engaged history in a newly explicit way by
calling for a ‘‘self-aware and critical approach to historical understanding,’’
one that both named and critiqued history’s centrality to legitimating
colonial knowledges and undermining or rendering invisible subaltern
ones.∞π Mandell explained in her opening address that the case was not
simply a request for recognition, but a challenge for the Court to over-
come notions of the superiority of Western culture and its methods of
communication, preservation, and legitimation of knowledge: ‘‘For the
Court to deny the reality of Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en history except
where it can be corroborated by expert evidence in the western scientific
tradition is to disregard the distinctive Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en sys-
tem of validating historical facts.’’∞∫ A direct result of this contention was
that Delgamuukw v. British Columbia was the first Aboriginal title case in
Canada to be argued primarily from the evidence of Indigenous peoples
themselves.∞Ω

For Delgam Uukw, the Gitksan chief who was first named in the original
suit, colonial denial of Aboriginal title and colonial denial of Aborigi-
nal history and archives were one in the same. ‘‘The Europeans,’’ he
explained, ‘‘did not want to know our histories; they did not respect our
laws or our ownership of our territories.’’≤≠ Their case sought dual re-
dress for what were dual problems. Delgamuukw v. British Columbia was
thus a literal challenge to the realpolitik of settler hegemony and a direct
questioning of the historical methodology that documented, legitimated,
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and sustained it. It was, in the apt words of some local observers, colo-
nialism on trial.≤∞

The Archive on Trial

The trial was a long one that was not only about archives but productive of
one unto itself. There were 374 days spent in court and 141 days spent
taking evidence out of court. It began in the northern community of
Smithers in May 1987 and concluded in the southern metropolis of Van-
couver in June of 1990. Sixty-one witnesses gave evidence, many using
translators and others relying on ‘‘word spellers’’ to assist with the Gitksan
and Wet�suwet�en orthography. Another ninety-eight provided testimony
through a≈davits or other out-of-court means. After the trial’s completion
McEachern commented on the vast amount of paper produced: 23,503
pages of transcript evidence from the trial, 5,898 pages of transcript evi-
dence, 3,030 pages of commission evidence, and 2,553 pages of cross exami-
nation on a≈davits, all preserved in hard copy and diskette. Roughly 9,200
exhibits were filed at trial, comprising an estimated 50,000 pages; there
were 5,977 pages of transcript of argument. The province of British Colum-
bia alone submitted twenty-eight of what McEachern called ‘‘huge bind-
ers’’ with excerpts of exhibits referred to in argument, while the plainti√s
filed twenty-three.≤≤

Chief Justice Allan McEachern was overwhelmed by the scale and scope
of the evidence. He explained in his judgment:

As I am not a Royal Commission, and as I have no sta√ to assist me, it will not

be possible to mention all of the evidence which took so long to adduce, or to

analyze all of the exhibits and experts’ reports which were admitted into

evidence, or to describe and respond to all the arguments of counsel. In these

circumstances I must do what a computer cannot do, and that is to summa-

rize. In this respect I have been brutal. I am deeply conscious that the process

of summarizing such a vast body of material requires me to omit much of

what counsel and the parties may think is important. (14)

The volume and breadth of evidence led McEachern to modify some of his
initial decisions, including his important preliminary judgment that oral
testimony about property ownership would be admissible (55).≤≥ The
judge found himself in the disquieting position of the overwhelmed ob-
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server of a massive archive, one not unlike the imperial archive analyzed
by Thomas Richards in form, if so profoundly di√erent in character, inten-
tion, and provenance.≤∂

Yet it was not the scale and scope of the archive produced by the trial
that led McEachern to reject the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en case. It was
what the plainti√s knew about the history of British Columbia and how
they knew it. Like Delgam Uukw, McEachern drew the conclusion that
the content and methodology of the colonial past were irrevocably yoked.
McEachern deemed the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en view of the past too
emotional and too political. ‘‘I have heard much at this trial about beliefs,
feelings, and justice,’’ he wrote, deeming these ‘‘subjective consideration’’
that courts of law were unable to deal with (13). McEachern here adopts an
analytic stance that privileges dispassionate and above all ‘‘objective’’ ac-
counts, a stance that is tellingly familiar to historians.≤∑

The oral archive was the special target of the Chief Justice’s disap-
proval. Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra has shown that the centrality of alpha-
betic scripts to European knowledge in general and history in particular
was contested well into the eighteenth century.≤∏ But by the nineteenth
century, the crisscrossed and mutually reinforcing connections between
orality and savagery and writing and civilization were firm and politically
charged. It is of course no accident that the ontological link between
orality and savagery on the one hand and literacy and civilization on the
other occurred simultaneous to the rapid expansion of European terri-
torial control and cultural hegemony over the non-Western world, in-
cluding North America and the antipodes. By the closing years of the
nineteenth century the absence of written records was used to vali-
date European claim to the so-called new world and to consign Indige-
nous people to what Anne McClintock memorably dubs ‘‘anachronistic
space.’’≤π In 1894, Alexander Begg, an early historian of British Columbia,
used the documentary stick to explain that First Nations people, however
numerous and present, lacked a history:

Of the pre-historic period, that is, prior to the arrival of Captain James Cook,

on the north-west coast of America, little need be said. The fact, however, is

well established that when Captain Cook and other early navigators visited

the shores of the Pacific in this latitude, a very large population of aborigines

existed on the coast. Alexander Mackenzie, in his expeditions across the un-

explored portion of the North American continent to the Pacific, in 1793, also
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found along his route a numerous population in the interior. But, like their

brethren on the coast, they did not possess any written records. Their tradi-

tions were mythical; and, though carved emblematically on totems of endur-

ing cedar in their villages along the seaboard, these emblems have not been

deciphered so as to throw any light on the origins of the native tribes.≤∫

Those who write and preserve their writing in what Begg calls ‘‘records’’
have history and those who do not have only the misty netherworld
of myth. The written archive is here the adjudicator of empire, decid-
ing whose histories, and thus territorial claims, are legitimate and whose
are not.

The tight binds between literacy, archives, and colonial authority in the
making of history are reinforced by and reflected by the legal traditions of
the British common law, most especially by the hearsay rule. The hearsay
rule deems information not given directly by a witness unworthy of legal
consideration. The result is that oral tradition, which necessarily circulates
between individuals and generations, is, for the purposes of the courts,
invalid. The hearsay rule thus codifies and puts into legal language the
same distrust of orality that historical methodology is premised upon. The
di≈culty of holding up this rule in a court case primarily about the past of
an oral culture was grudgingly recognized by McEachern, who in a pre-
liminary ruling decided the ‘‘the oral history of the people based on suc-
cessive declarations of deceased persons was admissible.’’ He made this
decision, not because he had any particular faith in the oral archive, but
because of the pragmatics produced by the legal pluralism that generally
characterize imperial regimes.≤Ω ‘‘Where there is no written history,’’ he
wrote, ‘‘such evidence satisfied the test of necessity.’’ Here McEachern
does not validate the oral archive as much as he accords it a limited utility
in instances where there is no documentary alternative. Thus the practice
of colonialism forced a modification in documentary regimes, but it was
only a partial one. Oral evidence was also singled out for special considera-
tions of weight. Evaluating oral testimony, according to McEachern, ne-
cessitated a distinction between history, myth, and anecdote, one he in-
sisted on making in the face of the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en’s counsel’s
exegesis of E. H. Carr.≥≠

However grudging and partial, McEachern’s initial ruling on the ad-
missibility of oral testimony had enormous implications for how Aborigi-
nal peoples and their supporters could conceptualize and argue the his-
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torical narratives that have been and will continue to be so central to
Aboriginal rights litigation. Intense postcolonial struggles over the past
have failed to conclusively dislodge the written as the real arbiter of his-
tory. Brent Harris writes in the South African context that the oral archive
is valued only to verify that which is known from textual sources. This, as
Harris notes, is not simply about inclusion and exclusion or the validation
of textuality and the denial of orality—it is a function of the ‘‘ ‘reality e√ect’
in the production of History,’’ the complex process whereby some history
is produced as real and some is rendered invalid or simply invisible.≥∞

That orality is the precise mechanism that is used to render certain pasts
unreal is not coincidental. That McEachern found himself literally unable
to maintain his initial decision is a telling testament to something that Bain
Attwood and Fiona Mcgowan point out in the Antipodean context and
Gerald Torres and Kathryn Milun in the American one: that Indigenous
modes of narrating and preserving history pose a genuine challenge to the
form, content, and character of history as it is understood in the Western
tradition and used in the courts.≥≤ Arguments about the equivalency of
oral and written archives are a necessary corrective to methodologies and
practices that are premised, if only implicitly, on the greater truth-value of
documentary evidence. Yet easy analogies between written and oral his-
tory also can seriously underestimate how bound Western historical prac-
tice is to the written word and its preservation in archives. At the same
time, it can understate the varieties of historical resources and knowledges
within oral archives and, as Luise White’s astute reading of African vam-
pire stories suggests, downplay the interpretative possibilities of re-reading
and recontextualizing colonial archives.≥≥ The competing modes of pre-
serving and narrating the past proved fundamentally untranslatable in
Delgamuukw. As in the Mashpee case analyzed by Torres and Milun, the
existence of untranslatable examples and modes of communicating them
rendered the entire cultures of which they were a part ‘‘unreadable.’’≥∂

McEachern explained that the court could not know Gitksan and Wet-
�suwet�en history because of their archive. The trial challenged his faith in
the ‘‘convenient but simplistic distinction between what European-based
cultures would call mythology and ‘real’ matters’’ (47) but reinforced his
conviction that textuality was a crucial signpost of civilization. ‘‘The evi-
dence suggests that the Indians of the territory were, by historical stan-
dards, a primitive people without any form of writing, horses, or wheeled
wagons,’’ concluded the Justice (30).
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But what of the massive archive that the plainti√s had so exhaustively
marshaled for the court? McEachern was unsettled when provided with
ample evidence that the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en archive was more than
just lack. He was troubled by their archives’ apparent embeddedness in
culture and by its quotidian and distinctly female character. ‘‘Indian cul-
ture,’’ McEachern explained, ‘‘pervades the evidence at the trial for nearly
every word of testimony’’ (50). It was bound up with Indigenous cultures
and their suspicious custodians, women. An archive that was ‘‘passed on
orally from generation to generation, often it seems, by grandmothers
who tell these things to their grandchildren often as ‘an everyday thing’ ’’
was a dubious one (56). Here, women’s words and Indigenous words are
conflated, replicating not only the invalidation of subaltern history, but, as
Antoinette Burton has recently written, the ‘‘longstanding template of
fiction/feminine–history/masculine.’’≥∑

McEachern was disturbed by the form of the archive as well. He experi-
enced the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en performance of their oral archive in
court as unseemly and profoundly disquieting. Mary Johnson wanted to
sing her adwaak in the witness box. According to one observer, the Justice
responded by asking that it be written out, since ‘‘To have witnesses sing-
ing songs in court is not the proper way to approach the problem.’’ After
she had completed the adwaak, the Justice asked the Gitksan and Wet-
�suwet�en counsel to explain why it had been necessary ‘‘to sing the song.’’
In telling words he explained that ‘‘This is a trial, not a performance.’’≥∏

The content of this oral archive met with similar disapproval and con-
fusion. McEachern’s final judgment argued that the adaawic and kungax
lacked a consistent method, mixed myth and history, contained too many
historical anomalies and inaccuracies, and often were at odds with each
other and scientific evidence. A lengthy appendix to the ruling detailed
these a√ronts, o√ering transcriptions of court testimony alongside careful
notations of their mentions of moose, buckskin tents, and copper in oral
testimonies meant that they could not be authentic documentary evi-
dence of the years before European contact ( Judgment, Schedule Four).
Such was the basis of the Court’s conclusion that he was ‘‘unable to accept
adaawic, kungax, and oral histories as reliable bases for detailed history’’
except where they could be corroborated by historical knowledge gener-
ated from the usual repositories of Western knowledge, most notably
written documents and their chosen scholarly interlocutors (78). Thus oral
sources were acceptable when they played second or corroborative string
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to the documentary archives. It is not incidental that this relational posi-
tioning of oral and written archives mirrors that found in most current
mainstream historical scholarship on North American history. This work,
including my own, tends to pepper analysis rooted in the written archive
with brief nods to oral sources. This scholarly approach, not unlike the
legal one adopted by McEachern, is one that simultaneously acknowl-
edges and submerges the critique of Indigenous history and archives.

The Court’s unwillingness or inability to translate the Gitksan and Wet-
�suwet�en archive and the epistemology it was premised on was matched
by a concomitant inability to contextualize—or, in Dipesh Chakrabarty’s
lexicon, provincialize≥π—hegemonic EuroCanadian methods of under-
standing and narrating the past. In his judgment McEachern takes on the
voice of the imperial traveler who, in Mary Louise Pratt’s phrase, positions
himself as the ‘‘lord of all he surveys.’’≥∫ He views the land not from within
or upon it but from above it, finding it, as had so many European observers
of North America and Australasia, ‘‘beautiful, vast and almost empty’’ (13).
The land is reduced to a means for his visual pleasure, deemed too large to
be known, and, most significantly, dispossessed of people, something that
Elizabeth Vibert, via Pratt, calls a ‘‘routine textual strategy to separate the
land from the people who inhabited it.’’≥Ω

McEachern adopts the voice of the historian as well as that of the
traveler. He dispassionately chronicles events and recounts the actions of
European men acting on behalf of nation-states. The human past that is not
recorded in this archive is deemed unknown and unknowable, while the
archive’s inconsistency, polyvocality, and partiality slips below the radar.
The Judgment begins, where it must, with the finding on the case. The legal
discussion is quickly followed with a ‘‘Summary of Findings and Conclu-
sions.’’ These are distinctly historical. The first point is that ‘‘The last Great
Ice Age, which lasted many thousands of years, covered nearly all of British
Columbia. It ended about 10,000 years ago.’’ The land is unknowable below
its vaguely dated ice; so too are its inhabitants, the topic of McEachern’s
second point. Deeming Aboriginal peoples’ origins ‘‘unknown’’ dislodges
even their most basic claim of Indigenousness. This is echoed in Mc-
Eachern’s third point, that archaeological evidence is limited in scope and
does not establish who the early inhabitants were or if they were simply
‘‘visitors,’’ presumably not unlike the Europeans who would name the
territory in the name of Britain (7).

Placing the land and its people outside the scope of human knowledge
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challenges their relationship and, at heart, their claim to each other in
profound ways. The counterpoint to this is McEachern’s loving and enthu-
siastic recitation of the actions of European men, a recitation marked by
copious detail and more copious faith in the reliability of the archive that
preserves their past. The Judgment includes two lengthy historical narra-
tives that might well be taken for a textbook of British Columbia history
written between 1880 and 1945. Using what he admits to be ‘‘ ‘scissors and
paste’ format’’ (98), the Justice reconstructs the past. The first historical
narrative begins with a dismissive nod to ‘‘the fascinating questions of
Viking or other Norse-type explorations’’ and quickly moves on to what
has traditionally been the originary point of European histories of North
America and the ‘‘new world’’ in general, and that is European men’s
‘‘discovery’’ of them. The Judgment then discusses, in turn, maritime explo-
ration, inland exploration, the establishment of European colonies in east-
ern North America, and, finally, the early colonization of British Colum-
bia. The establishment of an hbc post marks the emergence of a ‘‘historic’’
period (29). Discussions of the fur trade, the establishment of colonies,
colonial policies, and a digest of relations between Aboriginals and settlers
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries follow. This narration of the
British Columbian past is eerily familiar to readers of general histories of
British Columbia and other parts of the ‘‘new world,’’ and it ultimately
serves the same function: to shore up the supposed naturalness of Euro-
pean occupation in the fact of Aboriginal presence and, in McEachern’s
case, the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en challenge to it.

In his Judgment McEachern becomes not only a historian but an appre-
ciative audience for them. The Chief Justice had initially worried that
‘‘history is constantly being ‘rewritten’ ’’ and raised questions about the
reliability of archival documents.∂≠ The course of the trial allayed these
fears about written history just as it amplified his ambivalence about the
oral archive. McEachern did not make a simple distinction between Euro-
pean and non-European knowledge as much as he made a more com-
plicated one rooted in this schism. The non-Aboriginal anthropologists
called by the plainti√s he found dubious, especially if they utilized the
methodology of participant observation. Antonia Mills, Hugh Brody, and
Richard Daly were deemed unreliable, not because they did know enough
about the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en, but because they knew too much
and in inappropriate ways. ‘‘These anthropologists studied the Gitksan
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and Wet�suwet�en people intensively,’’ he explained, adding that ‘‘Drs.
Daly and Mills actually lived with the Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en for 2 and
3 years respectively after the commencement of this action’’ (51). Just as the
oral archive is compromised by its embeddedness in the culture of its
tellers, anthropological knowledge is compromised by its proximity to
and, more dangerously, its possible a√ection for and respect of Aboriginal
peoples. In court, the Crown asked Brody if he ‘‘liked Indians’’ and tried
to have him disqualified as an expert witness. Heather Harris, a non-
Aboriginal woman with an anthropology degree who had married into a
Gitksan family, was also suspect. The Canadian government’s counsel
suggested that she might have ‘‘gone native’’ and thus lost her expert
knowledge.∂∞

The final Judgment positioned historians as good academics just as it
positioned anthropologists as bad ones. The Justice expressed a genuine
admiration for historians’ work on both sides of the case, one rooted in his
conviction that historians were essentially passive custodians of the archi-
val record:

Lastly, I wish to mention the historians. Generally speaking I accept just about

everything they put before me because they were largely collectors of archival,

historical documents. In most cases they provided much useful information

with minimal editorial comment. Their marvelous collections largely spoke

for themselves. (52)

William Brown, an hbc trader who kept records of his interaction with
Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en people in the early nineteenth century, can
therefore be deemed ‘‘one of our most useful historians’’ (29). The work of
the historian in imagining and interpreting the past is rendered invisible. So
too is the fact made so eloquently by Julie Cruikshank’s analysis of gold-
rush narratives: that mainstream historical writing, just like oral narra-
tive, relies ‘‘on conventional, culturally specific narrative genres that help
members construct, maintain, and pass on an understanding of how the
world works or should work,’’ or, as Judith Binney has argued in the case of
Maori and Pakeha histories of New Zealand, that both oral and written his-
tory are ‘‘structured, interpretative, and combative.’’∂≤ That the Gitksan-
Wet�suwet�en legal team decided that the historical-geographer Arthur
Ray should work in isolation from the anthropologists suggests that they
anticipated but were unable to successfully challenge the extent to which
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historical scholarship would be favored by the court.∂≥ In 1991 history thus
found itself firmly positioned in its nineteenth-century place, as a positivist
discipline rooted in the archive and a muse to the nation and the state and
the practical keeper of the empire.

History as a Judge

When it was handed down in 1991 McEachern’s judgment was greeted with
shock and, by and large, disapproval. Its substantive findings went against a
long-standing trend in Canadian courts toward more generous interpre-
tations of laws and histories concerning First Nations peoples.∂∂ It was 
widely anticipated that McEachern would, given this trend and his prelim-
inary findings, produce a di√erent ruling. Yet McEachern not only deliv-
ered a ruling that went against the grain but did so in the language of what
Paul Tennant identifies as a ‘‘traditional’’ or ‘‘old’’ white view of British
Columbian history and Elizabeth Furniss characterizes as commonsense
racism. The response was immediate and sharp. Delgamuukw, Tennant
explains, received ‘‘more immediate public attention than any previous
aboriginal rights judgment, and indeed, quite possibly more than any other
judicial ruling in the history of this province.’’∂∑

It is no surprise that Indigenous response was weary yet enraged. Gitk-
san and Wet�suwet�en observers emphasized that Delgamuukw was one
incident in a long history of imperial betrayal and that McEachern was
merely the most recent colonial authority to refuse to acknowledge the
existence and validity of Indigenous cultures, claims, and archives. ‘‘We
view this judgment for what it is,’’ explained Satsan (Herb George), ‘‘a
denial and a huge misunderstanding and ignorance of the First Nations
across this country.’’∂∏ This was a studied ignorance that some saw in
distinctly gendered terms. A member of the litigation team, Dora Wilson-
Kenni, remarked that the fact that McEachern’s decision was delivered on
International Women’s Day was highly symbolic, ‘‘just like slamming our
matriarchal system.’’∂π

It seemed an especially galling insult in light of the process that led up
to it. McEachern’s was not an innocent ignorance, but a willful one,
constructed in spite of, rather than in the absence of, meaningful contact
with Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en peoples. Medig’m Gyamk (Neil Serritt)
explained:
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We did have a certain expectation. The expectation was partly created by

Judge McEachern himself. He sat in his chair and the witnesses were in the

witness box, elders with who he formed a relationship. They thought he was

forming a friendly relationship, that there was something there, but you real-

ize when you read his judgement that he saw our people as ‘‘cute.’’ He didn’t

understand us.∂∫

This combination of outrage and disbelief reflects the extent to which
Delgamuukw, like so many other moments of postcolonial reckoning, put
First Nations people in an enormously contradictory place that they inevi-
tably could not resolve. ‘‘Our people have been asked over and over: ‘How
can you substantiate who you are? Who are you to say you have ownership
by what we call territories’ ’’? explained Miluulak (Alice Je√rey).∂Ω Demand-
ing that an Indigenous people prove their very existence in evidentiary
terms that they lack is reminiscent of the predicament Elizabeth A. Povi-
nelli identifies in contemporary Australia, namely the incessant yet un-
answerable demand that Aboriginal peoples demonstrate ‘‘tradition.’’ The
result is that Indigenous people and their claims against settler societies are
forever and necessarily found insu≈cient, impartial, and inauthentic.∑≠

Scholarly communities also voiced strong objection to Delgamuukw, if
for di√erent reasons and in di√erent voices. Anthropologists did so with
the most amount of ink and of vigor. Their outcry was informed both by
McEachern’s uniformly pejorative evaluation of anthropological scholar-
ship and the historic and continuing connections between anthropology,
Indigenous peoples, and more especially Indigenous rights cases.∑∞ Histo-
rians also worked to publicly disassociate themselves from McEachern’s
view of the past and historical scholarship. That they did so reflects profes-
sional historians’ newly significant role within Indigenous land struggles
throughout the settler world.∑≤ In Canada, laments for historians’ increas-
ing public irrelevance are belied by their increasing prominence in Aborig-
inal rights litigation, where archival research and historical interpretation
have been and will likely continue to be central.∑≥

Delgamuukw thus forced historians to reckon with the implications of
what was undeniably an explicitly politicized role in court and on the
witness stand. Ray reflected publicly on his experience as an expert wit-
ness, explaining how ethnohistorical methodology and observations were
easily misunderstood and manipulated in an adversarial courtroom en-
vironment. He despaired that after 374 days of trial covering all aspects of
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Gitskan-Wet�suwet�en history in depth, Justice McEachern still held the
‘‘same Eurocentric view of native people that had been an unfortunate
judicial and political tradition in British Columbia since the colonial era.’’∑∂

Robin Fisher argued that despite his putative praise of the discipline, Mc-
Eachern ‘‘paid very little attention to historians,’’ harked back to an old
view that documents were self-explanatory and that history must neces-
sarily be rooted in an examination of written records, and produced a
decision based on ‘‘loose and shoddy use of historical detail.’’∑∑ Others
turned to that special tool of social and postcolonial historiography, the
contrapuntal reading of mainstream texts. Tennant, a political scientist,
pointed out that evidence that McEachern assumed indicated colonial
hegemony—in this case a colonial o≈cial’s vigorous and repeated denial
of Indigenous title—could be read against the grain as a telling indication
that alternative views existed.∑∏

For historians, Delgamuukw became a powerful symbol of how historical
scholarship could be utilized in public policy against the interests of Ab-
original people. Quoting especially inflammatory passages from Mc-
Eachern’s generally over-the-top prose—especially his infamous identifica-
tion of pre-contact Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en life as ‘‘nasty, brutish and
short’’ and his misspelling of Hobbes’s name—became de rigeur in histori-
cal work on British Columbia, and the Judgment was routinely evoked as an
ominous example of the real dangers of failing to adequately deconstruct
or contextualize European views of Indigenous people and history.∑π Mc-
Eachern’s wedding of empire, history, and archive thus ironically provided
historians with the motivation and opportunity to define themselves and
their work as in opposition to imperialism, its knowledges, and its archival
practices. This was a rejection of history’s role as the explainer and inter-
locutor of empire that was unprecedented within the local context.

This scholarly response represented a necessary clarification of the rela-
tionship of historical and anthropological research and researchers to the
fractious politics of possession and dispossession in British Columbia. Yet
calling McEachern’s ruling a ‘‘particularly heavy blow to both the First
Nations and academic communities’’ presents scholars and Indigenous
people as roughly equivalent subjects in this struggle, which is surely a
dangerous act of scholarly solipsism.∑∫ In the rush to distance themselves
from history’s and anthropology’s colonial past, observers risk valorizing
contemporary scholarly practice, including that around archives. Fisher’s
argument that McEachern ‘‘appears to have no understanding of either
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the historical methodology or the conclusions of historians who have
written about Native people in Canada’’ fails to acknowledge the extent to
which historians’ practice and knowledge-production can and has contrib-
uted to analyses like McEachern’s.∑Ω We may wish that a positivist disci-
pline rooted in an almost mystical reverence for the ‘‘primary document,’’
assumed to be written and unpublished, was a thing of the past, but it
remains very much with us, and a rigorous critique must acknowledge
that as well as argue against it. Likewise, Robin Riddington’s remark that
‘‘ ‘Primitive’ is not part of an anthropological vocabulary’’ is not simply
overly optimistic but a genuine denial of the continuing (if by now largely
implicit) centrality of notions of primitivism and savagery to anthropolog-
ical thought and practice.∏≠

These dramatic gestures of distancing risk doing what Tennant and
Furniss each warn against, and that is treating the McEachern judgment as
a spectacular and singular example of racism and ignorance and failing to
account for the extent to which the Justice spoke in the voice of main-
stream settler British Columbia.∏∞ They also risk simplifying that settler
voice. McEachern’s panicky and hyperbolic defense of British Columbia as
a European possession does not, I think, reflect a lack of understanding of
the Indigenous past and its claim on the present and future, or at least not
an uncomplicated one. Perhaps not unlike the Keith Windschuttle text
analyzed by Curthoys, McEachern’s Judgment is rooted in a profound if
implicit recognition of Indigenous claims to settler lands and an utter
inability to cope with the implications of this knowledge. However seem-
ingly illogical and incongruous, outright denial of Aboriginal history and
claims is one way that McEachern, like so many settlers before him, can
continue to think of British Columbia as his own. But this is a denial
that begins in knowledge of the Indigenousness of British Columbia, not
its absence.

Historians’ critiques also underestimate the extent to which McEach-
ern’s recapitulation of tired settler wisdom was enabled by available schol-
arly knowledge and practice. The yearning for a ‘‘total archive’’ and the
belief that historians have or should have one that can genuinely substitute
for the likes of McEachern’s may begin with a critique of the colonial
archive, but this is not su≈cient to take us where that critique may and
perhaps must lead us.∏≤ And that is to a postcolonial practice of history—
one that acknowledges and utilizes the distinctive possibilities of all ar-
chives and embraces rather than denies the interpretative challenges
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posed to mainstream historical methodology by the Indigenous archive,
alternative ways of reading the written one, and the simple admission that
the ways we know the colonial past are not only multiple but necessarily
and unevenly partial.

The Presence of the Past

McEachern’s ruling is an unexpectedly ambivalent text, one that tells us
much about how archives and historical scholarship operate within post-
colonial settler societies. Je√ Sahadeo’s analysis of Uzbekistan’s archive
demonstrates that state control over knowledge and history is rarely what
it seems or claims to be. This is a fragility produced by the particularities of
Uzbek poverty and instability, but it is not unique to it. In Delgamuukw the
Justice made a sustained attempt to employ once hegemonic ideas of
the past, the archive, and historical knowledge to render Gitksan and
Wet�suwet�en peoples and claims to British Columbia’s past and, by im-
plication, its present illegitimate and indeed unreal. The lengthy ruling
suggests that these notions have not only survived but retained a political
purchase into the closing years of the twentieth century. We need not deny
this point to acknowledge that it failed. McEachern knew well that his
ruling would be appealed even as he wrote it, commenting that he could
not ‘‘expect my judgment to be the last word on this case’’ (290). And, of
course, it wasn’t, even in narrowly judicial terms. In 1997 the Supreme
Court of Canada reversed McEachern’s judgment on appeal. That they did
so on essentially archival grounds is worth noting. While they did not find
explicit fault with British Columbia’s Court legal decision, they did argue
that McEachern had not paid su≈cient attention to the oral archive. In
doing so they both overturned the 1991 decision and made arguing Indige-
nous cases on the basis of oral evidence newly possible.

But the archive is an unstable ally in colonial politics in less obvious ways
as well. Despite the seemingly glaring links between McEachern’s concep-
tions of First Nations and colonial history and his findings in Delgamuukw,
Furniss is correct to remark that the same hoary tropes—the empty land,
the noble savage, settler benevolence—have also been used to justify legal
decisions that are widely regarded as pro-Aboriginal.∏≥ It can also have
unexpected e√ects. In Delgamuukw, McEachern’s painstaking denial of an
Aboriginal archive and an Aboriginal past had the ironic result of creating
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an entirely new sort of archive, one that spoke in a di√erent voice and
spoke di√erent things. In Delgamuukw’s aftermath, Yagalahl (Dora Wilson)
remarked:

That’s one of the things that we were criticized for. Our oral history. So now

it is in black and white for everyone to read. Evidence that was given in

the courtroom, thousands of documents, over thirty thousand documents,

that were used as exhibits in this case. Maps. Everything you could think of.

Genealogies. Letters that were written by our people in earlier days fighting

this. All sorts of goodies in there are on record, and that is a real win for us

as far as I am concerned. There is something positive there. Our history is

on record.∏∂

The Judgment thus produced the opposite of what it putatively used the
power of the law to do. It brought into being a legal system willing to ac-
knowledge the legitimacy of the Aboriginal oral archive, and it produced
an Indigenous archive that even McEachern would acknowledge as such.

Putting the colonial archive on trial shows us how archives are not only
about what they contain within their walls. They are also about absence,
although the absences in the colonial archive are not neutral, voluntary, or
strictly literal. They are, as Helena Pohlandt-McCormick argues elsewhere
in this volume, silences borne of and perpetuated by violence and radical
inequality. But these sorts of silences can speak very loudly, even when
empires, courts, and states have least wanted them to. The Justice who
listened to and read about the settler and Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en
versions of the past tried almost desperately to use long-standing intellec-
tual and legal assumptions about the stability and truth of the former and
the unreliability of the latter to explain the desire that he shared with so
many other settlers in British Columbia and elsewhere: to render Indige-
nous people and claims absent and proclaim settlers the true bearers of the
territory and its history. But for all its apparent victory, this strategy was
a failure. The Gitksan and Wet�suwet�en archive and the Gitksan and
Wet�suwet�en people did not and would not go away. Like the scattered
material found in the basement of a Seattle hotel that bears witness to the
repressed history of the internment of Japanese Americans in World War
II,∏∑ the words of Indigenous elders remain, as do the di√erent possible
readings of the written archive. And this, cumulatively, is an archive that
puts colonialism on trial again and again.
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Preface

(TP) The prefix “hyper” refers to multiplicity, abundance, and 
heterogeneity. A hypertext is more than a written text; hyper-
media is more than a single medium; and HyperCities are 
more than the physical spaces of cities. “Hyper” adds to, ex-
tends, and proliferates: many texts and media, many exten-
sions to and contestations of the historical record, and an 
infinitely open field of possibilities for participation. A Hy-
perCity is a real city overlaid with thick information net-
works that not only catalyze the present but also go back in 
time to document the past and go forward to project future 
possibilities. HyperCities are always under construction. 
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This is a book about humanities explorations of digital 
mapping. That’s strange, you say. What do the humanities 
have to do with map-making? And why write a book about 
something digital? To address the first question: the book 
brings together the methods, content, and values of the hu-
manities to create and re-create representations of places, 
what we are calling “thick mapping.” The methods are de-
sign-centered, critical interrogations and interpretations of 
the multiplicity, heterogeneity, and ambiguity of the cultural 
record of places. It is not a book about “maps” per se but 
about exploring, participating, and listening, something that 
transforms our conception of mapping into a practice of eth-
ics. At the core of this book is an idea about the possibility of 
expanding participation and of the value of knowledge in the 
service of the public good. 

But why write a book? A book allows for the choreogra-
phy of an argument. While you can certainly start at any point 
in the book or skip around at will, if you read the pages se-
quentially, you will be brought through the argument as a 
choreographed experience, much like watching a dance en-
semble perform a piece from start to finish. The authors imag-
ine the book as a stage upon which a performance takes place, 
one in which many voices and movements come together in 
time. In this sense, the book is not a simple linear narrative; 
rather, it is a staging of various kinds of narratives and media 
in a spatial arrangement that is cumulative and recursive. In 
other words, the book represents a practice of mapping, an 
emplotment of many narratives and voices at once. 

It starts with a series of essayistic pieces that define the 
key terms (HyperCities, thick mapping, digital humanities) 
before turning to a conceptual and technological genealogy 
of the HyperCities project. In places throughout the book, 
the narratives run parallel to a series of critical code studies. 
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We examine modules of code in order to expose the under-
girding assumptions and structuring principles built into the 
HyperCities project at the level of the code itself. From there, 
the first project windows open up. These windows are written 
in the voices of the authors, designers, and cartographers 
themselves. After that, the book presents a media archaeolo-
gy of Google Earth and turns to several cultural-historical 
investigations of map projections and the political epistemol-
ogies of mapping. This chapter tarries with the profound con-
tradictions and fraught dialectic at the heart of the HyperCit-
ies project and digital cultural mapping more generally. The 
final chapter focuses on two world-historical events—the 
2011 “Arab Spring” in Egypt and Libya, and the Japanese 
earthquake and tsunami that same year—through the lens of 
social media mapping. The investigation moves from aggrega-
tions of data and high-altitude visualizations to the singulari-
ty of the human voice that personalizes and punctures any 
abstracted totality. The narrative changes from theoretical and 
conceptual explorations of “events” to first-person accounts, 
photographic documents, and fragmentary, 140-character 
long Twitter streams. The geolocated tweets of a single eyewit-
ness, Tranquil Dragon, are mapped onto the space of the page 
and can be “played” like a miniature flip-book. 

Throughout the book, we can also make use of certain 
rhetorical devices, tropes, and figures such as synecdoche, 
ekphrasis, and aphorism. We consciously move between ver-
bal and visual modes, while writing in several different regis-
ters, sometimes even on the same page, in order to denatural-
ize expectations of a single, objective voice. At the same time, 
the authors assume multiple relationships to and perspec-
tives on the material, the events, and the objects of study. We 
take up these positions from within the act of writing and 
composing, as a kind of middle voice, in which neither active 
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nor passive speech predominates. This is also driven by an 
awareness of our (sometimes) precarious ethical stance and 
embodied relationship vis-à-vis the material under consider-
ation. Sometimes the view is “zoomed out” from a perspec-
tive of abstracted data, and sometimes the view is profoundly 
“zoomed in,” such as Kawano’s experience of going inside the 
radiation zone around the Fukushima nuclear power plant. 
This is a view that is no longer that of a safe spectator but of 
a body-at-risk. 

More pointedly, the book is an experiment in remedia-
tion, in which certain expectations of genre and narrative are 
consciously flouted. “Scholarly” writing exists side-by-side 
with code, which exists side-by-side with community gener-
ated content and voices from the public-at-large through so-
cial media feeds. As the book progresses, the long-form nar-
ratives break down into smaller and smaller pieces such as 
data streams, tweets, and images to reveal different perspec-
tives—distant and close—on the mapping of events. The last 
chapter literalizes Walter Benjamin’s famous injunction that 
“history breaks down into images, not into histories [or sto-
ries, or narratives].”1 Benjamin was playing with the German 
term for history (Geschichte), which can mean an event (in 
the sense of das Geschehen, something that happened) as well 
as “history” or “story” in the sense of a narrative account of 
events and occurrences. For Benjamin, there is no homology 
between that which happened and the narrative means to 
present the past; instead, there are only transitory, fragile, and 
dialectical images, which form montages of interplay and 
constellations of tension between that which was and the 
now-time of a given present.

Altogether, you are looking at a book that was collabo-
ratively conceived, authored, and choreographed at every 
stage of its development and design. The primary authors 
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were Todd Presner (Minion Pro), David Shepard (OCRB), 
and Yoh Kawano (Neuzeit S). Not unlike Mark Z. Danielews-
ki’s experimental novel House of Leaves, the different fonts 
within the book indicate changes in narrative voices. The 
book also features contributions written and designed by 
project leaders that open up as “windows” onto the Hyper-
Cities idea and digital cultural mapping more generally. 
There are four such windows in the book: a thickly layered 
“ghost map” of downtown Los Angeles by Philip Ethington; a 
cultural history of Historic Filipinotown (HiFi) in Los Ange-
les by Mike Blockstein and Reanne Estrada, told through 
multiple mappings of this neighborhood using personal sto-
ries, art installations, and video testimonies; a four-dimen-
sional geotemporal argument and virtual worlds exploration 
of the Roman Forum in the ancient world by Diane Favro 
and Chris Johanson; and, finally, a day-by-day and hour-by-
hour mapping of the Tehran election protests of 2009 by 
Xárene Eskandar using social media. 

In selecting these four windows, we wanted to showcase 
some of the variety and texture of mapping projects in the 
digital humanities. They are each told through the voices of 
the primary project cartographers and exemplify innovative 
approaches to creating and deepening public knowledge. In 
the case of the HiFi project, for example, many of the voices 
are those of immigrant youth living in Historic Filipinotown, 
collaborating with a class at UCLA, the Pilipino Workers 
Center of Southern California, and a social enterprise called 
Public Matters to create a cultural record and to preserve 
community memories of this neighborhood. In the case of 
Tehran, the maps are attempts to curate the voices and imag-
es of protest in the face of powers determined to suppress 
and erase them. 

All these voices and maps come together not in a hy-
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pertext (which continuously changes) but a hyperbook about 
HyperCities, a “build” of a digital platform in the form of a 
book. It is a polyvocal, multilevel form inspired by and con-
structed with digital technology, manifested in print because 
a printed book can assemble these multitudes into a snapshot 
before they separate again. Or not a snapshot, perhaps, but a 
timed exposure: many of these projects and ideas took years 
to assemble, and we hope they will persist. This record marks 
them as enduring but acknowledges they may change or dis-
appear. It is an act of remediation and transmission, as much 
as an act of preservation, of the ephemerality of the digital.

PREFACE
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HyperCities

        Imagine a digital narrative crisscross-
ing place and time, starting with the 
date and location of your birth. The nar-
rative grows, fragments, and connects 
many places and times together, as your 
life unfolds and as you tell your story. 
Any event in your life can be geo- and 
time-located, and each event connects 
with innumerable other events in your 
life and the lives of others. Everyone’s 
life story intersects with countless others 
at every moment, creating ever denser 
webs that document the complexity of  

(TP) 
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the human experience. Every story matters, every voice can 
be heard, every event—no matter how big or how small —
can be captured. 

What if the World Wide Web was composed of lives, not 
pages? Imagine a search and discovery tool for this web in 
which you traveled through time and space, rather than in-
putting keywords in an empty white box. Imagine browsing 
this web by deciding where and when you wanted to go rath-
er than what you needed to find. What if you could “drill 
down” at a given place over the last ten seconds, the last ten 
minutes, the last ten months, the last ten years, or the last ten 
centuries? Among other things you might find historical 
maps, architectural reconstructions, personal stories, pictures, 
documents, and other sources that bring alive the texture and 
vibrancy of past places. What if you could search any place in 
the world on a single day, and what if these ever-expanding, 
ever-thicker webs of events, documents, and lives were keyed 
to physical locations in built spaces? What if there was a way 
to let the ghosts return, the memories come to life, and the 
silenced voices be heard? Would it be a vision of digital de-
mocracy or a dystopia of total knowledge and control? 

Alas, HyperCities doesn’t exist. It’s an idea, largely unre-
alized, perhaps impossible. This book is an exploration of 
attempts to imagine, build, and tarry with something called 
HyperCities. It documents a series of “laboratory” projects 
inspired by this idea. If you are looking for a finished soft-
ware platform called HyperCities, let us be clear: it doesn’t 
exist. There is no fully functional, released piece of software, 
only a series of prototypes, experiments, code modules, and 
projects that more or less work. This book is a synthesis of the 
HyperCities idea, composed in historical, conceptual, and 
speculative modes. It tells the dialectical story of an idea—
through many voices and with many authors—in the bur-
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geoning field called “thick mapping in the digital humanities.” 
Semantically, the term “HyperCities” accords with “hy-

pertext” and “hypermedia,” coinages by the visionary media 
theorist Theodor Nelson.2 In a seminal essay of 1965, “A File 
Structure for the Complex, the Changing, and the Indetermi-
nate,” Nelson sketched out an open-ended, non-linear system 
for organizing, interlinking, and accessing information. A 
hypertextual structure, in his articulation, cannot be reduced 
to a single medium (such as print) and could grow and 
change as new information was added to the system. The 
term “hypertext” thus refers to “a body of written or pictorial 
material interconnected in such a complex way that it could 
not conveniently be presented or represented on paper . . . 
Such a system could grow indefinitely, gradually including 
more and more of the world’s written knowledge” (144). An-
ticipating the World Wide Web by nearly twenty years, Nel-
son called his invention the “Evolutionary List File,” an inter-
connected, interlinked, hypermedia information system that 
could grow and proliferate as users added new material. As 
an open-ended authoring, curatorial, and annotation envi-
ronment, HyperCities is founded on an analogous logic.

Within the disciplines of geography and urban plan-
ning, “hypercities” sometimes refer to densely populated cit-
ies with more than twenty million inhabitants, so-called 
“megacities.” While this definition is relevant for investigating 
urbanism and population dynamics, the HyperCities idea 
focuses on the past, present, and future of cities. In this re-
spect, HyperCities are much larger than twenty million in-
habitants, since they might embody the entire (largely erased 
or absent) history of a city—potentially every life, every 
structure, every street, every voice over time. Of course, it 
would be absurd to posit the resuscitation of the dead or pur-
sue a naïve positivism (that the past can be fully recuperated 
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or represented by the employment of technology); instead, 
HyperCities is about the possibility of telling stories, of nar-
rating places, and of producing new configurations of knowl-
edge in which every past, present, and future is a place. In 
this sense, mapping history is about curating places, conjur-
ing and caring for ghosts.

Thick Mapping

Mapping is not a one-time thing, and maps are not sta-
ble objects that reference, reflect, or correspond to an exter-
nal reality. Mapping is a verb and bespeaks an on-going pro-
cess of picturing, narrating, symbolizing, contesting, re-pic-
turing, re-narrating, re-symbolizing, erasing, and re-inscrib-
ing a set of relations. On its most fundamental level, a map is 
a graphical representation of a set of relations. Maps are visu-
al arguments and stories; they make claims and harbor ideals, 
hopes, desires, biases, prejudices, and violences. They are al-
ways relational, in dialogue or in contact with someone or 
something. They may or may not attempt to reference, reflect, 
or represent an “external reality” (however one defines that), 
but they are fundamentally propositions, suffused with 
world-views, structuring epistemologies, and ways of seeing. 
Maps are representations of a world, which reference other 
such representations. When we georeference historical maps, 
we are not “correcting” them or making them “accurate”; in-
stead, we are keying one representation to another represen-
tation (not to reality).

The history of cartography indicates a clear recognition 
of the material substance or media of the map. The very 
terms “map“ and “chart“ derive from their materiality: the 
Latin word carta denotes a formal document on paper or 
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parchment, while the term mappa indicates cloth.3 Prior to 
the printing of maps in the late fifteenth century, maps were 
often drawn on parchment or cloth or etched in wood, metal, 
or stone. In Renaissance Europe, the circumnavigation of the 
world and the production of accurate projections for empiri-
cal exploration went hand-in-hand with the engraving of 
world maps and the production of celestial and terrestrial 
globes. With the development of the printing press and the 
scientific revolution in the Age of the Enlightenment, map-
ping began to assume a central role in developing accurate 
statistical methods (such as the census) and the proliferation 
of mappable data, both of which played a critical role in the 
expansion of the European nation-state and the colonial con-
quest of the “unknown” world. Not until the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries did non-print technologies 
(particularly, aerial photography and film) play a role in pro-
ducing maps of the world. This would be taken to a new level 
with the deployment of remote sensing Global Positioning 
Satellites (GPS), allowing accurate determinations and tar-
geting of any point on earth according to latitude, longitude, 
altitude, and time. With the development of the first compu-
tational tools for producing digital maps and analyzing 
troves of geo-data in the 1970s, the material history of map-
ping entered a new chapter: mapping was transmogrified 
into computational processes and Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS). Today, web-based mapping applications such 
as Google Earth, OpenStreetMap, and WorldMap have 
brought the analytic tools of GIS to the general public and 
are changing the way people create, visualize, interpret, and 
access geographic information. 

Digital mapping offers a significant break in the history 
of cartography precisely because it fundamentally changes 
the materiality and media of mapping. Unlike artifactual 
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maps on paper, cloth, or parchment, digital maps are extensi-
ble, mobile, and networked. As such, new data about location 
(ranging from traffic reports, crime statistics, voting patterns, 
and housing prices to user-generated routes, historical pho-
tographs, and personal stories) can be instantly added from a 
range of web-enabled devices. But until recently, these tools 
have primarily served utilitarian purposes (like driving di-
rections), as well as, more ominously, micro-level surveil-
lance and population monitoring. Following the 2012 presi-
dential race, massive amounts of GIS data, strategically keyed 
to and targeted at the granularity of a given household, were 
touted as critical determinants for Obama’s reelection. And 
following the revelations of the scope of the NSA’s dataveil-
lance programs, we now know that we live in a world in 
which everything and everyone can be watched, monitored, 
tracked, and mapped. “Thick mapping” has an underbelly of 
unmitigated paranoia and unchecked control.

On its most basic level, “thick mapping” refers to the 
processes of collecting, aggregating, and visualizing ever 
more layers of geographic or place-specific data. Thick maps 
are sometimes called “deep maps” because they embody tem-
poral and historical dynamics through a multiplicity of lay-
ered narratives, sources, and even representational practices.4 
But “thickness,” as we are using the term here, is not quite 
tantamount to “depth.” Depth models, of course, abound in 
the history of modernism: Freud imagines psychoanalysis as 
an archaeological enterprise, likened to unearthing ancient 
Rome, in which the latent desires of the subject can be 
probed ever more deeply; hermeneutical models in the sci-
ences and certain historical disciplines imagine their meth-
ods as excavations of hidden processes and meanings; the 
aesthetic forms of modernism—the black square on a black 
canvas, the glass box, but also the montage form—stemmed 
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from a world in which deep, total, and utopian “solutions” 
were still imaginable and possible. Postmodernism, on the 
other hand, is supposedly all about surface, the infinite play 
of signifiers, the total loss of historicity, and the schizophren-
ic subject called to cognitively map the world in order to 
somehow brook resistance to the leveling effects of capital-
ism. It privileges categories of spatiality precisely because the 
mutation in the global spaces of multinational capital re-
quires the development of new perceptual habits to find ori-
entation, develop agency, and map this space.5

HyperCities draws from both modernism and post-
modernism: it is inspired by a depth model rooted in the idea 
of archaeological coring and can be seen as a response to the 
crisis of historicity. And yet it is infinitely extensible and rhi-
zomatic in practice, simultaneously moving vertically and 
horizontally, down and across. Intertextual play exists side-
by-side with historical layers of meaning-making; practices 
of cognitive mapping are both global and local but never 
simply mimetic, as if a stable external reality can be reliably 
and definitively mapped.

Instead of positing another depth model or yet another 
celebration of postmodern hyperspace, the HyperCities proj-
ect strives for “thickness.” Thickness means extensibility and 
polyvocality: diachronic and synchronic, temporally layered, 
and polyvalent ways of authoring, knowing, and making 
meaning. Not unlike the notion of “thick description” made 
famous by anthropologist Clifford Geertz, thickness connotes 
a kind of cultural analysis trained on the political, economic, 
linguistic, social, and other stratificatory and contextual reali-
ties in which human beings act and create.6 By eschewing any 
kind of universalism, it is a kind of analysis that is intrinsi-
cally incomplete, always under contestation, and never reach-
ing any kind of final, underlying truth. Thick mappings, like 
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thick descriptions, emphasize context and meaning-making 
through a combination of micro and macro analyses that 
foster a multiplicity of interpretations rather than simply re-
porting facts or considering maps as somehow given, objec-
tive, or complete.

Thick maps are conjoined with stories, and stories are 
conjoined with maps, such that ever more complex contexts 
for meaning are created. As such, thick maps are never fin-
ished and meanings are never definitive. They are infinitely 
extensible and participatory, open to the unknown and to 
futures that have not yet come. And perhaps most important-
ly, thick maps betray their conditions of possibility, their au-
thorship and contingency, without naturalizing or imposing 
a singular world-view. In essence, thick maps give rise to 
forms of counter-mapping, alternative maps, multiple voices, 
and on-going contestations. Thick maps are not simply “more 
data” on maps, but interrogations of the very possibility of 
data, mapping, and cartographic representational practices. 
In this sense, “thickness” arises from the never-ending fric-
tion between maps and counter-maps, constructions and de-
constructions, mappings and counter-mappings.

Digital Humanities

The conjunction of “digital” and “humanities” raises 
fundamental questions for documenting and analyzing the 
cultural record of humankind. “Digital” is a shorthand term 
that connotes the domain of the computational governed by 
binary numeric form and the electronic technologies that 
operate according to this logic. The Internet and the World 
Wide Web are, of course, digital technologies but the digital 
refers, more broadly, to any computational or algorithmic 
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procedure to encode, present, distribute, and analyze data. 
This logic is, ostensibly, antithetical to the “humanities” which 
are, at least traditionally, the domain of the arts, philosophy, 
literature, and culture more generally. The humanities are 
characterized by creative energies and critical practices that 
relish ambiguity, subjectivity, and interpretation. They cannot 
be reduced to ones and zeros.

But over the past decade, the methods, media, and ma-
teriality of humanities research have undergone dramatic 
change, with massive new possibilities emerging for author-
ship, creative design, meaning-making, data curation, inter-
action, and dissemination of scholarship. The world of print 
culture has not vanished, but it has become transformed in 
fundamental ways and supplemented by new technologies 
that allow researchers to ask entirely new questions about the 
cultural record, at a scale that requires computation. As such, 
the humanities have developed new research methods 
through their encounter with the computational sciences, not 
only creating large and complex cultural datasets for analysis 
but also fostering humanistic approaches to algorithmic 
thought, which interrogate the governing assumptions built 
into technologies, data, and computational practices them-
selves. “Digital Humanities” is an emerging field that explores 
the deeply productive tension and precarious linkage be-
tween computational practices and humanities scholarship. 
The HyperCities project is a product of this linkage.

This is why HyperCities is not primarily a “technologi-
cal” or “computational” problem but foremost a “humanities” 
problem, namely one of memory, narrative, archival practic-
es, knowledge design, and, finally, ethics. The Digital Human-
ities for which I am arguing is not simply about computa-
tional processing of data but about the design of something 
new, an “insertion”—as Hannah Arendt might say—of a new 



potentiality, of a future that remains open to possibilities, 
even new worlds. We thus begin by inserting ourselves into 
the world.
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 Citation is political. Since Richard Delgado’s groundbreaking article "The Imperial
Scholar [1]," critical race theorists have been interested in how the politics of citation
shape both disciplinary knowledge and the career trajectories of scholars of color.
Delgado argued that racial exclusion deeply shaped legal scholarship on African-
American civil rights. Top (white) civil rights scholars tended to rely upon a closed circle
of citation that reinforced the very barriers to racial inclusion that their scholarship was
ostensibly designed to undermine. Delgado identified potential problems introduced to
legal scholarship by racially biased citation. White civil rights scholars may have a
different set of interests than scholars of color, subtly influencing their reasoning. Or
white scholars may be inadequate defenders of the rights of people of color.

Racially biased citations patterns are by no means limited to law. Scholars have also
noted the deep racial inequality in disciplines such as philosophy [2] and the history of
anthropology [3]. And sociologists, for their part, have recently turned their attention to the
how racial exclusion has shaped their discipline, as reflected in the omission of W. E. B.
Du Bois and the Atlanta Sociological Laboratory [4] from the sociological canon, the
minimization of racism in empirical findings, and much more. Just this week, a group of
communications scholars analyzed [5] citation patterns over the last 10 years. Looking at
12 journals, the authors found that scholars of color remain undercited and are less likely
to serve on editorial boards.

Much of the bias in citation patterns may be unintentional, as a path of dependency is
built into them that reflects, reproduces and legitimates racial inequality. Inequality is
reflected through a veneration of the classics. In the social sciences and humanities,
many of these works were written during a period when racial and gender exclusion was
simply expected and taken for granted. What counts as canonical is shaped by who had
access to existing knowledge and the tools and institutional resources to produce new
knowledge.

Inequality is reproduced (and whiteness is institutionalized) by citation patterns as earlier
periods of overt exclusion are legitimated by an almost ritualistic citation of certain
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thinkers. Finally, this process is legitimated when citation metrics are interpreted as
simply meritorious, rather than shaped by explicit racial exclusion. For instance, on
Twitter, I saw this list of the most influential sociological books of the 20th century [6]. It is,
as far as I can tell, a list of all white men. The discipline of sociology is interested in
processes of racial, gender and class exclusion. Yet our citation practices may end up
replicating the same types of social closure and status seeking that we condemn
elsewhere.

The racial politics of citation have real effects. Citations draw our attention to the ideas
that supposedly matter, they are a measure of one’s intellectual influence and they
shape what we are able to think about a given field. Citations, or a lack thereof, bolster
reputations and facilitate or exclude one from subsequent opportunities. Segregated
scholarly networks impoverish knowledge and produce what Jennifer C. Mueller, a
sociologist at Skidmore College, calls a type of white ignorance [7] about race. Data
showing that scholars of color are underrepresented in publications, citation rates or
other venues can be explained away as the personal failings of unproductive
researchers rather than the result of systematic exclusion. That allows whites to maintain
a type of studied ignorance that furthers racial dominance and forecloses potentially
valuable avenues of intellectual inquiry. Beyond this, biased citation patterns are simply
bad for the accumulation of knowledge.

When I think about citation patterns, and the politics of peer review more broadly, I am
often reminded that the Black Panthers argued black people in the United States were
never tried by a jury of their peers [8]. White people nearly always controlled access to
jury pools. In many disciplines, peer review, access to publishing opportunities and
suggestions on whose work should be cited must pass through white gatekeepers.
Intentionally or not, strong evidence shows that bias can inform the types of research
that is considered valid and worthy of citation. Like the recent calls for inclusion riders [9]

in Hollywood to ensure minority representation, scholars and editors should take
proactive measures to make sure researchers are citing relevant work by
underrepresented scholars.

I anticipate objections to this argument, being that I am advocating for a form of
affirmative action or that citations are an objective measure of intellectual worth. But
objecting to the need to cite more scholars of color on these grounds is simply
wrongheaded. First, if affirmative action is a policy of intervention aimed at lessening
historical and current racial inequalities, it is hard to argue that academe has sufficiently
addressed these issues. Higher education, despite some representational inroads,
remains a white institutional space [10], with highly racialized patterns of access,
resources and rewards. If advocating for a more racially balanced pattern of citation is
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unfavorable treatment, there are a lot of white scholars out there who have greatly
benefited from such treatment.

Second, this history of racial exclusion in academe makes it difficult to claim that citation
patterns are neutral measures. Like teaching evaluations and tenure reviews [11], patterns
of citation are influenced by the long -- and continuing -- history of unequal racial power
in the academy.  
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Building Games at the Intersection of Race,
Trans Life and Mental Illness

An Interview with Riley H.

—by The Editor (https://modelviewculture.com/authors/the-editors) & Riley H

(https://modelviewculture.com/authors/riley-h) on March 28th, 2016

Riley H. is a Black trans femme computer scientist, video game creator, diversity in tech advocate, and

contributor to Model View Culture, penning popular pieces including Dear White Women in Tech:

Here’s a Thought — Follow Your Own Advice (https://modelviewculture.com/pieces/dear-white-

women-in-tech-heres-a-thought-follow-your-own-advice) and Your Half-Assed Diversity

Initiatives Aren’t Going to Cut It In 2016 (https://modelviewculture.com/pieces/your-half-assed-

diversity-initiatives-arent-going-to-cut-it-in-2016). They’re currently building a non-pro�t, 2D

fantasy game centering queer and trans people of color (https://www.youcaring.com/my-own-and-

other-similar-projects-527012), and we sat down with them to discuss the importance of

representation in video games, the challenges that face queer and trans people of color in funding their

work, and what’s next for the project.

MVC: To start out with, one of the things that you’ve talked about is how di�cult it is to

share and build support for your work when you’re targeted for online harassment. How is

that threat and that reality limiting what you’ve been able to do?

Four years ago, I started a fairly small-scale fundraiser for character concept art on a game

project. During and a�er the fundraiser, I received death and rape threats multiple times a

day. Even a�er the fundraiser was done, the harassment continued. Despite the fact that I

delivered the character concept art commissioned, plus environment art and a full 3D model,

as well as a breakdown of where all the money went, the same group that had been stalking

and harassing me for months started a fresh campaign, this time to paint me as a scam artist.

(https://medium.com/@dtwps/the-scam-or-how-i-became-a-programmer-fo-realz-

5da0714e3ebb#.yijqrph7b)
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In the time that’s passed, I was able to return to school and I �nish this semester. Meanwhile,

these same people are now working tirelessly to try to get my new fundraiser shut down,

including reporting it to YouCaring (where we’re hosting the campaign). YouCaring asked us

for proof that the game was in progress, they received it and were satis�ed. They even had to

shut o� my comments because people were being so disgusting. Unsatis�ed with that, people

began to donate just to leave gross comments.

It’s the most exhausting part of all of this. I’m not even comfortable having the other people

working on the project speak because they may be violently attacked next. I have to spend

extra time avoiding and blocking people, which takes away from my working hours, on top of

just emotionally and mentally dealing with the harassment as a disabled autistic person.

It’s the kind of story that people ignore while they’re demanding that those who want better

and more representation “make their own”, and it’s a huge problem.

MVC: That aspect – online harassment – really compounds the existing structural barriers

that queer and trans people of color, especially Black women and femmes, face in funding

their work in tech and gaming. Can you talk a bit about that?

When a Black face is on a fundraiser, the fundraiser is usually doomed from the start. There

have also been numerous studies about how initiatives to help Black children receive

substantially less in donations than those meant for non-Black children. On the business side,

people simply don’t think that Black femmes can achieve anything. The average failed

startup run by white people receives 1.3M. Failed startup. This is literally money lost to the

ether, and it still receives multiple times more money than the average Black woman does

where venture capitalist funding is concerned: #ProjectDiane revealed that Black women get

an average of 0% of the available VC money. (https://modelviewculture.com/news/exposing-

the-reality-of-black-women-and-venture-funding-digitalundivided-founder-kathryn-�nney-

on-projectdiane) That’s for those who want to make successful businesses.

If you don’t want to run a company? You don’t even get the ability to be turned down for

funding. Crowdfunding, which used to be the solution for projects like this, has been taken

over by corporations who already have 50K to throw at a prototype. People try to claim that

this ensures higher quality, but it doesn’t. The same failed projects by white men are still

making large amounts of money…and everyone else now has to try to raise money to fund a

reasonable test version of their projects in hopes that they will be able to crowdfund the full

work successfully. It really becomes impossible without connections somewhere, or having

the funds to sink into the early development yourself.

MVC: What do you hope to accomplish with your game, as far as creating more positive

representation in gaming?

https://modelviewculture.com/news/exposing-the-reality-of-black-women-and-venture-funding-digitalundivided-founder-kathryn-finney-on-projectdiane
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If the game can reach one person, it’d be worth it for me. I have no interest in making money,

only telling stories, which is a huge part of why I want to go non-pro�t. I just want to provide

another example to show that representation is a real, possible, viable thing, and that it can be

enjoyed. I want some mentally ill Black kid like myself to have something to keep them going

another day. When you have little else to rely on due to your circumstances, an escape is so

meaningful. Books and comics are another way to pull yourself out of your traumas

temporarily, but I have always had a special place in my heart for video games since they

allow me to navigate the story at my own pace, which lets the character I’m playing wholly

envelop me. For the hours that can be sunk into games with meaningful stories and great

representation, su�ering doesn’t seem as real.

We have 9-10 main characters as of right now. Largely women or femmes, nearly all of color.

We explore transgender motherhood and queerness, we explore the interaction of varieties

of people and the internet, we explore di�erent body sizes and we explore mental illness and

other varieties of neuroatypicality. Since the few members in the team re�ect all of these

things, we just need to come from our own experiences!

https://www.flickr.com/photos/wocintechchat/25388682374/in/album-72157664006621903/


On a more personal level, I’d like to grow from making this game. I’d like to learn more about

making bigger and better games faster, so I can make materials for others, released open

source so they can be community tools! I’d like the source code to be of use to some Black

developers who have always wanted to make a game but are struggling to �gure out more

complicated coding. I want to learn more so I can spread more and better information. This

is meant to be a start, not an end.

MVC: Tell us a little about the tech behind the game! What tools, frameworks, languages

are you using, what’s been the hardest part so far, what are you learning along the way?

Testing the battle system.

I’m working in Game Maker, using GML. Game Maker has a lot of issues but it’s perfectly

capable of making amazing, beautiful, top quality 2D games and I’ve gotten to see a few in

the last week that really made me happy about the engine’s capabilities. There is also a really



large community around the engine, since it’s been around for a while and is constantly

being upgraded, and I can �nd just about anything I want by searching forums or digging

through the documentation.

The hardest part, not counting the amount of work something like this takes, is de�nitely

�guring out new programming models that are speci�c to gaming. Even though using an

engine cuts down on certain parts of the work, only RPG Maker has all the parts to make an

RPG built-in. There was still a lot of background work to be done before we could even get to

the point we are at now. The early time working on the game was meant to implement

components to smooth the development along by allowing us to simply call regular RPG

elements with easy functions and allow them to self-manage.

Right now, we’ve �nished those an initial implementation of those components, but right

now I’m taking much needing coding time o� to really hammer down the design, not only of

the prototype level (which is the actual �rst level, somewhat muted in art to �t it all in), but of

the battle system itself. Funny enough, I don’t mean this in a high level way; we already know

how it works, but in a more basic way, like how the exact state machine design should work. I

had a wonderful Computational Theory professor that told me that if you take the time to

design your programs as deterministic �nite automata, you’ll be much better for it, and that’s

what I’m doing here, particularly with modular parts so that we’re able to remove elements of

the gameplay that don’t work well and replace them with better parts.

MVC: What are the next steps for the game, and how can people support your work?

How can people support it? Talk about it. Spread my story. Let the world know that I’m a

human being that deserves the most basic respect. For those of you who have seen my

project, keep an eye on it! Share it! If that makes you want to support us �nancially, knowing

the hardships that I face and in general, Black femmes face getting support for their work,

you can do so here (https://www.youcaring.com/help-marginalized-people-through-media)!

Or you can just RT this and spread the word

(https://twitter.com/dtwps/status/706645416050229248)! I had no real hope of getting this far,

even, so I and my programming buddy would be really grateful.

Please contribute to Riley’s work by donating to their crowdfunding campaign today! It’s already over

half-way funded to the �rst milestone, but they’ll need to double to that to complete the prototype and

build the foundation for the �nal build. Help them get there by donating today – any amount helps

(https://www.youcaring.com/my-own-and-other-similar-projects-527012).
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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
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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, 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,  retro
humanism 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
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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;  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
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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
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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  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
oftoverlooked 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



1/31/2017 DHQ: Digital Humanities Quarterly: Beyond the Margins: Intersectionality and the Digital Humanities

http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/9/2/000208/000208.html 6/13

18

19

"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, middle
class, 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.

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?"
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 [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 highranking 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,"  suggest  an  effort  to  foreground  a  range  of  objects  from  125
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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 fiftythree 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
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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. Minhha:  "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  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
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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 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?
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To borrow a turn of phrase from Simone de Beauvoir (1989 [1949]): one is not born a gamer, one

becomes one. [T.L. Taylor makes a similar twist of the classic phrase in Play Between Worlds when she

says “One is not born an Everquest player, one becomes one” (2006, p. 32).] This is perhaps even truer

of being a gamer than it is of women in Beauvoir’s original formulation. As an identity defined by

consumption, identifying as a gamer is more clearly a choice than are identities more directly written on

the body, defined by kinship structures, and/or dictated by legislation. It is not, however, a consequence-

free choice as the interviews described below indicate. Like other forms of identity, being a gamer is

defined in relation to dominant discourses about who plays games, the deployment of subcultural

capital, the context in which players find themselves, and who are the subjects of game texts.

We might relate the experience of gamer identity to the notion of interpellation. In his canonical text,

“The Ideological State Apparatus,” Louis Althusser uses the metaphor of being hailed by a police officer

and asserts that it is in the turning that a person realizes she/he is the “you” being called on, and thus

becomes interpellated by, or a subject of, the state apparatus (1998 [1971], p. 185). This article seeks to

understand the intersections of investment in a medium, audience construction, and diversity of

identities represented in game texts. In it, I explore how and if people who play video games turn to the

hail “hey gamer,” and the implications this has for diversity of in-game representation if they do not

believe that they are the ones being hailed. Moreover, I question how useful “gamer” as a term is to the

broader goals of feminist game studies. Rather than expanding who might be included in  “gamer”

identity, how might we argue for greater representation in games in a way that works outside the market

logic of the term itself?

As games became a niche consumer product during the late 1980s and 1990s, following the U.S. game

market crash (Kent, 2001), the content of both games and the construction of the audience were

profoundly homogenized (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, & De Peuter, 2003). Over time and through a focus

on core gamers as the primary market, gamer as an identity category has become an invested position

describing more than just a person who plays digital games.  It requires investment, both social and

economic, in the medium. Calls for more diversity in games have in many ways focused on proving that

gamers as a group are more diverse than previously thought (Shaw, 2012a). Indeed many feminist game

scholars have analyzed the limited ways in which gamers have been constructed and the impact this has

had on how women in particular are represented in games (Cassell & Jenkins, 2000; Kafai, Heeter,

Denner, & Sun, 2008; Taylor, 2006). More and more researchers are also looking beyond the console

and PC to see how casual and mobile gaming complicate prevailing notions of how, when, and by whom
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games are played (Consalvo, 2009; Hjorth & Richardson, 2010; Juul, 2009). Building on their insights, I

want to make sense of how players who fall outside the constructed norm of “hardcore,” white,

heterosexual, cisgendered male players within the U.S. context relate to this medium and how this might

reform arguments for representation in the medium. Drawing upon the insights of feminist media

scholars like Ien Ang (1991), Janice Radway (1988), Julie D’Acci (2004), and Liz Bird (2003), I make

this argument by working outside the limits of the constructed audience, looking at the way game play

fits within players’ everyday lives, and rethinking representation outside normative identity categories.

In previous work I have described the way gamer identity intersects with gendered, racial, and sexual

identity categories (Shaw, 2012a). In that article I found that how people related to gamer identity

seemed closely tied to whether and how they had been marketed to as specific niche game audiences.

Branching out of that work, this article offers insights into how gamer identity is performed, particularly

in relation to subcultural capital, social contexts, and the impact individual players’ relationship to the

medium has on demands for representation. I use the insight offered by critical theories of identity,

primarily from a feminist and queer political critique of identity categories, to disentangle the

mechanisms by which gamer identity is formed. I do this not toward the end of reforming the category,

but to point out that demands for representation in this medium can be made outside of inclusion in

marketing discourse. I also discuss the way interviewees distance themselves from game play,

describing the games as “silly” and thus not to be taken seriously, as an issue game scholars must take

much more (paradoxically) seriously. In part our efforts must be directed towards changing audiences

relationship to the medium more than redressing the limited ways in which various gaming audiences

are constructed.

Critical Identity Theories

Identity as a gamer, like all identities, exists as a conversation between the individual and social,

structural discourses. Critical identity theory that build on post-structuralism are particularly useful in

parsing how and when gamer identity is adopted by those that play video games. Indeed, the

institutional construction of identities is a prevalent theme in both media representation and social

theory. Many contemporary theorists have argued that identity exists between rather than within

individuals (see for example Appiah, 2005; Gilroy, 2004; Hall, 1996). There is empirical evidence,

moreover, that identities are experienced at the nexus of the individual and the social (for two recent

examples see Gray, 2009; Valentine, 2007). We are not, as earlier structuralist theorists argued, wholly

shaped by external forces; that everything we do is inherently social, does not mean that social

structures determine our actions.

In many ways identification is a more useful way of understanding identity formation than identity per

se, as Hall (1966) describes. Identities and subjects are made in specific moments, via the process of



identification.

The notion that an effective suturing of the subject to a subject-position requires not only that the
subject is ‘hailed,’ but that the subject invests in the position, means that suturing has to be
thought of as an articulation, rather than a one-sided process, and that in turn places
identification, if not identities, firmly on the theoretical agenda. (p. 6)

Hall argues that a focus on identification is more politically useful than a focus on identity, as it allows

for the self-definition of the individual rather than on defining them from the outside. In this article I

focus on how people identify as gamers, rather than gamers as a fan group or industry construction.

Identification does not entail audiences creating their own “identities,” but rather working within a

context in which particular identities are being articulated. That is not to say that identity is wholly self-

defined, but rather researchers can look at how structures shape identities through individuals’ reflexive

articulations of their identities.

In this project I use how interviewees’ identifications as gamers are articulated through Judith Butler’s

twinned notions of performance and precarity. According to Butler, identities are performed in ways that

make categories like genders seem natural: “[P]erformativity is not a singular act, but a repetition and a

ritual, which achieves its effect through its naturalization in the context of a body understood, in part, as

a culturally sustained temporal duration” (2006, p. xv). Performativity here is not akin to Goffman’s

(1959) dramaturgical self, as she explains in her response to Benhabib in the edited volume Feminist

Contentions (Butler, 1995). People are not simply playing parts in different social contexts. Rather, for

Butler the performance of gender is like much more like a speech act (Austin, 1962). The performance

of gender is what constitutes gender. These performances must draw on a broader system of meaning

which helps render those utterances, those performances, intelligible. As I discuss below, we can think

of gamer identity to as something that is actively performed by those that claim it.

However, it is not the case that anyone who wishes can perform gamer identity. Indeed, central to this

analysis is the ways in which gamer identity as a construction and performance is closed off for some

players and in particular contexts. It is in this sense that I use Butler’s discussion of precarity. Butler

(2009) has proposed that precarity works hand in hand with performativity. Precarity refers to the ways

in which one must perform identities in an intelligible way, in a way that can be read by others, in order

to be recognized. One might perform in a variety of transgressive ways in order to destabilize

categories, but “to be a subject at all requires first complying with certain norms that govern recognition

– that make a person recognizable. And so, non-compliance calls into question the viability of one’s life,

the ontological conditions of one’s persistence” (p. xi).  Although she is discussing this at the level of

the nation-state and citizenship, in particular the way marginalized populations are at the mercy of

neoliberalism and the violence of nationalism. I argue, however, that her articulation is useful in the



realm of consumer culture specifically because such a term allows us to argue for a politics of

representation that comes precisely from the edge rather than reimagining the center. Butler writes,

“Performativity has everything to do with ‘who’ can become produced as a recognizable subject […]

Precarious life characterizes such lives who do not qualify as recognizable” (p. xii). In using this

charged term to refer to the sphere of consumer culture I do not mean to diminish precarity’s ties to life

and death. Rather, I think drawing on it helps charge feminist game studies to make an argument for

representation that does not only reinforce the importance of those who are already marketable as

audiences. What can our demands for representation look like when we move beyond just broadening

out who counts as a gamer?

Method

The broader study from which this paper is drawn focused on why, when and how media representation

is important to individuals who are members of groups which have traditionally been marginalized in

mainstream U.S. media, focusing on the intersections of sexuality, gender and race. This was a three-

stage study. First, I used a general survey, administered online, to locate potential interviewees.  A

group of interviewees  who identified as non-heterosexual, non-cisgendered male, and/or not solely

white  were then selected from the completed surveys. Additionally, I was interested in people who

play video games, rather than “gamers” per se, so I sampled across the types of games, platforms, and

amount of time they play. In addition, I had the opportunity to speak with two heterosexual, white male

partners of two of those interviewees, and the non-gaming, queer white female partner of one other

participant. I conducted two separate interviews. During the first interview I focused on their general

backgrounds, thoughts on media representation and how and if they identify with fictional characters.

The second interview was a “gaming interview,” as described in Schott and Horrell (p. xi), during which

interviewees played a game they were familiar with while I watched (or played with them depending on

their preference) and asked questions.

The goal in this project was to see how and if representation of various identities became important to

these players, as well as whether or not they identified as gamers. This was done in part because much

of the discussion of representation in games tends to focus on self-identified gamers, but I argue that an

even more compelling case for representation can be made by looking at the edges of game play. Indeed,

as T.L. Taylor (2003) has shown, female gamers play despite their under- or mis-representation. I

wanted to investigate those who play but do not necessarily identify as gamers to see what they thought

about representation in video games.

Performing subcultural capital  

[2]

[3]
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Whether or not individuals identify as gamers is done in the context of certain social constructions of

gamer, though there is not necessarily a static standard of gaming to which people might compare

themselves. Certainly “gamers” in the popular imagination are presented as particularly gendered and

raced bodies who engage in certain types of play and for a pathologized amount of time (discussed in

Shaw, 2010). Yet, as Bourdieu describes, culture is a representative practice, a symbol, more than it is an

objective reality (1977, p. 2). The narrow construction of gamer as an identity has been heavily critiqued

for some time, as I have discussed previously (Shaw, 2012a). What I am arguing for here, however, is

that rather than try to disprove these assertions and articulate a new definition of gamer identity, I will

demonstrate how players understand their relationship to video games as a medium through this

construction of “gamer.” In particular I look at the way interviewees do or do not perform the

consumption of games in relation to what they think of as gamer subcultural capital (drawing on the

terminiology of Bourdieu, 1997; Consalvo, 2007a; Thornton, 1996).

We can see the many intersections of the ways gamer identity is constructed and performed in the first

interview I conducted with Devon. When he arrived for the interview on a rainy October day, Devon

sported an orange t-shirt with a picture of a 1980s-era Nintendo controller and the word “Gamer”

printed across the chest. When I first asked him to tell me a little about himself in the interview the first

thing he said was that he was a gamer. Specifically, he defined this identity in terms of various types of

consumption:

Devon: It’s my main hobby. […] I like to play games, board games, video games, it doesn’t matter.
I also play WoW  […] I played Everquest when that was out. Oh my gosh, wasted so much time
on those games […] I think a lot of people that identify as gamers have similar personality types
even if — you know outside of the fact that we all like video games — if we weren’t talking about
video games we could also talk about similar things.

First, being a gamer is tied to a particular level of time commitment (“it’s my main hobby”), but also an

economic investment in clothing, types of games, and in subscription-based PC games that demand

time, money, and expertise to navigate. It is also defined in terms of affect, as he likes to play all types

of games and feels that the social connections made by identifying as a gamer encompass more than just

playing games. He went on to describe a love of anime and comics as central to his gamer identity as

well, demonstrating the intersecting consumption practices that are tied to “geek” subculture generally

(Tocci, 2009). Gamer identity, as described by Devon, is performed through a myriad of consumption

practices as well as in particular social alignments.

While gaming as an activity has become more and more ubiquitous in recent years, as games have

undergone what Jespur Juul (2009) describes as a “casual revolution,” “gamer” as a category (according

to my interviewees) still maintains an aura that ties it to particular forms of subcultural capital.

[5]



Consumption, the spending of resources (time, money, energy) on selected texts and objects, has long

been described as a way of displaying identity or group belonging (Bourdieu, 1984; Hebdige, 1979;

Simmel, 1957; Thornton, 1996; Veblen, 1965). This is particularly true of studies of fan cultures

(Hebdige, 1979; Thornton, 1996). Moving past leisurely play, T.L. Taylor (2012) has described the high

levels of commitment involved in professional gaming, from purchasing the material objects required to

participate in e-sports as well as the time to practice. Although game scholars have demonstrated that

gaming is becoming more and more popular across audiences (Consalvo, 2007b; Juul, 2009), many of

my interviewees still stressed that games are different than other media. They thought this not because

they thought only particular kinds of people play games, but rather because playing games and being a

gamer were distinct in their minds. Indeed only about half of my interviewees identified as gamers.

Consumption in terms of the purchase of material objects of play, whether new computers, consoles, or

regular game purchases, was identified throughout my interviews as directly tied to gamer identity.

Connie, for instance, stated: “I think of gamers as folks who play video games very often, owning not

just older game systems but also new systems and games.” Economic investment is articulated here as

continuous. Indeed, Tanner and Rusty both identified as gamers, at least at times, and pointed to the

collection of old consoles in their basement as evidence of that identity. Ownership of particular types of

products are more associated with gamers than others as Klara pointed out: “a gamer by today’s

definition is either someone who either plays WoW or Halo, and like a PS3 or Xbox. I mean I have a

Nintendo 64 and a Wii and those aren’t usually associated with gamers.” Klara went on to define gamer

identity as something that was specifically masculine and indirectly associated her own Nintendo

platforms with femininity. Particular types of consumption were noted throughout interviews as signs of

gamer or non-gamer identity.

Certain types of games and amounts of play also constituted gaming subcultural capital. Sometimes

interviewees said they were not gamers because they did not play certain types of games such as games

with deep narratives or games focused on killing. Amy might play a game “on the caliber of World of

Warcraft” once every few years, but as for the puzzle games she plays on a more regular basis she said:

“I don’t really consider them video games as much.”  Certain types of games were often deemed outside

gamer subcultural capital. Ephram described his sister as a casual gamer because she only plays Dance

Dance Revolution and Rockband. Similarly, just playing a certain type of games for a certain amount of

time does not a gamer make, but neither can one really be a gamer without engaging in video game play

in some particular ways.

Not identifying as a gamer was articulated, in every instance, by a lack of what interviewees considered

to be adequate consumption. “I don’t play enough” was a sentiment echoed by seven out of eight

interviewees who said they were not gamers. Their inability to play ‘enough’ was often tied to other



demands on their time, like work or school, or because it was just one of many leisure activities for

them. Sasha, the final non-gamer, still tied that fact to consumption: “I don’t think I would spend my last

dollar on a game. I wouldn’t pay to go to a video game show.” Unlike the other non-gamers, Sasha

played often, and was quite adept and well versed in the games she did play (Madden NFL games and

Capcom vs. Marvel in particular). She was not willing to go out of her way to learn more about gaming

in general, however, nor was she going to make a monetary commitment beyond purchasing the games

she sought out. It is also worth pointing out that her boyfriend had professionally competed in gaming

tournaments and thus, though she did not say this, her claim to gamer identity was inflected with

gendered discourses about who gets to be called a gamer.

In addition to consumption, interviewees described gamer identity as a general approach to games often

tied to a willingness to sacrifice one’s time for a form of consumption (under capitalism, time is money

after all). Elaborating on this theme, Bryan has many friends that play video games of various types, but

he doesn’t consider any of them gamers. He identified as one, however, because if he had nothing else

he had to do, his first choice would be playing a video game. This is because for him, “gamer” signified

not just one’s playing habits, but one’s attachment to the medium. Hatshepsut, for example, identified as

a gamer even though she doesn’t currently own a game system. Her old console was stolen and upon

moving to Philadelphia from California she was still in search of work at the time of the interview: “But

once I find a job I’m going to go out and buy video games [laughs]. It’ll be my first priority after that.”

Both Pouncy and Christine did not consider themselves gamers yet both keep up with video games to

some extent by following reviews and new releases. Instead of gamers, Pouncy identified as a nerd and

Christine a casual gamer.

It is not as simple as playing games or not, or being in possession of the cultural capital symbolic of

gaming culture (a murkily defined concept at best). Rather it is using these as part of one’s performance

of gamer identity. Tala, for example, identified as a gamer because, as she put it, “I’m not ashamed to

admit that I play video games and I truly enjoy them and that I don’t feel that an evening is necessarily

wasted by playing a video game.” This also requires, she stressed, a willingness and ability to be critical

of games, a reflexive distance cultivated by true consumers but not casual dilettantes. Chuck described

getting “in jokes” and knowing developers’ names as part of why he identifies as a gamer. In turn, lack

of gaming knowledge was another major reason people gave for not identifying as a gamer. Julia did not

think of herself as a gamer because “I don’t think I know enough about games to you know to go into a

game store and start throwing stuff around like I know what I’m talking about. I don’t know what I’m

talking about!” Her partner Elise, however, countered “but you get into it with the guy, [to me] there’s a

guy in GameStop over in a strip mall by us, and like you [to Julia], to me it seems like you know what

you are talking about.” Julia went on to explain that this was only in the context of the specific game she

was discussing. Julia did not feel she could perform gamer identity outside of a very narrow expertise. It



is not just purchasing power or being part of the constructed audience, but instead how people are

invested (or not) in this medium that is important here. Knowledge of gaming beyond the texts

themselves was discussed throughout interviews as indicative of gamer capital, and in turn felt as a pre-

requisite to identifying as a gamer.

Tied to this issue of consumption and dedication, we can see the way in which class excludes some from

becoming “gamers.” Taylor argues, for instance, that “play is situational and reliant not simply on

abstract rules but also on social networks, attitudes, or events in one’s non-game life, technological

abilities or limits, structural affordances or limits, local cultures, and personal understandings of leisure”

(2006, p. 156). That is to say, if performance of gamer identity is predicated on material consumption

and expertise, those who do not have access to the necessary resources cannot claim gamer status.

Several interviewees pointed out, for example, that they did not play as children because their families

could not afford consoles. Some saved money with siblings to buy them. Others only played computer

games, because their parents could justify the purchase of a computer for academic purposes, and in turn

long term economic success. Still others received used consoles from family friends. Even now, cost

affects their decision to buy consoles or identify as gamers. Gregory played many games, and has for

most of his life, but he did not think of himself as the kind of gamer that seeks out tournaments or would

pay full price for a game: “$60? That’s a T-Mobile bill! Girl, that’s electric!” As a child he played games

owned by his better-off cousins. As an adult he buys nearly all of his games used, and stressed that when

he had a PlayStation2 part of the logic for buying it was that it could also play DVDs. He got his

PlayStation Portable after his cousin found a sale on them and because he can access the Internet

through it, as he must share a computer with his other family members. Though class does not solely

determine who identifies as a gamer, it does shape at a basic level how people engage with the medium.

Income directly affects whether or not people can afford to engage in the proper amount of consumption

to earn gamer status. This is not to say that economic capital is a necessary precursor to subcultural

capital. Other resources, however, like time (to seek out deals) or commitment (to save up funds) are

necessary to compensate for a lack of economic resources. Related to this, interviewees, or people they

knew, who lacked certain levels of manual dexterity or who possessed physical disabilities could not

play certain kinds of games.  Julia, for example, was limited in what games she could play by her

multiple sclerosis (MS) and the impact it had on her vision. Others played because health issues required

them to spend a great amount of times indoors and it provided them with a more engaged form of

entertainment than less interactive media.

Finally, how interviewees identify themselves must be understood as a momentary articulation rather

than a solidified identity. Thus they must be seen as a performance that occurs in the research moment,

as I describe below. Identifying as a gamer was not a constant state for interviewees, as Janet discusses:

[6]



Janet: I always think of that as a comparative term and I know people that are so much more into
gaming than I am. […] But it’s — I guess in more of an objective sense than I am. It’s like I don’t
really think of myself as a hardcore biker but then I talk to people who don’t ride bikes at all and
they’re like: “Wow, you ride seven miles a day?!” […] So I guess in that sense I don’t think of
myself as a gamer. But I guess I am.

When interacting with those who play more than she does, Janet does not see herself as a gamer. If she

simply considers herself a gamer because she plays every day and others do not, however, she does see

that gaming is something specific she chooses to do with her leisure time. Gamer identity, claiming

gamer as a status, is in part a marking of gaming as something peculiar, something distinct from other

types of media consumption. As I discuss later, however, it is this exceptionality of games that must be

dealt with more directly in demands for representation, as it is this exceptionality so often used to

defend their lack of diversity.

The continued performance of gamer identity, as discussed by those who do and do not identify as

gamers, is what constitutes this category as something distinct against which game play as a practice is

understood. Identifying as a gamer does not necessitate fulfilling a specific set of criteria, and yet being

recognized as a gamer implies a certain level of social readability of the codes of game consumption.

We must be careful as scholars to not assume that people play because they love games, or do not play

because they do not understand them. It is those at the precarious edge of gaming, as discussed above,

who are often lost in attempts to locate gaming solely within the bounds of gamer identity and dominant

forms of commerce. Identifying as and being seen as a gamer, as with anything, is also contextual and

socially fraught.

Social capital, context, and gamer identity

In addition to making sense of how gaming subcultural capital is deployed, what performance allows

for, as Butler describes it, is a way to conceive of the self, individual, and identity as results of

momentary, fraught and complex intersections between the social and the individual. The relevance of

particular identities in particular social interactions helps make sense of how people come to identify

with categories like gamer. Gamer identity, moreover, is highly contextual. In her ethnography of

Everquest, Taylor found that her identity as a player on one server became relevant during a ‘real life’

Everquest convention (2006, p. 30). This shared space made her identity as a specific kind of gamer

relevant. The research moment too can make gamer identity relevant. When recruiting people to talk

about video games, for example, there is an assumption that you are calling upon them to answer as

gamers. Snowball sampling and distributing the recruitment announcement through my social networks

allowed me to encourage anyone who had played any sort of digital game to fill out the survey. Yet even

then many people wondered why I wanted to interview them, particularly as they did not see themselves



as gamers. In many ways, this is the precise reason I did not emphasize that I was looking for people

who were members of marginalized groups in the recruitment announcement. It would, as it had in my

past research, put individuals in the position of answering as representatives of a single, specific group

(Shaw, 2012b).

Related to this, interviewees who did not identify as gamers were not sure what they had to offer.

Conversely the two interviewees who fit the standard image of a gamer assumed that their viewpoints

were “a dime a dozen,” as Chuck put it. There is an expectation that as an interviewee one is being

called upon to speak from a particular point of view. Interviewees wanted to know which identity I was

attempting to hail when I made them research subjects. Certainly, researchers must be conscious of

over-simplifying the identities of their participants. And yet, at the same time, in any social situation

people perform in particular ways and interviewees were quite conscious that they were being called

upon to take a specific role.

In addition to cultural capital, we can also think of gamer identity as a form of social capital, both in a

positive and negative sense. Positively speaking, Devon said: “Whenever I make friends I’m always

excited if somebody else plays video games.” Having a social circle defined by gaming was part of what

defined the gamer identities of Zahriel and Ephram as well. Connie attributed part of her newly

rekindled gamer identity to the fact that she now talks with other people about games. Those that did not

identify as gamers related this to the fact that they are not social about it. Violet discussed the fact that

she does not play online as one of the reasons she does not consider herself a gamer. Indeed, World of

Warcraft, a widely popular massively multiplayer online roleplaying game, was mentioned by several

interviewees as a touchstone of gamer credibility. When he stopped playing the game, Malcolm felt he

had lost his gamer social capital. When asked if he identifies as a gamer Malcolm said “I don’t really

have any gaming cred, as it were, anymore. So yeah, I would still check that box, but that’s just because

I would still sort of think of myself as that. But I don’t think a gamer would consider me a gamer.”

There is an uneasy tension between how players self-identify and how they are identified by others as

gamers. While playing games at all might enable one to form connections with other people, and even

mean one has gamer cultural capital, in Malcom’s case, deeper connections might be troubled by how

other gamers read his play.

Interestingly, gaming can also act as a positive form of social capital outside of gamer circles. Klara’s

mother is Japanese and her father is Norwegian. She said that her mother was not a gamer, but she

would get into games when around her Japanese friends because of games’ association with Japanese-

ness. That is, performing as a game player in certain social contexts allowed her to express her Japanese

identity. Renee, who did not identify as a gamer, still felt like she gained status from her familiarity with

games.

  



Renee: It’s funny, because I’ve always played them I don’t even think about it anymore […] Again
not a gamer, so it’s not geeky, because geeky means gamer and playing games is something that is
totally different. But at this point, I’m 30. I’ve been playing video games as long as I can
remember. I had some friends over and we were playing video games and I was like, “Oh I got a
new game. Like you guys aren’t game people but you will like this” […] One of my friends was
like, “It’s kind of cool to see you totally geek out.” And I’m like (looks shocked), “Pardon you I’m
not ‘geeking out’!” […] So it’s kind of like a little identity thing I guess. Like a little feather in the
cap (Laughs).

Even though she does not convert her cultural capital into gamer social capital or gamer identity, Renee

gains a sort of status from her gaming abilities. Gaming as a skill set, as a consumption practice, is not a

field open to everyone and thus having expertise can be a status symbol in certain interactions.

Gamer identity can also be a disadvantageous social position to take, however. Generally interviewees,

much like Yates and Littleton’s (1999) focus group participants, discussed this in terms of the negative

connotations about gamers. From high school coolness to romantic relationships, interviewees discussed

the many ways in which playing video games can be a problematic social practice. This is because the

performance of identities in the social sphere has important implications:

Evan: Actually being with [my boyfriend] changed my perception of gaming a little bit. Because I
never felt guilty or like, it should be a guilty pleasure that once every six to nine months I’d play
games. I was like, I don’t do it often. It’s not like I waste my life away doing it. But even that little
bit [he] criticized and I was like now I’m starting to think it’s juvenile, maybe I should get rid of
my game system.

As with a variety of marginalized genres, from soaps (Ang, 1989) to romance novels (Radway, 1984),

there is a stigma attached to certain media, a guilty pleasure as it were. Some texts, genres, and media

are viewed as either feminine or juvenile, both of which are commonly viewed negatively. Along similar

lines, many interviewees described games as “silly” and thus not to be taken seriously. Moreover,

claiming gamer cultural capital, for anyone, has social repercussions. Like other identities, choosing to

identify as a member of a particular group affects one’s relationship to others, as well as the investments

one has in that identifier. When it comes to gamer identity, defined by consumption, this investment, or

lack thereof, is applied to the medium as well. People tied their opinion of games to whether they

thought representation in video games is important.

Beyond understanding gamer identity in relation to proximal social contexts, we might consider the role

age and time play in how people identify with the category. Indeed, several interviewees mentioned

identifying as gamers at some points of their lives, but not at the time of the interview. The research

moment only gives me glimpses into interviewees’ identities and tastes. In an email exchange a few

months after the original interviews Connie said that she would not have identified as a gamer at the



time of the interview, but as she had recently bought a Wii she currently does: “I had been a gamer

growing up and now am it again.” Chuck said that he identifies as a gamer now that he plays so much,

but he went through a long period where he did not. Moreover, while he was a child though he did play

video games he did not identify as a gamer because “that wasn’t a thing. There wasn’t a gamer. You

were an 8 year old boy, you played Nintendo.” For Connie, as a girl growing up gaming was less

normative and this perhaps is why she saw her childhood play as “counting” for gamer identity, but for

Chuck growing up game play was normative and thus gamer identity not a salient category.

Interestingly, twenty-two interviewees brought up playing Mario Bros and eleven mentioned The

Legend of Zelda, but these shared cultural texts were viewed more as part of a general conception of

generational culture than as part of gaming fan culture (though they exist as both). One thing that might

be worth further research is that at present just as gaming is becoming a more diffuse practice, gamer as

a category has a great deal of cultural weight. As this is a particular construction that both researchers

and marketers have helped create, both have a role in recreating the category of gamer. So far this has

only involved developing new ways of defining gamers. What if we simply got rid of gamer as a

category in our research? Can we start talking about game play as normal without in turn saying that

everyone is a gamer now? Beyond that intentionally provocative question, I argue that the focus should

be on how audiences view their relationship with this medium and, in turn, if and how they expect to be

represented in games.

Identifying as a gamer and demands for representation

As discussed above, “gamer” as a category carries social weight and bespeaks a particular level of

investment in the medium. Being a gamer can result from, and in, establishing connections with other

gamers. For some people, not having connections with others who self-identify as gamers was a reason

they did not identify as gamers. At the same time, the negative “geeky” connotations of video game play

led some people to reject gamer identity. In order to maintain their social status, they deny, downplay, or

even hide their gaming. In sum, not everyone can or does equally convert their gamer cultural capital

into gamer social capital. In turn, gamer social capital shapes, in some ways, whether one’s game play

counts as gamer cultural capital. More than just helping make sense of how gamer identity is performed,

these issues also connect to questions of representation in video games.

Cultural production studies argue that the lack of representation of marginalized groups is attributable to

the fact that the gamer market, at least in Europe and the North America, is constructed as primarily

young, heterosexual, white and male (Kerr, 2006). Part of the limited construction of gamer as an

identity has often been tied to the way members of marginalized groups are represented in games. This,

in turn, is tied to the way game makers have often been critiquing games assuming that their audiences

are “like” the game designers. In making games for people “like them” AAA designers make games for



a heterosexual, white, male audience (following from industry statistics anyway).  “What unfolds in

the managed dialogue of commercialized digital design is a process in which commodity form and

consumer subjectivity circle around each other in a mating dance of mutual provocation and

enticement” (Kline et al., 2003, p. 196). Game developers create games that they think appeal to their

target market. These games are successful and thus the companies continue to produce them over time.

As only really successful genres are reproduced, this results in a narrower vision of what ‘gamers’ play.

This is particularly displayed in what Kline et al. (2003) describe as the “militarized masculinity”

prevalent in many video games.  In response activists, scholars, media producers, and other stakeholders

find ways to demonstrate that a given marginalized audience is indeed a viable market or that those that

play games are more diverse than is typically thought (discussed in Shaw, 2012). This is certainly an

important line of inquiry when it comes to the politics of representation. As discussed above, however,

we can also look at how individual players relate to this constructed target audience. The audience is an

industrial construction, yes, and these constructions shape how people approach media, but other factors

are important factors as well. As I have discussed, whether people see themselves as members of the

intended audience or not shapes their reactions to the medium. What happens to arguments for

representation when players are not that invested in the medium?

Players I interviewed who are members of marginalized groups accept, if begrudgingly, the lack of

representation of that group in video games because they are not part of the adolescent, white,

heterosexual, cisgendered male gaming market. At times this results in a sort of defeated apathy or the

assertion that their groups are indeed good markets for video games and that not marketing to certain

groups is both discriminatory and illogical. Carol recounted a scene from the television show Mad Men

in which executives from a television company clearly allow their racism to trump their desire for

money when the character Pete tries to convince them to sell to African-American markets: “It’s stupid

to not market to people who have money to spend on your product.”  Sasha, another interviewee, made a

similar point: “by excluding certain characters you are more likely to exclude certain markets […] that’s

why they made a black Barbie.” While not all games are designed for “gamers,” the definition of what a

gamer is impacts how games for both gamers and non-gamers are designed.

Of course, asserting one’s presence in the marketplace does not ensure an equal place in mainstream

gaming texts. The ‘girl games’ movement, for example, did not result in the creation of a place for

female gamers in the mainstream video game market, but rather the active marking of content designed

to be ‘for girls’ (Cassell & Jenkins, 2000; Hayes, 2007; Kafai, et al., 2008). Carol described this in one

interview: “The marketing for girls’ games that I see is so atrocious. It’s like everything has to be pink.”

In the context of discussing whether games will be marketed to a gay audience, partners Devon and

Ephram brought up the girls’ games example as well:

[7]

  



Ephram: I think it can happen I don’t think it’s really going to happen a lot. Like it’s happened
with girl gamers already where they had these awful awful…

Devon: oh those were awful…

Ephram: here’s girl games, and everything is pink and has ponies and you can decorate stuff and
cook

Devon: and yeah that’s what girls want

Interviewees recognized that representation is tied directly to expected profits. Marketing to particular

groups, however, results in the same sort of marginalization that mis- or under-representation does.  A

dominant thread in much of my research is that in many ways marginalized players do not care about the

lack of representation in games, or at least do not expect it to happen particularly when they do not see

themselves as gamers.

The need to simultaneously recognize difference without codifying it, is a fundamental paradox of the

politics of representation, described by Julie D’Acci (2004): “We face the importance of recognizing the

need for groups forged within the terms of the binary’s inequalities… at the same time as we try to break

the binary apart.” Even as studies of representation critique media portrayals of marginalized groups,

they often reify, in some ways, the identity categories they interrogate, and I suggest that this is the case

with how gamer as category has been used. The challenge now is to demand representation without

redrawing the circle of gamer identity to encompass more bodies.

Conclusion

The construction of the video game audience may affect the representation of groups in games. It also

shapes, though it does not determine, who identifies a gamer. Demands for representation cannot simply

focus on making the category of gamer more expansive, however; attempts thus far have simply resulted

in the further marginalization of marginalized audiences. Female gamers, for example, have been

appealed to as “girl gamers.” Gay gamers are marketed to via advertisements placed in gay magazines

(Sliwinski, 2006). As I have discussed elsewhere, explored targeted marketing defines marginalized

groups as particular kinds of gamers who are discursively distinct from an implied mainstream gaming

audience (Shaw, 2012a). Targeting specific markets via representation in game texts or working to prove

that members of marginalized groups play games has dominated how we understand the relationship

between audiences and representation. Other factors, however, shape one’s relationship with this

identity. Rather than change how gamer identity is understood, and the marketing discourse that it calls

upon, I argue that the goal should be to change how audiences think about their relationship with this

medium, in part by rejecting “gamer” as the dominant mode of understanding playing games. More than



making games “for everyone” as the casual revolution as done (Juul, 2009), in some ways I think we

need to work harder to make more people “for games” and in turn feel invested in them as cultural texts.

Relying on the construction of particular kinds of audiences means that the only members of

marginalized groups who are represented are those in the position to be “good” consumers. Katherine

Sender (2004), for example, demonstrates much of the “progress” made in gay representation in

marketing in the 1990s focused on “good gays”: those who were middle- or upper-class, usually white,

homonormative  and, more often than not, cisgendered male. If my interviewee Gregory, for example,

were to say that it was important to him that he see himself represented in games, then that would only

be of interest to those marketers that wish to target him as a consumer. As he was at the time of the

interview an unemployed, gay, African American male in his early 30s who lives with his mother, he

was unlikely to be a target market for many game makers, let alone other media industries. Market logic

makes a social argument personal, as it stresses an appeal to individual consumers via an appeal to

“group-ness.” The emphasis on consumer choice obscures the social and political importance of

representation. Related to this, I think that feminist game studies must look more closely at why people

do not play, do not identify as gamers, and do not think representation in games is important. Making

the personal political, as a long history of feminist activism has called for, means that we can take as our

starting point for inclusion arguments about the rejection of gamer identity by some women, and

marginalized groups more generally.  Indeed gamer identity has been made to matter in particular ways

as I describe above, which I have found shapes how those that play games relate to the medium. In turn,

identifying as a gamer seems to shape if and when diversity in game texts was important to

interviewees. As an intervention in this conversation, in this article I argue that game scholars must find

a way to talk about audiences and representation in texts that accounts for a wide variety of relationships

with the medium.

Some might argue that demanding representation in a medium and a subculture that have been

historically unfriendly to women amounts to dismantling the master’s house with the master’s tools.

 Indeed, Sender asserts that it is problematic for marginalized groups to look solely for tolerance in

consumer spheres (2004, p. 242). If we dig deeper into Audre Lorde’s essay castigating the structural

racism of much of second wave feminism in which she makes the master’s tools analogy, however, I

think we actually see a way to reconcile demands for representation, more flexible understandings of

game play outside the “gamer” label, and feminist politics. In that famous essay, Lorde calls on

feminists to learn “how to take our differences and make them strengths. For the master’s tools will

never dismantle the master’s house” (1984, pp. 112, italics in original). What she discusses, however,

goes beyond the way the analogy is often used. She argues that the oppressed are often called upon to

educate the masters, the oppressors. To assert that the marginalized demand that the center acknowledge

them, however, is a displacement of responsibility. That displacement is the very core of the market

[8]



logic argument for representation. Market logic is more precisely the master’s tools, which “may allow

us to temporarily beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine

change” (Lorde, 1984, p. 112). Rather than call upon groups to demand representation, or display their

need to be heard, researchers, activists, and interested producers can argue that everyone shares the

obligation to acknowledge and celebrate difference. Women, and indeed all marginalized groups, need

not simply be represented “well” in the games they play or when they are being targeted as a particular

type of audience. Those placed at the precarious edge of gaming by economics and/or embodiment,

those denied the charge to “properly” perform gamer identity are inevitably left out of demands for

representation that center on reconstructing the center of the audience.

Rather than argue that the gamer identity is too narrow or blissfully democratic (it is neither), I assert

that critical perspectives, such as feminist and queer theory, offer an approach to video games that can

focus more attention on the lived experiences of those who engage with these games outside the

dominant audience construction — indeed outside of identifying as gamers — and make an argument

for representation that takes seriously those perspectives. In Undoing Gender, Judith Butler asserts that

“to intervene in the name of social transformation means precisely to disrupt what has become settled

knowledge and knowable reality” (2004, p. 27). It is in this spirit that I argue here that the focus on

gamer as a privileged position can result in arguments for representation that are pre-determined by

consumer demand and market segmentation. Working beyond this I suggest that feminist game studies

can make an argument for diversity in the audience and texts that can better account for the complexity

and intersectionality of identities. Not arguing that those at the margins of the “gamer” construction

could be gamers, but that their play practices and representation in all types of games is important

regardless of whether they are gamers or not.
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Footnotes    ( returns to text)

1. “Gamer” can be displayed as a politicized identity, for example, as in the blogs
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candidates‘ platforms regarding video games released by gaming magazines and
websites during national elections.

2. The survey allowed me to sample from marginalized identity categories I use as the
starting point for this study without making it necessary for me to signal that these
identities were of interest.

3. Of the fifty-two total people who fit into one or more of the selection criteria, 38 were
contacted and 27 of those agreed to be interviewed. In addition, partners of three of
my interviewees (two heterosexual men who play video games and filled out the
survey and one non-gaming, queer woman who did not) also took part in the
interviews.

4. A note on terminology: cis-gendered is used in this paper to call attention to the
presumption, invisible in many discussions of gender and gaming, that peoples’
assigned gender and lived gender identity are constants. Unless interviewees identify
as cis- or trans-gendered however I do not refer to them as such. Moreover, “white” is
a long contested and mutable category, but in this study refers broadly to those who
are of European descent but specifically those who selected “white” on the survey but
checked no other race/ethnicity/ancestry boxes. The complete list of categories was:
African-American/Black; Latino/Hispanic; Middle Eastern; Native American/Alaska
Native; White; Arab/ Arab American; Biracial; Multiracial; Other (please specify);
Prefer not to say.

5. Shorthand for World of Warcraft.
6. Making games accessible to individuals with visual, hearing, and physical

impairments is a small if growing area of interest in the game development
community as well as game studies. There is, for example, a special interest group in
the International Game Developers association dedicated to accessibility issues.
Accessibility was also given center stage at the recent Different Games conferences
at NYU-Polytechnic.

7. This demographic outline is drawn from the raw survey data from IGDA’s 2005
workforce diversity survey. I was given permission to use this data during another
research project (Jason Della Rocca, Personal Communication, July 20, 2007).

8. Homonormativity refers to “a politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative
assumptions and institutions but upholds and sustains them while promising the
possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized depoliticized gay
culture anchored in domesticity and consumption” (Duggan, 2002, p. 179).

SHARE:



Adrienne Shaw (https://adanewmedia.org/author/adrienneshaw)
Adrienne Shaw is an assistant professor in the Media Studies and Production Department at
Temple University's School of Media and Communication. Her primary areas of interest are
video games, gaming culture, the politics of representation, and qualitative audience research.

10 THOUGHTS ON “ON NOT BECOMING GAMERS: MOVING BEYOND THE

CONSTRUCTED AUDIENCE”

Pingback: Gamers are the Worst: and other personal thoughts |
bigtallwords

Pingback: A 4-Front War… // Culture Digitally

OCTOBER 3, 2014 AT 10:08 AM

 (https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06/issue2-shaw/?share=twitter&nb=1)

 (https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06/issue2-shaw/?share=facebook&nb=1)

 (https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06/issue2-shaw/?share=email&nb=1)  More

Related

Casual Threats: The
Feminization of Casual Video
Games
(https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06…
vanderhoef/)

Confronting Toxic Gamer
Culture: A Challenge for
Feminist Game Studies
Scholars
(https://adanewmedia.org/2012/11…
consalvo/)

Introduction: Feminist Game
Studies
(https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06…
huntemann/)

June 1, 2013
In "issue no. 2" November 11, 2012

In "issue no. 1"

June 1, 2013
In "issue no. 2"

PEER REVIEWED

Quentin Guobadia

https://adanewmedia.org/author/adrienneshaw
http://big-tall-words.com/2014/08/28/gamers-are-the-worst-and-other-personal-thoughts/
http://culturedigitally.org/2014/09/a-4-front-war/
https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06/issue2-shaw/?share=twitter&nb=1
https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06/issue2-shaw/?share=facebook&nb=1
https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06/issue2-shaw/?share=email&nb=1
https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06/issue2-vanderhoef/
https://adanewmedia.org/2012/11/issue1-consalvo/
https://adanewmedia.org/2013/06/issue2-huntemann/
https://adanewmedia.org/tag/peer-reviewed/


I’ve been actively paying attention to the movement known as GamerGate
as of the last 2 days, and I kept hearing how bad Anti-GamerGate people
are. I honestly have seen the bigotry coming from both GamerGate and
anti-GamerGate, and I would have to say the anti side has been much more
offensive. But after reading this article, I’m inclined to agree that the signifi‐
cance put in the identity of a gamer is much less important than someone
identifying with other sharing gaming tendencies.

Adrienne Shaw, as a college student and a black male who likes to think he
is openminded, I agree with your views. A lot actually. I think we share
gripes with the prerequisite of a gamer being spending copious amounts of
time playing. Or even having to possess broad knowledge of games. I align
with the sentiment of how much a person identifies with common gaming
traits. Like other terms that describe a enthusiast of any type, its the depth
of knowledge or interest that determine his or hers self identity.

I find labels in general are an ostracization. If a person states that they iden‐
tify with a certain group, the person adopts the good and bad connotations. I
always thought that attacking a group of people in general is not wise. The
identity becomes the most important thing instead of the concerning individ‐
uals’ face.

In conclusion, I hope that more people take the time to read this article and
see that the feminist push itself is not at all a bad movement. I encourage all
groups of people to advocate inclusion in all media mediums, because more
variety is never a bad thing. Everyone deserves a voice. I will definitely sup‐
port your sentiments for the future of gaming. But for now, Adrienne Shaw’s
views alone, because the babel of other feminists and Anti-GamerGame ad‐
vocates are a detriment to our progress as a medium.

OCTOBER 4, 2014 AT 2:45 PM

Thanks for the very thoughtful response Quentin, and for actually taking the
time to read what I had to say rather than just taking the criticisms circulat‐
ing online at face value. I know a lot of feminist games scholars who have
spent their careers talking about why games, the people who play them, and
the people who make them are valuable. I think it is unfortunate that they
are being condemned because of some presumed agenda and because of
a misunderstanding of non-quantitative research (not that there is no such

Adrienne Shaw



thing a feminist quantitative research). I think if more people took the time,
like you, to listen to what others are saying instead of jumping to conclu‐
sions and hateful comments, we’d all find that most of us are pro-games in
the end.
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I n more than twenty years of running diversity-training and cultural-competency workshops
for American companies, the academic and educator Robin DiAngelo has noticed that white

people are sensationally, histrionically bad at discussing racism. Like waves on sand, their
reactions form predictable patterns: they will insist that they “were taught to treat everyone the
same,” that they are “color-blind,” that they “don’t care if you are pink, purple, or polka-dotted.”
They will point to friends and family members of color, a history of civil-rights activism, or a
more “salient” issue, such as class or gender. They will shout and bluster. They will cry. In 2011,
DiAngelo coined the term “white fragility” to describe the disbelieving defensiveness that white
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people exhibit when their ideas about race and racism are challenged—and particularly when they
feel implicated in white supremacy. Why, she wondered, did her feedback prompt such resistance,
as if the mention of racism were more offensive than the fact or practice of it?

In a new book, “ ,” DiAngelo attempts to explicate the phenomenon of white
people’s paper-thin skin. She argues that our largely segregated society is set up to insulate whites
from racial discomfort, so that they fall to pieces at the first application of stress—such as, for
instance, when someone suggests that “flesh-toned” may not be an appropriate name for a beige
crayon. Unused to unpleasantness (more than unused to it—racial hierarchies tell white people
that they are entitled to peace and deference), they lack the “racial stamina” to engage in difficult
conversations. This leads them to respond to “racial triggers”—the show “Dear White People,”
the term “wypipo”—with “emotions such as anger, fear and guilt,” DiAngelo writes, “and
behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and withdrawal from the stress-inducing situation.”

DiAngelo, who is white, emphasizes that the stances that make up white fragility are not merely
irrational. (Or even comical, though some of her anecdotes—participants in a voluntary anti-
racism workshop dissolving with umbrage at any talk of racism—simmer with perverse humor. “I
have found that the only way to give feedback without triggering white fragility is not to give it at
all,” she remarks wryly.) These splutterings “work,” DiAngelo explains, “to reinstate white
equilibrium as they repel the challenge, return our racial comfort, and maintain our dominance
within the racial hierarchy.” She finds that the social costs for a black person in awakening the
sleeping dragon of white fragility often prove so high that many black people don’t risk pointing
out discrimination when they see it. And the expectation of “white solidarity”—white people will
forbear from correcting each other’s racial missteps, to preserve the peace—makes genuine
allyship elusive. White fragility holds racism in place.

DiAngelo addresses her book mostly to white people, and she reserves her harshest criticism for
white liberals like herself (and like me), whom she sees as refusing to acknowledge their own
participation in racist systems. “I believe,” she writes, “that white progressives cause the most daily
damage to people of color.” Not only do these people fail to see their complicity, but they take a self-
serving approach to ongoing anti-racism efforts: “To the degree that white progressives think we
have arrived, we will put our energy into making sure that others see us as having arrived.” Even
the racial beliefs and responses that feel authentic or well-intentioned have likely been
programmed by white supremacy, to perpetuate white supremacy. Whites profit off of an
American political and economic system that showers advantages on racial “winners” and
oppresses racial “losers.” Yet, DiAngelo writes, white people cling to the notion of racial
innocence, a form of weaponized denial that positions black people as the “havers” of race and the
guardians of racial knowledge. Whiteness, on the other hand, scans as invisible, default, a form of
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racelessness. “Color blindness,” the argument that race shouldn’t matter, prevents us from
grappling with how it does.

Much of “White Fragility” is dedicated to pulling back the veil on these so-called pillars of
whiteness: assumptions that prop up racist beliefs without our realizing it. Such ideologies include
individualism, or the distinctly white-American dream that one writes one’s own destiny, and
objectivity, the confidence that one can free oneself entirely from bias. As a sociologist trained in
mapping group patterns, DiAngelo can’t help but regard both precepts as naïve (at best) and
arrogant (at worst). To be perceived as an individual, to not be associated with anything negative
because of your skin color, she notes, is a privilege largely afforded to white people; although most
school shooters, domestic terrorists, and rapists in the United States are white, it is rare to see a
white man on the street reduced to a stereotype. Likewise, people of color often endure having
their views attributed to their racial identities; the luxury of impartiality is denied them. (In
outlining these discrepancies, DiAngelo draws heavily on the words of black writers and scholars
—Ta-Nehisi Coates, Toni Morrison, Ijeoma Oluo, Cheryl Harris—although, perhaps
surprisingly, she incorporates few present-day interviews with people of color.)

In DiAngelo’s almost epidemiological vision of white racism, our minds and bodies play host to a
pathogen that seeks to replicate itself, sickening us in the process. Like a mutating virus, racism
shape-shifts in order to stay alive; when its explicit expression becomes taboo, it hides in coded
language. Nor does prejudice disappear when people decide that they will no longer tolerate it. It
just looks for ways to avoid detection. “The most effective adaptation of racism over time,”
DiAngelo claims, “is the idea that racism is conscious bias held by mean people.” This “good/bad
binary,” positing a world of evil racists and compassionate non-racists, is itself a racist construct,
eliding systemic injustice and imbuing racism with such shattering moral meaning that white
people, especially progressives, cannot bear to face their collusion in it. (Pause on that, white
reader. You may have subconsciously developed your strong negative feelings about racism in
order to escape having to help dismantle it.) As an ethical thinker, DiAngelo belongs to the
utilitarian school, which places less importance on attitudes than on the ways in which attitudes
cause harm. Unpacking the fantasy of black men as dangerous and violent, she does not simply
fact-check it; she shows the myth’s usefulness to white people—to obscure the historical brutality
against African-Americans, and to justify continued abuse.

DiAngelo sometimes adopts a soothing, conciliatory tone toward white readers, as if she were
appeasing a child on the verge of a tantrum. “If your definition of a racist is someone who holds
conscious dislike of people because of race, then I agree that it is offensive for me to suggest that
you are racist when I don’t know you,” she writes. “I also agree that if this is your definition of
racism, and you are against racism, then you are not racist. Now breathe. I am not using this
definition of racism, and I am not saying that you are immoral. If you can remain open as I lay out



my argument, it should soon begin to make sense.” One has the grim hunch that such an
approach has been honed over years of placating red-faced white people, workshop participants
leaping at any excuse to discount their instructor. DiAngelo, for all the outrageousness she
documents, never comes across as anything other than preternaturally calm, patient, and lucid,
issuing prescriptions for a better world as if from beneath a blanket of Ativan. Her almost
motorized equipoise clarifies the book’s stakes: she cannot afford to lose us, who are so easily lost.

Self-righteousness becomes a seductive complement to “White Fragility,” as gin is to a mystery
novel. (“I would never,” I thought, when DiAngelo described the conversation in which her friend
dismissed a predominantly black neighborhood as “bad,” unsafe.) Yet the point of the book is that
each white person believes herself the exception, one of very few souls magically exempt from a
lifetime of racist conditioning. DiAngelo sets aside a whole chapter for the self-indulgent tears of
white women, so distraught at the country’s legacy of racist terrorism that they force people of
color to drink from the firehose of their feelings about it.
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The book is more diagnostic than solutions-oriented, and the guidelines it offers toward the end
—listen, don’t center yourself, get educated, think about your responses and what role they play—
won’t shock any nervous systems. The value in “White Fragility” lies in its methodical, irrefutable
exposure of racism in thought and action, and its call for humility and vigilance. Combatting
one’s inner voices of racial prejudice, sneaky and, at times, irresistibly persuasive, is a life’s work.
For all the paranoid American theories of being “red-pilled,” of awakening into a many-tentacled
liberal/feminist/Jewish conspiracy, the most corrosive force, the ectoplasm infusing itself invisibly
through media and culture and politics, is white supremacy.

That’s from a white progressive perspective, of course. The conspiracy of racism is hardly invisible
to people of color, many of whom, I suspect, could have written this book in their sleep.
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A screenshot of the nowremoved "Slave Tetris" portion of "Playing History 2 – Slave Trade"
  

I knew something was wrong when I found myself doing doughnuts in a fully loaded
slave ship off of Ivory Coast.
During the past week, an educational game aimed at elementary and middle school
students titled "Playing History 2 — Slave Trade" has been the subject of online
controversy over a brief segment that involved puzzle-stacking the bodies of cartoon
slaves inside a ship. This earned the game the nickname "Slave Tetris."
Part of a series of educational games by the Danish company Serious Games, "Playing
History 2 — Slave Trade" was released in Europe in 2013 but didn’t provoke outrage
until it was added to the online gaming store Steam late last month. Accusations of
racism were leveled against Serious Games by Twitter users in the U.S., and soon the
outcry was international.
In response, the Danish company removed the "Tetris"-like segment (though
references to "stacking" slaves still exist), tweeting that "it was perceived to be
extremely insensitive by some people."
But why was the slave-stacking mini-game originally included in "Playing History"?
And is the rest of the game as bad as the "Slave Tetris" portion, which sounds like
something racist Internet trolls would make? Is removing just one section of this
game enough?
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https://twitter.com/SeriousGamesInt/status/638744479847964672


game enough?

To find out, I decided to play the game from start to finish and try to make sense of
what was conceived as a legitimate teaching tool.
First, some background: In the game, you play as a young slave boy named Tim, who
must help his master, a slave ship captain, buy 300 slaves and transport them to the
Americas. Along the way, you discover that your sister is being sold as well. Instead
of taking the guns and rebelling or freeing her immediately, you stuff her into a slave
ship and sail her across the Atlantic.
Yes — you, a black slave, pilot the slave ship. Twice. To "win" this section, you are
literally tasked with being a good slave driver. As time expires, your boat runs out of
rations. So you need to steer the boat, avoid wind blasts that blow you off course, and
collect items that replenish your food gauge.
If you try to go back to Africa, you fail. If you don’t sail your boat fast enough, you
fail.
But whether you make the trip successfully or not, you have the option of playing
through the segment again — over and over. This portion is all about the fun of
scooting around on a boat as a ship captain. "Winning" here means getting all of the
slaves (including yourself) to America.

The most disturbing thing is that this is one of the most engaging and "fun" parts of
the game.
It reminded me of playing "The Oregon Trail" in the third grade on an old Apple IIe
that we had in the back of the classroom at my elementary school. That game is



supposed to teach you pioneer life on the frontier (while leaving out the massacre of

Native Americans). But at that time, I didn’t really care if Mary-Sue got dysentery or
if the river was too high to ford. As a third-grader, all I wanted to do was to get to the
hunting scene, where you get to shoot bears and squirrels. "The Oregon Trail"
anticipated this, though, and made the hunting scenes a reward that you could enjoy
only if you managed your resources properly.
That’s where this slave boat race fails. It’s as if "The Oregon Trail" had a special mode
that let you skip all the historical education and just shoot bears, on repeat, forever.
Except this time, you schlep around black people while collecting icons of cakes and
wine — delicacies that the slaves below deck are certainly not eating.
Somehow, this part of the game has escaped media attention. Serious Games has had
to answer for only the "Slave Tetris" portion. According to a statement posted on the
Steam forums from Serious Games Chief Executive Simon Egenfeldt-Nielsen, the
slave-cramming mini-game was intended to be "insensitive and gruesome," in order
to teach about slavery effectively. "The reactions people have to this game," he
continued, are "something they will never forget, and they will remember just how
inhumane slave trade was."
Would a young player be able to grasp the inhumanity of the slave trade, all while
being rewarded for stacking brick slaves efficiently or expertly navigating a slave
ship?
Allie Jane Bruce, a children’s librarian at the Bank Street College of Education in
New York, doesn’t think so. I called her to ask if she would recommend a mini-game
like "Slave Tetris" to teach kids, and before I could finish the question she
interrupted me: "Slavery should not be fun."
Bruce, who works with children in the game’s target audience group, said that even if
students had "unforgettable" realizations of the true nature of slavery, the use of a
fun mini-game to teach this is very "white-centric." Black students, she said, would
not need the experience of playing a Tetris-like game to realize that slavery was
inhumane.
"Put yourself in the shoes of a black child," Bruce said, "watching their white
classmates playing Tetris with people that look like you. Even if the classroom was all
black, what kind of image is that, seeing yourself played with as a Tetris block? It’s
wrong on so many levels."
Even without the now-removed section, the educational value of the game itself is
debatable.
In a game that claims to portray horrors of the transatlantic slave trade, the slave
owners in "Slave Trade" are pretty nice. If you complete a simple task for even the
meanest white person, they are kinder to you. In fact, some of the rudest characters

http://steamcommunity.com/app/386870/discussions/0/520518053448210719/


in the game are not white slavers but black slave characters, who sometimes refer to
white characters as "white devils."

The most sympathetic character in the game is Doctor Eagleledge, a kind old white
man whose job is to keep the crew and cargo of the slave ship healthy. He calls the
protagonist Tim by his original African name, Putij (but only when other white
people aren’t around), and seems to exist mainly to show the player that not all white
people were bad. Eagleledge offers to write to King George about the poor conditions
of slave ships, but he never takes any real action himself. Instead, he offers
distractions, telling your character that "the only way to forget the horrors is to think
of something else, like poetry."



Eagleledge’s line turns out to be a theme of the rest of the game. "Slave Trade"
occasionally hints at the cruelty of slavery but quickly drops the topic for lighter
conversation.
That’s not to say there is no historical accuracy in the game. Any young player who
finishes "Slave Trade" will know what scurvy was, that some slaves died during the
the trip from West Africa to the Americas, and how long that voyage took.
But other facts risk being misconstrued.
In an African village, your character gets into an argument with an African man who
is angry at you for collaborating with the white slavers. But your character argues
back and tells him, "You’re not exactly angels, either," because they are selling slaves
to the whites. It’s strange that this is in the game at all. It reduces slavery to a story of
"bad people" on both sides doing bad things and ignores the structure of violence and
racism that allowed slavery to happen.
Another troubling part of this game is the point system. Help your master bargain
with locals to bring down the cost of slave children and you’re rewarded with points.
But if you lie to your master to help a slave, you risk losing "Trust Points." If you
comply immediately, you can avoid this penalty. In general, the game won’t proceed
until you comply, so if you want to do "well," you quickly learn to do as you are told.
The moral lesson seems to be: Bide your time, be polite, and endure — or in other
words, be a good slave.



At the end, you help other slaves escape captivity. This is a "happy ending" and
possibly what a young gamer might expect. But it serves to lighten the mood in a
game that is probably too light to begin with, considering that it already includes a
comic-relief caricature named Susu, the spear-wielding, bare-chested African who
cracks lines like Mr. T’s classic "I pity the fool."

In an emailed statement to The Times, Serious Games CEO Egenfeldt-Nielsen said
that the game was never intended for the U.S. market. He estimated that "around 5-
10% of Danish schools have used" the "Slave Trade" software in the classroom and
said that "in general the feedback has been that it is a useful educational tool "



said that in general the feedback has been that it is a useful educational tool.

He also said that the game was not intended to be a stand-alone experience. Serious
Games sent me a copy of supplementary print-out materials provided for teachers
and students to use along with the game.
To be fair, these materials would round out the learning experience considerably.
Students are asked to not only answer factual questions about the triangular trade
but more open-ended questions, such as "What kind of view of humanity is slave
trading based on?" That’s an excellent, nuanced question — but one that a slave ship
boat race mini-game would probably not help to answer.
Other educational games have tackled slavery as a theme, but they have fared better,
at least in the eyes of critics. "Mission US" is a free online educational game that
includes a section on slavery and has seen some mixed reviews but is otherwise rated
highly both by advocacy groups and gaming sites like Kotaku, which praised the
game for "[treating] its characters and its players with respect." Like "Slave Trade,"
"Mission US" includes a selection of downloadable PDF "educator guides" for
teachers to follow as they teach.
The topic of slavery also turns up in fictional, story-based games. "Thralled" is a
puzzle game with a story about a runaway slave in 1700s Brazil who has been
separated from her newborn child. The game has not yet been released, but reviews
are also positive: Gaming site Polygon called it "beautiful and heartbreaking." "Slave
Trade" is neither.
At the same time, the public bashing of "Slave Trade" — with online commenters
pointing indignantly at the "Tetris"-styled portion or cracking jokes about it — is an
all too easy way to publicly posture against overt racism. It is unlikely that the game
will ever be used in any U.S. classroom, which makes it a safe target.
But we are raising a generation of children in Texas where, in 2015, the State Board
of Education has in effect declared that slavery was just a side issue in the Civil War
and where textbooks are not required even to mention Jim Crow or the Ku Klux Klan.
Those kids will grow up to be parents, teachers, governors, or maybe even presidents.
Some of us seem to be comfortable condemning a foreign-made indie game that few
will ever play. Even conservative sites like Breitbart have jumped on the train. But
when our own public institutions attempt to whitewash our own history, we are a bit
more hesitant with the criticism. That, to me, is dangerous.
My hope is that the uproar over this silly game will encourage us to question our own
learning materials and keep the conversation going about how we teach our own
history.
dexter.thomas@latimes.com
Twitter: @dexdigi
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Accessibility has recently become a crucial talking point in digital humanities. Some scholars
have argued that the best way to account for accessibility is to implement universal design
principles when developing DH projects. This post considers positive and negative aspects of
universal design in DH and advocates for a more practical modified solution.

Accessibility, or “how a disabled person accesses or benefits from a site, system[,] or
application,” has become a topic of great importance in the digital humanities (DH)
community, as evidenced by its appearance as the main theme of the international DH2017
conference. Similarly, best practices papers have described implementation of accessibility
standards as a requirement for DH projects. With this new emphasis, digital humanists have
been suggesting solutions to make DH projects more accessible.

Universal Design in DH
One DHer, George Williams, advocates for universal design as an accessibility solution. Ron
Mace, founder and program director of North Carolina State University’s Center for Universal
Design, coined the term “universal design” in the late 1990s. Mace envisioned design that
could be used by anyone on any platform, accounting for the needs of those with visual,
hearing, or motor impairments while maintaining an attractive and functional website for non-
disabled people.

More recently, the Center for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access has implemented
eight goals of universal design, including:

1. Body fit
2. Comfort
3. Awareness
4. Understanding
5. Wellness
6. Social integration
7. Personalization
8. Cultural appropriateness

With these goals in mind, Williams argues that DHers
can make design decisions that allow both disabled and non-disabled people to use their final
product.

Benefits of Universal Design
Williams’ article highlights several positive aspects to universal design in the context of digital
humanities. For one, it accounts for different ways disabled people use technology and
includes not only the computer screen, but also tactile surfaces and auditory screen readers.
By making a website compatible with several types of devices, designers open it up to a
greater number of users.

Williams also points out that universal design is compliant with accessibility standards
being applied to DH projects, especially in international contexts. Many countries around the
world, including Canada, India, and Japan, require proof of accessibility to be federally
funded. Although it is not a legal requirement in the United States, several organizations
demand project websites comply with accessibility standards, making universal design
methods more appealing.
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Drawbacks of Universal Design
Despite many positive aspects, however, Jonathan Hsy, a non-disabled scholar, and Rick
Godden, a disabled scholar, indicate two major difficulties that hinder universal design. The
first is that universal design “is a myth.” Hsy calls it the “Holy Grail” of design: tantalizing,
but ultimately unobtainable because it is impossible to account for all media, languages, and
impairments. For instance, he describes the Deaf Studies Digital Journal, which uses
American Sign Language for its content, making it inaccessible to the hearing majority.
Although this is a case of accessible design, it is not universal design.

Even the language that Williams uses when advocating for universal design in DH hints at its
impossibility. He argues that DH projects be compatible “with desktop computers, laptops,
smart phones, and tablets… refreshable Braille displays, digital talking book devices, screen
reader applications, and screen magnification software.” It is not realistic to expect DH project
managers to know about and accommodate all of these types of devices. Moreover, by
requiring this versatility, DH becomes inaccessible to the underfunded.

The second major difficulty is that universal
design does not address all types of
impairments and the embodied
experiences of disabled people. Godden
argues that even well intentioned universalist
views can “[efface] crucial particularities of
embodied experience.” For example, when
Williams describes the benefits of universal
design he only remarks on people who are
deaf or hard of hearing, those who are blind
or have low vision, and people who have
trouble distinguishing certain colors. This is a
very limited view on disabilities that
disregards the individual’s needs; disabled
people risk becoming homogenized and therefore neglected.

Conclusion
Universal design is an optimistic solution for accessibility in digital humanities, but may not be
a practical one. Although it would be ideal to implement design features that serve all users,
Godden suggests that DHers focus on balancing the principles of universal design with “the
particulars of embodied experience.” Perhaps the lesson is to accommodate the maximum
number of users possible by implementing simple and inexpensive fixes such as the usage of
alt-text, which could be easily accomplished even in a small DH project. Furthermore,
usability testing with actual disabled users would be the best course of action. Designers of
DH websites could find out what needs are not being met and implement helpful and
affordable solutions to accommodate people who are actually using their site.
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There has been a long history of linking mainstream or popular culture with the feminine for the purpose

of denigrating both (Huyseen 1986). So-called casual video games lend themselves well to mainstream

or popular audiences because of their pick-up-and-play nature and intuitive controls. In fact, some

developers even prefer the name mainstream or mass market games to casual games, although they fail

to see the way those terms are equally devalued by certain sub-cultures, including a vocal contingent of

core gaming culture (Jul 2010, 214). Once linked with popular culture, casual games become discursive

representations of passive consumption and femininity for hardcore gamers and as a result are treated by

a significant number in the gaming community as either threatening because they supposedly herald the

end of so-called hardcore games or irrelevant because casual games do not count as legitimate game

experiences. The cultural opposite of casual games, hardcore games, are thus paired with masculinity

and celebrated as the authentic and superior game design and experience.

Today, popular video games, particularly those associated with the core base of players, are arguably

dominated by a white, hegemonic masculinity (Everett 2009). Early work on masculinity and video

games emphasized the relationship between video games and children even as this same work aptly

explored gender stereotyping in games, gendered game design, and the disproportionate number of men

in the games industry (Cassell and Jenkins 1998). Today, although more women than ever play games,

the industry and culture remain fixated on a masculine gamer identity (Kafai et al. 2008). Although the

Entertainment Software Association, the American video game industry’s flagship lobbyist group,

reports that 47% of game players are now women, Kafai et al. contend that the same issues of gender

representation that plagued video games and their industry in the 90’s still persist, regardless of the

increased female player base. Indeed, one important reason for the abiding marginality of the feminine

in gamer culture is arguably the absence of women from the video games industry. While female players

may have increased in number, the percentage of women in the industry has remained between 11 and

12 percent for years (Miller 2012). Moreover, recent work by Nina Huntemann (2013) illuminates the

often invisible or neglected feminized labor of video game hardware production and promotion, usefully

drawing links between low-wage and low-skilled female labor in manufacturing plants with the use of

“booth babes” at trade show events that perpetuate a culture of sexism while continuing to marginalize

or render invisible the contributions of women in the industry. This work accentuates the need for a

continual interrogation of not just video games and their audiences but also the industrial cycles of

production and promotion that help construct the total discursive matrix of video game cultures. Along

with Kafai et. al, Huntemann, and other scholars, I agree that the continued exploration of gender and
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video games remains as important as ever and thus situate my case study within the ongoing discussion

of video games and gender.

Not enough scholarship currently investigates how the popularization of the feminized casual games

genre has impacted masculinized video game culture. However, Erica Kubik tackles this exact problem

in a chapter of Cyberfeminism 2.0 titled “Masters of Technology: Defining and Theorizing the

Hardcore/Casual Dichotomy in Video Game Culture.” Here Kubik suggests the terms casual and

hardcore are relational and each constitutes the other; definitions for these terms help construct gaming

identity by denigrating the casual gamer and celebrating the hardcore. Equally, Kubik deftly points out

that “the end result is a normative value to the masculine hardcore gamer, and devaluation for the

feminine casual gamer” (2012, 136). The majority of the work for this article was conducted between

2008 and 2010, and unfortunately I did not encounter Kubik’s work until recently. As such, my work

reaffirms many of her salient observations and arguments. However, while Kubik focuses largely on

casual as a modifier for the identity of the gamer and couches part of her argument in online social

spaces like World of Warcraft, I explore casual as a modifier for gamers, games, and hardware,

perpetuated not just by game players themselves but by an array of discursive forces, including industry

professionals and marketing teams. Ultimately, I hope this essay compliments and builds off the work of

the scholars above, in general, and Kubik in particular.

In this article I analyze the spectrum of gendered discourses surrounding so-called casual video games

over the last half-decade, or roughly between 2006 and 2011 across popular culture, the video game

industry, and in core gaming culture. This particular period was chosen because the commercial success

of Nintendo’s Wii, released in 2006, publicly galvanized what was already a thriving casual games

industry and arguably brought the phenomenon to popular attention. However, as with everything in the

technology industry, the landscape of digital games changes rapidly and the “casual games” moment has

largely subsided, giving way to an era of social and mobile games. Although the same gendered

discourses circulate around these new forms of games, I limit my study to the commercial and

discursive zenith of the casual video game, with an emphasis on the Nintendo Wii. Through an analysis

of interviews, advertisements, and articles in mainstream and trade publications, I argue that journalists,

developers, executives, and marketers have contributed to the cultural feminization of casual video

games resulting in the recreation of a traditional, gendered cultural hierarchy in the medium of video

games. Troublingly, this broader cultural feminization supports the discursive sentiments of some core

gamers found on several popular video game blogs, sentiments that continually delegitimize and

marginalize the feminized genre of casual games, despite the co-presence of voices that counter this

assault, which I acknowledge near the end of this article. Together, sectors of commercial culture and

core gaming culture work to position casual games as first feminine and then, tacitly if not vocally, as

inferior and lacking when compared to masculinized hardcore video games. As a culture established



upon a vulnerable masculinity with anxieties of infantilization and illegitimacy, hardcore gaming culture

perceives these feminized casual games as a threat.

The Mom Test: Industry Logics

At the Electronic Entertainment Expo (E3) 2010, all three major console platform holders – Nintendo,

Sony, and Microsoft – reiterated and reproduced the casual and hardcore binary during their always

anticipated and carefully planned press conferences. As the current leader in the casual home console

space at the time, Nintendo surprised many attendees by focusing on their core franchises rather than the

family-friendly line of casual games that made them so successful over the last several years. Many

enthusiast press outlets took note of this and celebrated Nintendo for their returned focus on the

“hardcore” gamer. As one Kotaku writer wrote for the title to his impressions post, “Nintendo finally

remembers what E3 is for” (Plunkett 2010). Plunkett implies here that E3 is not for just any video

games, but for core video games and core video gamers. Impressions like this suggest any time spent at

E3 promoting casual experiences is an inappropriate use of stage time at the expo.

On the other hand, Sony and Microsoft devoted large amounts of time in their press conferences to their

attempts at motion-controlled gaming, Move and Kinect respectively, and the same enthusiast press

similarly criticized both for the time spent on their new casual experiences (Oldenburg 2010). In this

response and in the overwhelmingly positive reaction to Nintendo’s showing, the prejudices of core

gaming culture find an encouragement in video game journalist practices. Some in the enthusiast press

celebrate the attention paid to traditional, core gaming titles, while attention paid to newer, culturally

assigned casual experiences is met with derision and tension. The acknowledgement of the casual and

hardcore schism being epitomized in “Mom,” on the one hand, and the mid-20s male gamer, on the

other, by the platform holders during their press conferences and the enthusiast press in their

impressions of the conferences, exacerbates the gender dichotomy. Even though the platform holders

value their customers who purchase their intentionally branded casual offerings for contributing

significant revenue to their company, these corporations still create the conditions for the “othering” of

these casual game players within gaming culture. While Nintendo might use the terms “active” and

“casual” (Ohannessian 2010) and Microsoft the terms “blockbuster” and “family,” (Xbox 360

Tranforms 2010), all the platform holders recognize and reproduce the dominant genre binary in gaming

along with the implicit, yet often understated, gender dimensions of this binary.

The video game industry treats the term casual as a beneficial target consumer, a potential profit, but this

enthusiasm is tempered by the subtle devaluation and more blatant feminization of this same market.

The gaming industry helped coin and popularize the terms “hardcore” and “casual” in the first place and

has used them historically for marketing and product differentiation purposes, although more recently

these terms have shifted to “core” and “family,” as noted above. For industry professionals, the term



casual has come to be associated with non-traditional gamers, none more so than the proverbial mother-

figure or Mom.

It is difficult to determine if the gaming industry was the first to connect mothers, non-traditional

gamers, and females to casual games, but it is evident that the discourse continues to reflect this

connection.  For instance, at the 2007 Game Developers Conference, Steve Meretzky from the casual

game company Bluegill, stated that one way to define casual games is by describing them as games for

casual gamers. This definition seems obvious when isolated, but when combined with articulations of

the audience for these casual games, casual games become games targeted toward a feminized audience.

This association began to emerge when Meretzky mentioned that casual games are games for people

who would not define themselves as gamers, as he here was constructing a binary between the casual

player and the gamer who would describe him or herself that way (GDC 2007). Casual game designer

Dave Walls (GDC) expresses the sentiments of many people when he suggests, “You know it when you

see it.” For many developers, there is something about a casual game that announces itself as such to an

audience.

This casual gamer “who would not describe herself as a gamer” almost always eventually gets

articulated as the mother-figure or Mom in industry discourse. The game we know as casual when we

see it is a game that has been created for Mom. One 2006 survey indicates 71 percent of the casual

gaming audience is female and most of these players are over the age of 35 (Dobson 2006). Another

survey by Jesper Juul indicates that as many as 93 percent of casual gamers might be female (2010,

154). Walls (GDC) summarizes how the industry views casual games when he articulates, “If my mom

can play it, it’s a casual game.”  In fact, Popcap’s Jason Kapalka gives the games he produces “the mom

test,” meaning that if a mother can understand and take pleasure in the game, then he is producing a

game that will sell to the casual market (Sheffield 2009). Hence, such sentiments discursively link the

proverbial Mom with the casual video game.

Another example of video game marketing positioning mothers within the casual paradigm in the last

few years occurs in Electronic Art’s early 2011 media campaign for the game Dead Space 2.

Encapsulated in the slogan, “Your Mom Hates This,” the campaign incorporates various commercials

featuring the horrified look upon the faces of “mothers” as they view the game on a monitor. Here the

marketers for Dead Space 2 want to situate the game firmly in the hardcore category. They accomplish

this by highlighting just how far from the tastes of Mom the game strays. While casual games are not

mentioned in this campaign, the cultural link between mothers and casual games is utilized to position

Dead Space 2 as distinctly hardcore, masculine, and edgy. Equating female players, articulated as Mom,

with casual games not only feminizes the category but also connects it to middle-class luxuries of

disposable income and devoted leisure time this proverbial figure is assumed to have.



Along with the link to mothers, the industry often speaks of casual games as those games that lack the

qualities of core gaming titles.  Rebel Monkey’s Nick Fortugno (GDC 2007) suggests casual game

players are not familiar with gaming culture and gaming history; these players do not have those “desire

structures.” The desire structures Fortugno mentions refer to conventional gaming expectations. These

might include fighting and shooting mechanics, or anticipations of difficulty and complex level design.

Here game players who prefer experiences designated as casual are defined by their lack of cultural

gaming knowledge and literacy, their lack of desire for violence and sexuality in video games.

Descriptions provided by the designers and develops above imply that gaming culture and hardcore

game design share similar values and expectations, but that casual game design and so-called casual

game players necessarily exist outside of this culture. If hardcore games are defined by their adherence

to these cultural expectations, such sentiments suggest casual games are defined by the absence of the

traditions, tropes, and gameplay of hardcore titles. This assumes that just as a casual gamer lacks the

cultural knowledge a core gamer possesses, a casual game lacks the aesthetics, content, and interactions

a core game allows. In other words, the casual space is defined negatively by a lack of hardcore gaming

qualities. The repeated association of casual gaming and “lack” echoes the state of the feminine as

defined by Lacan, a cultural feminine that lacks the ultimate, phallic expression of masculine power. 

Owing to this lack, feminized casual games are positioned as inferior to hardcore games, existing in

their shadow. They are seen and discursively positioned as deficient.

Despite the construction of the feminized casual gamer as deficient when compared to the “proper,” core

gamer, the game industry still understands this new, feminized audience as a valuable market, at least in

terms of profit. To the industry, the rise in popularity of casual games, and the cultural feminization of

these games, means a wider consuming audience and higher profit. According to Popcap’s Dave Rohrl,

casual games earned nearly half a billion dollars in 2007, and that is excluding mobile earnings, a

market space which has greatly increased in recent years thanks to the proliferation of smart phones and

tablet devices (Casual Games Sector Report, 2012). Yet this enthusiasm for profit does not keep the

gaming industry from positioning casual games as inferior or lacking in comparison to hardcore games

in multiple, albeit often inadvertent ways.

Gender, Technology, and the Living Room

Another aspect of the feminization of casual video games involves the video game console design,

specifically the Nintendo Wii, the gendered dimensions of hardware aesthetics, and the contentious

spatial dynamics of the living room. Lynn Spigel (1992) points out that the problem of integrating new

media technology into the home has always been a spatial problem. The recent integration of HDTV has

signaled a similar dilemma. As Newman and Levine suggest, “A desire at once to hide and display the

flat-panel bespeaks a tension between the excitement over television’s reinvention as masculinized,



legitimated HDTV and ambivalence over the incorporation of massive hardware into feminized

domestic spaces” (2011, 111). Newman and Levine argue that the massive size of the HDTV required a

rethinking of the living room’s domestic space, a rethinking that revealed the gendered tension present

when masculinized technologies are brought into the domestic space structured by feminized interior

design aesthetics.  Bernadette Flynn outlines the migration of video games from the video arcade to the

home living room in her article, “Geography of the Digital Hearth,” but recognizes that, at the time she

wrote, there was “little attempt by video console manufacturers and distributors to present the video-

game console as a domesticated object” (2003, 557). This remains somewhat true for Microsoft’s Xbox

360 and Sony’s PlayStation 3 consoles, although in the last few years they have both released motion

control peripherals and issued console redesigns to capitalize on the Wii’s success. Regardless, Nintendo

has aggressively pursued the domestic sphere and the non-traditional game players that inhabit that

sphere for years now.

In her examination of female electric shavers, Oost finds that “[m]asking the technology was a

systematic element of the gender script of the Ladyshave” electric shaver (2005, 206). In other words,

Oost suggests covering up the technology involved in the operating process feminized the shaver.

Weighing in at a little less than four pounds, the Wii is a small white rectangle, about the size of three

DVDs stacked. As a simple white rectangle, the Wii understates the technology behind it. Additionally,

rather than the hard-to-miss presence of the older PS3 and the 360 models, the Wii easily disappears into

the domestic, living room setting. The console can exist in the family room space without clashing with

the décor. The emphasis for the Wii isn’t on the technological look, but in the gestural controls of the

console. With its minimalist design, similar to the aesthetics that have brought Apple such mainstream

success, Nintendo’s Wii opened itself up to a cultural re-gendering that has de-masculinized the

technology behind it. While Flynn is right when she proposes “the design of the console has changed

from a toy, to an entertainment unit, to a futuristic appliance,” and thus the Nintendo Wii has

reintroduced the console-as-toy concept (564). Yet rather than positioning it as just a masculinized toy,

Nintendo has successfully created a family toy, harkening back to early home console system marketing

of the Atari 2600 (Atari Commercial 2006).

Game Libraries

Although the Wii offers titles that fit into both culturally constructed casual and hardcore categories, the

casual games discourse around the system overshadowed the hardcore offerings and skewed the general

perception of the system. Nintendo did not exclusively market its Wii console toward the “casual

market.” In addition to the Mom figure, the elderly, and children, the company also reached out to the

core Nintendo fan base, many of whom grew up with Nintendo franchises. The commercials for more

“core” titles like Legend of Zelda: Twilight Princess and Metroid Prime 3 tended to feature solitary

males seated alone in dark rooms in front of the television, heavily engaged with the action on screen,



despite a few foreign versions of the Metroid 3 commercial featuring a female Samus Aran lookalike,

the protagonist of Metroid (Zelda Commercial, 2008; Metroid Commercial, 2008). Twilight Princess

and Metroid Prime 3 do feature gestural controls, taking advantage of the Wiimote’s spectrometer for

motion controls, but these features were deemphasized and balanced with more traditional controller

inputs such as analog stick manipulation and button-mapped actions. The result is that for Zelda, the

primary motion performed was a quick flick of the wrist for sword swiping (this could also be controlled

with a button), and for Metroid, subtle movements of the Wiimote to direct the first-person camera

around the environment. Both games featured expansive game-worlds and narratives that required many

hours to experience in full. Indeed, these two games represent just a few of the many “core” titles on

offer for Nintendo’s Wii console. Other examples include No More Heroes, MadWorld, Tatsunoko vs.

Capcom, and Sin and Punishment: Star Successor. However, none of these games sold particularly well,

with the stylish, gory, black and white MadWorld performing particularly poor commercially.

One reason for this sales performance may be that advertisements for these “core” games, like the

games themselves, tend to be marginalized in Wii marketing and popular discourse in favor of titles with

a broader, family appeal. For instance, the top selling games for the Wii include Wii Sports (79.6m) and

its sequel (30.14m), Mario Kart Wii (32.44m), Wii Play (28.02m), and Wii Fit (22.67m), all of which

cater to quick play sessions, intuitive motion-based controls, and were heavily positioned discursively in

advertising and the popular press as emblematic of the Wii’s status as a casual console (Nintendo

Software Sales 2012).

“Sometimes I Play for Me”: Marketing Casual Game Devices

As two of the most popular examples of the casual games movement, the marketing of Nintendo’s Wii

and DS has been instrumental in the gendering of casual gaming. The feminization of Nintendo’s

consoles, and the casual play associated with them, begins even in the color associated with their

business strategy. After the 2004 launch of the DS, the 2006 re-launch of the DS Lite, and leading up to

the launch of the Wii, Nintendo began to describe its business strategy as a Blue Ocean approach, an

approach that relies on creating a new audience rather than fighting for an existing one and allowing

your consumer-base to stagnate. Speaking of the book Blue Ocean Strategy, Nintendo’s Vice President

of Sales and Marketing Reggie Fils-Aime claimed that the book “cites successful companies who’ve

looked beyond the bloody, red waters of ruthless competition. Companies who pushed the accepted

definition of their markets and found so-called blue oceans, where they were able to expand business

while their competition remained behind” (Casamassina 2005).  Fils-Aime goes on to describe the DS

and Revolution (the code name for what would become the Wii) as adopting this approach, as seeking

out new audiences of non-traditional game players.



The Blue Ocean metaphor participates in the gendering of casual games in a way that becomes apparent

when it is contrasted with the Red Ocean approach. In a Palermo Business Review article, Patricio

O’Gorman suggests, “The video game industry has been locked into what can best be described as a

Red Ocean, where the focus is on beating the competition, winning market share, capturing consumers

and outselling the competition” (2008, 97).  The verbs O’Gorman uses in relation to the Red Ocean

business model – beating, winning, capturing, outselling – are aggressive, competitive ones married to

traditional masculinity, as well as to free market capitalism and gaming culture itself. When contrasted

with the Red Ocean business approach, Nintendo can be seen as embracing a cultural feminization, a

softening, of their game platforms.

Whereas the Red Ocean strategy of Sony and Microsoft is one characterized by fierce competition,

struggle, the allusion to bloodied waters, and the intense loyalties and caprices of core gamers, the Blue

Ocean strategy of Nintendo is tranquil, untainted, and characterized by an audience interested in

cooperation, friendly family fun, and non-violent types of gameplay. Even though Nintendo has

replaced the “bloody” Red Ocean approach with a more “serene” Blue Ocean tactic, the company is not

anti-capitalist.  Nintendo is still competitive in its search for new markets; however, the company

chooses to characterize its approach as peaceful and calm, juxtaposing its efforts with the aggressive,

violent, and cutthroat approaches of Sony and Microsoft. However, problematically, these qualities have

been historically feminized in our culture and contribute to the feminization of the Wii.

This feminization can be seen in the way these experiences were sold to consumers as well as in the

company’s market discourse. Indeed, looking at the advertising surrounding these game systems is

important to understanding the ways gender is constructed through them and how Nintendo welcomes a

feminization of their technologies as a way to enhance the bottom line.  Shira Chess (2010) argues that

Wii and DS magazine advertisements targeted toward women essentialize feminine play and restrict this

play to productivity. Chess suggests that advertisements for the Wii system and the games Brain Age,

Wii Fit, and EA Sports Active are “targeting a feminine readership, and suggesting a proper time and

place for video game play” (10). In other words, Chess argues that Wii ads targeting women construct

and limit feminine play as another form of productivity and self-improvement, either through

sharpening an aging brain or tightening a sagging body. While it is troubling that these advertisements

construct productivity as a requirement of feminine play and also reproduce damaging feminine beauty

standards, I offer Chess’s work primarily as evidence that Nintendo has actively sought out feminine

players with the Wii and DS and aided in discursively feminizing their products in the process.

Moreover, other ads Chess does not consider for the Wii and DS strengthen the link between these

systems and a female, or at least feminized, player.



In 2008, Nintendo launched the celebrity-fueled campaign “I Play for Me,” a campaign that featured

popular female stars America Ferrera, Carrie Underwood, and Liv Tyler playing Nintendo products.

Importantly, this campaign complicates Chess’s assumptions about the essentializing of feminine play in

a few ways. Rather than focusing on self-help or fitness in the form of Brain Age and Wii Fit, these ads

highlight the independence of play the DS offers female players. The ads do not necessarily suggest

women play to maintain a youthful brain or culturally ideal body shape, although the use of successful,

beautiful celebrities does not dispel these notions, but rather these ads suggest that women can play for

themselves, for fun, a time away from family, as a way to further define their unique identity and create

a personalized space. The Carrie Underwood online ad shows her smiling while holding a white DS

Lite, the ad copy reading, “I play for me” (Underwood Ad 2008). The viewer is also prompted to click

on the online ad to see which game Underwood plays in her free time. The linked video is a

documentarian style commercial where Underwood plays her (now pink) DS as her tour bus barrels

down an American interstate (Underwood DS Lite 2008). With its focus on Underwood’s amused

expressions, her relaxed posture on her tour bus couch and her tactile interaction with the game

Nintendogs, a game about virtual puppy rearing, this ad is emblematic of the whole campaign and

attempts to normalize the celebrities and thus emphasize everyday women having fun and kicking back

with video game software, something almost unheard of in the popular imagination prior to the rise of

the “casual” genre. In slight contrast, however, the America Ferrera series oddly includes the qualifier

“Sometimes I play for me,” perhaps alluding to Ferrera’s job as an actress or player of roles, including

Ugly Betty at the time (Ferrara Ad 2008). Taken more critically, however, the ad may suggest that

feminine play often revolves around the needs of others, and that occasionally, sometimes, feminine play

can be individually focused, such as when playing the Nintendo DS alone. Although Ferrera’s ads are

the only ones that include the qualifier “sometimes,” they nonetheless reveal that these ads, just as much

as those Chess analyzes, still characterize feminine play in a limiting way, contextually if not

purposefully.

Because They aren’t Us: Fear of Feminization in Gaming Culture

Through industry and marketing discourses and hardware aesthetics, the culturally feminized modifier

casual has been applied to game players, game experiences, and console platforms. At the same time,

video game culture online has also actively engaged in this feminization. Whereas the industry subtly

devalues casual game players for their preferences and casual games for their lack of hardcore qualities,

many people who post on hardcore gaming blogs make no effort to hide their gendered disdain for

casual games and casual game players. In fact, the marketing, industry, and mainstream discourses may

enable the more overtly sexist treatment of casual games by this aggressive community of gamers.

In order to access a contingent of this community and its relationship to casual games, I examined

conversations happening on the popular Internet video game blogs Kotaku, Joystiq, and Destructoid,



sites chosen as much for their traffic rankings as for their structures that facilitate and encourage user

comments and conversations on every piece posted. According to traffic data collected by Compete and

Quantcast, Kotaku, Joystiq, and Destructroid ranked fifth, tenth, and fourteenth, respectively (eBiz Top

15 2013). The majority of this research was conducted in 2009 and referenced stories posted between

2006 and 2009; accordingly, the sentiments examined should be understood as historically contingent,

even as the masculinist discursive affect they represent remains active today. Furthermore, since the

time of data collection, all three sites have gone through significant design changes, and this has

unfortunately led to the deletion of many of the articles referenced or comments analyzed. Nonetheless,

I provide the original links in my references for accuracy’s sake and in case a personal archive of them

ever arises. Although this development significantly hinders the validity of my arguments in some cases,

it also points out the ephemerality and fragility of online sources. Seen another way, my use of the

comments below now works doubly to capture a particular cultural mood at a specific historical moment

and as an archive of alarming sentiments toward casual games that would otherwise have been lost to

the ravages of Internet erosion.

Centered on casual games, these conversations suggest a vocal contingent of hardcore video game

culture privileges a specific type of hegemonic masculinity, one that adheres to and interpellates a

heterosexual, male identity. Despite the co-presence of dissenting voices that critique these gendered

attacks, the core gamers I highlight utilize hegemonic conceptions of gender to degrade casual video

games, employ post-feminist sarcasm that ends up reifying the hardcore/casual binary even as they

critique it, and evoke a protest rhetoric of victimization by positioning the casual games movement as a

dominating, oppressive force bent on destroying and replacing traditional, masculinist games. It is

through this often disdainful and sexist treatment of the casual genre that some core gamers constitute

an anti-fandom of casual games, a group Gray (2005) discusses as forming around a mutual hatred for a

specific cultural text.

Part of the gendered distain for casual games in core gaming culture has a direct connection to the

industry and commercial logics of always connecting the wife or mother-figure to the casual category, as

I discussed above. For instance, whether users proudly proclaim, “My Wife loves ‘em” (Strider_mt2k

2007), whether they negatively chirp, “i dont like my mom playing tetris all day on my game boy”

(Rojo 2007), or whether they blatantly state, “Girls can have their types of games and guys can have

their own” (Joeshie 2008), the marrying of females and femininity with the casual game space

continually reproduces and cements itself as common sense. Casual games are understood by these so-

called representatives of hardcore gaming culture as games wives love, as games the proverbial Mom

plays, and as games specifically for girls or women. As a result, this discourse promotes notions of

difference and distinction that ultimately recreate gender and power hierarchies in games culture and

beyond.



In addition to marrying the feminine with the casual space, part of this positioning of the other happens

through the labeling of casual games as other in sexual orientation. To these particular gamers, hardcore

games not only represent the masculine, they represent the heteronormative ideal. A discourse exists in

this community that links casual games with homosexuality. This is exemplified in comments such as

“Casual games? GAAAAAAAY!” (samfish 2007) and “Casual Games are for gay people or men that

are very very very in touch with their feminine side; so in touch it’s scary” (Cyro 2007). Both comments

explicitly conflate casual games with homosexuality and femininity. However, the second goes further

by evoking a masculine heteronormative anxiety at the thought of a male in touch with his emotions.

Indeed, if this discourse links casual games with emotions, it would make sense that “men don’t talk

about casual games because they aren’t worth talking about. Playing, perhaps, talking no” (Batzarro

2007). In this way, like emotions or homosexuality, “real men” are not supposed to discuss casual

games, even if they do secretly play them. This reflects the expectations of hegemonic masculinity that

limit men from discussing their feelings. Additionally, this comment echoes historical regulations in

America’s armed forces that were founded on the credo, “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” a policy that supports

the invisibility and indeed the annihilation of queer lifestyles.  In this logic, playing casual games, like

homosexuality, is something to be ashamed of and kept secret. In core gaming communities, even if

males play casual games behind closed doors – and according to this reasoning they should only be

played behind closed doors – the discourse suggests that male players are culturally encouraged not to

bring it up.

Not all comments are so easily read, however. Angela McRobbie (2007) argues that contemporary

culture produces a post-feminist mindset that announces the victory of feminism while marginalizing its

current efforts and surreptitiously undoing all the advances it helped achieve regarding gender and

sexual equality. In a post-feminist culture, sexism and misogyny appear not as proof that feminism

failed but as proof that it succeeded. That is, because women supposedly no longer suffer inequalities in

society, sexist jokes are taken to be self-aware and ironic; any overt devaluation of women or the

feminine is meant to be seen as sarcasm. As enlightened cultural and consuming beings, we are meant to

be in on the joke. These types of post-feminist comments appear on Kotaku, Joystiq, and Destructoid,

and serve to poke fun at the assumed connection between femininity and casual games and the

antiquated concept of ideal gender roles. However, while most are meant as tongue-in-cheek remarks,

this kind of language still reproduces and reinforces the marrying of casual games and gamers with the

feminine and duplicates traditional gender and power hierarchies.

These post-feminist comments appear on popular gaming blogs when male-coded gamers link females

with casual games in degrading and pre-feminist ways. In one post on Kotaku titled, “Who Knew: Men

Like Casual Games, Too,” a commenter named Onizuka-GTO writes, “female presence = casual. It’s a

fact.  Honest.  ” (2007). This comment is reinforced by two others. A user named THE-HATER



comments, “All you guys who bought Puzzle Quest [1] are proof of the horror of casual games. Casual

games are evil, they are the worst thing ever. They keep women at the computer instead of in the

kitchen” (2007). Additionally, ParadoxControl quips, “listen, I don’t play games unless they come with

a full rack of ribs, a 2lb sirloin, Mashed Potatoes, Budweiser, a shotgun, camo pants, and a stack of

playboys, because I’m a real man!” (2007). The first of these comments explicitly joins casual games

with the female, stating it as a fact beyond reproach and effectively gendering those types of game

experiences. At the same time, Onizuka-GTO uses an emoticon that resembles a face sticking its tongue

out, a sign that he is aware of his own absurdity and is joking around. On the other hand, THE-HATER’s

words are less playful, conflating the already established feminine space of casual games with evilness

and then finishing his comment by evoking pre-feminist gender roles, metaphorically plucking the

woman from the office computer and plopping her back in front of the stove. However, his sarcasm is

revealed by the comment’s exaggerated nature, just like ParadoxControl’s satirical tirade about what

makes a man, and more importantly here, what makes a manly game. Though varying in tone and

execution, ParadoxControl and THE-HATER both use humor to play with gender stereotypes to reveal

the performative nature of masculinity and femininity and to reveal the artifice of gendering casual

games as feminine; although their intentions might be to deconstruct these notions, they might also, if

misread, reinforce, reproduce, and strengthen the ideologies that link masculinity to “serious” games

and femininity to casual games in the first place.

In her ethnography of male gamers in Northern Ireland and southern England, Helen Thornham suggests

games “are claimed by adult [male] gamers as serious, rational and logical pastimes” (2008, 142).  Part

of taking games seriously and rationally for the users on Kotaku, Joystiq, and Destructoid is staying

informed and making smart purchasing decisions, traits typically assigned to masculine consuming

habits.  In contrast, these commenters position casual gamers as “simple people…[and] you can sell

them stupid games” (TrenchyC 2007). Moreover, what “worries [them] most about casual gamers is that

they’ll stupidly throw so much money at tech that they know nothing about, and have not researched at

all” (human-cannonball 2006).  Here, hardcore gamers position casual gamers as passive, naïve, and

mindless consumers of popular culture. To the hardcore discourse community, casual gamers become

feminized shoppers lacking agency and intelligence. Rather than doing proper (masculine) research such

as reading games news, reviews, and previews, “Casual gamers DON’T care about reviews” (Jeff 2007),

don’t seem to understand “that generally [a] video game movie=suckage” (SoCoolCurt 2007), and

“have the attention span of a three month old dog mixed with a squirrel” (mix 2008).  Here, feminized

casual gamers are depicted as less intelligent, less informed, and less important than their masculine

hardcore counterparts.  Most strikingly and troubling of all, they are positioned as sub-human and

animal in their worth and intellect.



In contrast to the so-called ignorant purchases of the casual masses, the hardcore gaming discourse

seems to suggest that even if hardcore gamers do play casual games, they are smart enough not to spend

money on them. Indeed, hardcore gamers “won’t actually buy ‘casual’ games, since most are shameless

clones of earlier casual games” (ShaggE 2007). As one user commented, “I download all my casual

gaming for free. Who’s crazy enough to pay for it…oh yeah, wii users. All their games are casual”

(nxp3 2008). These comments suggest that hardcore gamers do not spend money on casual games

because they are not serious and real games. They lack the blockbuster budgets, visual fidelity, and

narratives associated with traditionally masculine game titles. Here too the Wii is evoked as one of the

worst offenders in the casual game space, a system that has opened up gaming to girls, women, and the

elderly, if not millions of non-gaming men. This is reinforced when the gamer badasscat argues that

casual games are “not some sort of stepping stone to ‘real’ gaming” (2007). [B]adasscat suggests that

casual games are not real games. They lack the qualities of masculine games and are thus denied the

right to call themselves video games at all. As feminized entertainment, casual games are annihilated

from the landscape of serious games and serious games culture, quite like the feminine in general.

This annihilation can be seen as part of a greater taste struggle by hardcore gamers against casual games

and the femininity attached to them. In this struggle, hardcore gamers position themselves as the victims

and position the growing number of casual players and games as an invading, threatening force. Ann

Johnson has analyzed a similar phenomenon in her article, “The Subtleties of Blatant Sexism.”  She

argues that The Man Show, a masculine comedy program that gains laughs through largely sexist humor,

utilizes protest rhetoric and “depicts women as the dominant group in society and addresses viewers as

potential agitators in a struggle against women’s dominance” (2007, 167). Johnson contends that even

while patriarchy continues to operate relatively unopposed, The Man Show creates a reality where men

are relegated to subordinate positions in both the public and private spheres, always at the mercy of

dominant women in their lives. This same logic is used in the hardcore gaming community when

discussing casual games. To core gamers, casual games represent a very real threat that is gradually

blighting their cherished pastime with products that do not resemble the games they are used to.

Part of this protest rhetoric in the hardcore community is fueled by fears that casual games will

gradually take away limited retail space and developer resources from “real” games, eventually

replacing them altogether. In this logic, traditional, narrative-driven games will eventually die out as

casual games flood the market. No longer will there be Halo, Grand Theft Auto, or Call of Duty; instead,

there will just be clones of Peggle, Wii Sports, and Solitaire. Indeed, this fear persists even though core

games are still cash cows for the industry. For example, Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, arguably a

traditionally masculine video game, earned an estimated $550 million in its first five days on sale

(McElroy, 2009). Just the same, Destructoid user Necrozen positions core gamers as a dying breed when

he writes, “We are a minority now. We = Less Money than Them. So you know that it’s a losing battle”



(2009). Furthermore, as an imagined minority, core gamers believe their interests are no longer being

taken into account by game developers and publishers. More than anything, they “hate the fact that more

immersive games are gonna disappear because everyone is into the casual games now of days [sic]”

(Ambitious009 2007). Ultimately, their protest can be summed up in the words, “It’s the attack of the

killer casuals, and we need to make sure we’re not lost in the noise” (Ketsuban 2007). Although casual

gamers do not make much noise in gaming culture because they exist outside of it, the attention the

mainstream press pays to them and the interest developers have taken in them are seen as signs of a very

significant threat by core gamers. In the hardcore gaming discourse surrounding casual games, core

gamers on Kotaku, Joystiq, and Destructoid utilize hegemonic conceptions of gender to denigrate casual

video games, exploit post-feminist sarcasm within the discourse of casual games, and evoke a protest

rhetoric of victimization by positioning the casual games movement as a dominating, oppressive force

bent on usurping traditional, masculine games.

Moreover, some “core gamers” fall closer to the developers discussed earlier, complicit in the gendering

of casual games but not adverse to them; though they accept, even love, casual games, these game

players can still perpetuate their feminization. For example, Kotaku user indiemike freely admits to

playing casual games but also connects these games to the preferences of his girlfriend and her female

friends: “I find that my girlfriend, and all of her friends that I’ve played games with prefer the casual

games I have on hand, and don’t want to get wrapped up in a story within the game” (indiemike 2007).

In fact, many commenters on the blogs I analyze openly support casual games and admit to playing and

enjoying them, but just as many also reproduce the feminine gendering of the category. Even when

some game players make an effort to embrace casual games, as Kotaku writer Luke Plunkett did in the

article, “Instead of Laughing at ‘Casual’ Gamers, Try Helping Them” (2010), they still inadvertently

reproduce the effect of otherness by maintaining the stereotypes and assumptions of the casual audience

and the casual game experience as feminized.

I want to be clear that this argument does not suggest women are easy victims in this discourse nor that

there has not been and does not continue to be significant critique of this derogatory feminization from

within video game culture by gamers who are part of the blog communities analyzed. Additionally, I do

not mean to imply here that all hardcore gamers share these historically contingent discursive sentiments

or actively support the kind of gendered hierarchy I propose exists in this culture. Indeed, significant

work to critique these masculinist arguments has been done by feminist games critics like Patricia

Hernandez on Kotaku, Leigh Alexander on Gamasutra, Mattie Brice across multiple venues, and many

other writers on emerging community hubs like Border House Blog, Critical Distance, and Nightmare

Mode.



Still, why does a contingent of core gamers feel so threatened by the culturally feminized genre of

casual gaming? This intense reaction to casual video games and casual game players by the core gaming

community suggests a vulnerability in the specific masculinity of core gaming culture. This

vulnerability may stem from the low cultural status of the video game medium. Like the medium of the

graphic novel or comic book, video games historically have been infantilized and seen as immature.

Also, since video games stem from early computer culture, which even today often gets conflated with

geek culture, video games share that culture’s emasculated stereotypes. Regardless of the fact that a

whole generation of men and women have grown into adulthood while still playing video games, video

games continue to be understood culturally as a childish distraction, at best, or a complete waste of time,

at worst. Michael Kimmel (2008) suggests in his book Guyland that many men in their 20s and early

30s use video games as a form of escapism to put off growing up and taking on the responsibilities of

male adulthood, including starting a family. A myriad of online opinion pieces focus on whether games

will ever grow up as a medium (Alexander 2009). Additionally, in an examination of gamer identity,

Shaw (2011) reveals that one of the main reasons players are reluctant to identify as “gamers” is not so

much the association with hegemonic masculinity but instead the continued stigmatization of the

medium in popular culture. Most notable within this larger discussion is the ongoing argument, fueled

by the comments of famous film critic Roger Ebert (2010), of whether video games can ever be art.

Though this marginalized cultural status may be changing, as Felan Parker (2013) suggests in his

examination of art games, the other side of gaming’s popularization, the acceptance of casual games into

the family entertainment sphere, has only further irritated the masculine anxieties of core gamers.

Gamers have traditionally been characterized by a marginalized masculinity, one that mimics but does

not match real-world soldiers and athletes. Being good at video games does not grant the same social

and cultural benefits as being good at a sport or a traditionally masculine trade. The masculinity

associated with gaming is a fragile, defensive one that has relied repeatedly in its short history on

extreme violence, the sexualization of women, and strong, male homosocial bonds for its sense of power

and personal legitimacy. The introduction of a feminized, popular category of video game to gaming

culture might be seen as undermining the fragile masculinity that has had to continuously defend its

cultural position for several decades.

Conclusion

I have argued that casual video games, epitomized by Nintendo’s Wii console in the late 2000s and

strengthened today by the proliferation of mobile devices, have been discursively feminized in popular

and industry cultures by associating casual games with a feminine audience. Although the feminization

of casual games by the industry is largely tied to market demographics and branding, it remains

nonetheless troubling, especially given that this cultural labeling enables some disgruntled, anxious core

gamers to engage in sexist and misogynistic attacks on casual games and game players. Some in the



core gaming community, invested as they are in hegemonic masculinity, reject femininity and therefore

reject casual games as a potential infection, rather than an extension, of the video game medium. The

gendering of casual games in industry, marketing, and fan discourses not only continues the troubling

and limited understanding of what it is to be feminine but it limits the cultural understanding of casual

games to a single gendered standpoint.  Moreover, there is a contradictory positioning of casual games

by hardcore gaming culture as either inconsequential and worthless or domineering and threatening.

In the first case, when core gaming culture marginalizes and delegitimizes casual games it does so by

adopting the dominant gender hierarchy that always privileges the masculine and devalues the feminine.

Feminized casual games become insignificant, frivolous, and a waste of time and money as opposed to

masculinized hardcore games, which are viewed as important, serious, and worthy of investment. When

casual games are denigrated as feminine, and therefore “trivial,” and traditional video games are

celebrated for their seriousness and authenticity, both of which are qualities nested in masculinity, a

power hierarchy is created that places the masculine in the superior position and the feminine in the

inferior position, the result of which is the reproduction and perpetuation of gender inequalities.

Hardcore games become the dominant masculine while casual games become the subordinate feminine.

This reveals the way hegemonic masculinity goes beyond the mapping and categorizing of the human

body in damaging and consequential ways and maps onto every other aspect of our lives, including

technology. When this happens, that technology is employed in the maintenance of patriarchal,

masculine power in society and culture, even when that technology is meant for entertainment, like

video games. The consequences of this are far reaching and can be seen to perpetuate the dearth of

females in science and technology sectors, among other social inequalities.

In the second case, rather than espousing the insignificance of casual games, core gaming culture views

casual games as a Trojan horse for femininity to creep in and fundamentally alter the gendered game

experiences that culture values. Here we see the power of the dominant gender position to incorporate

and adopt defense techniques from those in the subordinate position. Even while hegemonic masculinity

continues to dominate in culture, it is positioned as subjugated and oppressed after the successes of

second wave feminism. This occurs throughout popular culture, as Ann Johnson argues in the case of

The Man Show, but until recently has not been seen in video game culture. The adopting of this

dominated, protest rhetoric by masculinized hardcore gamers reveals the vulnerability of that gender

position in the realm of gaming and points to the equal vulnerability of the hegemonic masculinity it

seeks to emulate.

While the category of casual games was prominent during the period of my study, the terms mobile or

social are now more widely associated with the casual game type; likewise, smartphones and tablets are

the current popular devices to play these games on. As Shaw suggests, while continuing to explore



marginalized communities within gaming culture, we ought not to forget the marginalized position of

video games themselves within larger culture and the ways that marginalization influences those

prejudices and identity politics ever shifting within gaming culture.

The audience for video games is growing. Along with this growth comes a shift in the focus of the

games industry toward this broader audience. Both of these shifts have had and will continue to have a

profound and gendered impact on video game culture. The casual game has become yet another threat,

whether real or imagined, to the vulnerable masculinity of video game culture. This vulnerability

manifests itself in an aversion to the feminine, to the queer, and to the non-masculine in general.

Moreover, the discourses surrounding gender and video games also speak toward larger cultural

discourses around gender, sexuality, and racial politics. Moving forward, the “casual threat” we see here

is not from the video games that fall under the casual moniker; the threat is from a gaming culture that

continually reproduces a dominant, hegemonic masculinity that is just as damaging to those who adopt

this position as it is to those groups subjugated, denied, and excluded from its ideal world. This threat is

anything but casual.

Notes

[1] Puzzle Quest is a hybrid of the role playing game and puzzle genres.  It features traditional puzzle-

based gameplay while asking the player to level his or her character to gain more abilities and further

the narrative.
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The Ladies Vanish
By SHAWN WEN NOVEMBER 11, 2014

The most magical innovation of the app economy is making the female workers it depends

on mostly invisible.

Andrew Norman Wilson was �red from his contracting job at Google for

interacting with what he called a di�erent “class of workers.” He had been

watching them for months as they exited the o�ce building adjacent to his.

Everyday they le� at 2 PM (he later learned that their shi�s began at 4 AM).

“They were purposefully kept separate. They carried yellow badges that

restricted access everywhere besides their own building,” Wilson said.
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They were mostly black and Latino—a rare sight on Google’s predominantly

white campus. They worked for ScanOps, the team that did the painstaking work

of scanning texts that make up Google Books. Intrigued, Wilson attempted to

interview some of them. He managed to get a few minutes of tape before he was

caught by Google security. He was �red shortly therea�er.

Of course books don’t digitize themselves. Human hands have to individually

scan the books, to open the covers and �ip the pages. But when Google promotes

its project—a database of “millions of books from libraries and publishers

worldwide”—they put the technology, the search function and the expansive

virtual library in the forefront. The laborers are erased from the narrative, even

as we experience their work �rsthand when we look at Google Books.

There is a tradition of humans posing as machines called “mechanical turking.”

The tradition is named a�er the “Automaton Chess-player.” Unveiled in Austria

in 1770, the automaton appeared to be a robot dressed in Orientalist clothing

(hence the “turk”). But in reality, a human being hid inside the machine and

moved the chess pieces with magnets. The best chess masters of the time

crouched beneath that chessboard.

Much like the man who jams a chess grandmaster into a dark cage in order to be

celebrated for “inventing” the cage, Amazon has built a massive network of

casualized internet laborers whose hidden work helps programmers and

technological innovators appear brilliant. Their Mechanical Turk program,

taking its name from the 18  century curiosity, hires people to do invisible work

online—work which makes their client companies’ so�ware look �awless.

Amazon’s CEO Je� Bezos calls it “arti�cial arti�cial intelligence.”

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk is a marketplace that allows companies to post jobs

that anyone can sign up to complete. These are tasks that come easily to people

but are hard to program a computer to perform: accurately transcribing text

from audio, detecting the quality or tone in a piece of writing, identifying what’s

depicted in a photograph. Amazon refers to these as Human Intelligence Tasks.

Ninety percent of human intelligence tasks pay under $0.10 per task.

th



Such “crowdworking” exists in a legal gray area. While workers are required to

report their income for taxes, employers are not required to pay payroll taxes,

overtime compensation, or honor minimum wage. The New York Times reports

that workers on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk earn an estimated range of $1.20 to

$5 per hour on average. Even more controversially, the terms of service allow

employers to “accept” or “reject” the work a�er they receive it, no questions

asked. The company is allowed to keep the work a�er they “reject” it, but the

worker is denied pay and receives a lower online rating, making it harder to

obtain future work on the site.

But the legal structure of Mechanical Turk is such that Amazon can pretend this

incredible imbalance isn’t their fault. As the company is only a “marketplace”,

Amazon claims that it’s “not responsible for the actions of any Requester,” since

they’re only providing “the capacity of a payment processor in facilitating the

transactions between Requesters and Providers.”

Tech entrepreneurs are well aware of the asymmetrical power dynamic this

situation creates. “Before the Internet, it would be really di�cult to �nd

someone, sit them down for ten minutes and get them to work for you, and then

�re them a�er those ten minutes. But with technology, you can actually �nd

them, pay them the tiny amount of money, and then get rid of them when you

don’t need them anymore,” Lukas Biewald, CEO of the site CrowdFlower, was

quoted as saying in The Nation.

The contract workforce keeps much of Silicon Valley running. New York Magazine

reported that companies like Ly�, Uber, Homejoy, Handy, Postmates,

Spoonrocket, TaskRabbit, DoorDash, and Washio all classify their workers as

independent contractors rather than employees. This has massive �nancial

bene�ts for the companies: allowing them to forego bene�ts and minimum

wages, to say nothing of pensions or unemployment insurance, while forcing

employees to pay for necessary business expenses (e.g the Uber driver’s car). It

also has huge legal advantages: by claiming they are just a “marketplace,” the

services can deny all legal responsibility for the behavior of their contractor-

employees, letting them ignore labor and safety regulations, and potentially

saving them millions in individual liability lawsuits.



But, crucially, these apps don’t �ourish because of low prices—these “savings” on

the part of the start-ups typically don’t go to customers in the form of

dramatically lowering costs. Instead, the appeal of apps like Uber is that anyone

with a smartphone can press a button and a driver shows up. Press a button and

lunch is ready, �owers are sent out, laundry gets done, the house is cleaned. It’s

like magic.

It is precisely the feeling of magic—the instant grati�cation of desire being met

the very moment it’s felt—on which the apps market themselves. The entire

discourse surrounding the app economy centers on the thrilling ease achieved

by high tech e�ciency: it’s this magic that the apps sell, the thing that

di�erentiates them from traditional modes of purchase. Because otherwise the

consumer is just getting a cab ride, just buying groceries, just hiring a

housecleaner.

It’s like magic, but it’s not magic. The magic is founded on grossly underpaid,

casualized labor. Press a button and a human being is dispatched to do menial

work. Press a button and an independent contractor, without the same rights and

protections as an employee, springs into action. Amazon’s Mechanical Turk is

merely the most literal and obvious manifestation of this trend. The actual

magic trick is making the worker disappear.

Who exactly are these disappearing workers? And if they are the same workers

who historically have performed invisible, unappreciated work, what does it

mean about the “innovation” of the app economy?

It’s very hard to get accurate statistics on the contingent workforce in the tech

industry, as tech companies are less than forthcoming. But researching the

demographics of mechanical turkers is even harder, as they are decentralized

and anonymous. In 2010, New York University professor Panos Ipeirotis

conducted a rare study to assess Amazon’s Mechanical Turk workforce. Ipeirotis

discovered that almost half of the work force is American. (In fact, the

percentage of Americans on the site has signi�cantly increased since Ipeirotis’

study. Amazon changed its terms of service, requiring identity veri�cation of its

turkers, which ruled out many Indian workers who could not provide proper

forms.) This upends a common argument used by the company’s defenders,
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While the entire tech

industry has huge gender

disparities, the gender gap

gets signi�cantly more

pronounced when we look

speci�cally at the more

who claim that $0.10 a task or $1.20 an hour goes a long way in countries like

Pakistan and India.

But would workers be better o� without the site? This was the question Ipeirotis

leveled to me when I asked him about the mechanical turkers’ low wages and

lack of power. People were on the site “voluntarily”—as much as capitalism

allows anyone to work “voluntarily.” Workers on the site were free to leave.

Workers on the site tended to be American. They tended to be young. Many

were caregivers of young children or the elderly and so it bene�ted them to

work from home. And they tended to be women.

Ipeirotis found that almost 70% of mechanical turkers were women. How

shocking: the low prestige, invisible, poorly paid jobs on the internet are �lled by

women. Women provide the behind the scenes labor that is mysti�ed as the

work of computers, unglamorous work transformed into apparent algorithmic

perfection.

In fact, beyond simply doing work that computers cannot do, mechanical

turkers actually improve computers. When a turker works on a project, she

creates a data set which the computer can then learn from. “Computers

document the signals generated by humans. They can use this data to start

learning. Computer algorithms get generated by data created by Amazon

Mechanical Turk workers,” said Ipeirotis.

Relying on data from mechanical turkers, computers have dramatically

improved in recent years at facial recognition, translation, and transcription.

These were tasks previously thought to be impossible for computers to complete

accurately. Which means that mechanical turkers (mostly women) teach

computers to do what engineers (mostly men)

cannot on their own program computers to do.

Female mechanical turkers meet their parallel in

the female computers before them. Before the word

“computer” came to describe a machine, it was a job

title. David Skinner wrote in The New Atlantis,

“computing was thought of as women’s work and



prestigious tech departments.

E.g: Facebook is 69% male,

while their tech team is 85%

male. Google overall is 70%

male, their tech team 83%.

Twitter is 70% male; tech

team: 90%.

computers were assumed to be female.” Female

mathematicians embraced computing jobs as an

alternative to teaching, and they were o�en hired in

place of men because they commanded a fraction

of the wages of a man with a similar education.

Though Ada Lovelace is �nally getting some notice

almost two hundred years a�er she wrote the �rst

ever computer algorithm, the women who have advanced math and computer

science have largely been ignored. When male scientists from University of

Pennsylvania invented the Electronic and Numerical Integrator and Computer,

the �rst electronic computer (which would eventually replace female

computers), women debugged the machine and programmed it. When these

early female computer programmers unveiled the machine to the military, they

were mistaken for models hired to stand attractively next to the new invention.

As computing machines gradually took over, mathematicians o�en measured its

computing time in “girl-hours” and computing power in “kilo-girls.” The

computer itself is a feminized item. The history of the computer is the history of

unappreciated female labor hidden behind “technology,” a screen (a literal

screen) erected by boy geniuses.

Silicon Valley really is a man’s world. Men have great ideas. Men code. Men

attract money. Men fund start-ups. Men generate jobs. Men hire other men. Men

are the next Steve Jobses, the innovators, the inventors, the disruptors. But

women complete the tasks that men have not yet programmed computers to do,

the tasks that make their “genius” and their “innovation” possible. And they do it

for pennies.
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