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Introduction-Race and 
Digital Technology 

Code, the Color Line, and the Information Society 

LISA NAKAMURA 

University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 

PETER A. CHOW-WHITE 

Simon Fraser University 

Postracial America, Digital Natives, and the State of the Union 

The current generation of young people is the first to have always had access 
to the Internet; these so-called digital natives are both hailed as omnipotently 
connected and decried as fatally distracted (see Palfrey and Gasser 2008). They 
are also the first to enter adulthood with a African American president in office. 
Yet digital natives are not an equally privileged bunch; like "natives" everywhere, 
they are subject to easy generalizations about their nature that collapses their 
differences. In contrast to former President Bill Clinton, who was colloquially 
known as the first black president, Obama was the first "wired" president. Unlike 
his opponent in the presidential election, John McCain, who fatally revealed 
that he didn't know how to use email, Obama was both our first black president 
and our first digital Commander in Chief, a harbinger of a new age in more 
ways than one. However, Obama's presidency coincides with some of the most 
racist immigration legislation seen in recent years, as well as a prison industrial 
complex that continues to thrive and target black males, and a financial and 
housing crisis that has disproportionately harmed black and Latino Americans. 
The paradox of race after the Age of the Internet, a period that some have defined 
as "postracial" as well as "postfeminist," lies in such seeming contradictions. 

As the shift from analog to digital media formats and ways of knowing 
continues apace, continued social pressure is brought to bear on the idea of race 
as a key aspect of identity and an organizing principle for society. Yet no matter 
how "digital" we become, the continuing problem of social inequality along racial 
lines persists. As our social institutions and culture become increasingly digitally 
mediatized, regularly saturated with new platforms, devices, and applications 
that enable always-on computing and networking, digital media bursts the 
bounds of the Internet and the personal computer. The pervasiveness of the 
digital as a way of thinking and of knowing as well as a format for producing 
and consuming information forces intellectuals and scholars to produce new 
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methodologies and ways of working to reflect current media realities. Equally 
important but often less discussed is this: the digital is altering our understand
ings of what race is as well as nurturing new types of inequality along racial lines. 

Like many knowledge workers in the academy who came of age well before 
the Internet, the Human Genome Project (HGP), and digital cable, African 
American Studies scholar Henry Louis Gates has made the transition from old 
to new media, and his negotiation of this move encapsulates many of the 
contradictions of informatic understandings of race enabled by digital com
puting and the Internet. Formerly a producer of academic books such as The 
Signifying Monkey and the watershed anthology Race, Writing, and Difference, 
a staple text in critical race studies and literary theory in the 1980s and 1990s, 
he can now be found blogging on pbs.org, which hosts digital streams of his 
popular television programs. He started his television and new media career 
as the host and co-producer of the PBS documentary Great Railroad Journeys 
(2006), but his transition from writer to new media producer was signaled by 
his ongoing series about genealogical testing as a means for recovering the 
hidden life histories and backgrounds of well-known people of color. This series 
started out with a focus on African American genealogical testing. African 
American Lives (2006) and African American Lives 2 (2008) traced "the lineage 
of more than a dozen notable African Americans ... using genealogical and 

historic resources, as well as DNA testing." 
In keeping with the rising popularity of reality television programming at 

this time, this series included celebrity guests as well and was narratively 
structured around several big "reveals," one of which involved Gates himself, 
who let the viewer in on the secret that he himself was not as "black" as he 
thought: In the first series, Gates learned of his high percentage of European 
ancestry due to his descent from the mulatto John Redman. In addition, he 
discussed findings about ancestry of his guests. This series featured similar 
"reveals" about other guests (Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot found out that she did 
not have any American Indian ancestry, and astronaut Mae Jemison found out 
that she was part Asian), complete with tears and other telegenic reaction shots 
after the news of each guest's genetic and racial truth was delivered. 

The series proved so popular that it spawned both a spin -off series, ongoing 
at the time of this writing, entitled Faces of America, which examined the 
genealogy of twelve North Americans: Elizabeth Alexander, Mario Batali, 
Stephen Colbert, Louise Erdrich, Malcolm Gladwell, Eva Longoria, Yo-Yo Ma, 
Mike Nichols, Queen Noor, Dr Mehmet Oz, Meryl Streep, and Kristi 
Yamaguchi, as well as a trade book, available in both electronic and paper form, 
entitled Finding Oprah's Roots: Finding Your Own (2007). The similarity 
between the reality television format and Faces of America is right on the surface: 
the "reveal" of each star's genetic test results was read out to the celebrities by 
Gates himself, in much the same way as other reality television hosts have done. 
However, unlike Dancing with the Stars, a reality television program where Kristi 
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Yamaguchi distinguished herself earlier that year, Faces ofAmerica offered the 
truth of race as an informatic commodity and as a prize more for its viewers 
than for its subjects. The invitation to the viewer to synthesize the images of 
these stars that they saw on the screen with the "new" information provided 
by genetic testing produced race as a visual spectacle, one that could both be 
consumed pleasurably and cast into radical doubt by the test results. 

Gates' explanation for his decision to start with African Americans as guests 
on this series of programs and as the first subjects for the genetic testing and 
historical research that formed the basis for his claims regarding the "truth" 
about racial identity was premised on the notion that slaves were uniquely 
deprived of information about their backgrounds and histories. African 
American slaves were rendered non-human or, as Orlando Patterson would 
put it, victims of social death, with the technique of historical erasure as part 
of the techne of racism. If racism is a technology, or rather, a systematic 
way of doing things that operates by mediating between users and techniques 
to create specific forms of oppression and discrimination, then enforced 
forgetting of the familial or historical past is surely a key part of its workings 
(see Hartman 1997). 

Gates' engagement with race is digital in at least two ways: the subject 
matter of these programs is the use of bioinformatic technologies such as gene 
sequencing to tell individuals the "truth" about race, and the program itself is 
produced as a digital signal, as is much of the audiovisual content in circulation 
today, and is transcoded into various formats to fit different software platforms 
and viewing devices. Gates' videos can be viewed on YouTube.com as well as 
PBS.org, where they are discussed with great seriousness (as well as great 
flippancy, in keeping with the time-honored tradition of video comment 
boards) by users and viewers. The PBS website also hosts a "webinar" featuring 
Gates that it marketed specifically for educators, permitting Gates to enter into 
classrooms in a much different way than he had through his written work, a 
trajectory that many educators are being encouraged (or forced) into in an effort 
to reach "digital native" students. 

Gates' new career as a digital media producer signals a new form of racial 
technology, posed as a curative to the older racist techne of enforced forgetting 
and information erasure or management-the genetic test or sequence, a digital 
technology with incredible resonance today as a truth-telling or re-membering 
device that can recover a lost past. Digital technology is here pressed into service 
as an identity construction aid; indeed, the immense popularity of home genetic 
tests for both paternity and dog breed determination (see www.canineheritage. 
com and www.wisdompanel.com) attests to their integration into everyday life. 
However, as the African American Lives series demonstrated, the racial truth 
revealed by these tests conflicted strongly and often painfully obviously with 
the subjects' experience of raced identity. This was true for its host as well. Gates 
mused aloud in African American Lives when receiving his results, "Does this 
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mean that I'm not really black?" In the context of the program, this was a 
"teaching moment," and he employed it to discuss the complex nature of racial 
identity. However, he received a definitive answer to his question when he was 
arrested in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on July 16,2009 for forcing his way into 
his own house when a jammed doorlock made it impossible for him to use his 
house key. The furor that resulted from this flagrant example of racial profiling 
(of a Harvard professor, as was noted prominently in the popular press) turned 
into a "national conversation" about race, as Barack Obama invited Gates to 
the White House to discuss the incident over beers with his arresting officer. 

Clearly, race is more than genetics, and is composed of more than one kind 
of code, yet programs like African American Lives and Faces of America assert 
that the digital trumps all else. The biotechnical turn (like the visual turn) is born 
of a particular moment in history, one which privileges the technological and 
specifically the digital over other forms ofknowledge, mediation, and interaction. 
Gates, a former MacArthur award-winner, the most prominent black critic in 
America, and the scholar most often credited with marrying African American 
Studies and critical theories such as postmodernism, has made this turn. 

The replacement of the deconstructive turn with the digital one can be seen 
as well in the more recent work of media scholar and critical race scholar Paul 
Gilroy, who after a similarly long and illustrious career as a scholar of the African 
diaspora (his eloquent book The Black Atlantic was an invaluable resource for 
media scholars and critical race scholars, as it showed how black identity was 
a transnational cultural formation created and reflected by media products) 
made a similar move towards imagining race as less symbolic and more 
biological, but his turn was in a different direction. Instead of seeing race as a 
biological fact, in Against Race he cited the prevalence of digital technology as 
a reason that we could no longer talk about race as a sound descriptive category. 
Gates' and Gilroy's technobiological turns can be interpreted as critical 
exhaustion-let the scientists sort it out, since humanists and social scientists 
seem to have made little headway-as well as the adoption of a new strategy 
for racial politics. The technoscientific turns afford a new, seemingly more 
neutral or less contentious discourse about race to circulate in the public 
sphere. This move reflects the difficulty of having any sort of critical public 

conversation about race, with or without beers. 
The conversation between Barack Obama, Henry Louis Gates, and the 

officer who arrested him did not produce either any great reconciliation or 
revelation. And though this was disappointing to many, it was not surprising, 
for as Bonilla-Silva (2001) writes, race has become literally impossible for many 
Americans to talk about; stammering, stuttering, or stymied muteness are 
common reactions to the topic. The techno-genetic turn offers a language for 
talking about race that feels safe for many, because it moves race comfortably 
out of the social and into another, seemingly less contentious realm. As Bonilla
Silva (2003) reminds us, the neoliberal ideology that defines our current 

Introduction • 5 

political, economic, and socio-cultural moment moves race, like all other forms 
of personal identity, into the realm of the personal rather than the collective 
responsibility. Is it better to have a biotechnological conversation about race 
than none at all? 

The media-television, radio, film, the Internet, digital games-are platforms 
for public conversations about race, for as Wendy Chun writes in her essay for 
this collection, "rather than the abatement of racism and raced images post 
WWII, we have witnessed their proliferation" (see also Chun 2006; Chun 
2009). The visual turn and the technological turn are converging as images 
migrate and proliferate as well onto digital platforms. It is crucial that these 
images and modes of informatics be examined as it becomes increasingly 
inadequate and we become unwilling to have these conversations with each 
other, face to face. Mediatized conversations about race, whether on the Internet 
with human interlocutors or with the torrent of digitized media texts, have 
become an increasingly important channel for discourse about our differences. 
Race has itself become a digital medium, a distinctive set of informatic codes, 
networked mediated narratives, maps, images, and visualizations that index 
identity. Critical race scholarship, that is to say scholarship that investigates 
the shifting meanings of race and how it works in society, and proposes 
interventions in the name of social justice, must expand its scope to digital media 
and computer-based technologies. Gates and Gilroy's turns away from 
deconstruction and cultural analysis and towards genomic thinking really are 
affirmations that this is the case; they acknowledge that the digital turn has 
changed the game, and that race critique has to acknowledge this and respond 
to it meaningfully, or be left behind. 

Similarly, projects like the MacArthur Digital Media and Learning 
Foundation, which supports critical scholarship on the impact of computing 
and networking on youth in education, titled its first conference in 20 l 0 
"Diversifying Participation" in order to establish that access to digital 
technologies is unevenly distributed, and that people of color and other groups 
are still denied equal opportunities in relation to digital media. 

Measuring unequal access to digital media technologies across racial and 
ethnic lines is still a central part of the research contained within this book. In 
contrast to earlier scholarship on race and the Internet, it is not the only focus, 
and the work in here contains exciting new data about differential access 
to specific digital technologies, such as online journalism and SNSs (social net
work sites). When the Internet became widely adopted in the mid-l990s, 
research on the digital divide proceeded from both policy makers and scholars; 
monographs such as Van Dijk's The Deepening Divide: Inequality and the 

Information Society (2006), Lisa Servon's Bridging the Digital Divide (2002), Pew 
Research Center's Internet and American Life Project, and the U.S. Commerce 
Department's NTIA Falling Through the Net reports (1995, 1998, 1999) called 



6 • Lisa Nakamura and Peter A. Chow-White 

attention to the problem of unequal access. While there is no doubt that access 
is important, a binary notion of access as either a yes or no proposition flies in 
the face of reason or usage, as Hargittai has shown with her empirical studies 
of web usage (see Hargittai 2008 and 2010). Reneta Mack's The Digital Divide 

( 2001) shows how technology gaps for African Americans are connected to other 
"gaps" in economics and education. In any event, though the racial digital divide 
is narrowing, it has distinctly racialized contours, as youth flock to mobile digital 
platforms over fixed ones and begin to self-segregate into specific SNSs based 
on race, ethnicity, and other factors. As Watkins asserts in The Young and the 

Digital: What the Migration to Social Network Sites, Games, and Anytime, 

Anywhere Media Means for Our Future (2009) youth of color are rapidly 
adopting digital media technologies such as cellphones and games as part of 
their everyday lives, and in some cases use them more frequently than their 
white peers. 

Critical race studies must take account of the digital, and digital media and 
technology studies must take account of race-though the essays in this book 
demonstrate that race is more than its technoscientific representation. Indeed, 
the essays in this book approach race and the digital from a variety of 
perspectives and disciplines: our authors come from departments of cinema 
and media studies, Asian American, Latino, and African American studies, 
communication, information studies, literary studies, and sociology. However, 
rather than taking the shift to digital and computer-mediated culture as new 
information which either invalidates the idea of race as a coherent category or 
encourages us to reduce it to a set of empirical data that reifies existing race 
categories, these essays explore the co-production of race and computing 
starting from the post-war U.S. period. This is a history that has deeper and 
older roots than had been previously thought. 

The field of race and digital media studies was heralded by foundational 
collections about race and digital technologies such as Alondra Nelson and Thuy 
Linh Tu's excellent Technicolor: Race, Technology, and Everyday Life (2001), 
Nelson's special issue of Social Text entitled Afrofuturism: A Special Issue of 

Social Text (2002), and Kolko, Nakamura, and Rodman's Race in Cyberspace 

(200 1 ). These collections focused on the pre-Web 2.0 period and the populariza
tion of the idea of the Internet as a "participatory medium," and much has 
changed since then. SNSs, YouTube, and Massively Multiplayer Online Role 
Playing Games had yet to become widely adopted, and Internet usage was not 
nearly as transnational as it is now. Since then the Internet has become even 
more widely adopted, digital convergence between media formats, devices, and 
genres has produced a truly transmedia environment (Jenkins 2006), and 
individual platforms other than email and websites have risen to prominence. 
Anna Everett's excellent Learning, Race and Ethnicity: Youth and Digital Media, 

part of the MacArthur/MIT Press Series on Digital Media and Learning (2008; 
available both for free online and in paper) updates earlier anthologies on race 
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and the digital to include essays on racialized cont1icts between transnational 
groups of users within MMOs (Doug Thomas), the formation of racialized 
communities on early race-based internet portals such as BlackPlanet (Dara 
Byrne) and the use of the Internet to encourage Native American digital 
literacy (Antonio Lopez). Rishab Aiyer Ghosh's innovative anthology Code: 

Collaborative Ownership and the Digital Economy (2005) takes a thoroughly 
transnational approach to digital media technologies and economies which is 
much needed in the field. Similarly, Pramod Nayer's (2010) New Media and 

Cybercultures anthology blends key essays on new media theory and racial 
difference in the U.S. context with a transnational approach that reflects the 
ongoing spread of the Internet and other digital technologies across the globe, 
while acknowledging the unevenness of its distribution. Collections like 
Ghosh's, Nayer's, and Landzelius' collection about indigenous and diasporic 
peoples, Native on the Net, internationalize Internet and race studies in much 
needed ways. 

Monographs on race and the digital technologies such as Lisa Nakamura's 
Cybertypes: Race, Ethnicity, and Identity on the Internet (2002) and Anna 
Everett's Digital Diaspora: A Race for Cyberspace (2009) focused specifically on 
the Internet, and others blended media theory with software studies, such as 
Chun's brilliant Control and Freedom: Power and Paranoia in the Age (~{Fiber 

Optics (2006). Later monographs such as Jessie Daniel's Cyber Racism: White 

Supremacy Online and the New Attack on Civil Rights (2009) featured a more 
narrow focus on hate groups online, and others looked at specific racial groups' 
involvements and investments in digital mediaspace, such as Everett's book, 
which looked specifically at African American online cultures (see also Ignacio 
2005). Nakamura's Digitizing Race: Visual Cultures of the Internet (2008a) did 
comparative work focusing on Asian Americans and combined it with a 
particular methodological approach-visual culture studies. Other authors 
included extensive analyses of race within books on digital media studies more 
broadly, such as Alex Galloway's chapter on simulation gaming and racial 
identity in his monograph Gaming: Essays in Algorithmic Culture (2006). These 
and other monographs traced the ways that new media industries, users, and 
platforms have co-created race from the Internet's early days and in the present, 
and we are happy to see that this area of study continues to grow apace. 

Race After the Internet is part of a developing interdisciplinary critical 
conversation that started with a forceful critique of the utopian discourse that 
characterized early digital media studies. Ever since the now-iconic 1993 New 

Yorker cartoon that declared that "On the Internet Nobody Knows You're a Dog!" 
the Internet has been envisioned as a technology with a radical form of agency, 
endowed with the capacity to make kids smarter (or dumber), to make social 
life more playful and fluid (or more sexually corrupt and deceitful), and to create 
an ideal "information society" where everyone is radically equal. (See Nakamura 
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2008b for a more detailed review of scholarship on race and the Internet.) People 
of color were viewed in the 1990s as beneficiaries of the Internet's ability to 
permit anonymous communications, and much of the earlier scholarship 
focused on the issue of race representation on the Internet. The focus on the 
lack of images of blacks and other others in icons to be found on the Internet 
(see White 2006), as well as within video game avatars (see Everett 2009 and 
Leonard 2004) established that, indeed, users of color were hard put to find 
"good" representations of themselves, and thus had to choose between a default 
whiteness and a stereotyped form of blackness. Digital games are now a 
mainstream form of media (video games passed DVDs in global sales in 2010), 
and they show us the new racial order of avatar representation in interactive 
space in action: excellent essays by David Columbia (2009), Tanner Higgin 
(2009), David Leonard (2006), Lisa Nakamura (2009), Jessica Langer (2008), 
and Alex Galloway (2006) describe how World of Warcraft and Grand Theft 
Auto are platforms for race as exotic spectacle (see also DeVane and Squire 2008 
for an empirical study about how youth view race in Grand Theft Auto). While 
for some the world of Azeroth is a fantasy world of infinite possibility, a 
training ground for collaborative and managerial skill and teambuilding, or 
simply an immensely profitable and popular business, for others it is both a 
sweatshop and a minstrel show. The cybertyping of trolls and tauren as 
Caribbean exotics and Native Americans, complete with music, costumes, and 
accents, casts racial others as the bad guys on the wrong side of a racial war 
that is hard-coded into the game, but as Galloway's chapter in this essay shows, 
race is more than its representation, more than "screen deep," in Chun's words: 
it is part of the algorithmic logic of games and digital media themselves. 

There are four main critical interventions that this collection adds to the 
existing and increasingly robust conversation on race and digital media 
technologies. The essays in Part I, "The History of Race and Information: Code, 
Policies, Identities" encourage a re-envisioning of race in digital technologies 
as a form of code, as well as a visual representation of a raced body. While earlier 
studies in race and digital media did the necessary work of identifying racist 
representations of samurai, gangsters, hookers, and other criminalized bodies 
as "colored," and calling for more even-handed and representative images of 
people of color on the dynamic screen, the study of stereotypes in digital media 
is intrinsically different from studies of representation in analog media. For code
based media is processual as well as visual; it does as well as appears. It executes 
race. Users don't just consume images of race when they play video games, 
interact with software, and program: instead, they perform them. While it still 
matters if your avatar can or cannot look like you, the ability to compose digital 
identities extends beyond what can be seen on the screen, and we must attend 
to how race operates as a set of parameters and affordances, ideological 
activities, and programmed codes. Indeed, as McPherson reminds us, media 
critics must force themselves to do more than read what's visible in new 
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media's interfaces, for this work may distract us from the working of race within 
code itself. 

McPherson's exciting essay "U.S. Operating Systems at Mid-Century: The 
Intertwining of Race and UNIX" mines the archive of software development 
history to expose how UNIX, an extremely important operating system, was 
based upon the paradigm of "encapsulation" that implemented increasingly 
modular systems. The high priority put upon separating different parts of the 
system from each other shows that 

this push toward modularity and the covert in digital computation also 
reflects other changes in the organization of social life in the 1960s. For 
instance, if the first half of the twentieth century laid bare its racial logics, 
from "Whites Only" signage to the brutalities oflynching, the second half 
increasingly hides its racial "kernel," burying it below a shell of neoliberal 
pluralism. 

McPherson argues that scholars work against ongoing processes of 
encapsulation that separate disciplines from each other and racial populations 
from social and political alliance, reminding us that "computers are themselves 
encoders of culture," and that it is "at best naive to imagine that cultural and 
computational operating systems don't mutually infect one another." 

Wendy Chun's "Race and/as Technology, or How to Do Things to Race" 
examines the "resurgence of the category of race within science and medicine" 
as an opportunity to read back into the archive of race science. As she writes, 
"segregation is an important U.S. racial technology, a clarifying spatial mapping 
that creates stark racial differences where none necessarily exist." Her 
formulation of race itself as a technology-a way of doing things-helps us to 
re-envision race as a form of encoding, rather than as a paint-by-numbers kit 
of stereotypes. Her incisive reading ofhapa filmmaker Greg Pak's movie Robot 
Stories extends her work on techno-Orientalism; this film's all Asian American 
and African American cast have displaced whites in the film, forcing viewers 
to imagine a future where whiteness is no longer dominant, but is in fact absent. 
As she writes, the "invisibility and universality usually granted to whiteness has 
disappeared, not to be taken up seamlessly by Asian Americans and African 
Americans, but rather re-worked to displace both the technological and the 
human." 

Archival work that traces the histories of digital technologies and race forces 
us to revise our ideas about innovation and creativity as somehow racially neutral 
and objectively defined. As Rayvon Fouche reminds us in his essay "From Black 
Inventors to One Laptop Per Child: Exporting a Racial Politics of Technology," 
technology has a pre-digital history that has long devalued the contributions 
and needs of African Americans, and these roots have borne fruit in digital uplift 
projects such as the One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) initiative. He posits that we 
map race and American culture into four periods: during the first of these, 
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1619-1865, slavery was a dominant technology in itself, and during the second 
period of formalized race-based segregation, from 1865 to 1954, many scientific 
and technological systems and infrastructures such as railroads became 
powerful forces for segregation. From 1954 to 2003 Fouche notes the unraveling 
of the biological connection to race and the UNESCO "Statement on Race" 
overlapping with the civil rights movement. Fouche marks the final period as 
heralding "new forms of segregation, a newly defined scientific foundation for 
the rebirth of race, and digital-age technological aid for the developing world" 
and concludes with a compelling critique of the OLPC project, asking us to 
question whether the "perceived universal nature of open source software 
[can] transcend region, language, space, and culture." 

Curtis Marez's essay in this collection, "Cesar Chavez, the United Farm 
Workers, and the History of Star Wars," explores the industrial history of digital 
video-imaging technologies and its links to racialized labor practices in 
California's Valleys: the Central Valley, home of filmmaker George Lucas, and 
Silicon Valley. George Lucas, the producer of perhaps the most generative media 
franchise to hit both the big screen and digital screens around the world, grew 
up in Modesto, where Cesar Chavez was deploying DIY video in order to 
publicize and preserve the struggles of the United Farm Workers Union. Marez 
adeptly tells the story of how the Star Wars franchise and its lesser-known 
predecessors THX-1138 and American Graffiti dramatize the struggles and 
eventual triumph of white masculinity, a narrative that was eagerly taken up 
by California conservatives during the Bush era. His essay reminds us that both 
digital and agricultural labor is overwhelmingly performed by racialized 
populations in California: chips are made by Asian women, Silicon Valley offices 
are cleaned by Latino and black workers, just as the UFW's workers harvested 
fruit in some of these same geographical spaces not long before. 

Marez's brilliant critique of Lucas's oeuvre helps us see how the history of 
Star Wars, a frequently mined source text in participatory media produced by 
users and disseminated on YouTube and elsewhere (see Chad Vader) is not a 
neutral one: as he writes, "in contexts dominated by a Star Wars worldview it 
becomes harder to see and think about things like Justice for Janitors and, more 
broadly, digital culture's dependence on systems of racialized labor." 

The digital divide is an attractive formulation because it promises an easy 
solution to a messy situation: it proposes that computer access in and of itself 
is a meaningful measure of informational power and privilege. Indeed, similar 
strains of idealism fueled by technological determinism are still to be found 
today, as Fouche notes in his excellent critique of the One Laptop Per Child 
program in this volume. We now know that computers themselves will not fix 
social and racial inequality, and indeed may produce new forms of inequality, 
as the essays in Part II, "Race, Identity, and Digital Sorting," by Alex Galloway, 
Oscar Gandy, Anna Everett, and Christian Sandvig show. The work in this 
section complicates and refines the question of access to digital technologies; 
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rather than viewing them as unambiguously good, the authors examine how 
computers enable new forms of social sorting. The essays in this section demand 
that we rethink the rhetoric of the digital divide. 

Alex Galloway's essay in this section, "Does the Whatever Speak?" is 
structured around four key questions about race in the digital age. Galloway 
explains the intimate links between the "increased cultivation of racial typing" 
and the "recession of'theory'," particularly identity politics and cultural studies. 
His provocative thesis is that the promiscuous production of digital racial 
imagery ought to be read as more than just the production of stereotypes, 
business as usual on the Internet, but rather as a form of racial coding, a logic 
of identity that has come to replace it more globally. In his brilliant reading of 
the role of race in the dress rehearsal for Obama's inauguration, he asserts that 
"racial coding has not gone away within recent years, it has only migrated into 
the realm of the dress rehearsal, the realm of pure simulation, and as simulation 
it remains absolutely necessary." If digital culture has taught us anything, it is 
that simulations are powerful. He addresses the issue of raced avatars within 
the most popular global Massively Multiplayer Role Playing Game World of 
W arcraft by asserting that "the most obvious thing to observe is precisely the 
way in which racial coding must always pass into fantasy before it can ever 
return to the real. The true is only created by way of an extended detour through 
falsity." This essay produces a theory of identity in the digital age that envisions 
the virtual as the "primary mechanism of oppression," yet ends on a hopeful 
note. Galloway encourages us to deploy theory's affordances to resist the 
marginalization of both critical theory and racial difference. 

One of the most important new media technologies in the digital age that 
undergirds the Internet is the database. Most people rarely think about this 
technology that makes the storing, migration, collection, and analysis of data 
on the Internet possible. Oscar Gandy's chapter, "Matrix Multiplication and 
the Digital Divide," explores how data-mining practices that classify, sort, and 
evaluate populations reproduce racial inequality and generate new mechanisms 
of racial discrimination. Scholars working in surveillance studies explore the 
ways in which companies and state organizations use the information we put 
up on the Web to know a population of users. Oscar Gandy first referred to 
this practice as the panoptic sort in his foundational book on data mining and 
personal information published in 1993. Since then, data-mining technologies 
proliferated into all sorts of enterprises, especially marketing. When we 
purchase products, make wall posts on Facebook, update Twitter, or give 
personal information in exchange for services on the Web the data from those 
transactions enters into a matrix of information for social sorting. Once we lose 
control of that data, we lose control over the terms of our privacy and our 
identity online. In the early 2000s, concerns about privacy focused primarily 
on the security of credit card information and online shopping. A decade later, 
Facebook's privacy agreement is the main target in the struggle between users 
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and corporations over the ownership of personal data. Users seek to gain 
control and ownership over their online identities and the information they 
put on the Web. Companies like Facebook package and sell the personal 
information from their users to other companies who then data mine the 
information to develop niche marketing strategies. While this may seem 
beneficial for individual consumers, scholars such as Joe Turow (2006) argue 
data-mining practices are creating new forms of consumer citizenship based 
on the economy of the marketplace rather than democratic principles. 
Marketers build group profiles to ascertain which population segments are 
preferred for companies and their products and which ones are less desirable. 
Gandy argues that this matrix of multiplication creates a cumulative 
disadvantage for African Americans. 

Barack Obama's presidential campaign occurred at the same time that social 
media such as Y ouTube, SNSs, and social awareness tools such as Twitter 
ushered in a new media ecology. Obama supporters such as the "Obama Girl" 
disseminated viral video and leveraged other forms of social media, yet these 
same technologies have been deployed to spread hateful racist messages about 
the President, contributing both to his rise and the post-election dip in 
popularity, in Anna Everett's terms "voter's remorse." Anna Everett's essay 
"Have We Become Postracial Yet? Race and Media Technology in the Age of 
President Obama" examines user-generated content as well as traditional media 
coverage of Obama's presidency to examine how "Obama became the tiber
celebrity media text, one capable of testing the limits of new media's digital 
democracy credibility, while engendering a plethora of racial significations
novel and familiar." In this essay Everett explains how our first "digital" 
President, the first to use a laptop and a BlackBerry, both benefited from the 
"digital natives" who supported his campaign and suffered racist abuse from 
right-wing bloggers. Though many drew the conclusion that the United States 
had gone "beyond race" by electing Obama to the presidency, Everett's analysis 
of the social media scene in the years since demonstrates that black masculinity 
is still a deeply threatening (and threatened) identity in America. 

Much of the early work on race and the Internet has tended to focus on more 
"majority" minority groups such as African Americans, Latinos, and Asian 
Americans, at the expense of considering other forms of difference in the U.S. 
and elsewhere. Sandvig's essay, "Connection at Ewiiaapaayp Mountain: 
Indigenous Internet Infrastructure," is based on ethnographic data gathered 
from an Internet collective based in California's San Diego County, a locale that 
has more distinct federally recognized Indian reservations than any other 
county in the United States. In his memorable formulation, comparing AT&T 
with the TDV (the Tribal Digital Village) helps us to compare dominant forms 
of Internet infrastructure provision with innovative new ones that operate under 
a different economic, cultural, and technological model. This essay tells the 
remarkable story of how 100 percent Internet penetration was achieved on an 
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Indian reservation that, in common with "Indian country" all over the U.S., 
had previously suffered from one of the most impoverished communication 
and general infrastructures to be found in the U.S. This work provides a useful 
challenge to the utopian notion of technological appropriation as always giving 
users from marginalized groups a variety of interesting new ways to be "other," 
and asserts that in the case of the TDV, "technological and cultural difference 
isn't celebrated-instead it is suppressed." Sovereignty, indigeneity, and locale 
are equally salient terms of identity to race in many parts of the world. Sandvig's 
work opens up new lines of inquiry into parts of the U.S. and elsewhere where 
racial identity has a different politics and composition: in the case of many native 
American groups, all individuals are mixed-race, and tribal enrollment signifies 
much more than race does. 

The phrase "Let a thousand flowers bloom," much beloved of Internet 
enthusiasts who celebrate this platform's diversity, tolerance, and freedom to 
do what one wills, fails to take account of what sorts of flowers might be planted, 
where, and by whom. The essays in our third section, "Digital Segregations" 
explain how it is that Internet users are sorted and segregated into separate 
platforms or networks. The "digital divide" has been replaced by multiple 
divides or, as danah boyd puts it, bad and good neighborhoods, with users 
themselves envisioning the Internet as containing "ghettos" populated with 
lower-class, uneducated, potentially dangerous users of color and others as being 
safe, clean, and well supervised. boyd explains the history and trajectory of 
Facebook's rise to dominance over other social networks such as MySpace and 
Friendster by analyzing data gathered from youth who explained their decision 
process in choosing social networks in exactly these terms. This important and 
timely work debunks the myth that platforms succeed or fail based on their 
technological affordances, perceived convenience, or design, by documenting 
in users' own words why they moved from MySpace to Facebook. Her 
provocative title, "White Flight in Networked Publics: How Race and Class 
Shaped American Teen Adoption of MySpace and Facebook," updates earlier 
studies of race and the Internet by focusing on an influential and increasingly 
large and diverse population ofinternet users-youth-as well as the immensely 
popular platforms for social networking that take up so much of our leisure 
and work time. The story of the Internet since the turn of the century is the 
story of the rise of social networks, and the mass movement of users from 
MySpace to Facebook reflects the increasingly segregated nature of Internet 
experience. boyd's research findings have proven controversial with readers of 
the New York Times online, for they threaten dearly held but incorrect 
assumptions about the inherent neutrality and democratic nature of social 
networks. 

Eszter Hargittai investigates the differences among "digital natives" by 
surveying social network service use among a racially and ethnically diverse 
set of young adults. Her quantitative analysis in "Open Doors, Closed Spaces? 
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Differential Adoption of Social Network Sites by User Background" comple
ments the findings of danah boyd's ethnographic study. Hargittai challenges 
the notion that as new web-based services emerge and become popular, most 
people shift their use accordingly and adoption is universal. By col_lecting t:Vo 
data sets across time and across a number of social networkmg service 
platforms, such as MySpace, Facebook, Xanga, and BlackPlanet, s_he is abl~ to 
offer a unique and striking picture of racially segmented use over d1ffere~t time 
periods. This racial segmentation can have consequences for certam ra~Ial_and 
ethnic groups if non-governmental, government, and business orgamzatw~s 
wrongly assume that all populations use a site. The result could be systematic 
exclusion from access to different types of information. 

Wilson and Costanza-Chock's chapter, "New Voices on the Net? The Digital 
Journalism Divide and the Costs of Network Exclusion," takes a different ~ack 
to the question of digital divides and the costs of digital inclusion a~d e~clus1~n. 
Surveillance scholars focus on the effects for individuals and sooety m bemg 
caught in the panoptic Web. Wilson and Costanza-Chock exam_ine the 
cumulative disadvantage of exclusion from the old and new media news 
networks. The authors survey the persistent problem of exclusion of people of 
color from the news media both as newsmakers and as owners of media 
companies. The recent economic crisis in the industry has put pressure on 
owners to reduce newsroom staff, sell to other organizations, or close their doors. 
Media companies are also turning to the Internet to create new onli~e 
journalism platforms. The authors argue that participation in the news media 
is increasingly becoming a question of access to digital networks. They find _that 
people of color are creating opportunities online for ow~ership and JO_urnahsm, 
and emerging forms of community-based, non-professiOnal ~ourn_a~Ism_ could 
potentially transform the media sector. However, the d1spanties m the 
mainstream of print and television persist online. Wilson and Costanza-Chock 
propose that this type of digital divide is best understood as a cost of ~etwork 
exclusion. As the networks of news media increasingly move online and 
continue to reproduce the racial inequality of representation in ow~ership and 
journalists, the costs for those outside the network grow expone~tla,~ly .. 

Our last section, entitled "Biotechnology and Race as InformatiOn p1cks up 
where this introduction started, that is, by taking account of the confluence 
of digital media's rise as a dominant cultural platform alongside rapid 
developments in racial genomics. The first parts of the book show some of the 
consequences and outcomes when race becomes information through t~e 
proliferation of digital media across institutional and user contexts. The do_mam 
of science is no exception as biology has gone digital. As Castells argues m h1s 
foundational trilogy on the rising information age, biology has beco~e. an 
informational science (Castells 2000). The questions we raised at the begmnmg 
of the introduction and explored by Chun in her essay about biology and race 
have become even more relevant today, especially since communication 
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technologies, programming code, and digital data drive the new enterprise of 
genomics. The possibility of understanding race at the molecular level as 
mappable and quantifiable is premised on innovations and developments in 
computing and Internet technologies as race is recreated in digital media space. 

Bowker and Star's foundational Sorting Things Out (2000) demonstrated that 
race is a process of social classification that relies upon an idea of scientific truth. 
Even when racial "science" turns out to be both spurious and overtly shaped 
by ideology, the idea that race classification rests upon some kind of an 
empirical base has been long enduring, and has worked strongly to form and 
re-form how race shapes people's lives. Troy Duster's foundational Backdoor 

to Eugenics (2003/1990) raised important questions about the combination of 
old scientific notions about race and emerging research into the new genetics 
in the 1980s and I 990s. Instead of the HGP finally confirming the spurious 
relationship between biology and race as Gilroy hoped in Against Race, it 
actually opened up a new line of inquiry into human differences. What began 
as a trickle of digital DNA into genome databases at the close of the twentieth 
century turned into a deluge in the first decade of the twenty-first. The scientific 
practice of classifying and comparing bodies using digital information in 
biomedical and pharmaceutical research is profoundly challenging earlier 
theories of social constructivism that viewed race as a purely imaginary 
construct. The technologies and scientific practices that sociologists Duster and 
Dorothy Nelkin (1989) investigated were in their infancy. Since the completion 
of the HGP, many have become reality and the rate of new racially based 
scientific and biomedical research and commercial products and services is 
accelerating. From the first race-based drug BiDil to Google's personal genomics 
company 23andMe, the consequences of this enormous shift in the concept of 
race are still emerging and have yet to be put into relation with digital 
technologies and the ways that they imbue everyday life with algorithmic 
logics. 

1 

Scientists have been constructing new forms of knowledge about biological 
differences between racialized groups, knowledges that define the intersection 
between digital media and digital biology. New DNA technologies are being 
developed in a techno-social context of digital media where information is the 
material for racial formation. In the cases of gaming and social media, for 
example, race operates as a social construct in fairly visible and concrete ways. 
The avatars users create and inhabit and the social networking sites they use 
are the result of socially enabled and constrained choices and performances. 
However, when scientists claim that there are differences in rates of disease 
between racialized groups, genetic notions of race tend to overshadow social 
causes. Even if scientists take great care in referring to study groups in non
racial terms, race tends to creep back into the discourse. This dynamic will 
become even more salient in the future, as the major hot button questions 
of intelligence, physical ability, and behavior come to the fore from the sidelines. 
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The chapters in this book by Nelson and Hwang, Chow-White, and Duster 
explain and critique some of the lines of inquiry that have been pursued by 
scholars working the "genome space" in the last ten years. These authors 
investigate how DNA technology is being used and shaped in a number of 
different enterprises such as direct to consumer genomic ancestry testing, 
biomedical and health research, and law enforcement. 

In the 2000s a number of direct to consumer genomic biotechnology 
companies started up and offered genetic ancestry tests, such as Gate's biotech 
startup, African DNA. Consumers can send in a saliva swab and receive a 
genomic screen that tells them about the origins of their ancestral lineage. A 
number of companies inform customers of their racial makeup, from Asia, 
Europe, or Africa. In "Roots and Revelation: Genetic Ancestry Testing and the 
YouTube Generation," Alonda Nelson and Jeong Won Hwang explore how 
African American amateur genealogists combine genetic ancestry tests and the 
video-sharing social networking site to reveal information about their ancestry. 
They find that African Americans use companies such as African Ancestry 
to rediscover their "roots," a practice that became popular following the Alex 
Haley television mini series in the 1970s. While genealogy is primarily a hobby 
of older adults, the combination of cutting-edge technologies of genomic tests 
and confessional-style social networking is making it popular with youth. 
Nelson and Hwang explain how the reality TV format of the "reveal," where 
genealogists read out the results of their test and connect with their audience, 
is an important part of the revelation of finding out their genetic identity. Often, 
the genetic information confirms or disrupts their sense of their racial identity, 
just as it did with Henry Louis Gates' guests on his racio-genetic reality 
television programs. 

In "Genomic Databases and an Emerging Digital Divide in Biotechnology," 
Peter Chow-White explains how scientists working on the Human Genome 
Project in the 1990s viewed genomic data as a public good rather than 
information that should be privately held by individual scientists or 
corporations. By making genome databases openly accessible through the 
Internet to anyone, they hoped that this would democratize science and prevent 
a global digital divide. While this is a laudable goal, Chow-White shows that 
the DNA data that scientists uploaded into public genome databases is primarily 
from European individuals. He argues this bias towards whiteness is a racial 
digital divide that has enormous consequences for understanding human health 
and making new medical discoveries. 

While the DNA databases scientists use to study health are skewed towards 
whiteness, African Americans and Latinos are increasingly over-represented 
in forensic DNA databases used by federal and local law enforcement agencies. 
In "The Combustible Intersection: Genomics, Forensics, and Race," Troy 
Duster explains that DNA technology in crime scenes and the courts is largely 
seen as infallible, what he refers to as the "CSI effect." He explores the ideological 
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and technical validity of DNA technologies and suggests new avenues of 
research for social science into the expanding surveillance net. Troy Duster's 
chapter addresses a decade of research by scholars into the proliferation of 
racialized DNA databases in the U.S. In the early 2000s, police collected DNA 
from convicted capital offence felons and sexual offenders. The collection 
mandate has crept over the last decade. Now, some state agencies collect DNA 
from people only arrested for much lesser infractions. In the context of over
policing of African American and Latino communities and high incarceration 
rates, the proliferation of DNA databanks puts African Americans and Latinos 
under increased surveillance. 

Digital media are both long lived and ephemeral, fragmented, networked, 
and contingent. Digital media technology creates and hosts the social networks, 
virtual worlds, online communities, and media texts where it was once thought 
that we would all be the same, anonymous users with infinite powers. Instead, 
the essays in this collection show us that the Internet and other computer-based 
technologies are complex topographies of power and privilege, made up of 
walled communities, new (plat)forms of economic and technological exclusion, 
and both new and old styles of race as code, interaction, and image. 
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I begin with two fragments cut from history, around about the 1960s. This essay 
will pursue the lines of connection between these two moments and argue 
that insisting on their entanglement is integral to any meaningful understanding 
of either of the terms this volume's title brings together: the internet and race. 
Additionally, I am interested in what we might learn from these historical 
examples about the very terrains of knowledge production in the post-World 
War II United States. The legacies of mid-century shifts in both our cultural 
understandings of race and in digital computation are still very much with us 
today, powerful operating systems that deeply influence how we know self, other 
and society. 

Fragment One 

In the early 1960s, computer scientists at MIT were working on Project MAC, 
an early set of experiments in Compatible Timesharing Systems for computing. 
In the summer of 1963, MIT hosted a group of leading computer scientists at 
the university to brainstorm about the future of computing. By 1965, MULTICS 
(Multiplexed Information and Computing Service), a mainframe timesharing 
operating system, was in use, with joint development by MIT, GE, and Bell Labs, 
a subsidiary of A TT. The project was funded by ARPA of the Defense 
Department for two million a year for eight years. MUL TICS introduced early 
ideas about modularity in hardware structure and software architecture. 

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

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

up a good deal of steam. 1 

UNIX can also be thought of as more than an operating system, as it also 
includes a number of utilities such as command line editors, APis (which, it is 
worth noting, existed long before our Google maps made them sexy), code 
libraries, etc. Furthermore, UNIX is widely understood to embody particular 
philosophies and cultures of computation, "operating systems" of a larger order 

that we will return to. 

Fragment Two 

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

oppression were notably strong. 
The history just glossed as 'Fragment One' is well known to code junkies 

and computer geeks. Numerous websites archive oral histories, programming 
manuals, and technical specifications for MUL TICS, UNIX, and various 
mainframe and other hardware systems. Key players in the history, including 
Ken Thompson, Donald Ritchie and Doug Mcilroy, have a kind of geek-chic 
celebrity status, and differing versions of the histories of software and hardware 
development are hotly debated, including nitty-gritty details of what really 

,. 
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counts as "a UNIX." In media studies, emerging work in "code studies" often 
resurrects and takes up these histories. 

Within American, cultural and ethnic studies, the temporal touchstones of 
struggl~s over racial justice, anti-war activism, and legal history are also widely 
recog~IZed and analyzed. Not surprisingly, these two fragments typically stand 
apa~t m parallel tracks, attracting the interest and attention of very different 
audiences located in the deeply siloed departments that categorize our 
universities. 

But Why? 

In short, I suggest that these two moments cut from time are deeply inter
d~pendent. .In fact, they co-constitute one another, comprising not independent 
sh~es of hi~tory but, instead, related and useful lenses into the shifting 
epistemological registers driving U.S. and global culture in the 1960s and after. 
Both exist as operating systems of a sort, and we might understand them to be 
mutually reinforcing. 

This history of intertwining and mutual dependence is hard to tell. As we 
delve into the intricacies of UNIX and the data structures it embraces, race in 
America recedes far from our line of vision and inquiry. Likewise, detailed 
examinations into the shifting registers of race and racial visibility post -1950 
do. not easily lend themselves to observations about the emergence of object
one.nted programming, personal computing, and encapsulation. Very few 
audiences who care about one lens have much patience or tolerance for the 
other. 

Early forays in new media theory in the late 1990s did not much help this 
problem. Theorists of new media often retreated into forms of analysis that 
Mar~ha. Kinder has critiqued as "cyberstructuralist," intent on parsing media 
specificity and on theorizing the forms of new media, while disavowing twenty
plu~. y.ears. of ~ritical race theory, feminism and other modes of overtly 
politiCized mqmry. Many who had worked hard to instill race as a central mode 
of analysis in film, literary, and media studies throughout the late twentieth 
century were disheartened and outraged (if not that surprised) to find new media 
theory so easily retreating into a comfortable formalism familiar from the early 
days of film theory. 

Early analyses of race and the digital often took two forms, a critique of 
representations in new media, i.e. on the surface of our screens, or debates about 
access to media, i.e., the digital divide. Such work rarely pushed toward the 
~nalys.es of form, phenomenology or computation that were so compelling and 
lively m the work of Lev Manovich, Mark Hansen, or Jay Bolter and Richard 
?rusin. Important works emerged from both "camps," but the camps rarely 
mtersected. A few conferences attempted to force a collision between these areas 
but the going was tough. For instance, at the two Race and Digital Space event~ 
colleagues and I organized in 2000 and 2002, the vast majority of participants 
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and speakers were engaged in work in the two modes mentioned above. The 
cyberstructuralists were not in attendance. 

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

From early writings by Sherry Turkle and George Landow to more recent 
work by Alex Galloway, new media scholars have noted the parallels between 
the ways of knowing modeled in computer culture and the greatest hits of 
structuralism and post-structuralism. Critical race theorists and postcolonial 
scholars like Chela Sandoval and Gayatri Spivak have illustrated the structuring 
(if unacknowledged) role that race plays in the work of poststructuralists like 
Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault. We might bring these two arguments 
together, triangulating race, electronic culture, and post-structuralism, and, 
further, argue that race, particularly in the United States, is central to this 
undertaking, fundamentally shaping how we see and know as well as the 
technologies that underwrite or cement both vision and knowledge. Certain 
modes of racial visibility and knowing coincide or dovetail with specific ways 
of organizing data: if digital computing underwrites today's information 
economy and is the central technology of post-World War II America, these 
technologized ways of seeing/knowing took shape in a world also struggling 
with shifting knowledges about and representations of race. If, as Michael Omi 
and Howard Winant argue, racial formations serve as fundamental organizing 
principles of social relations in the United States, on both the macro and micro 
levels (1986/1989: 55), how might we understand the infusion of racial 
organizing principles into the technological organization of knowledge after 
World War II? 

Omi and Winant and other scholars have tracked the emergence of a "race
blind" rhetoric at mid-century, a discourse that moves from overt to more covert 
modes of racism and racial representation (for example, from the era of Jim 
Crow to liberal colorblindness). Drawing from those 3-D postcards that bring 
two or more images together even while suppressing their connections, I have 
earlier termed the racial paradigms of the post-war era "lenticular logics." The 
ridged coating on 3-D postcards is actually a lenticular lens, a structural device 
that makes simultaneously viewing the various images contained on one card 
nearly impossible. The viewer can rotate the card to see any single image, but 
the lens itself makes seeing the images together very difficult, even as it conjoins 
them at a structural level (i.e. within the same card). In the post-Civil Rights 
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U.S., the lenticular is a way of organizing the world. It structures representations 
but also epistemologies. It also serves to secure our understandings of race in 
very narrow registers, fixating on sameness or difference while forestalling 
connection and interrelation. As I have argued elsewhere, we might think of 
the lenticular as a covert mode of the pretense of"separate but equal," remixed 
for mid-century America (McPherson 2003: 250). 

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

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

Situating UNIX 

In moving toward UNIX from MUL TICS, programmers conceptualized UNIX 
as a kind of tool kit of "synergistic parts" that allowed "flexibility in depth" 
(Raymond 2004: 9). Programmers could "choose among multiple shells .... 
[and] programs normally provide[d] many behavior options" (2004: 6). One 
of the design philosophies driving UNIX is the notion that a program should 
do one thing and do it well (not unlike our deep disciplinary drive in many 
parts of the university), and this privileging of the discrete, the local, and the 
specific emerges again and again in discussions of UNIX's origins and design 
philosophies. 

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

1. Rule of Modularity: Write simple parts connected by clean interfaces. 
2. Rule of Clarity: Clarity is better than cleverness. 
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3. Rule of Composition: Design programs to be connected to other 
programs. 

4. Rule of Separation: Separate policy from mechanism; separate 
interfaces from engines. 

5. Rule of Simplicity: Design for simplicity; add complexity only where 
you must. 

6. Rule of Parsimony: Write a big program only when it is clear by 
demonstration that nothing else will do. 

7. Rule of Transparency: Design for visibility to make inspection and 
debugging easier. 

8. Rule of Robustness: Robustness is the child of transparency and 
simplicity. 

9. Rule of Representation: Fold knowledge into data so program logic 
can be stupid and robust. (2004: 13) 

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

These rules implicitly translate into computational terms the chunked 
logics of the lenticular. For instance, Brian Kernighan wrote in a 1976 handbook 
on software programming that "controlling complexity is the essence of 
computer programming" (quoted in Raymond 2004: 14). Complexity in UNIX 
is controlled in part by the "rule of modularity," which insists that code be 
constructed of discrete and interchangeable parts that can be plugged together 
via clean interfaces. In Design Rules, Vol. 1: The Power of Modularity, Carliss 
Baldwin and Kim Clark argue that computers from 1940 to 1960 had "complex, 
interdependent designs," and they label this era the "premodular" phase of 
computing (2000: 149). While individuals within the industry, including John 
von Neumann, were beginning to imagine benefits to modularity in computing, 
Baldwin and Clark note that von Neumann's ground-breaking designs for 
computers in that period "fell short of true modularity" because "in no sense 
was the detailed design of one component going to be hidden from the others: 
all pieces of the system would be produced 'in full view' of the others" (2000: 
157). Thus, one might say that these early visions of digital computers were 
neither modular nor lenticular. Baldwin and Clark track the increasing 
modularity of hardware design from the early 1950s forward and also observe 
that UNIX was the first operating system to embrace modularity and adhere 
"to the principles of information hiding" in its design (2000: 324). 

There are clearly practical advantages of such structures for coding, but they 
also underscore a world view in which a troublesome part might be discarded 
without disrupting the whole. Tools are meant to be "encapsulated" to avoid 
"a tendency to involve programs with each other's internals" (Raymond 2004: 
15). Modules "don't promiscuously share global data," and problems can stay 
"local" (2004: 84-85). In writing about the Rule of Composition, Eric Raymond 
advises programmers to "make [programs] independent." He writes, "It should 
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be easy to replace one end with a completely different implementation without 
disturbing the other" (2004: 15). Detachment is valued because it allows a 
cleaving from "the particular ... conditions under which a design problem was 
posed. Abstract. Simplify. Generalize" (2004: 95). While "generalization" in 
UNIX has specific meanings, we might also see at work here the basic contours 
of a lenticular approach to the world, an approach which separates object from 
context, cause from effect. 

In a 1976 article, "Software Tools," Bell Lab programmers Kernighan and 
Plauger urged programmers "to view specific jobs as special cases of general, 
frequently performed operations, so they can make and use general-purpose 
tools to solve them. We also hope to show how to design programs to look like 
tools and to interconnect conveniently" (l976b: 1). While the language here is 
one of generality (as in "general purpose" tools), in fact, the tool library that is 
being envisioned is a series of very discrete and specific tools or programs that 
can operate independently of one another. They continue, "Ideally, a program 
should not know where its input comes from nor where its output goes. The 
UNIX time-sharing system provides a particularly elegant way to handle input 
and output redirection" (l976b: 2). Programs 

can profitably be described as filters, even though they do quite 
complicated transformations on their input. One should be able to say 

program- I ... I sort I program-2 ... 
and have the output of program-1 sorted before being passed to 

program-2. This has the major advantage that neither program- I nor 
program-2 need know how to sort, but can concentrate on its main 
task. (l976b: 4) 

In effect, the tools chunk computational programs into isolated bits, where the 
programs' operations are meant to be "invisible to the user" and to the other 
programs in a sequence (l976b: 5): "the point is that this operation is invisible 
to the user (or should be) .... Instead he sees simply a program with one input 
and one output. Unsorted data go in one end; somewhat later, sorted data come 
out the other. It must be convenient to use a tool, not just possible" ( l976b: 5). 
Kernighan and Plauger saw the "filter concept" as a useful way to get 
programmers to think in discrete bits and to simplify, reducing the potential 
complexity of programs. They note that "when a job is viewed as a series of 
filters, the implementation simplifies, for it is broken down into a sequence 
of relatively independent pieces, each small and easily tested. This is a form of 
high-level modularization" (l976b: 5). In their own way, these filters function 
as a kind oflenticular frame or lens, allowing only certain portions of complex 
datasets to be visible at a particular time (to both the user and the machine). 

The technical feature which allowed UNIX to achieve much of its modularity 
was the development by Ken Thompson (based on a suggestion by Doug 
Mcilroy) of the pipe, i.e., a vertical bar that replaced the "greater than" sign in 
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the operating system's code. As described by Doug Ritchie and Ken Thompson 
in a paper for the Association of Computing Machinery in 1974 (reprinted by 

Bell Labs in 1978), 

A read using a pipe file descriptor waits until another process writes using 
the file descriptor for the same pipe. At this point, data are passed 
between the images of the two processes. Neither process need know that 

a pipe, rather than an ordinary file, is involved. 

In this way, the ability to construct a pipeline from a series of small programs 
evolved, while the "hiding of internals" was also supported. The contents of a 
module were not central to the functioning of the pipeline; rather, the input or 
output (a text stream) was key. Brian Kernighan noted "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.2 Pipes reduced complexity and were also linear. In 
Software Tools, Kernighan and Plauger extend their discussion of pipes, noting 
that "a pipe provides a hidden buffering between the output of one program 
and the input of another program so information may pass between them 
without ever entering the file system" (1976a: 2). They also signal the 

importance of pipes for issues of data security: 

And consider the sequence 
decrypt key <file I prog I encrypt key > newfile 
Here a decryption program decodes an encrypted file, passing the 

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

security. (1976a: 3) 

While the affordances of filters, pipes, and hidden data are often talked about 
as a matter of simple standardization and efficiency (as when Kernighan and 
Plauger argue that "Our emphasis here has been on getting jobs done with an 
efficient use of people" ( 1976a: 6)), they also clearly work in the service of new 
regimes of security, not an insignificant detail in the context of the Cold War 
era. Programming manuals and UNIX guides again and again stress clarity and 
simplicity ("don't write fancy code"; "say what you mean as clearly and directly 
as you can"), but the structures of operating systems like UNIX function by 
hiding internal operations, skewing "clarity" in very particular directions. These 
manuals privilege a programmer's equivalent of "common sense" in the 
Gramscian sense. For Antonio Gramsci, common sense is a historically situated 
process, the way in which a particular group responds to "certain problems posed 
by reality which are quite specific" at a particular time (1971: 324). I am here 
arguing that, as programmers constitute themselves as a particular class of 

.. 
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workers in the 1970s, they are necessarily lodged in their moment, deploying 
common sense and notions about simplicity to justify their innovations in code. 
Importantly, their moment is over-determined by the ways in which the U.S. 
is widely coming to process race and other forms of difference in more covert 
registers, as noted above. 3 

Another rule of UNIX is the "Rule of Diversity," which insists on a mistrust 
of the "one true way." Thus UNIX, in the word of one account, "embraces 
multiple languages, open extensible systems and customization hooks 
everywhere," reading much like a description of the tenets of neoliberal 
multiculturalism if not poststructuralist thought itself (Raymond 2004: 24). As 
you read the ample literature on UNIX, certain words emerge again and again: 
modularity, compactness, simplicity, orthogonality. UNIX is meant to allow 
multitasking, portability, time-sharing, and compartmentalizing. It is not much 
of a stretch to layer these traits over the core tenets of post-Fordism, a process 
which begins to remake industrial-era notions of standardization in the 1960s: 
time-space compression, transformability, customization, a public/private blur, 
etc. UNIX's intense modularity and information-hiding capacity were 
reinforced by its design: that is, in the ways in which it segregated the kernel 
from the shell. The kernel loads into the computer's memory at startup and is 
"the heart" of UNIX (managing "hardware memory, job execution and time 
sharing"), although it remains hidden from the user (Baldwin and Clark 2000: 
332). The shells (or programs that interpret commands) are intermediaries 
between the user and the computer's inner workings. They hide the details of 
the operating system from the user behind "the shell," extending modularity 
from a rule for programming in UNIX to the very design of UNIX itself.4 

Modularity in the Social Field 

This push toward modularity and the covert in digital computation also reflects 
other changes in the organization of social life in the United States by the 1960s. 
For instance, if the first half of the twentieth century laid bare its racial logics, 
from "Whites Only" signage to the brutalities of lynching, the second half 
increasingly hides its racial "kernel," burying it below a shell of neoliberal 
pluralism. These covert or lenticular racial logics take hold at the tail end of 
the Civil Rights movement at least partially to cut off and contain the more 
radical logics implicit in the urban uprisings that shook Detroit, Watts, Chicago, 
and Newark. In fact, the urban center of Detroit was more segregated by the 
1980s than in previous decades, reflecting a different inflection of the pro
grammer's vision of the "easy removal" or containment of a troubling 
part. Whole areas of the city might be rendered orthogonal and disposable (also 
think post-Katrina New Orleans), and the urban Black poor were increasingly 
isolated in "deteriorating city centers" (Sugrue 1998: 198). Historian Thomas 
Sugrue traces the increasing unemployment rates for Black men in Detroit, 
rates which rose dramatically from the 1950s to the 1980s, and maps a 
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"deproletarianization" that "shaped a pattern of poverty in the postwar city that 
was surprisingly new" ( 1998: 262). Across several registers, the emer~mg 
neoliberal state begins to adopt "the rule of modularity." For instance, we mtght 
draw an example from across the Atlantic. In her careful analysis of the effects 
of May 1968 and its afterlives, Kristin Ross argues that the French government 
contained the radical force of the uprisings by quickly moving to separate the 
students' rebellion from the concerns oflabor, deploying a strategy of separation 
and containment in which both sides (students and labor) would ultimately 

lose (2004: 69). " . , 
Modularity in software design was meant to decrease global complextty 

and cleanly separate one "neighbor" from another (Raymond 2004: ~5). T~ese 
strategies also played out in ongoing reorganizations of the poh~tcal fteld 
throughout the 1960s and 1970s in both the Right and the Left. The wtdespread 
divestiture in the infrastructure of inner cities might be seen as one more 
insidious effect of the logic of modularity in the post-war era. But we might 
also understand the emergence of identity politics in the 1960s as a kind of social 
and political embrace of modularity and encapsulation, a mode of partitioning 
that turned away from the broader forms of alliance-based and gl~ball_r
inflected political practice that characterized both labor politics and antl-ractst 
organizing in the 1930s and 1940s.5 While identity politics produced concr_ete 
gains in the world, particularly in terms of civil rights, we are a~so now commg 
to understand the degree to which these movements curtatled and sh~rt
circuited more radical forms of political praxis, reducing struggle to fatrly 

discrete parameters. . .. 
Let me be clear. By drawing analogies between shifting ractal and pohttCal 

formations and the emerging structures of digital computing in the late 196~s, 
I am not arguing that the programmers creating UNIX at Bell La_bs and m 
Berkeley were consciously encoding new modes of racism and ractal under
standing into digital systems. (Indeed, many of these programmers were 
themselves left-leaning hippies, and the overlaps between the counterculture 
and early computing culture run deep, as Fred Turner has illustrated.) I ~!so 
recognize that their innovations made possible the word processor I am ~st~g 
to write this article, a powerful tool that shapes cognition and scholarshtp m 
precise ways. Nor am I arguing for some exact correspond~nce between the 
ways in which encapsulation or modularity work in computation ~nd how they 
function in the emerging regimes of neoliberalism, governmentahty and post
Fordism. Rather, I am highlighting the ways in which the organization of 
information and capital in the 1960s powerfully responds-across many 
registers-to the struggles for racial justice and demo_cracy that so categor~zed 
the U.S. at the time. Many of these shifts were enacted m the name ofhberahsm, 
aimed at distancing the overt racism of the past even as they con_tained a~d 
cordoned off progressive radicalism. The emergence of covert ractsm and_ tts 
rhetoric of colorblindness are not so much intentional as systemic. Computation 

U.S. Operating Systems at Mid-Century • 31 

is a primary delivery method of these new systems, and it seems at best na"ive 
to imagine that cultural and computational operating systems don't mutually 
infect one another. 

Thus we see modularity take hold not only in computation but also in the 
increasingly niched and regimented production of knowledge in the university 
after the Second World War. For instance, Christopher Newfield comments 
on the rise of New Criticism in literature departments in the Cold War era, 
noting its relentless formalism, a "logical corollary" to "depoliticization" (2004: 
145) that "replaced agency with technique" (2004: 155). He attributes this 
particular tendency in literary criticism at least in part to the triumph of a 
managerial impulse, a turn that we might also align (even if Newfield doesn't) 
with the workings of modular code (itself studied as an exemplary approach 
to "dynamic modeling systems" for business management in the work of 
Baldwin and Clark cited above).6 He observes as well that this managerial 
obsession within literary criticism exhibits a surprising continuity across the 
1960s and beyond. Gerald Graff has also examined the "patterned isolation" 
that emerges in the university after World War II, at the moment when New 
Criticism's methods take hold in a manner that de-privileges context and 
focuses on "explication for explication's sake." Graff then analyzes the 
routinization ofliterary criticism in the period, a mechanistic exercise with input 
and output streams of its own (1989: 227). He recognizes that university 
departments (his example is English) begin to operate by a field-based and 
modular strategy of"coverage," in which sub fields proliferate and exist in their 
own separate chunks of knowledge, rarely contaminated by one another's 
"internals" (1989: 250). (He also comments that this modular strategy includes 
the token hiring of scholars of color who are then cordoned off within the 
department.) Grafflocates the beginning of this patterned isolation in the run
up to the period that also brought us digital computing; he writes that it 
continues to play out today in disciplinary structures that have become 
increasingly narrow and specialized. Patterned isolation begins with the 
bureaucratic standardization of the university from 1890 to 1930 ( 1989: 61-62), 
but this "cut out and separate" mentality reaches a new crescendo after World 
War II as the organizational structure of the university pushes from simply 
bureaucratic and Taylorist to managerial, a shift noted as well by Christopher 
Newfield. Many now lament the over-specialization of the university; in effect, 
this tendency is a result of the additive logic of the lenticular or of the pipeline, 
where "content areas" or "fields" are tacked together without any sense of 
intersection, context, or relation. 

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

several university campuses in the same period. 
Another example of the increasing modularity of the American university 

might be drawn from the terrain of area studies. Scholars including Martin"'!· 
Lewis and Karen Wigen have recently mapped the proliferation of area studies 
from the onset of the Cold War era to the present. They show how a coupling 
of government, foundations and scholars began to parse the world in fin~r and 
finer detail, producing geographical areas of study that could work m the 
service of the "modernization and development" agenda that was coming to 
replace the older models of colonial domination, substituting the_ cover~ stylings 
of the post-industrial for the overtly oppressive methods of earlier regimes. By 
1958, government funding established university-based "area-studies centers" 
that grew to "some 124 National Resource Centers [by the ~99~s] .. ·. each 
devoted to the interdisciplinary study of a particular world regwn (Lewis and 
Wigen 1999: 164). John Rowe has convincingly argued that area studies thrived 
by operating through a kind of isolationism or modularity, with each area 

intently focused within its own borders. 
Lev Manovich has, of course, noted the modularity of the digital era and 

also backtracked to early twentieth-century examples of modularity from the 
factory line to the creative productions of avant garde artists. In a posting to 
the Nettime list-serve in 2005, he frames modularity as a uniquely twentieth
century phenomenon, from Henry Ford's assembly lines to the 1932 furniture 
designs of Belgian designer Louis Herman De Kornick. In his acc_ount, t~e 
twentieth century is characterized by an accelerating process of mdustnal 
modularization, but I think it is useful to examine the digital computer's 
privileged role in the process, particularly given that competing ~odes of 
computation were still quite viable until the 1960s, modes that might have 
pushed more toward the continuous flows of analog computing rather than the 
discrete tics of the digital computer. Is the modularity of the 1920s really the 
same as the modularity modeled in UNIX? Do these differences matter, and 
what might we miss if we assume a smooth and teleological triumph of 
modularity? How has computation pushed modularity in new directions, 
directions in dialogue with other cultural shifts and ruptures? Why does 
modularity emerge in our systems with such a vengeance across the 1960s? 

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

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

Today, we might see contemporary turns in computing-neural nets, clouds, 
semantics, etc.-as parallel to recent turns in humanities scholarship to privilege 
networks over nodes (particularly in new media studies and in digital culture 
theory) and to focus on globalization and its flows (in American studies and 
other disciplines). While this may simply mean we have learned our mid-century 
lessons and are smarter now, we might also continue to examine with rigor 
and detail the degree to which dominant forms of computation-what David 
Golumbia has aptly called "the cultural logic of computation" in his recent 
update of Frankfurt School pessimism for the twenty-first century-continue 
to respond to shifting racial and cultural formations. Might these emerging 
modes of computation be read as symptoms and drivers of our "post-racial" 
moment, refracting in some way national anxieties (or hopes?) about a decreas
ingly "white" America? We should also remain alert to how contemporary 
tec~no-racial formations infect privileged ways of knowing in the academy. 
While both the tales of C.P. Snow circa 1959 and the Sakal science wars of the 
1990s sustain the myth that science and the humanities operate in distinct realms 
of knowing, powerful operating systems have surged beneath the surface of what 
and how we know in the academy for well over half a decade. It would be foolish 
of us to believe that these operating systems-in this paper best categorized by 
UNIX and its many close siblings-do not at least partially over-determine the 
very critiques we imagine that we are performing today. 
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Moving Beyond Our Boxes 

So if we are always already complicit with the machine, what are we to d~? 
, First, we must better understand the machines and networks th~t contm~e 

to powerfully shape our lives in ways that we are ill-equipped to de~l With as me~Ia 
and humanities scholars. This necessarily involves more than simply studyi~g 
our screens and the images that dance across them, moving .beyond studies 
of screen representations and the rhetorics of visua~ity. We. might read repre
sentations seeking symptoms of information capital s fault lmes and successes, 
but we cannot read the logics of these systems and networks solely at the.level 
of our screens. Capital is now fully organized under the sign of modu~anty. It 
operates via the algorithm and the database, via simulation and processi~g. Ou~ 
screens are cover stories, disguising deeply divided forms of both m;chme an 
human labor. We focus exclusively on them increasingly to our pen . 

. h . f. ld of "code studies" are taking up the challenge Scholars m t e emerg111g Ie ) 
of understanding how computational systems (especially but not only software 
developed and operate. However, we must demand that t~is nascent. field n~t 
replay the formalist and structuralist tendencies of new media th.eory orca .199 . 
Code studies must also take up the questions of culture and meanm~ that ~mm.ate 
so many scholars of race in fields like the "new" American studies. Likewis~, 
scholars of race must analyze, use and produce digital forms and not. s~u~ y 
assume that to engage the digital directly is in some way to be comphot with 
the forces of capitalism. The lack of intellectual generosity across our fields and 

1 · c the "divide and conquer" mentality that the most departments on y reimorces 
dan erous aspects of modularity underwrite. We must deve~op ~~mmon 
langguages that link the study of code and cultu~e. We must histonoze a~d 
politicize code studies. And, because digital media were born as much oft ~ 
Civil Rights era as of the Cold War era (and of course these eras are one an 

the same), our investigations must incorp~rate ~ace fr~~ the o~tse:: 
understanding and theorizing its function as a ghost m the digital machme. 
This does not mean that we should "add" race to our analysis in a ~odular way, 
neatly tacking it on, but that we must understand and the.onze the dee~ 
imbrications of race and digital technology even when our obJects ~f a~alysis 

"b b t" eat all This will not (sa , UNIX or search engines) seem not to e a ou rae . . . 
be yeasy. In the writing of this essay, the logic of modulant~ cont111ually 
threatened to take hold, leading me into detailed exploratwns of pipe structures 

· · t k g me far from the in UNIX or departmental structures in the umversity, a 111 . 
contours of race at mid-century. It is hard work to hold race .and computatwn 
to ether in a systemic manner, but it is work that we must contmue to underta.ke. 

g We also need to take seriously the possibility that questio~s of r~presentatwn 
and of narrative and textual analysis may, in effect, be a distra~tlOn fro~ the 

owers that be-the triumph of the very particular pattern~ of 111formatwnal
ization evident in code. If the study of representation may 111 fact be pa~t and 
parcel of the very logic of modularity that such code inaugurates, a kmd of 
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distraction, it is equally plausible to argue that our very intense focus on 
visuality in the past twenty years of scholarship is just a different manifestation 
of the same distraction. There is tendency in film and media studies to treat 
the computer and its screens as (in Jonathan Beller's terms) a "legacy" 
technology to cinema. In its drive to stage continuities, such an argument tends 
to minimize or completely miss the fundamental material differences between 
cinematic visuality and the production of the visual by digital technologies. 

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

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

In universities that simply shut down "old school" departments-at my 
university, German and Geography; in the UK, Middlesex's philosophy 
program; in Arizona, perhaps all of ethnic studies-scholars must engage the 
vernacular digital forms that make us nervous, authoring in them in order to 
better understand them and to recreate in technological spaces the possibility 
of doing the work that moves us. We need new practices and new modes of 
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collaboration; we need to be literate in emerging scientific and technological 
methodologies, and we'll gain that literacy at least partially through an 
intellectual generosity or curiosity toward those whose practices are not our own. 

We must remember that computers are themselves encoders of culture. If, 
in the 1960s and 1970s, UNIX hardwired an emerging system of covert racism 
into our mainframes and our minds, then computation responds to culture as 
much as it controls it. Code and race are deeply intertwined, even as the struc
tures of code work to disavow these very connections. Politically committed 
academics with humanities skill sets must engage technology and its production, 
not simply as an object of our scorn, critique, or fascination, but as a productive 
and generative space that is always emergent and never fully determined. 

Notes 
UNIX developed with some rapidity, at least in part because the parent company of Bell Labs, 
AT&T, was unable to enter the computer business due to a 1958 consent decree. Eric Raymond 
notes that "Bell Labs was required to license its nontelephone technology to anyone who asked" 
(2004: 33). Thus a kind of "counterculture" chic developed around UNIX. Eric Raymond 
provides a narrative version of this history, including the eventual "UNIX wars" in his The Art 
of UNIX Programming (2004). His account, while thorough, tends to romanticize the 
collaborative culture around UNIX. For a more objective analysis of the imbrications of the 
counterculture and early computing cultures, see Fred Turner's From Counterculture to 
Cyberculture (2006). See also Tom Streeter (2003) for a consideration of liberal individualism 

and computing cultures. 
2 Tbis quote from Kernighan is from "The Creation of the UNIX Operating System" on the Bell 

Labs website. Sec www.bell-labs.com/bistory/unix/philosophy.html 
3 For Gramsci, "common sense" is a multi-layered phenomenon that can serve both dominant 

groups and oppressed ones. For oppressed groups, "common sense" may allow a method of 
speaking back to power and of re-jiggering what counts as sensible. Kara Keeling profitably 
explores this possibility in her work on the Black femme. Computer programmers in the 1970s 
are interestingly situated. They are on the one hand a subculture (often overlapping with the 
counterculture), but they are also part of an increasingly managerial class that will help society 
transition to regimes of neoliberalism and governmentality. Their dreams of"libraries" of code 
may be democratic in impulse, but they also increasingly support post-industrial forms oflabor. 

4 Other aspects of UNIX also encode "chunking," including the concept of the file. For a 
discussion of files in UNIX, see You Are Not a Gadget by jaron Lanier (2010). This account 
of UNIX, among other things, also argues that code and culture exist in complex feedback loops. 

5 See, for instance, Patricia Sullivan's Days of Hope (1996) for an account of the coalition politics 
of the South in the 1930s and 1940s that briefly brought together anti-racist activists, labor 
organizers, and members of the Communist Party. Such a broad alliance became increasingly 
difficult to sustain after the Red Scare. I would argue that a broad cultural turn to modularity 
and encapsulation was both a response to these earlier political alliances and a way to short· 
circuit their viability in the 1960s. My Reconstructing Dixie (2003) examines the ways in which 
a lenticular logic infects both identity politics and the politics of difference, making productive 

alliance and relationality hard to achieve in either paradigm. 
6 To be fair, Newfield also explores a more radical impulse in literary study in the period, evident 

in the likes of (surprisingly) both Harold Bloom and Raymond Williams. This impulse valued 
literature precisely in its ability to offer an "unmanaged exploration of experience" (2004: 152). 
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Race and/ as Technology or How 

to Do Things to Race 
WENDYHUIKYONGCHUN 

Brown University 

This essay poses the questions: to what degree are race and technology 
intertwined? To what extent can race be considered a technology and mode of 
mediatization, that is, not only a mechanism, but also a practical or industrial 
art? Could "race" be not simply an object of representation and portrayal, of 
knowledge or truth, but also a technique that one uses, even as one is used by 
it -a carefully crafted, historically inflected system of tools, of mediation, or of 

"enframing" that builds history and identity? 
"Race and! as technology" is a strange, and hopefully estranging, formulation, 

but its peculiarity does not stem from its conjoining of race and technology. 
There already exists an important body of scholarship that simply addresses 
"race and technology" within science and technology, film and media and visual 
culture, and African American and ethnic studies, ranging, just to give some 
examples, from analyses documenting the resurgence of race as a valid scientific 
category to those tracing the historically intersecting truth claims of phrenology 
and photography, from investigations uncovering the centrality of data 
processing to the execution of the Holocaust to those analyzing the importance 
of raced images to mass- mediated consumer culture.

1 
These works have 

mapped the ways in which race and technology impact each other's logic and 
development, especially in relation to enterprises that seek to establish the "truth" 

of race as a scientific fact or cultural phenomenon. 
Yet the consideration of "race as technology," in contrast, brings other 

questions forward. Crucially, "race as technology" shifts the focus from the what 
of race to the how of race, from knowing race to doing race by emphasizing the 
similarities between race and technology. Indeed, "Race as technology" is a simile 
that posits a comparative equality or substitutability-but not identity
between the two terms. "Race as technology," however, is not simply an example 
of a simile; it also exemplifies similes by encapsulating the larger logic of 
comparison that makes both race and similes possible. "Race as technology" 
reveals how race functions as the "as," how it facilitates comparisons between 
entities classed as similar or dissimilar. This comparison of race and technology 
also displaces claims of race as either purely biological or purely cultural 
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because technological mediation, which has been used to define humankind 
as such ("man" as a "tool-using" animal), is always already a mix of science, 
art, and culture. Humans and technology, as Bernard Stiegler has argued, 
evolve together. 2 Race has never been simply "biological" or "cultural"; it has 
rather been crucial to negotiating and establishing historically variable 
definitions of "biology" and "culture." Thus, by framing questions of race and 
technology, as well as by reframing race as technology, this essay wagers that 
not only can we theoretically and historically better understand the forces of 
race and technology and their relation to racism, we can also better respond 
to contemporary changes in the relationships between human and machine, 
human and animal, media and environment, mediation and embodiment, 
nature and culture, visibility and invisibility, privacy and publicity. 

Race, within the biological and medical sciences, has returned as a new form 
of "natural history," that is, as a means to track "the great human diaspora" 
t~rough mainly invisible (non-expressed) genetic differences or as a way to weigh 
nsk factors for certain diseases.3 As Jenny Reardon has noted, these biological 
"confirmations" have disturbed the post-WWII, cross-disciplinary "consensus" 
on the physical non-existence of race, catching off-guard many humanities 
scholars, whose critiques rested in part on "scientific evidence."• In response, 
some, such as philosopher of science Lisa Gannett, have analyzed the ways in 
which race never left population science; similarly, some historians of science 
and medicine, such as Evelyn Hammonds, have highlighted the biases 
und~rpinning the use of current and historical race.' Others, such as Henry 
Loms Gates, Jr, have embraced DNA tracing in order to write a more 
comprehensive African American history, and still others, such as Paul Gilroy, 
have argued that these new biological categorizations, because they view the 
body from a nanological perspective from which race may exist but is not 
"visible," defy the epidermal logic that has traditionally defined race and thus 
offer us an opportunity to shelve race altogether.6 That is, if race-like media
~as involved linking what is visible to what is invisible, then Gilroy's argument 
IS that race, as an invisible entity, can no longer buttress this logic of revelation. 
!his debate over the ontology of race is important, and this article supplements 
It by analyzing race's utility regardless of its alleged essence, and by investigating 
~ow_ race Itself has been key to the modern concept of essence that is apparent 
m discourses of science and art. Most importantly, understanding race and/ as 
technology enables us to frame the discussion around ethics rather than 
ontology, on modes of recognition and relation, rather than being. In what 
follows, I offer a historical and theoretical context for this reframing for these 
interventions by outlining the ways in which race has been framed as both 
biology and culture, and how this dichotomy also relies on and is disturbed by 
race as technology. I further outline the stakes of this reconfiguration of race 
by c~nsidering the ways in which/how race can be considered a "saving" grace. 
Inspired by the groundbreaking work by Beth Coleman on race as technology, 



40 • Wendy Hui Kyong Chun 

I conclude by considering Greg Pak's feature film Robot Stories as an 
engagement of race as technology-specifically, Asians as robot-like-that 
displaces the techno-Orientalism it embraces.7 

Making the Visible Innate 

At a certain level, the notion of race as technology seems obvious, for race 
historically has been a tool of subjugation. From Carl Linnaeus' eighteenth
century taxonomy of human races in Systema Naturae to Charles Davenport's 
early twentieth-century "documentation" of the disastrous effects of miscegena
tion, from the horrors of the Holocaust to continuing debates over the 
innateness of intelligence, "scientific" categorizations of race have been 
employed to establish hierarchical differences between people, rendering some 
into mere objects to be exploited, enslaved, measured, demeaned, and some
times destroyed. H In the United States, racist theories maintained the 
contradiction at the heart of the nation's founding, that of all men being 
created equal and black slaves counting as three-fifths human (thus allowing 
them to be accounted for, but not themselves count). Even after emancipation, 
racist legislation and bureaucratic practices such as segregation, with its 
validation of discrimination within social and private spaces as "natural 
antipathies," maintained inequalities in a facially equal democratic system. Race 
in these circumstances was wielded-and is still wielded-as an invaluable 
mapping tool, a means by which origins and boundaries are simultaneously 
traced and constructed, and through which the visible traces of the body are 
tied to allegedly innate invisible characteristics. 

Race as a mapping tool stems from its emergence as a scientific category in 
the eighteenth century, although it has consistently designated relations based 
on perceived commonalities. According to Bruce Dain, race first denoted a group 
of people connected by common descent (e.g. a noble house, family, kindred); 
then, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Era of Exploration, it roughly 
corresponded to "geographical groups of people marked by supposedly 
common physical characteristics" (e.g. the English race); lastly, in the eighteenth 
century, it designated all of humankind (in distinction to animals), as well as 
sub-species of homo sapiens (such as homo sapiens asiaticus; according to 
Linnaeus, a male of this subset is "yellowish, melancholy, endowed with black 
hair and brown eyes ... severe, conceited, and stingy. He puts on loose clothing. 
He is governed by opinion").9 As science moved from eighteenth-century 
natural history, which based its species classifications on visible structures, to 
nineteenth-century science, which pursued the invisible processes of life itself, 
race became an even more important means by which the visible and the 

invisible were linked. 10 

The modern value of race stemmed from its ability to link somatic 
differences to innate physical and mental characteristics. According to Samira 

Kawash: 

r 
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In this shift to a modern, biologized understanding of race, skin color 
becomes visible as a basis for determining the order of identities and 
differences and subsequently penetrates the body to become the truth of 
the self ... race is on the skin, but skin is the sign of something deeper, 
something hidden in the invisible interior of the organism (as organic or 
ontological). To see racial difference is therefore to see the bodily sign of 
race but also to see more than this seeing, to see the interior difference 
it stands for. 11 

This "seeing" of internal difference makes accidental characteristics essential, 
prescriptors rather than descriptors. In terms of U.S. slavery, dark skin became 
the mark of the natural condition of slavery through which all kinds of external 
factors-and the violence perpetrated on African slaves-became naturalized 
and "innate." As Saidiya Hartmann has argued, "the wanton use of and the 
violence directed toward the black body come to be identified as its pleasures 
and dangers" -that is, the expectations of slave property are ontologized as the 
innate capabilities and inner feelings of the enslaved, and moreover, the 
ascription of excess and enjoyment to the African effaces the violence 
perpetrated against the enslavedY For many anti-racists, then, the key to 
loosening the power of racism was (and still is) to denaturalize race, to loosen 
the connection between the bodily sign of race and what it signified. 

Within the United States, there has been a long history of this attempt at 
denaturing, from the work of radical abolitionists in the nineteenth to that of 
cultural anthropologists in the twentieth century. Frederick Douglass, in his 
commencement address at Western Reserve College in 1854, famously 
contended that similarities between the bodies of Irish workers and black 
slaves undermined theories of racial traits as inherent or natural. 13 To Douglass, 
the congruence between the "deformed" physical features of the American slave 
and the common Irish man revealed the importance of education and class to 
bodily form, and the accomplishments of many Irish thinkers (and implicitly 
himself) testified to the potential of emancipated and educated slaves. For 
Douglass, racist arguments about the inherent inferiority of Africans were also 
a case of media bias, since they would always feature images of the "best" 
Caucasians next to those of the most oppressed African slaves. Franz Boas also 
deployed arguments against "natural" reasons for visible racial traits in the 1930s. 
Boas's work, which was key to transforming race from a biological to an 
anthropological category, argued against the innateness of both racial traits and 
racism. 14 Challenging those who advocated racism as a form of natural selection, 
Boas contended that antagonism between closed social groups may be innate, 
but what constituted a social group was not. 

After WWII and the public renunciation by many scientists of overtly racist 
science within various UNESCO statements, race as a cultural, rather than bio
logical, fact seemed universally accepted, and the "two cultures" of the sciences 
and the humanities coalesced together around this common understanding. 
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Indeed many humanists in the late twentieth century rested their own critique 
of race as ideological on scientific definitions of race. Henry Louis Gates Jr, for 

instance, argued: 

Race has become a trope of ultimate, irreducible difference between 
cultures, linguistics groups, or adherents of specific belief systems, 
which-more often than not-also have fundamentally opposed 
economic interests. Race is the ultimate trope of difference because it is 
so very arbitrary in its difference. The biological criteria used to determine 
"difference" in sex simply do not hold when applied to "race." Yet we 
carelessly use language in such a way as to will this sense of natural 

difference into our formulations. 15 

By calling race a careless use of language, Gates implies that the problem of 
racism (which stems from race) could be fixed by a more careful use oflanguage. 
Racism, in other words, stems from faulty media representations, and thus the 
best way to combat racism is to offer more realistic portrayals of"raced others" 
and to produce media critiques that expose the fallacies of racial thinking. 

As mentioned previously, the resurgence of the category of race within science 
and medicine has troubled this position, which rests, as Reardon notes, on a 
separation between what are evaluated as "ideological" and "true" scientific 
statements-a separation that work across media and cultural studies has 
repeatedly emphasized is impossible. 16 Even more damning, despite the good 
intentions behind the reformulation of race as culture, the conceptualization 
of race as culture has been no less effective at creating social divisions than the 
notion of race as biology. Racist arguments have adeptly substituted culture 
for nature, creating what Etienne Balibar has called "neo-racism."17 For instance, 
as Anne Anlin Cheng has pointed out, the psychological evidence used in Brown 

v. Board of Education, the "doll test" -which was pivotal to the juridical 
overturning of segregation in schools-is now used to justify segregation as 
granting "black children the opportunity to develop a stronger, 'healthier,' more 
independent black identity." 1H Rather than the abatement of racism and raced 
images post-WWII, we have witnessed their proliferation. As Toni Morrison 

notes: 

Race has become metaphorical-a way of referring to and disguising 
forces, events, classes, and expressions of social decay and economic 
division far more threatening to the body politic than biological "race" 
ever was. Expensively kept, economically unsound, a spurious and useless 
political asset in election campaigns, racism is as healthy today as it was 
during the Enlightenment. It seems that it has a utility far beyond 
economy, beyond the sequestering of classes from one another, and has 
assumed a metaphorical life so completely embedded in daily discourse 
that it is perhaps more necessary and more on display than ever before.

19 
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~!though Morrison here argues that race has become metaphorical, it is 
Important to note the ways in which race, cultural or biological, acts as a trope. 
E~en when understood as biological, race was not simply indexical, but rather 
still served as a sign, as a form of mediation, as a vehicle for revelation. 

On the Limits of Culture 

Race, conceived eith~r as bi~logy or as culture, organizes social relationships 
~nd tur~s the body mto a signifier. Michael Omi and Howard Winant have 
mfluentially argued that race is "a fundamental organizing principle of social 

I r h · "20 d rea wns Ips, an they have used the term "racial formation to refer to the 
proc~ss by which social, economic and political forces determine the content 
an~ Importance of racial categories, and by which they are in turn shaped by 
raoal meanmgs "21 Ra l"k d" · 1 h · ce, I e me Ia, IS a so a euristic, a way to understand, 
to rev~al, t~e world around us. To return to Samira Kawash's argument 
regard111g sk111 color: 

the ~odern conception of racial identity maintains an uneasy relation to 
the VIsual; the visible marks of the racialized body are only signs of a 
deeper, interior difference, and yet those visible marks are the on! 
differences that can be observed. The body is the sign of a difference th~ 
excee~s the body. The modern concept of race is therefore predicated on 
an epistemology of visibility, but the visible becomes an insufficient 
guarantee of knowledge. As a result, the possibility of a gap opens up 
between what the body says and what the body meansY 

By linking o~tsi~e to inside in_ an effort to make the body transparent, the body 
becomes a. sigmfier: by creat111g a gap between what one sees and what one 
knows, raoal markers are placed in an ever-shifting chain of signification 

Crucially, th_is gap between what the body says and what the body is ta.ken 
to mea~ u~derhes the force of racism. As Ann Laura Stoler has argued, racism's 
force l~es 111 the productive tension between the somatic and the essential. 
~eflecti~g on how racial discourse slips between discussions of somatic and 
VIsual difference and notions of inner, essential qualities, Stoler argues: 

the ambiguity of those sets of relationships between the somatic and the 
mner sel~ the phenotype and the genotype, pigment shade and 
psychological s~~sibility ~re not slips in, or obstacles to, racial thinking 
but_ rath~r conditions for Its proliferation and possibility ... The force of 
raos~s ~s n~t found in the alleged fixity of visual knowledge, nor in 
e~senti_a~Ism Itself, but on the malleability of the criteria of psychological 
dispositiOns and moral sensibilities that the visual could neither 
definitively secure nor explainY 

~acial discourse has_ always been polyvalently mobile and capable of thriving 
111 the face of uncertamty. Race as biology and race as culture are similarly mobile 
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and flexible technologies. Focusing on race as a technology, as mediation, thus 
allows us to see the continuing function of race, regardless of its "essence." It 
also highlights the fact that race has never been simply biological or cultural, 
but rather a means by which both are established and negotiated. 

Creating Differences: Eugenics and Segregation 

Like technology, race has never been merely cultural or biological, social or 
scientific. Indeed, the strict conceptual separation of culture from biology
nurture from nature, development from transmission-is a fairly recent 
phenomenon, stemming from the acceptance of Mendelian genetics. Focusing 
on U.S. eugenics and segregation in the twentieth century as technologies of 
difference, this section outlines how accepting race as biology also makes race 

technological. 
Race did not simply move from a biological to a cultural concept. The early 

"mixed" nature of notions of race is evident in Linnaeus' foundational 
description of the male variant of homo asiaticus cited earlier: "yellowish, 
melancholy, endowed with black hair and brown eyes ... severe, conceited, and 
stingy. He puts on loose clothing. He is governed by opinion." This description 
treats interchangeably visible physical traits ("yellowish"), psychological 
characteristics ("melancholy"), and cultural traditions ("loose clothing"). 
Similarly, Thomas Jefferson, writing in the eighteenth century, argued against 
incorporating African slaves into the nation using a mix of both historical ~nd 
natural reasons.24 Even in the nineteenth century, race was seen as encompassmg 
both cultural and biological transmission: as George W. Stocking, Jr, has 
argued, the terms "race" and "nation" were not different by nature but by degree, 
since both intersected with questions of"blood."25 Both environmentalists and 

extreme hereditarians, that is, 

started from the same inclusive idea of race as an integrated physical, 
linguistic, and cultural totality. Furthermore, because science-to 
paraphrase a number of contemporary social scientists-no longer 
separated the phenomena of the body from those of the mind, both 
hereditarians and environmentalists tended to assume that racial mental 

differences were related to racial physical differences.26 

The clear separation of biology from culture and, transmission from develop
ment stemmed from Mendelian genetics' strict separation of germ from somatic 
cellsY This emphasis on the chromosomes as unchanging from generation to 
generation both made possible and relied on a belief in unchanging "eternal" 

features, many of which were racialized. 28 

The premise of eugenics-which seemingly defined race as biological-was 
the breedability of the human species. Charles Davenport, the father of U.S. 

eugenics, argued: 
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Eugenics is the science of the improvement of the human race by better 
breeding or, as the late Sir Francis Galton expressed it: "The science which 
deals with all influences that improve the inborn qualities of a race." The 
eugenical standpoint is that of the agriculturalist who, while recognizing 
the value of culture, believes that permanent advance is to be made only 
by securing the best "blood." Man is an organism-an animal; and the 
laws of improvement of corn and of race horses hold true for him also. 
Unless people accept this simple truth and let it influence marriage 
selection human progress will cease.29 

This notion of traits in the blood, which can be manipulated through proper 
breeding, places eugenics within what Michel Foucault has called an "analytics 
of sexuality."30 The term "breeding" exemplifies human races as technologically 
manipulable, while also muddying the boundary between culture and biology, 
human and animal. Agriculture, Davenport's favorite metaphor-"the human 
babies born each year," he writes, "constitute the world's most valuable crop"
nicely encapsulates the intertwining of the natural and the cultivated that is 
necessary to human civilization. 31 Eugenics is necessary because biology is not 
enough.

32 
Davenport's work also exemplifies the difficulty of separating the 

natural from the cultivated: in the end, he argues that every characteristic, 
such as vagrancy, evident in more than one generation, is transmitted through 
blood. Although Davenport's work is now considered to be ideologically 
corrupt, race and breeding are still intertwined in more modern understandings 
of race. According to modern population genetics, a human race is a "breeding 
population" marked by certain gene frequencies. 33 

However, as the history of segregation and anti-miscegenation legislation 
in the U.S. makes clear, breeding populations, if they exist, are never simply 
natural, but rather result from a complex negotiation between culture, society 
and biology. Importantly, segregation was a response to failures of biological 
theories of the innate physical degeneracy of mulattos and Africans. It is also 
a response to the "confusion" brought about by emancipation. As Hartmann 
argues: 

the conception of race engendered by slavery and abolished by the 
Thirteenth Amendment made "black" virtually synonymous with "slave" 
and "white" with "free" ... Now that race no longer defined status, 
classificatory schemes were required to maintain these lines of division. 
The effort to maintain the color line, or, properly speaking, black 
subordination, involved securing the division between the races and 
controlling the freed population. Central to this effort was the codification 
of race, which focused primarily on defining and containing blackness.34 

This codification-especially its "one drop" formulation-widened the gap 
between what the body says and what it means, since it became increasingly 
difficult to read the signifier, let alone the signification. 
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Segregation is an important U.S. racial technology, a clarifying spatial 
mapping that creates stark racial differences where none necessarily exist. As 
Grace Elizabeth Hale has argued, "whites created the culture of segregation in 
large part to counter black success, to make a myth of absolute racial difference, 
to stop the rising." Segregation made "race dependent on space, and the color 
bar became less a line than the ground on which southern people were allowed 
to drink and buy and stand."35 Segregation, importantly, did not only map space, 
but was a reaction to the transgression of space brought about by modern 
technologies, such as trains. It fought mobility with immobility. Hale, analyzing 

the importance of segregation on trains, argues: 

For southern whites, however, more was at stake than comfortable plushy 
cushions and clean-carpeted aisles. Whiteness itself was being defined in 
late nineteenth-century first-class train cars. When middle-class blacks 
entered the semi-public space of railroads, they placed their better attire 
and manners in direct juxtaposition with whites' own class signifiers. 
Because many whites found it difficult to imagine African Americans as 
anything other than poor and uneducated, finely dressed blacks riding 
in first-class cars attracted their particular ire ... Greater mobility made 
the poorest whites more visible to the rising white middle class as well 
... Class and race, then, became more visibly unhinged as railroads 

disrupted local isolation. Confusion reigned.
36 

Racist technologies thus sought to make clear distinctions in society, where none 
necessarily existed. Segregation and eugenics are therefore examples of what 
Foucault has called modern racism, a racism fostered to allow states, which are 
supposedly dedicated to the social welfare of their populations, to exercise 

sovereign power-that is, to punish and destroy. He writes, 

Racism is bound up with the workings of a State that is obliged to use 
race, the elimination of races and the purification of the race, to exercise 
its sovereign power. The juxtaposition of-or the way biopower functions 
through-the old sovereign power oflife and death implies the workings, 

the introduction and activation, of racism.
37 

Importantly, though, for Foucault, modern racism did not simply apply to 
those who were subjugated. Extrapolating from Nazism, he argues that race wars 
became "a way of regenerating one's own race. As more and more of our number 
die, the race to which we belong will become all the purer."

38 
Also, in terms of 

an analytics of sexuality, eugenics applies to everyone: Davenport's eugenics 
textbook, for instance, is directed to those middle-class readers who want to 
know "how to fall in love intelligently." Eugenics also redefined all humans as 
the carriers of eternal characteristics, making the base unit not the human but 
the trait. Racism renders everyone into a standing reserve of genes to be stored 

and transmitted. 
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Mimicking Standing Reserves 

According to Heidegger in his 1955 "Th . 
the essence of technology is n~t technoloe ~~lesitJon Concern in~ ~echnology," 
miss what is essential about technolo g ·. nd_ee~, by exammmg tools, we 
"enframing" Th". d gy, which IS Its mode of revealing or 

· IS mo e of revealing he . " 
unreasonable demand th t "t l , argues, puts to nature the 
such"; once transformed a. It supp y en~r~ that can be extracted and stored as 
Technolo I h m o energy, It IS also transmitted and circulated 39 

. gy a soc anges the nature of essence as such, makin . . ." 
that whJCh endures rather th .t . g what IS essential an I s genenc type shri k" l. . 
rich fourfold system d" d b . ' ' n mg causa 1ty trom the 

Jscusse Y Anstotle to d " . 
reporting challenged forth- f t d" one mo e: a reportmg-a 
either simultaneously or in seq:e s a~'41~nMg-resderves_ that must be guaranteed 

nee. ost amnmgly enf · d 
man by rendering man hi lf. . . ' rammg en angers mse mto a standmg reserve: 

As soon as what is unconcealed I but does so rather e I . l no onger concerns man even as obJ·ect, 
' , xc us1ve y as sta d" of obJ·ectles . h" n mg-reserve, and man in the midst 
sness IS not mg but th d f ' 

he comes to the brink of . . e or er o the standing reserve, then, 
where he himself will ha~:;ec~plt~~s fall; that i~, he comes to the point 
m . o eta en as standmg-reserve. Meanwhile 

lo;~· :;~~~;e~:~~~hi: o:;;i:o thre~ened, exal~s himself to the posture of 

everything man encounte wa_Y t e m:presswn comes to prevail that 
illusion gives rise to rs ef~J~tls odnly msofar as it is his construct. This 

one ma elus1on· It h 
everywhere and a! . seems as t ough man 

ways encounters only himself I h I 
precisely nowhere does man t d I . . . n trut , wwcvcr, 

0 ay any anger encounter himsc/("1 

This endangerment, though, not only reduces man . . . 
source of energy· it als k . . . to a standmg and Circulating 

· 0 ma es 1mposs1ble h1s r · · t'. . . 
revealing, since it "conceals th t !" ecogmtwn o another kmd ot a revea mg which in the f . 
what presences come forth into a earan "42 .' . sense o potcsis, lets 
that does not reduce natur . t pp d" ce. PmesJs, art, enables a revelation 

e 111 o a stan 111g reserve but r th I . 
man as an object. ' a er ets 1t stand against 

The resonances between Heide er' 
dangers of technology a d I gg ,sf post-World War II reflections on the 

n ana yses o race and . · · 
perhaps not surprising g· H 'd ' . raCism are protound (and 

' JVen e1 egger s mvolve1 t · h 
Socialism) In a 194

9 
1 nen Wit National 

. ecture on technology, Heidegger argued, 

agriculture is now a motorized food indust . . . . 
as the production of c . h , ry, the same thmg mJts essence 

orpses 111 t e gas chambers d th 
camps the same thin bl k d . an e extermination 

' g as oc a es and the red r f 
famine, the same thing as th c uc Jon o countries to e manutacture of hydrogen bombs.u 

The National Socialist program reduced all h . . 
some to be "destr d" h umans to standmg reserves: 

oye ' ot ers to be optimized a 1d i 
Intentionally or unintentional! 

1 
male more productive. y, race too, understood as a set of . 'bl VIS! e or 
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invisible genetic characteristics, is a mode of revealing that ren.ders everyone 
into a set of traits that are stored and transmitted; and also race IS then s~e~ as 
what allows man to endure through time as a set of unchanging charactenstlcs. 
Further, Heidegger's discussion of the experience of the human as not even an 
object resonates with the historical experience of people of color. H~rten:: 
Spillers writing on the situation of slaves in the Middle Passage, argues, und 
these c~nditions, one is neither female, nor male, as both. subjects" are taken 
· t ' count' as quantities."44 During this period, the captives are culturally 
m o ac · h b · t r 
unmade." The pain of non-recognition, which makes one ne1t er o JeC no 
subject, has also been eloquently enunciated by Frantz Fanon: 

I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things, 
my spirit filled with the desire to .attain to_ the source of t~e world, and 
then I found that I was an object m the m1dst of other O~Jects. 

Sealed into that crushing objecthood, I turned beseechmgly to others. 
Their attention was a liberation, running over my body suddenly abraded 
into nonbeing, endowing me once more with an agility tha~ I had ~hought 
lost and by taking me out of the world, restoring me to 1t. But JUSt as I 
rea~hed the other side, I stumbled, and the movements, the attitudes, _the 
glances of the other fixed me there, in the sense in which a chem.ICal 
solution is fixed by a dye. I was indignant; I demanded an explanatiOn. 

Nothing happened. I burst apart. 45 

In addition, race understood as a set of visible or invisible gene~ic characteristics, 
is a mode of revealing that renders everyone into a set of traits that are sto.red 
and transmitted; race is then seen as what allows man to endure through time 

as a set of unchanging characteristics. 
Yet crucially, for Heidegger, understanding the essence .of_te~hnology also 

makes salvation possible: although enframing conceals pmes1s, 1t ~lso ma~es 
poiesis a saving power. "Because the essence of technology 1s not~I.ng 
technological," he writes, "essential reflection up~n technology and dec~sive 
confrontation with it must happen in a realm that IS, on the one hand, akm ~o 
the essence of technology and, on the other, fund_a~e~ta~ly different fro~ 1t. 
Such a realm is art."4o According to Heidegger, pmesls br.mgs forth truth mto 
the splendor of radiant appearing."47 Similarly, Fanon wntes: 

The crippled veteran of the Pacific war says to my brother, ,"Resign 
yourself to your color the way I got used to my stump; we re both 

victims." . 
Nevertheless with all my strength I refuse to accept that amputatiOn. 

I feel in myself a soul as immense as the world, truly a soul as d~e~ ~~ 
the deepest of rivers, my chest has the power to expand without hm1t. 

Thus the question becomes: to what extent can ruminating on ra~e as 
technology make possible race as poiesis, or at least as a form of agency. Can 
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race become a different mode of creation or revealing? Race has historically 
enabled subversive action. Homi Bhabha, for instance, has influentially argued 
that colonial mimicry-the mimicking of the colonizers by the colonized, 
demanded by the colonizers-"is at once resemblance and menace."49 

Understood as something that is repeatedly performed, race, like gender, opens 
up the space of parody and agency. Intriguingly, Fan on describes his strength 
in terms that trouble the boundary between nature and human: his soul as "deep 
as the deepest rivers." This simile suggests an embracing offactors not usually 
considered human. That is, if race as technology does make it possible to expand 
without limit, could this power stem not from asserting the difference between 
humans and technology, technology and poiesis, but rather through an 
acceptance of their similarities-through race as prosthesis? 

Donna Haraway has influentially argued that we must embrace the 
breakdown in boundaries between human and animal, natural and artificial, 
mediation and embodiment. According to Haraway, "late twentieth-century 
machines have made thoroughly ambiguous the difference between natural and 
artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally designed, and many 
other distinctions that used to apply to organisms and machines."50 Rather than 
condemning this situation, as does Heidegger, she argues for the cyborg as a 
utopian figure precisely because it reworks nature and culture so that 

the one can no longer be the resource for appropriation or incorporation 
by the other. The relationships for forming wholes from parts, including 
those of polarity and hierarchical domination, are at issue in the cyborg 
world ... The cyborg would not recognize the Garden of Eden; it is not 
made of mud and cannot dream of returning to dust. 5 1 

As she notes, however, "the main trouble with cyborgs ... is that they are the 
illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism, not to mention 
state socialism."52 Thus, in dealing with cyborgs, one must always see things 
doubly and "see from both perspectives at once because each reveals both 
dominations and possibilities unimaginable from the other vantage point."53 

To see race as technology, thus, is always to see double: to see possibilities 
(reworkings) and domination (eugenics) together. 

In an effort to do so, I conclude by rethinking arguments I've made in the 
past regarding high-tech Orientalism-the high-tech abjection of the Asian/ 
Asian America other-through Greg Pak's 2003 feature film Robot Stories, which 
explores the extent to which high-tech Orientalism might be the ground from 
which some other future can be created; the ground from which dreams can 
be made to fly, flower, in freaky, queer unexpected ways. 54 

Loving Robots 

High-tech Orientalism would seem to be the limit case for race as technology, 
for it literally figures the raced other as technology. Stemming from I 980s' 
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anxiety over rising Japanese dominance, its most dominant strain figures the 
Asian other as a robotic menace, so that s/he literally becomes the technology 

s/he produces. 
In my ftrst book, Control and Freedom: Power and Paranoia in the Age of 

Fiber Optics, I examined the importance of high-tech Orientalism to cyberpunk 
ftction and film, and to the emergence of the Internet as cyberspace. High-tech 
Orientalism is the obverse of the "scenes of empowerment" that flooded the 
airwaves in the mid- to late-1990s-conflations of racial and technological 
empowerment that argued that technology would eradicate racial difference. 
Foundational cyberpunk pre-visions, from William Gibson's 1984 Neuromancer 
to Neal Stephenson's 1993 Snow Crash, I contended, use "Asian," "African" and 
"half-breed" characters to create seductively dystopian near futures. Gibson's 
ftction in particular perpetuates and relies on this high-tech Orientalism, a 
"navigate-by-difference" tactic in which disembodied heroes/console data 
cowboys emerge through disembodied representations of"local" people of color, 
irrevocably fixed in the past, and cyberspace is made desirable and exotic 
through relentless comparisons between it and Ninsei.

55 
Importantly, Gibson's 

vision of cyberspace has little to nothing in common with the Internet-other 
than a common 1990s fan base. Inspired by the early 1980s Vancouver arcade 
scene, Gibson sat at his typewriter and outlined a 3D chessboard/consensual 
visual hallucination called the Matrix or "cyberspace," in which corporations 
exist as bright neon shapes, and console cowboys steal and manipulate data. 
In Neuromancer, cyberspace is a "graphic representation of data abstracted from 

. h h ,~ the banks of every computer m t e uman system. 
Even though Gibson's cyberspace does not coincide with the Internet, its 

seductive vision of a consensually hallucinated network in which U.S. cowboys 
thrive in an unfriendly, Asian-dominated corporate world made it an origin 
myth in the 1990s. Cyberpunk literature, which originated the desire for 

cyberspace as a frontier rather than cyberspace itself, seductively blinds users 
to their circulating representations through dreams of disembodiment (freedom 
from one's body), sustained by representations of others as disembodied 
information. Cyberpunk offers unnerving, disorienting yet ultimately readable 
"savage" otherness in order to create the mythic user. Rather than brush aside 
fear of strange locations, strangers, and their dark secrets by insisting that 
we are all the same, these narratives, like the detective fiction on which 
they are often based, romanticize and make readable, trackable and solvable 
the lawlessness and cultural differences that supposedly breed in crowds and 
cities. Racial and ethnic differences, emptied of any link to discrimination or 
exclusion, make these spaces "navigable" yet foreign, readable yet cryptic. 
Difference as a simple database category grounds cyberspace as a "navigable 

space"; through racial difference we steer, and sometimes conquer. 
High-tech Orientalism offers the pleasure of exploring, the pleasure of being 

somewhat overwhelmed, but ultimately "jacked-in." Crucially, this pleasure 
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usually compensates for lack of mastery-Neuromancer was written at a time 
when the ~.S. seemed to be losing its status as the number one ftnancial power. 
The future m Neuromancer seemingly belongs to Japanese and other non-U.S.
corporations-the status of the U.S. as a nation-state is unclear-although U.S. 
console cowboys still ride high in cyberspace. High-tech Orientalism is not 
colonialism, but rather a paranoid reaction to global economic and data flows 
High-tech Orientalism promises intimate knowledge, sexual concourse with th~ 
"other," which it reduces to data, to a standing resource. This will-to-knowledge 
structures the plot of many cyberpunk novels, as well as the reader's relation 
to the text; the reader is always "learning," always trying understand these 
narrati:es that confuse the reader. The reader eventually emerges as a hero/ine 
f~r havmg figured out the landscape, for having navigated these fast-paced texts, 
smce the many unrelated plots (almost) come together at the end and 
revelat~ons abound. This readerly satisfaction generates desire for these vaguely 
~ystop1an fut~res. ~hus, if online communications threaten to submerge users 
m repre~enta~IOn-If they threaten to turn users into media spectacles-high
tech One~tahsm allows people to turn a blind eye to their own vulnerability 
and to enJoy themselves while doing so, to enjoy one's emasculation. Silicon 
Valley readers are not simply "bad readers" for viewing these texts as utopian, 
for they do not necessarily desire the future as described by these texts; rather, 
th_ey _long for the ultimately steerable and sexy cyberspace, which always seems 
w1thm reach, even as it slips from the future to past. They also yearn for 
cyberspace as the space of "biz." 

To put it slightly differently and to draw from the work of Karen Shimakawa 
on abjection and Asian American performance, high-tech Orientalism is a 
process of abjection-a frontier-through which the console cowboy, the 
pr~perly human subject, is created. Shimakawa, drawing from the work ofJulia 
Knsteva, argues that abjection is 

both a state and a process-the conditions/position of that which is 
deemed loathsome and the process by which that appraisal is made ... 
It is ... the process by which the subject/"!'' is produced: by establishing 
per~ep~ual and conceptual borders around the self and "jettison[ing]" that 
whiCh IS deemed objectionable. 57 

The human is constantly created through the jettisoning of the Asian/ Asian 
~merican other as robotic, as machine-like and not quite human, as not quite 
hved. And also, I would add, the African American other as primitive, as too 
human. 

_The question this essay asks in rethinking of race as technology is: can the 
abJect, the Orientalized, the robot-like data-like Asian/Asian American other 
be a pl~ce :rom w~ich something like insubordination or creativity can arise? 
To put It shghtly differently, can the formulation of Asian as technology, Asians 
as the future, be turned from something terrifying to something like what 
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Judith Butler calls a future horizon-"a ... horizon ... in which the violence 
of exclusion is perpetually in the process of becoming overcome"?58 Can the 
abject, as Shimakawa argues, be a place for a critical mimesis-can we critically 
assume the role of the abject in order to call into question the larger system of 
representation and its closure? That is, can Asian/ Asian American as robots, 
as data, be a critical mimesis of mimesis itself-a way for all to embrace their 
inner robot? 

To explore this possibility, I turn to the work of HAP A filmmaker Greg Pak. 
His feature film Robot Stories explores the parallel between robots and Asians 
that lies at the core of high-tech Orientalism. Although at times relentlessly 
sentimental-the promotional materials that claim "everything is changing ... 
except for the human heart"-Robot Stories asserts Asian American as human 
by emphasizing their alleged similarities and their opposition to robots and at 
the same time deconstructs the opposition between human and robots. That 
is, his stories play with the stereotypes of Asian Americans as relentless, robotic 
workers, as looking all the same (can't tell them apart), as dragon ladies, in order 
to create a livable future-literally a future in which Asian Americans and 
African Americans live as the non-abject. 

Robot Stories consists of four shorts, which create an intriguing progression. 
Since this progression is central to my argument, I will spend some time 
outlining the plot of the film. The first story is "Robot Child," in which an Asian 
American couple-Roy and Marcia Ito-take care of a robot baby for a month 
in hopes of being given a real baby to adopt. Taking care of this robot, it is 
hoped, will make these stereotypically work-driven people human, especially 
the non-maternal Marcia Ito, who is scarred by memories of her own mother. 
Symbolically, at the adoption agency, for instance, Roy Ito turns to Marcia and 
says that this adoption of a robot baby will make them real people, a real family
just as the camera focuses on the image of a white blond baby. Although Roy 
seems the most committed to having a child and to non-traditional gender roles 
(the child and he bond quickly, and the child and Marcia reject each other's 
awkward gestures; Marcia drops the baby a couple of times), Roy soon leaves 
for Japan, in proper husbandly fashion, to pursue a project that will secure the 
child's future. Turning to her own father to find a software solution to baby 
care (the robot becomes hooked to their iMac, which simulates feeding, caring, 
etc.), Marcia returns to the office. On her return home, however, she is 
confronted by a robot/child gone mad. Deciding in the end not to return the 
robot and thus disappoint Roy by jeopardizing their chance of ever adopting, 
Marcia goes after the "little fucker," to find it, like herself so many years ago, 
crying in a closet (see Figures 2.1 and 2.2). Breaking down in tears herself as 
she identifies with the robot, the "mother" and robot finally bond. In this story, 
white figures are still very much in positions of control: the white nurse who 
oversees the adoption controls the gaze and she, in the end, will decide whether 
or not they are "good parents." 

FIGURE 2.1 Marcia in closet 
Still from Robot Stories 

FIGURE 2.2 "Baby" robot in closet 
Still from Robot Stories 
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In the next story, "Robot Fixer," a mother, stricken with grief, guilt and an er 
over her comatose son, is driven to obsessively complete and repair her so~'s 
toy ro~ot collection. Fixing these robots-showing them the care she felt her 
son WI~son ~as never able to give-becomes a way for the mother to deal with 
her sons accident and his failure to live up to her dreams. Through these robots 
~~;ever, she ~omes to respect the interests and ways of her son, who seems t~ 

e been a bit of a robot himself: one co-worker describes him as a "G9, 
office robot; as a child he played endlessly with these robots and perha~ 
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dreamed of them. The mother becomes fixated on one robot in particular, 
whose wingless condition stems from her own carelessness during vacuuming. 
Stealing a rare female figure for her wings, she accidentally handicaps it as well. 
As the son's body parts are distributed to needy Asian Americans, the mother 
returns home, carrying a prized one-winged robot which she no longer feels 
the need to fix. Insisting on the importance of parts, as both a human and robot 
condition, "Robot Fixer," like "Robot Child," pursues Asian Americans as 
robots, as ideal workers, to break down the opposition between robot and 
human; Asian American and white. 

The next story, "Robot Love," moves from an Asian American son like a G9 
to a pair of G9s like Asian Americans, and also breaks down the barrier between 
Asian American and white. The G9 robot coders, who look Asian, are perfect 
workers (much better than their real Asian American equivalents who, like their 
white counterparts, play video games in their spare time). They work contin
uously, following the commands of their bosses and their "inner" female voice 
that reminds them "you have work," and they accept sexual harassment (both 
male and female robots are objects of scopic desire and physical molestation). 
The attempts of the male G9, Archie, at interactions are rebuked by all, except 
the nerdy white sysop Bob, who sympathizes and identifies with Archie-Bob 
allows Archie to address him as "Bob" (after Bob is teased by his co-workers), 
and he also allows Archie to leave the building to pursue the female G9 (after 
Bob's co-worker calls the pair of them "fucking freaks"). The audience too is 
made to identify with Archie: not only are many shots taken from Archie's point 
of view, but the audience's view goes dark when Archie has been turned off. 
This story brings out nicely the relationship between sexual exploitation and 
reduction to information brought about by high-tech Orientalism. 

Interestingly the actors who play the mother in "Robot Fixer" and the 
husband in "Robot Child" re-used in this story, playing with the notion that 
"we" can't tell Asian Americans apart, but also emphasizing that Robot Stories 
demands the suspension of disbelief. The entry of Asian American-like robots 
at this point of the film both buttresses the status of and places some Asian 
Americans as non-abject (defined as human in opposition to the G9s and to 
Bob), but also attacks the notion of, and critically mimics, the robotic as abject 
(as frontier). This move from abject happens at the conclusion of this story, 
and is most clear in the scene in which robots finally get together and "make 
love" (see Figure 2.3). In this scene, love-which is implied earlier as making 
one human-is reworked into "robot love." In robot love, slurs ("freaky," "they 
could've put a bigger rack on her") move from being that which separates 
humans and robots, to that which with care-robot-like humanism-can be 
reworked into loving statements. They inhabit the slur and the insult, turning 
them into the basis for love. Following Judith Butler's call to become the bad 
copy, robot love, in other words, seems to claim robots as a fake or bad copy 
in order to rework claims of human love as originary and unique. The queerness 
of robot love is also physically queer: explicit in its physical manifestation, which 

FIGURE 2.3 Robot sex 

Still from Robot Stories 
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compri~e~ the. m~tual stimulation of female plugs. It displaces heterosexual 
normahvity Withm an ostensibly heterosexual coupling-it also troubles the 
boundary between private and public. With robot love, Archie and his female 
counterp~rt are finally also granted the privacy denied to them during their 
l~ve-maki~g scene. As everyone watches the coupling, "Bob" requests that they 
give Archie and the female robots some privacy and everyone leaves, even 
though he stays t~ watc? for a little while. Intriguingly, though, the robots don't 
seem t~ car~ (pnvacy IS something granted, not demanded); privacy is also 
~ometh~ng VIolated by Bob's look, but respected by the camera's-rather than 
It showmg what Bob sees, Bob himself becomes the spectacle. 

. The sentim.entality of the series becomes most clear in the last story, which 
ts set farthest m the future (in 2027), at a time in which antibiotics no longer 
work but humans have reached immortality by being "scanned" into data 
banks. :rom there they can supposedly see everything, do everything, know 
everythm~. The s~ory ce.nters a~ound an Asian American sculptor, dying of 
p~eumoma, who IS fightmg agamst being scanned, and his African American 
Wife, :h? has. already been scanned. Rather than representing the "natural 
other, his Afncan American wife represents a certain embrace of technology· 
the traditional roles have been reversed. What is truly remarkable about thi~ 
story, however, is that there are no white people portrayed in this future. Even 
mor~ remarkably, no one seems to have noticed. All the critics reviewing Robot 
Stones emphasize its universal "human heart" angle and its differences from 
blockbuster sci-fi films, rather than its status as an "ethnic film" ·t 1 · . , or I s 
re ~honship to other Asian American films-certainly not as a ftlm in which 
white.people have disappeared. This is because Asian Americans and African 
Amencans have come to represent humanity as seamlessly as the scanned people 



56 • Wendy Hui Kyong Chun 

have come to take the place of the robotic. What is abject here is not death, 
which is embraced, but informatic immortality-even as the notion of humans 
as robot-like has been embraced. 

Clearly, this raises some questions: for instance, to what extent is 
sentimentalizing humanism key to this reworking of high-tech Orientalism? 
To what extent is this displacing of abjection dependent on a reification of 
humanity as original? Regardless, what is remarkable here is that the invisibility 
and universality usually granted to whiteness has disappeared, not to be taken 
up seamlessly by Asian Americans and African Americans, but rather to be 
reworked to displace both what is considered to be technological and what is 
considered to be human. The opening credits of Robot Stories, which begins 
with the now stereotypical stream of ls and Os, encapsulates Pak's methodology 
nicely. Rather than these ls and Os combining to produce the name of the actors 
etc. (as in Ghost in the Shell and The Matrix), the credits interrupt this diagonal 
stream (this stream mimics the path of the flying robots in "Robot Fixer"). As 
the sequence proceeds, little robots are revealed to be the source of the ls and 
Os. Shortly after they are revealed, one malfunctions, turnings a different color, 
and produces a 2 (Figure 2.4). Soon, all the robots follow, turn various colors 
and produce all sorts of colorful base-10 numbers. Thus, robots turn out in the 
end to be colorful and to operate in the same manner-and in the same 
numerical base-as humans. The soundtrack features a Country and Western 
song telling Mama to let herself go free. The ls and Os, rather than being readable, 
are made to soar, to color the robots that are ourselves. 

Race as technology thus problematizes the usual modes of visualization and 
revelation, while at the same time making possible new modes of agency and 
causality. 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 over what race 
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really is and is not, focused on separating ideology from truth-with ethical 
ques~ions: what relations does race set up? As Jennifer Gonzcilez has argued, 
race IS fundamentally a question of relation, of an encounter, a recognition, 
that enables certain actions and bars others. 59 The formulation of race as tech
nology 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 different things. 
Importantly, though, this is not simply a private decision, because race has been 
so key to the definition of private and public as such. In order to reformulate 
race, ~e need ~so to reframe nature and culture, privacy and publicity, self and 
collective, media and society. 
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From Black Inventors to One 

Laptop Per Child 
Exporting a Racial Politics of Technology 

RA YVON FOUCHE 

University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 

It is a well-know fact that the horse hay rake was first invented by a lazy 
negro [sic] who had a big hay field to rake and didn't want to do it by hand.' 

The epigraph is one representative snapshot of the historical relationship that 
African Americans have had with technology and the institutions that support 
these technologies. The lawyer who spoke this statement in a patent rights battle 
involving an African American inventor at the turn of the twentieth century 
probably did not recognize the irony in his utterance. He clearly intended it to 
come off as a slight against African American work ethics; instead it reads 
completely the opposite. Outside of the "lazy negro" phrase, the comment can 
be interpreted as a smart and innovative labor-saving solution to a problem of 
fieldwork. Thus, the hay rake inventor-if there is actually one person who 
"invented" the hay rake-may have been lazy, but I would think of this person 
as being industrious, innovative, and simply smart. The idea of not wanting to 
clean up something by hand has brought the world a plethora of mechanical, 
automated, and robotic vacuuming devices. What is most important about this 
quote has less to do with the rake and more to do with the perceived 
technological limitations of African American people. Beyond the basic insult, 
the lawyer is contending that African Americans are technologically incom
petent. Understanding that this quote comes from the late nineteenth century, 
it is just an extension of the tradition of African American inability that deemed 
these people incapable of caring for themselves.2 This quote not only reflects 
the historic connections between race and technology in the United States, but 
can reference similar relationships throughout the globe. Laziness has been a 
pejorative term deployed by Western colonizers in Africa, Asia, and India long 
before the group of people transported to North America became known as 
Negroes.

3 
Of course, deeming someone as lazy is an effective technique to 

substantiate unequal treatment and subjugation. The racial politics of difference 
and inferiority that allow one group to enslave or subjugate another manifest 
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relevant and meaningful to our current state of affairs globally, I will outline a 
framework of technology and race that locates OLPC within the most recent 
period of race and technology evolutions. 

As the United States has grown to become a global power on multiple fronts, 
the dynamics of race have clearly changed. People of African heritage at 
different times in American history have been black, negro, colored and African 
American.

6 
Indigenous American populations have been red, Indian, Native 

American, or defined by a tribal affiliation. 7 Even once disdained European 
others, like those of Jewish and Irish heritage, have now been lumped into the 
broad category of "white."8 For most reading this volume, many of these 
changes are quite obvious and well documented historically. But scholars are 
just in the process of sorting through the changing dynamics of race in this 
new "multicultural" century.~ 

In many ways the election of Barack Obama as the forty-fourth president 
of the United States heralded this new multicultural moment. In the most 
optimistic reading of this moment, President Obama's election signaled a 
seismic shift in American racial consciousness. Images of the multi-hued crowd 
triumphantly celebrating on a cold Washington, DC, February day cemented 
this vision that the collective "we" had crossed the transom into a new era. But 
was this shift real or illusory? Arguably it was a bit of both. The election of 
President Obama conceivably correlated with a sense of, dare I say, "change." 
Similarly, the question that arises is a change of or to what? I would contend 
that the changes occurring are less about the emergence of a post-racial America 
than about the belief that although the United States is far from a racially 
inclusive oasis it is much closer to the century-old melting pot that it has been 
called for the past century. This essay will not debate whether or not the United 
States is closer to a mythological melting pot, but is interested in how this post
Obama election rhetoric connects to the relationships between technology and 
the racially marginalized in the current historical moment. Some have argued 
that the election of Barack Obama confirms that social programs like affirmative 
action have successfully run their course. 1° Closely related to these discussions 
is that technology, once seen as a gateway through which the American 
underclass could pass to lift themselves from their impoverished condition, is 
for the most part in place. Technology had overcome the old and often overused 
term of digital divides, to provide access to those in need. With the significant 
decrease in the price of computing equipment and the ubiquity of computers 
and training in public and private space (from universities and libraries), the 
question of access has become less of a question. With the proliferation of these 
technologies, the lack of proficiency in the use of these tools and the effective 
integration of these objects into one's existence is no longer being viewed as a 
byproduct of institutionalized racism, but as a product of an individual's lack 
of motivation or laziness. Thus in this opened digital age, with much in place 
to turn someone's American nightmare into an American dream, it is now the 
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one of a kind; ( 4) all black inventors have similar racial experiences. 11 The black 
inventor myth began innocently enough with Henry E. Baker. Baker, born in 
1859 in Columbus, Mississippi, initially set his sights on becoming a military 
officer. In 1875, Baker was the third and final black man to pass the entrance 
exam and enter the United States Naval Academy before the First World 
War. 12 After leaving the Naval Academy in 1877 through the racism of his fellow 
cadets, he began working at the United States Patent Office as a copyist. In 1879, 

he enrolled at Howard University to study law, graduated at the top of his class 
in 1881, and eventually became one of the first, if not the first, black patent 
examiners. Baker, under the auspices of then Commissioner of Patents Hon. 
Charles H. Duell, compiled the first official list of black inventors in 1900. The 
United States Commission to the Paris Exposition of 1900 requested that 
Commissioner Duell provide a list of patents issued to "colored" inventors. The 
commission used the list in preparing the "Negro Exhibit." Baker indicated that 
the list was overdue. The Patent Office evidently received regular inquiries about 
black inventors, but the general response was that the Patent Office did not 
keep records documenting racial heritage. Yet, there had been informal lists of 
black patentees compiled by the Patent Office. Lists had been created for Negro 
exhibits at the World's Industrial and Cotton Centennial Exposition at New 
Orleans in 1884, the World's Fair at Chicago in 1893, and the Cotton States 
and International Exposition at Atlanta in 1895. On January 26, 1900, the Patent 
Office sent requests to two-thirds of the nearly twelve thousand registered patent 
attorneys for information about any black inventor with whom they had 
worked. The Patent Office demanded a prompt reply, which certainly had to 
do with the fact that the Paris Exposition was set to begin on April 15. The 
Patent Office charged Baker with the responsibility for managing the 
correspondence with the attorney and compiling the list. Baker indicated that 
several thousand patent attorneys replied to the request. After verifying the 
information presented Baker created the first "definitive" black inventor list. 13 

The Patent Office duplicated the same procedure in 1913 at the request of the 
Pennsylvania Commission for the Emancipation Exposition in Philadelphia. 

I have disappointed many by not retelling the underlying myth this list 
supports. I am invested in moving our collective understanding of African 
Americans and technology past black inventors and the simple representations 
of names, patent numbers, and objects. These pieces of information dominate 
the historical understandings about black inventors' lived experiences. The 
historical reduction of their lives into these elements is the major problem 
in the already problematic consumption and appropriation of black inventors. 
This historical reduction conceals the difficulties they endured while gaining 
the patent protection that would, in the best situations, enable them to profit 
from their work. This historical reduction also denies black inventors their 
humanity-their frailties and strengths-and produces disembodied icons 
celebrated merely for their patented material production. But more importantly, 
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specific moment in time. But in thinking about how to do this, it is important 
to steer clear of promoting a Kuhnian paradigm shift where the prior state of 
existence is surpassed and forgotten. 16 By charting the changing nature of race 
in relation to technology from the United States to impoverished parts of the 
world, this essay supports a middle ground, a synergy of the past, present, and 
future that embraces the value of history, while championing contemporary 
critical engagements. 

Periodization has been a successful way of conceptualizing and historicizing 
technological change. Lewis Mumford in Technics and Civilization named 
eotechnic (wood and water), paleotechnic (coal and iron), and neotechnic 
(electricity and alloys) as defining moments in the global evolution of 
technology.

17 
The writing of Thomas Kuhn has propelled the language of 

paradigm shift. More recently, Science and Technology Studies scholars have 
championed the social construction of technology as a means to understand 
how relevant social groups negotiate which technologies become old and which 
are deemed new.

18 
One of the most interesting ways of conceptualizing modern 

technological change, as David Harvey has so eloquently illustrated, can be 
characterized by the pre-Fordist, Fordist, and post-Fordist historical eras. 19 What 
is fascinating about Harvey's periodization is that these points in time map nicely 
onto black and white race relations in the United States. During the pre-Fordist 
era the dominant racialized regime circulated around the effects and outcomes 
of the American slavery system. The Fordist era began shortly after the "separate 
but equal" decision of Plessy v. Ferguson institutionalizing racial segregation. 
Finally, the current post-Fordist era that took hold by the oil crisis of 1973 maps 
onto the illusionary triumphs of civil rights movements. However, as interesting 
and effective as this approach has been for studying African American civil 
rights' era experience with technology, this genealogy does not work very well 
for our current global racial moment, where race and racial identity are being 
supplanted by the less volatile terms of ethnicity, culture, and community. 

Periodizing Racing and Technology 

A new mapping of race and American culture opens avenues of analysis to more 
effectively incorporate the current historical moment. I will use African 
American life to conceptualize eras of race and technological change in the 
United States. These eras are not meant to be fixed or static, but to provide a 
historically informed structure from which to examine the evolution of the 
politics of race as American technological visions migrate from the 
underprivileged in the contiguous United States to the developing world. 

The first era begins roughly in 1619, the year the first African slaves were 
brought to the "new world," and concludes in 1865, the year that the United 
States Congress ratified the Emancipation Proclamation. This period is 
characterized by the ways that institutionalized racial discrimination based on 
the biological concept of race became a dominant way of explaining difference 
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During this period, many scientific and technological systems like those 
associated with transportation became powerful forces of segregation. For 
instance, trains and buses with segregated or "Jim Crow" cars and seating became 
battlegrounds for black/white identity and citizenship. Moments like the 
removal of the well-to-do black woman Ida Wells-Barnett from the all-white 
"ladies" car in 1884, the trial of black professional Homer Plessy in 1892 when 
he tested the constitutionality of the Louisiana Separate Car Act of I 890, the 
imprisonment of the nine black "Scottsboro Boys" on trumped-up charges of 
raping two white women on a moving train in 1931, and the arrest of 
Montgomery, Alabama, seamstress Rosa Parks for not giving up her seat to a 
white man in 1955 are instances where black American identity was negotiated 
with and through scientific and technological artifacts of transportation during 
this era.

21 
Thus, efforts to maintain racially defined technological space within 

the United States came under attack by African Americans who reclaimed 
science and technology for their own social and cultural agendas. 

During the third era, loosely bound by 1954 and the completion of the 
sequencing of the human genome in 2003, we see reluctant integration and a desire 
to end the biological connection to race. By the middle of the twentieth century, 
the biological connection to race began to unravel. Organizations like the United 
Nations challenged the scientific basis of race. To reconstitute the ways race had 
been constructed, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) convened a panel of social and natural scientists, and 
charged them with producing a definitive statement on racial difference. The panel 
produced two statements: Statement on Race ( 1950) and Statement on the Nature 
of Race and Race Difference (1951 ). These documents declared that race had no 
scientific basis and called for an end to racial thinking in scientific and political 
thought. Within the next two decades UNESCO would release two more papers: 
Proposal on the Biological Aspects of Race (I 964) and Statement on Race and Racial 

Prejudice (1967). Although deeply important, these statements did not 
immediately influence social policy or ingrained public attitudes about race. 

It is interesting that during a period when there was a desire to end the 
biological connection to race, African Americans increasingly embraced their 
identity as a racially defined group_22 Moreover, new information sciences and 
technologies of representation became important outlets for African Americans 
to publicly display their struggles to the larger, primarily white, American society. 
For instance, the technologically mediated televisual representation of African 
American people during the protests of the Civil Rights Movement changed 
the way white America saw and viewed African Americans. Black people went 
from docile, invisible, and silent laborers to vocal and outspoken protestersY 
These images were a stark contrast to Hattie McDaniel in Gone With The Wind 
or Alvin Childress, Spencer Williams, and Tim Moore in Amos 'n 'Andy, which 
were the preferred images of African American people.24 However, these new 
and quickly reproduced images of blackness assisted in condensing multiple 
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protests into one dominant televisual event: the "March on "':'ashington:" 
Similarly Martin Luther King, Jr, has been condensed to sound b1tes fro~ ~IS 
"I Have a Dream" speech of 1963. Unfortunately, it also condemns Kmg s hfe 
to end in 1963 and overlooks his other ideas, particularly his writing about 
science and technology in his last published book in 1968, Where Do We Go 

From Here?25 

Also during this and other periods, African American people used 
technologies to redefine the public representation of blackness. The Black 
Panther Party effectively seized the scientific and technological power of the 
gun. Guns were instruments that historically had been u~ed to control black 
bodies, but the Black Panther Party members inverted th1s power. They used 
one of the most potent and visible symbols of power and appropriated. that 
power to create a sense of fear-the same fear that many African Amencans 
had felt for generations-among many white Americans. The Black Panther 
Party appropriated the material and symbolic power of the gm~ and redep~oyed 
it against those who had used it so powerfully to control A~rlCan Amenc~ns. 
As a result the Black Panther Party claimed a level of technological power Afncan 

Americans infrequently accessed.26 

The final period-the period that the OLPC program fits within-begins in 
2003 and is structured by the new forms of segregation, a newly defined 
scientific foundation for the rebirth of race, and digital-age technological aid 
for the developing world. In the 1990s, research performed by the National 
Telecommunications and Information Administration began to show the 
United States resegregating along a race/technology digital divide. 

27 
This b~dy 

of work has told us a great deal about those on both sides of the d1Vlde; 
however, these studies do not adequately discern the various needs, uses, and 
information-seeking strategies of racially and ethnically marginalized com
munities. Recent studies have begun to reexamine the connections between 
race and technology to move past the traditional framing of the issues as an 
"access and use" problem.2H But the issues of access, use, and capability still 
circulate around these debates and inform individual and institutionalized 
policy decisions. yet to more completely understand the relationships between 
racially marginalized peoples like African America~s, science, ~nd techn~logy, 
a comparative historical foundation needs to be bmlt upon a firmer foo.tmg. of 
earlier analog and digital information and communication technolog1es hke 
newspapers, radio, telephony, and television to more effectively assess current 
and future barriers to technological access, use, development, and deployment. 

Race has also begun to reemerge in a new way with the completion of the 
DNA sequence of the human genome by the Human Genome Project (HG~) 
in 2003. Some of the most promising and troubling outcomes of the HGP m 
the context of race have to do with genetic therapy. Genetic researchers contend 
that the human genome consists of chromosome units or haplotype block:. 
Haplotype maps (HapMaps) can possibly provide a simple way for genetic 

r 
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researchers to quickly and efficiently search for genetic variations related to 
common diseases and drug responses. The danger of this research is to re
ensconc~ the bi~logical concept of race within scientific practice and knowledge 
productiOn. It IS already common practice for physicians to make clinical 
decisions based on a patient's perceived race. The positive potential ofHapMaps 
could be overshadowed by the manipulation of genetic data to support racialized 
stereotypes, renew claims of genetic differentiation between races, and add 
biological authority to ethnic stereotypes. These pitfalls arise when genetic data 
become the techno-scientific basis upon which racially specific drugs or 
treat~ents ~re designed. In 2003, the United States Food and Drug 
Admm1strat1on proposed guidelines that would require all new drugs be 
evaluated for the effects on different racial groups. In the modern world, the 
genetic origins of race reappear much more quickly than they are eliminated. 
What this has also meant is that the confluence of race, identity, and technology 
has produced a corporate organization that attempts to trace African American 
her~tage back ~o Africa.29 The desire to create an origin story is very strong for 
Afncan Amen can people, many of whom do not feel as if they know where they 
come from, and has led to the current moment where the politics of race and 
techn~logy .have ~oved beyond national borders to transnational exchanges. 

Th1s penod1zat10n aims to create a way to address the connections between 
race, science, and technology in America, while thinking carefully about the 
methods, tools, and techniques used to examine these relationships. For African 
Americans, knowledge about technological life must also be examined anew 
beca~se it is inextricably intertwined with relations of power that are regularly 
apphed to regulate black existences. Most of what we know about the relations 
between black people, science and technology primarily comes from dominant 
subject positions, which tells us more about the ways African Americans are 
~nd have been controlled and oppressed than how black people interact, have 
mteracted, and will interact with science and technology from their locations 
within American society. What this has meant in practical terms is that African 
Americans, like other groups marginalized in the United States, have not been 
written into studies of technology because they do not easily fit into the 
traditional h1storicalnarratives. 

~o uncover, explore, and understand technological experiences among 
Afncan Amencan people, it is essential to lessen the emphasis on examining 
larger institutional structures. Often one cannot cull much intellectual purchase 
by examining traditional institutions of scientific and technological production 
and development, because they are traditionally invested in the racialized 
structure of American society. It is critical to examine how African American 
people, overtly and tacitly, reacted, interacted, resisted, and fought the systems 
of oppressiOn enforced through the application and use of science and tech
nology, ~s w~ll as how African Americans contributed to their own oppression 
and subJugatiOn and that of others. By gaining a more complete understanding 
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of the varied experiences of African Americans with science and technology, 
it is possible to understand how African Americans, as culturally and historically 
constituted subjects, become scientific and technological agents for their own 
benefit and demise. By focusing on the disenfranchised margins and uncovering 
the multiple layers of communities and their interactions with science and 
technology, this research intends to make productive interventions into our 
collective understanding of the connections between race, science, and tech
nology. These connections between African Americans, race, and technology 
relate to similar experiences by racially marginalized peoples around the world. 
As the world has become "smaller" through the reach of technology, the racial 
politics that constitute a critical component of technological use and imple
mentation travel with the artifacts.30 As the perceptions of racial divides 
reconfigure, due to the growing multiracialness in America, the place to express 
American desires to save the underprivileged through technology (or any other 
means) has in certain instances migrated from the United States to Africa in 
the case of the OLPC program. Of course, aid, technology or otherwise, is not 
new. The early appropriate technology movement is one of many seemingly 
well-thinking enterprises endeavoring to enable the world's underprivileged to 
pull themselves up by their bootstraps that unfortunately did not take the needs 

of the communities to heart. 
The OLPC program fits within the last of the four periods and is an 

interesting location to explore the historical and contemporary circulation of 
technology and race in a global context. The OLPC program displays how certain 
technologies embody historically constituted American racial politics and 
transport these politics to the developing world. Reflecting Edward Said's 
writings about the ways Orientalism retains racialized histories of othering, 
presumed American technological aid and assistance retains racialized assump
tions about developing-world competence and capacityY Said importantly 
indicated that the processes of othering are necessary configurations for sub
jugation. Similarly OLPC demands belief in an altruistic illusion of American 
technology, African technological incapability, and its value neutrality to 
embark on a program to create a computer to change the lives of children in 
the developing world. So how do we get to the One Laptop Per Child program? 

0 LPC, Race and the Transnational Flow of Western 

Technological Aid 

In January 2005, at the World Economic Conference in Davos, Switzerland, 
Nicholas Negroponte announced the radical idea of a solar-power/crank
powered low-cost laptop for the developing world. The press dubbed this the 
$100 laptop. 32 From his initial announcement many questioned if the project 
could be realized. Nearly three years later, in December 2007, the first set of 
XO laptops were distributed to consumers in the United States under the 
give-one, get-one program (GlGl). Thus, Negroponte fulfilled the promise of 
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heavily on educational technologies to restructure educational power dynamics. 
He wants to design and build new machines to reform the tradition of children 
being instructed by a teacher or doing non-interactive math problems. Papert's 
abstractly theorized "Knowledge Machines" aimed to usher children into new 
forms and modes of intellectual exploration. The OLPC project fit perfectly with 
Papert's claim that technologies, in specific the computer, enable children of 
all ages to create "personal media" that contributed to and supported multiple 
forms of learning. Clearly this is what Negroponte had in mind when he 

hatched the OLPC idea in 2004. 
The use of computing to increase literacy and shrink digital divides has been 

on philanthropic agendas for some time. This language can be traced to the 
National Telecommunication and Information Administration (NTIA) early 
reports on technology usage by America's "have-nots." The first Falling Through 
the Net report in 1995 moved the discussion from debates about universal 
telephone service and telephone penetration to the need for increased access, 
accumulation, and assimilation of information; or, as the report stated, "[w]hile 
a standard telephone line can be an individual's pathway to the riches of the 
Information Age, a personal computer and modem are rapidly becoming the 
keys to the vault."36 The follow-up reports in 1998 and 1999 solidified the 
language and policy and began using the all too familiar term the digital divide. 
These discussions directly and indirectly implied that potentially large groups 
of people were incapable of keeping up with the digital revolution. The solution 
to this problem was to send more computers. In the burgeoning digitally 
driven information age, more terminals and connections to the "net" (or 
computer clubs or community technology centers) could solve the problem. 
But, of course, this was not simply a technical problem. It was a technical 
problem inflected by social, cultural, and economic realities. The real problem 
was that no one spoke to the members of these communities to devise a 
substantive and sustainable digital agenda. Ron Eglash has written a wonderful 
critique of this approach by describing it as a one-way bridge, where technology 
goes in but usually very few substantive conversations address community 
needs. 37 I remember reading these reports and being distressed at the way 
the discussions were playing out. It appeared as if it was impossible to stop the 
seemingly self-regenerating representation of African Americans as techno
logical infants who had nothing to say about technology and needed guidance 
to figure out how to use it. Shortly after the NTIA released its 1999 report, two 
articles, one by Anthony Walton in the Atlantic Monthly and the other by Henry 
Louis Gates in The New York Times catalyzed my thinking on the issues 

circulating around African Americans and technology. 
Gates's article, "One Internet, Two Nations," latched onto the Falling 

Through the Net reports, contending that 

[t]he Internet is the 21st century's talking drum, the very kind of grass
roots communication tool that has been such a powerful source of 
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that they could not see the fundamental social and cultural issues that were of 
primary concern. The dream of creating a non-geographically-bound digital 
technological citizen from a clean slate of third-world children excited OLPC 
developers, but did not impress developing-world leaders in their attempt to 
build a population capable of quickly entering the global technological 
mainstream. It is around these issues that the firm foundation that Negroponte 
had built did not quite turn to sand, but now had a much softer consistency. 

As they developed early prototypes and marched them through testing, OLPC 
had amassed an image cache of wide-eyed, happily computing, brown children 
from around the globe reveling in the magical worlds their meshed networks 
allowed them to explore. As compelling as these images were, the orders 
promised never fully materialized. In 2005, OLPC required countries to buy a 
minimum of 1 million laptops. By the beginning of 2007, the number had shrunk 
to 250,000 and by summer further reduced to 100,000. To generate interest and 
move some units, OLPC announced the give-one, get-one program in chosen 
North American countries. The program allowed American consumers to 
purchase these cute laptops as long as they purchased one for an undetermined, 
developing-world child. As someone who purchased an X0-1 through the GIG 1 
program, I soon realized the $100 laptop quickly became the $423.95 laptop. 
Numbers have never been fully verified, but various journalists believe that 
around 370,000 have been distributed.44 

Over the past years, the OLPC has struggled. Mary Lou Jepson left to form 
Pixel Qi to commercialize the screen technology. Intel produced a competing 
Windows-based laptop named the Classmate and carried on a rather public 
battle with OLPC. Libya and Nigeria backed out of their commitments for OLPC 
machines and opted for the Classmate and Windows. But the biggest tensions 
were of the ideological variety. At the April 1, 2008 meeting, the board of 
directors agreed to make all of their machines dual boot Sugar and a Windows
based operating system. As result OLPC President Walter Bender and software 
security leader Ivan KrstiC, two of the key players in OLPC development, 
resigned. The decision to partner with Microsoft set off a firestorm of critiques 
from within the OLPC community. For some, OLPC was selling its soul to the 
devil. Many of those who deeply believe in constructionism, including Papert, 
left OLPC when they saw the program focus migrate from learning to laptop 
penetration. 45 

On my campus in January 2008, I organized a panel on the OLPC program 
to discuss many of the issues circulating around its give-one, get -one program. 
The program had wide appeal on and off campus. The audience ranged from 
members of community organizations like the NAACP, interested in the 
potential to equip inner-city children with affordable computers, to computer 
scientists delighted with the open source potential of a smaller more portable 
device, to educational technologists excited about the desire to globally 
disseminate educational computing, and intrigued undergraduates. However, 
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I found the most fascinating folks in the crowd were the techno/gadget 
enthusiasts who brought their newly delivered X0-1s to the event to "connect" 
at multiple levels. It was not only about participating in a discussion about the 
newly acquired gadget, but also connecting with people who could also 

appreciate their techno-consumptive desires. 
The main paper, by Langdon Winner, and the subsequent comments by Bill 

Hammack and Robert Markley, brought a series of tensions to the fore. Many 
of those in the audience expected the panel to confirm their unbridled 
enthusiasm for all things technological. However, the panelists' commentaries 
presented a more critically and concerned tone that questioned the desire to 
once again save the "rest" of the world by distributing a new salvation 
technology. The panelists queried: what does it mean to make a universal 
technology useable by all children around the globe? To what degree did the 
children in the locations contribute to the design of the technology that would 
supposedly bring them into the twenty-first century? Such questions placed 
OLPC within an existing set of debates about appropriated technology and 
participatory design. 16 At the end of the panel some in the audience announced 
that within the week the newly formed Champaign-Urbana X0-1 user group 
would have its first meeting. However, it was not apparent whether this 
organization would survive past its first meeting. Would the technological fetish 
of portable green laptops or the technological altruism of participating in a 
movement aimed at leading the developing world into the digital age drive the 
organizations? Unable to find a common ground, many user groups around 
the country have come and gone in the past years, while others have disbanded 
because members moved onto the next "must have" gadget or became 

disillusioned with the D movement. 
Currently, OLPC satisfies no one. Peru, OLPC's biggest national supporter, 

is struggling to integrate the laptop into the cultural environment. In 2009, 
OLPC's annual budget shrank from 12 million to 5 million U.S. dollars. OLPC 
no longer develops the Sugar operating system; it will now rely on the open 
source community to move it forward. Many American techno fans have either 
given up on OLPC since the announced collaboration with Microsoft or have 
just moved onto the next exciting technological gadget. The precarious position 
that OLPC currently holds reminds us of the true limitations of a technological 
fix to a social and cultural problem.47 However, all is not lost. Currently, most 
of the approximately 380,000 primary school students in Uruguay have received 
an OLPC laptop. The devices have brought home computing to many 
impoverished households and reduced the level of truancy. But there have been 
problems. From the laptops without Spanish software to older teachers 
uncomfortable with this technology incursion, the idea of hinging a generation's 
future on this specific technology is precarious.48 As of late 2009, Rwanda 
announced that it wants every child between the ages of nine and twelve 
( 1.3 million) to have an OLPC laptop. Since the price of the devices has nearly 
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There is I 0 sonal 1Jed·1go · . 1 " , suppose, a great deal of sen . t , glca experiment". 
~ommunities have not been ex osed se m the argument that such 
mterfaces and their established ~anda:~ and pr~-conditioned by existing 
to alternatives. However, I can't he s, and Will thus be more amenable 

lea~ning are by their very nature cu~~:::it~ that strategies for optimum 
notwns of what might be cons·d d y ependent, as indeed are anv 

:~nking th~t it is unlikely that th~s:r~thi:~~-~:le ~~ow ledge. I can't hel;) 
~h ~~nume say in the OLPC r . , _rld communities have had 

agam, wisdom" seem t b ~ OJect s destgn and planning 0 
patria h . s 0 e m the hands f . · · · nee 

rc al whtte nations of the "W , o the nch, generous 
have been better carried out in the e~~~~erhaps the "experiment" would 

In response, an OLPC insider brushed . 
OLPC to see the racial politics in the aside the criticisms of those prodding 

OLPC . program by arguing, 
pedagogy IS based upon Constr . . 

you learn through doing, so if uctwmsm, the gist of which is that 
you want more learning, you want more 
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doing. While this approach is not epistemologically agnostic, it is for the 
most part culturally agnostic: it is-by design-amenable to adaptation 
to local cultural values in regard to what "doing" is appropriate ... The 
role of Sugar is simply to provide some affordances that enable children 
to explore, express, and communicate. Sugar is a community project that 
has contributors from a diverse base; feedback from teachers and students 
in roughly one-dozen trials in the developing world has greatly influenced 

the design. Further, it is-by design-free and open.
52 

This response is troubling. The idea of a technology being culturally agnostic 
runs against volumes of work within Science and Technology Studies. But it 
also fits into the perspective that deploying OLPC in the United States was too 
culturally and racially tricky, so the plan was to take this experiment to a location 
where race and culture were seemingly meaningless, which could not be further 

from the truth. 
The One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) program, as a way to think through one 

relationship between emerging technology and global society, raises a set of 
interesting and unanswered questions about information technology, computer 
design, global markets, international relations, democracy, technological 
innovation, and mobility. In specific, can you build a technology for "the" 
developing world? Does the perceived universal nature of open source software 
transcend region, language, space, and culture? How do corporate desires 
manage cultural needs within technologically mediated spaces? Has the XO 
laptop become an unsatisfying and unnecessary gadget for American 
technological consumers? Why is technological colonialism, as opposed to 
participatory design, a dominant model of aid in the developing world? How 
does American dreaming racially infused technological imperialism become 

mobile with the OLPC program? 
We live in a contemporary historical moment where all things digital, and 

now all things digital and mobile, have been loaded with the power of 
connecting, empowering, and ultimately saving the world. The OLPC X0-1 
laptop represents one form of this technological desire. This mobile computing 
device, in the most optimistic terms, would enable the next generation of third
world children to experience, enjoy, and appropriate the mobile technological 
world that had passed their parents by. However, OLPC is an exemplar of the 
tension between global capitalism and philanthropy in the developing world, 
and technological hopes, dreams and desires. It also illustrates that the 
developing world no longer has to blindly accept American technological 
efforts. The OLPC program misjudged the illusory transcendent power of 
artifacts and assumed that American technological "philanthropy" would be 
uncritically embraced. As with the early misperceptions of technological ability 
in the United States, people of color have much to contribute to discussions about 
how and why technology will alter their lives. Not surprisingly, as the world 
becomes smaller through technology, more groups of people have become 
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empowered through techno] . 
eventually be seen as a wate~::::~ the digital_ age. Thus this digital moment . 
agency. moment m developing w ld may or technological 
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Many of the companies in California's Silicon Valley that invented and 
manufacture the hardware and software of digital cultures have taken an active 
interest in archiving and presenting their corporate histories. Silicon Valley's 
Intel Corporation, for example, is the world's largest maker of semiconductor 
chips, the inventor of the microprocessors in most personal computers, and a 
pioneer in the fabrication of historical memory. It operates the Intel Museum 
and Intel Corporate Archives, which includes both online components and a 
material incarnation, at company headquarters. The Museum's mission is to 
collect, preserve, and exhibit "Intel corporate history for the purpose of 
increasing employee, customer and public awareness of Intel innovations, 
technologies and branding in an interactive and educational manner." It has 
been increasingly geared toward parents and children or teachers and students, 
thousands of whom visit the Museum every year where, among other things, 
they get to simulate the experience of working at Intel. A multimedia presenta
tion in the "Intel Culture Theater" promises to let visitors "see what it's like to 
work at the world's largest computer chip manufacturer, and learn more about 
Intel's risk-taking and results-oriented-yet fun-business environment." The 
"fun" part is represented by the figure of the bunny-suited worker. The white 
suits, which cover workers from head to toe and include a visored helmet with 
a battery-operated air filter unit, are worn in the company's large white clean 
rooms or microchip fabrication facilities. In the gift store one can buy plush 
dolls representing clean room workers and t-shirts decorated with dancing 
workers. An interactive exhibit devoted to the company's "Brand Program" 
prominently features its successful trademark image of an excited bunny
suited worker jumping in the air with up stretched arms and splayed fingers. 
One particularly popular exhibit is of a simulated employee locker room where 
adults are invited to help children "try on a bunny suit and imagine you are 
going to work in an Intel fab." The Museum's website depicts a little girl of 
color being helped into a bunny suit. A subsequent photo shows a bunny-suited 
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child, body and face obscured by the costume, leaping in the air in imitation 
of the Intel trademark. While it is hardly surprising that a corporation would 
attempt to persuade people to identify with its products, Intel encourages 
museum visitors to interact with both Intel hardware and a virtual version of 
the work process. Or more precisely, the Museum invites people to take pleasure 

in performing an Intel "brand" based on images of happy workers.
1 

In contrast with conventional Marxist accounts of fetishism, where com
modities obscure the labor of the workers who produce them, Intel has 
incorporated its workers into its various advertising materials, making an 
idealized image of its labor relations part of the pitch for its products in ways 
that exclude the material costs and consequences of working in clean rooms. 
The image of the little girl of color in the bunny suit is part of a co~p~r~te 
memory-making machine that disappears the work-related illnesses and lDJUnes 
oflow-wage Asian and Latin American migrant workers in Silicon Valley, ~ot 
only in the clean rooms but also among the poorly paid janitors a~d ser~~ce 
workers who support the regional high-tech economy. The Museums pos1t1ve 
spin on Valley labor relations forms part of a broad cultural offe~sive against 
organized labor. The company's Museum and Internet Arch1v~ are s~lf
consciously aimed at (re)producing an historical memory of Intel mnovatwn 
in labor relations and visitors are repeatedly informed about how the company 
was founded in opposition to hierarchical, east coast firms and hence developed 
in a more open and egalitarian manner that supported both teamwork and .a 
meritocratic system of individual achievement. Even though the benefits of th1s 
unique business culture have not extended to low-wage workers of color, their 
images and simulated experiences are nonetheless incor.porated in~o the 
Museum in ways that make labor a kind of playful risk-takmg or hermc play 
and that implicitly suggest that labor unions are obsolete relics of the past. 

Even though-or perhaps because-low-wage clean-room workers are 
relatively marginalized within the material process of production, they have b.een 
symbolically central to the way Intel reconstructs its history and, by extenswn, 
to the historical origins of the digital "revolution."2 Intel founder Robert Noyce, 
himself an amateur photographer, worked closely with several commercial 
photographers who produced images for ads, annual reports, and celebrati~ns 
of company anniversaries, many of which prominently featured bunny-stilted 
employees. 3 For example, a glossy 1984 magazine marking Intel's fifteent~ 
anniversary entitled "Revolution in Progress ... A History of Intel to Date 
included the portrait of a bunny-suited worker on its cover and a section about 
the history of the bunny suit inside. The magazine also included a 1977 photo 
of a "start-up team" of fab workers in white bunny suits and Storm Trooper 
masks surrounding their "leader," a computer engineer wearing a Darth Vader 

mask. 
Why would the company want to dress up its history in Star Wars costum~s? 

From one perspective this choice suggests that, like Lucas Films or Industnal 
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~ight and Magic, Intel is a dominant corporate empire. Indeed, the photo 
I~lustr,~tes a story about the history of the company's international expansion 
~1tled .T~e Sun Never Sets on Intel." But here the blunt celebration of corporate 
Imp.enahsm IS softened by association with a nostalgic image reminiscent of 
~oy1,sh fun. _At th.e same time the image tells us something about the corpora
twn s h1stoncal v1ew of company labor relations. In a section titled "Inside Intel: 
The .Evolution of a Culture," Intel's "corporate values" of openness, individual 
~entocracy, and teamwork are enumerated in ways that seemingly dissolve 
differences between management and labor. Similarly, in the caption to the Star 

Wars ph~'to, workers ~'ecome members of a "start-up team" and the manager 
becomes .tea~ leader. The magazine thus displaces an actual history oflabor 
struggles m Sllicon Valley with an image representing the mythic struggles in 
Star Wars. 

As this ex~mple suggests, Star Wars has become an important reference point 
~or cor~oratwns and workers in the Silicon Valley. As Michael Kanellos, a 
JOurnalist who covers the IT industries there, argues, the film "stands as perhaps 
one ~f the greatest influences, if not the greatest force, on the development of 
the h1gh-tec~nology industry. Released in I977, the original Star Wars inspired 
thousands w1th the belief that a better life lay beyond the junior high school 
cafe~eri~. The. trickle-down effect can be seen all over Silicon Valley."" This 
fascma.twn w1th the space opera among Silicon Valley companies and IT 
enthus.Iasts ~ore generally is extensively represented in the pages of Wired 
magazme wh1le, at the same time, Star Wars has inspired a host of digital 
filmmakers, most notably George Lucas himself, as well as scholars such as 
Henry Jenkins, who celebrate its generative possibilities for subsequent new 
media creations. 

In what follows I argue that the popularity of Star Wars in Silicon Valley as 
well as the success of the film itself responds to and shapes race and class 
formati~ns in C~lifornia that originate in the history of its agribusiness economy 
and whiCh contmue to shape contemporary digital cultures. I situate Star Wars 
in relationship to the history of struggles between agribusiness and farm 
workers in California. The epic battles between the United Farm Workers 
(UFW) and agribusiness corporations have been a prominent feature of the 
regional me~iasc.ape and Lucas's early history overlaps or converges with the 
movement, 1ts distorted remains visible in his films. I focus on elements of 
Lucas's biography, then, not only because it has been an important part of the 
way meaning has been made out of the Star Wars phenomenon, but also as 
part of an effort to analyze the kinds of race and class subjectivities Star Wars 

presupposes a~d encourages. The film appeals to a broad audience in part 
because 1t provides resources for multiple, often contradictory interpretations 
~nd us~s, but a study of its historical context suggest its tendency to encourage 
m ~artl.cular a form of free market white individualism with origins in the 
agnbusmess-dominated political economy of California's Central Valley. Star 
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fast ever and was part of a renewed push to publicize the dangers of pesticides 
and, through the boycott, force agribusiness to negotiate with the union. 

The Chavez memorial at USC, along with the establishment of a Chicano/ 
Latino major, was partly a response to demands by Latino students in the wake 
of the Rodney King uprisings near campus, at a time when the public image 
of the university with respect to race relations was undergoing scrutiny. The 
memorial was announced in 1994 and by the time it was completed in 1998, 
USC was involved in a dispute with a largely Latino labor union that self
consciously invoked the memory of Chavez. Maria Elena Durazo, the president 
of the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees (HERE) Local 11, led the 
union in a conflict with USC that started when the university refused to 
guarantee that the jobs of HERE's 350 workers would not be subcontracted out. 
After a year of negotiations without an agreement, Durazo expanded the 
struggle by building an alliance with a newly formed student group, the Student 
Coalition Against Labor Exploitation (SCALE). The faculty advisor to SCALE 
was Professor Laura Pulido, a USC geographer and historian of the UFW's 
battles against pesticides. In the spring of 1998, workers protested at the USC 
graduation and students staged an alternative graduation in solidarity with 
HERE. That fall there was a large march of students, workers, and clergy in 
support of the union, while 135 national religious leaders signed a statement 
critical of USC for "valuing the bottom line over and above human dignity." 
When still no progress was made, Durazo, who as a child had worked in the 
fields of Oregon and California with her migrant farm-worker parents, 
borrowed Cesar Chavez's tactic of the rolling hunger strike. On May 10, 1999, 
with the help of veteran UFW organizers, she and 40 others began a fast that, 
according to Randy Shaw, was "likely the most highly publicized such event 
since Chavez's 1988 effort." On the eleventh day, she passed the fast on to 
California state assemblyperson Gilbert Cedillo, who passed it on to L.A. 
County Federation of Labor head Miguel Contreras, and so on. The rolling fast 
ultimately involved over 200 participants and lasted for 150 days. According 
to Shaw, students "would pass the fast to each other in a ceremony at the statue 
ofTommy Trojan, the symbol of USC." When UFW cofounder Dolores Huerta 
attended the dedication of the Chavez memorial on campus she blasted the 
university for its hypocrisy.8 USC finally agreed to safeguard the union members 
from subcontracting in October 1999, leading Shaw to conclude that "like 
Chavez's effort, Durazo's spiritual fast had changed the momentum of the 
struggle, and proved decisive in changing her adversary's position."~ 

In light of this backstory, the Cinema building, with its "Spanish" courtyard 
and statue of a white actor in Latin drag, almost seems to mock the Chavez 
memorial. But what if we read this strange juxtaposition differently, as the sign 
of a secret connection? What if we imagined that the Chavez memorial was 
part of the unconscious or the suppressed of the new Lucas building? What if 
the Lucas world was linked to the history of Chavez and the UFW, the absent 
presence distantly animating the drama of Star Wars? 
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What at first seems an unlikely comparison becomes plausible when we 
consider in greater detail where their histories overlap. Star Wars emerges from 
a regional history in which agribusiness has been a dominant political
economic and cultural force in California since the early decades of the twentieth 
century, roughly paralleling the history of the development of the ftlm industry 
in Southern California. During the 1930s there were hundreds of agricultural 
strikes in the state among male and female farm workers and cannery workers, 
strikes often led by Mexicans and which partly inspired John Steinbeck's famous 
novel, The Grapes of Wrath. 10 But the strikes also provoked a brutal response 
that Carey McWilliams called "fascism in the fields," a combination of public 
and private police violence and aggressive efforts to use the media to control 
public opinion. 11 Movie theaters represented the region's most popular com
mercial entertainment and one of the few public spheres that included farm 
workers, in however subordinated a fashion, and agribusiness exercised signifi
cant influence over what was screened. 12 Central to corporate agriculture's efforts 
to control the media was the California Associated Farmers, a statewide interest 
group that denounced The Grapes of Wrath as communist propaganda. In Kern 
County, its members even helped to ban the novel in public libraries. The CAF 
further attempted to stop the making of the ftlm version of The Grapes of Wrath 

and, when this effort failed, the group organized a boycott against the studio 
that made the film and tried to prevent it from screening in the ValleyY 
Meanwhile, the CAF's "carefully organized propaganda department" cranked 
out regular bulletins for members and the general public and distributed 
publications and a steady flow of statements and releases for the press.

14 

In such a context, farm worker unions struggled to organize workers and 
produce their own media-press, photography, and ftlm-in order to combat 
the agribusiness media monopoly. 15 Farm workers have been among the lowest 
paid and most vulnerable workers in the United States, regularly subjected to 
extreme forms of violence at the hands of police and agribusiness vigilantes. 
Unlike other workers, they did not have the legal right to organize unions 
and bargain collectively with employers until the 1970s, as a result of the 
UFW's activities. Hence in the post-World War II context, media technology 
became increasingly important to farm worker struggles, not only to combat 
agribusiness propaganda but also to intervene in a civil society dominated 
by state institutions aligned with agribusiness and actively hostile to farm 
worker interests. This is the world that Lucas and other California baby boomers 
of his generation were born into, where often violent conflicts between 

agribusiness and labor loomed large in the local mediascape. 

1944 
In his earliest recorded act of civil disobedience, a teenaged Cesar Chavez is 
arrested at a movie theater in the Central Valley town of Delano after refusing 
to move from the "Whites Only" section to the section reserved for blacks, 

Filipinos and Mexicans.
16 
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Lucas completes several student films including The Emperor, which is 
about an L.A. radio disc jockey who, at one point, delivers an ad for the United 
Fruit Company which leads to a surreal scene, set in a cornfield, where two 
Latino characters, "Rodriguez" and "Dominguez," prepare to execute a third 
man. Rodriguez is dressed as Che Guevara, while Dominguez is dressed like 
Pancho Villa. 20 

1968 

In the face of suggestions from some strikers that the union consider adopting 
violent tactics, Chavez rededicates the movement to nonviolence by fasting for 
25 days. When he finally breaks his fast he is joined by Robert Kennedy, who 
hands Chavez a piece of bread, resulting in some of the most iconic visual images 
of the 1960s. 

1969 

Francis Ford Coppola founds the production company American Zoetrope in 
San Francisco. Imagined as an alternative to the Hollywood studios, this "film 
making 'commune"' is where Lucas will do post-production work on his first 
feature film, THX 1138.21 

1970 

Chavez is jailed for fourteen days in Salinas, California for refusing to obey a 
court order to end a boycott, an incident that is widely reported in the media. 
He is visited in his cell by Coretta Scott King and Ethel Kennedy. While leaving, 
Kennedy is surrounded and physically threatened by opponents of the boycott, 
including a group from the local John Birch Society-all captured for broadcast 
on the national evening TV news. At the same time, the growers and their allies, 
the Teamsters, employ thugs to menace and beat picketers and their 
supporters.22 Released after winning an appeal, Chavez tells NBC that the 
prison was a "disgrace" that reminded him of farm labor camps.23 

1971 

Lucas releases THX 1138, a futuristic drama about a white man called THX 
(Robert Duvall) who rebels against a totalitarian society and ultimately escapes 
from one of its prisons. Lucas says it is about situations where people are "in 
cages with open doors" and that its theme is "the importance of self and being 
able to step out of whatever you're in and move forward rather than being stuck 
in your little rut."24 

In June, the UFW establishes a fllm department and begins plans to build 
its own fllm and video production facilities. It also helps produce the fllm 
Nosotros Venceremos (We Shall Overcome) about the Delano grape strike, the 
march to Sacramento, Chavez's first fast and the union's first victorious 
contracts. 
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in opposition to women, homosexuals, blacks, and, implicitly, Mexican f~mn 
workers. One sign of oppression in the film is the erasure of gender differences 
-men and women have identical uniforms and shaved heads and answer to 
unisex codes in place of gendered names. The State forcibly separates THX and 
his partner, LUH (Maggie McOmie), and seemingly murders her. At the same 
time, THX must resist the sexual advances of a male superior, SEN (Donald 
Pleasence), who attempts to arrange it so that the two men will be forced to 
live together in State-controlled housing. This is in fact why SEN is ultimately 
imprisoned, where he continues to pursue THX. There the men are joined by 
a black male figure named SRT (Don Pedro Colley), who turns out to be a 
hologram. SRT recalls an earlier scene where, as a sign of his debasement within 
a mass society, THX masturbates while watching the hologram of a naked black 
woman dancing to the sound of drums. The bizarre implication is that the State 
uses illusory racial representations to control the white hero in ways that 
alienate him from himself and from "real" human relationships, defined as 
heterosexual relations with his white wife. Ultimately THX escapes the tyranny 
of mass society and becomes a free man only after losing his wife and literally 
racing away from the film's gay and black characters. The gay character is the 
first to fall by the wayside when he is arrested by the robot police. SRT is next: 
together he and THX steal police cars but the black hologram quickly crashes 
whereas the white male hero outdistances both him and the police. In the 
concluding scenes, THX eludes the police and climbs up a long ladder, out of 
what is revealed to have been a society constructed underground, and into the 
light and fresh air of the "real" world on the surface. The final shots suggest 
the quasi-religious resurrection of the white male hero: the silhouette of a lone 
individual is defined against the background of the setting sun while the solemn 
choral music of Bach's St Matthew Passion plays on the soundtrack. In these 
ways the film uses counter-cultural tropes of resistance to State power to deify 
a lone white man in rebellion against a government that violates his personal 
freedom by treating everyone-white men, women, gays, people of color-
the same. 

In the present context the most uncanny figures in the film are the so-called 
"shell dwellers" who live on the edge of the underground world. The tllm's sound 
editor and co-writer Walter Murch explains that the human characters have 
moved underground in response to "some kind of radiological or ecological 
disaster," and they are surrounded by a "society of dwarf people who live at 
the outer edges of society in the shell, which means up near the surface of the 
earth and presumably they're closer to what ever troubles have beset the surface 
of the earth and they're looked upon as a nuisance by the rest of society." As 
THX makes his final escape he must evade a group of shell dwellers that attack 
him and momentarily impede his progress. Their role in the narrative, 
combined with their depiction as grotesque and animalistic, suggests that the 
shell dwellers are fictionalized versions of farm workers. Their marginal social 
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visible counter-evidence of material inequalities (low wages, no rights or legal 
protections, state and vigilante violence) and the necessity of a collective 
response. And yet traces of such inequalities remain in the form of Latino 
characters in Lucas's early films that indirectly reference the UFW and its 
struggles with agribusiness. In two instances, Latino characters symbolically 
mediate the countercultural rebelliousness of '68 and the emergent neoliberal 
individualism of the 1970s. On the one hand, his student film The Emperor 
suggests an identification between film school rebels and Latino revolutionaries 
fighting against an agribusiness corporation. On the other hand, the film also 
others the Latin characters, who speak in exaggerated Spanish accents, wear 
theatrical costumes, and ultimately execute another character. From this 
perspective The Emperor seems like a demeaning parody of the Latino and Latin 
American movements of the period, including the UFW and Chavez. Similarly, 
in American Graffiti Curt at first partly identifies with, but then ultimately 
distances himself from, Latino gangsters. During his last night in Modesto before 
leaving for college, Curt is kidnapped by three "hoods" from a car club called 
the Pharos-made up of Joe Young (Eo Hopkins) and two Latinos, Carlos 
(Manuel Padilla) and Ants (Beau Gentry)-when he mistakenly sits on the car 
of an absent fourth Pharo, Gil Gonzales. 33 The group gives Curt a choice: either 
destroy a police car or Ants will drag him behind his car. After he successfully 
demolishes the cop car the gang offers to make him a member, but since he is 
bound for college in the morning Curt declines, leaving behind those, like the 
Latino gangsters, who cannot escape the "cage" of small town life. 

While images of Latino revolutionaries and gangsters may seem far removed 
from Chavez and the UFW, conservative and agribusiness media in fact 
represented them in just such terms. During the 1960s and 1970s, agribusiness 
and its allies produced a constant stream of press releases, pamphlets, and books 
suggesting that Chavez was an authoritarian dictator, the leader of a gang of 
thugs, a revolutionary, a communist, and a crook. 34 Perhaps most famously, 
Governor Ronald Reagan, a staunch supporter of agribusiness, announced in 
a 1968 press conference that the boycott was "illegal," "immoral," and 
"attempted blackmail." Using the rhetoric of Cold War anti-communism, he 
further called it "the first domino" threatening to spread labor unrest throughout 
California agriculture. In order to demonstrate his opposition to the boycott, 
he publicly ate grapes for the news cameras. 35 Like other conservatives, Reagan 
represented the UFW as a kind of subversive criminal conspiracy in ways that 
are echoed by Lucas's Latino revolutionaries and hoods . 

In these ways, Lucas's Latino characters partly represent fictional versions 
of Chavez and the UFW that serve to mediate a decisive shift from 
counterculture to neoliberalism, Central Valley style. With this last phrase I 
mean to suggest a regional social formation, with national influence, that 
combines myths of white male individualism, agrarian values, and market 
freedoms in opposition to Mexican farm workers. While by the 1940s, corporate 



98 • Curtis Marez 

d . · for agrarian d the material precon ltwns 
agriculture had largely destroye farmer have continued to play an 
populism in the West, images ~f the ~~;m~~iscourses in California and other 
influential role within right-wmg po lllCa with his fishing trips, cowboy boots, 
Parts of the United States. Most r~cent y, h George W. Bush seemed to 

I . n his Texas ranc , 1 t d bouts of brush c eanng o . his attempts to appea o 
an . . s of Ronald Reagan m . . 
mimic the Slmllar performance d h W t within a tradition of agranan 

h S th an t e es d . h white male voters in t e ou . h h"storically been associate Wlt 
· popuhsm as 1 

Populism. And while agranan A . ltural Secretary Ann V eneman 
· ' former gncu · ' the Bush administratwn s , d hter" from California s 

men, I. I ach farmer s aug d 
described herself as '"a poor _Itt e _pe Modesto and reportedly Lucas's sec~n 
Central Valley. Born and raised m k" as a lawyer for the local firm 

b h r career wor mg 1" L 
cousin, Veneman . e?an e . he UFW and, according to journa 1St aura 
representing Gall~ m Its battle ':~:ha~ult life taking big business's side in a ~~:tle 
Flanders, she has spent her entl . h ld against the smallest farmer. . As 

f ons m t e wor t 
that pits the largest corpora 1 , reference to her father sugges , 

. . 1 t 1 and V en em an s . 1 
Bush's agrarian pohtica s y e 11 f images of the white rna e 

. h tens sma armers, . 
even though agribusmess t rea h 1 d cement a conflicted alliance 
f as the bedrock of democracy have _e p~ 
armer . d orate cap1tahsm. 

between white popuhsm an corp f chan alliance is Victor Hanson, 
fl t. 1 roponents o su . · t One of the most in uen la p . "t Fresno State classlClS 

. . f advisor emen us, 
a one-time Bush admmlstra 10~ . H over Institute Fellow, and a former 

. · commumt1es, o 
1 

h" s a specializing m a gran an I d d Hanson's persona !story a 
. f workers n ee , . s 

employer of MexiCan arm . .redibility to the anti-immigrant v~e~ 
farmer is often cited as lendmg ~- l Review columns, and blog. He lS a 
articulated in his popular books, Na tobna ll"ves and works on a family farm 

f who was orn, ' " ke 
classicist, bu~ also a armer, " nd in his writings Hanson attempts t~ rna 
. California s Central Valley a . t" that has been handed 
m " · n vantage pom 
sense" of the world from an agrana . "37 In his book Fields Without 
. · s generatwns. f · 
down from some five prevwu l h es that the small family arm lS 

d . th Agrarian Idea, e argu . . "The life Dreams: Defen mg e "t "ll.tl·a its very reslhence. "ts values, 1 s m1 , 
the "foundry of the country-I . . t . s "a struggle with a purpose, 

. ll male m th1s accoun , 1 , Of a farmer who lS genera y "b d by the wisdom of the ages, 
' . 1 les prescn e d 

where self and family have c ear ro . that blood above all is to be honore 
while farms "forge family ties, the notwl~ . to be avoided." Farmers are 

d" s and a 1enat10n h h 
and protected, feuds, lVO~ce , " ho distrust "fashion and trend-w et er 
"natural bedrock conservative(s) w "3R 

. I eraged buyouts. . 
it be multiculturahsm o_r ev . . I of the way agribusiness corporatwns 

While he is sometimes cntica t bridge the gap between 
"I f Hanson attempts o k 

have undermined faml y arms, wer b demonizing Mexican farm wor ers. 
agrarian populism and corporatepo 200~ his paranoid dystopian account of 
In Mexifornia: A State of Becommg ( f c' l·cornia he forecloses a broader, 

· t takeover o a 11' ' £ 
the near-future immigran . I" b instead blaming migrants or a 
critical discussion of corporate capita Ism y 

Cesar Chavez, the UFW and Star Wars • 99 

host of social problems, including violent crime, theft, STDs, drunk driving, 
monopolizing emergency medical resources, littering, abandoning dogs and 
cats on his farm, and even stealing a copy of one of his book manuscripts from 
his rural mailbox. Echoing a familiar narrative of countercultural disenchant
ment, Hanson notes that when he was an adolescent he secretly put pro- UFW 
bumper stickers on his uncle's farm truck and later he and his brother attended 
a UFW rally. But as he got older and wiser, he started to question the heroic 
image of Chavez presented in the public schools, claiming to discover that the 
UFW leader was an ambitious opportunist, a sort of "Mexican George Meany, 
in charge of a vast empire of stoop laborers," who, in combination with liberal 
politicians, helped "loot" union dues. 39 Here the figure of the Mexican farm 
worker anchors a neoconservative psychobiography, a Central Valley variation 
on neoliberalism that attacks state tyranny but embraces the tyranny of the 
market. 

Hanson represents an influential kind of Valley Republicanism, where 
Mexicans are hyper-visible as phobic objects that organize nativist political 
projects and subjectivities. By contrast, Lucas has been more closely aligned 
with liberal Democrats, while Latinos are marginal to his films. Even so, the 
comparison with Hanson is revealing since Hanson renders in explicit and 
extreme terms the relationship between white farm boy and Mexican farm 
worker that is also represented, although in much more implicit and indirect 
ways, in Star Wars, to which I now turn. 

The Migrant Farm Worker in Star Wars 

There are no farm workers in Star Wars but their power as an animating absence 
is still important. The UFW challenged a hegemonic white agrarianism in the 
Valley by foregrounding images of farm workers rather than romantic images 
of a white yeomanry. UFW media implicitly negated the figure of the white 
farmer that helped shore up corporate agribusiness and I would argue that Luke 
represents the negation of the negation and Star Wars the return of the white 
farm boy. At the same time, traces of Chavez and the UFW are disseminated 
across the landscape of the Manichean world the film imagines. 

Alex Rivera's film Sleep Dealer (2008) illuminates the potential significance 
of farm workers in Star Wars. Sleep Dealer develops a scenario Rivera first 
presented in Why Cybraceros? (1997), a short film in which a fictional corpora
tion promises to use new computer technology to solve the "immigration 
problem" by enabling Mexicans to operate, from Mexico, farm worker robots 
in the United States. A satiric response to the "Internet utopianism" of the late 
1990s, it incorporated footage from the UFW film Fighting for Our Lives 

showing police and Teamsters attacking strikers. Building on his earlier work, 
Rivera's first feature film, Sleep Dealer, focuses on the character of Memo (Luis 
Fernando Pena), a young peasant farmer living in the interior of a near-future 
Mexico where water has been privatized and a large pipeline has been built to 
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of California. According to Wired writer Steve Silberman, though fumed in 
Tunisia, the scenes of Luke's home planet ofTatooine, where he initially lives 
on a small family farm with his aunt and uncle, were modeled on "the dusty 
Central Valley flatlands."41 However, in the film's fantastic, revisionary reversal, 
the figure of the white farm boy occupies a position that more closely resembles 
that of a migrant farm worker. Landless and dispossessed, vulnerable to extreme 
forms of militarized police power, and forced by material conditions to leave 
home in order to survive, Luke's story sounds like that of many farm workers. 
And yet in Star Wars, the noble white farm boy appropriates for agrarian 
populism the pathos of exploitation and marginalization that was previously 
attached to the farm worker movement. Or more precisely, Luke's fate at the 
start of the film is made more tragic, and his ultimate rise more heroic, in part 
because he is a white farm boy who has fallen to the level of a migrant farm 
worker. This reading is supported by the analysis of THX 1138, which suggests 
a similar kind of racialized reversal, whereby the film's white male hero 
experiences extreme forms of police violence that recall iconic period images 
of black and brown civil rights protesters being beaten by the police. And 
substituting an oppressed white farm boy for oppressed people of color recalls 
the contemporaneous emergence of discourses of reverse discrimination 
that rearticulated civil rights rhetoric in order to argue that state efforts to 
redress prior histories of inequality violated the rights of white men.42 The early 
films of Lucas thus help make visible an influential historical shift from the 
social movements for radical transformation of the 1960s to an emergent 
neoconservative reaction of tactical reversals. 

Displacing migrant farm workers by mimicking them, the white farm boy 
proceeds to fight a brutal empire represented by a ruthless "black" villain. A 
number of critics have argued that the Darth Vader character is shaped by ideas 
about racialized blackness and I would argue that the figure references Latinos 
as well.43 Just as Chavez was symbolically and practically linked to civil rights 
and anti-colonialleaders (Gandhi, MLK, Coretta Scott King, Huerta, Bobby Seale 
of the Black Panthers), I would speculate that Vader condenses a variety of 
racialized or third world movements for social transformation, including the 
UFW, that are often represented by the shorthand of"1968." And the Star Wars 
villain is contradictory in ways that recall Chavez's conflicted public image. On 
the one hand, with his disfigured body and audibly labored breathing, Vader 
seems to require the life support help of his elaborate costume. On the other 
hand, he speaks in a powerful, commanding voice and exercises a charismatic, 
quasi-religious power over a vast army of minions. Similarly, many of the iconic 
media images of Chavez from the 1960s represent him weakened by one of 
his fasts and being supported by other people, and yet at the same time 
agribusiness interests and their allies used hyperbolic rhetoric and imagery in 
order to demonize the UFW. Whereas McWilliams had argued that agri
business was responsible for fascism in the fields, conservatives constructed a 
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made his own hypertrophied experimental films. So Star Wars reads as 
the projection of a childhood fantasy and also an allegory of his own career: 

Luke and Lucas get to play with the toys of industrial light and magic, 
destroy the bad guys from Hollywood, and return the movies to the 
mentality of pubescence.'17 

As James persuasively argues, Lucas's ideal is a corporate one, with origins in 
his own history and self-narration. Based on my own research, I would say that 
the corporate ideal represented by Skywalker Ranch is imaginatively based in 

agribusiness. The Ranch, which cost over I 00 million dollars and sits on over 

4,000 acres of land in rural Marin County, is anchored by a massive Victorian 

farmhouse with an expansive front porch. In I 986 Lucas told a visitor he 

thought the ranch should "have a good story," so before building it he con
structed an imaginary history in which "the estate would have started as a 
monastery, but was later converted into a mansion and vineyard for wine

making. As the vineyard's family grew, new homes and cottages were bui!t."
1
H 

The website for Skywalker Sound at the Ranch prominently features images 
of the vineyards (minus workers), including a QuickTime film that presents a 

panoramic view of them from the porch. 49 Skywalker Ranch is thus not just 

a corporate fantasy of the family farm on steroids, but also represents Lucas's 
media empire as an idealized version of Gallo Wines, the Modesto company 
that fought the UFW for so long . 

Which is to suggest that the history of pre-digital race and labor formations 
continues to influence contemporary digital culture, starting with Lucas' own 

digital filmmaking. Like Silicon Valley companies, Lucas has been deeply 

invested in his own corporate history, and to that end has released digitally 
revised versions of almost all of his major, pre-digital films-much to the chagrin 

of many fans and critics. 5° In 2004, for example, he released into theaters and 

on DVD THX 1138: The George Lucas Director's Cut, which makes a number 
of digital additions, many of which serve to intensify the kinds of racial repre
sentations analyzed earlier. The white hero now masturbates to a digitally 

enhanced hologram of the naked black dancing woman, for example, while the 
shell dwellers that attack him have been replaced by menacing CGI apes.' 1 This 
last change has contradictory implications since, on the one hand, it obscures 

the connections between Lucas and the UFW suggested by the shell dwellers 

in the original version of THX 1138, while on the other hand the very substitu

tion of digital monkeys seems to recall the more recent past of anti-immigrant 
discourse in California and the United States more generally. The 1980s and 

1990s saw the rearticulation of older race and class ideologies in the form of 
white anti-immigrant nativism directed at workers from Latin America and often 

framed in the language of animality (especially parasites and vermin), filth, waste, 
and other expressions of racialized disgust. At the same time, and partly in 
response to such populist nativism, state and federal immigration enforcement 
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became increasingly militarized, incorporating high-tech military weaponry and 
surveillance equipment (including flying drones). And so the 2004 director's 
cut of THX 1138 roughly coincided both with Hanson's nativist best-seller, 

Mexifornia, and the establishment of U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforce
ment (ICE), which has unleashed what Rachel Buff calls a new "deportation 

terror" against migrant workers.52 

While historically CGI has been used in SF films to create a variety of effects, 
it has often been deployed in figural ways, to represent exotic or fantastic 
characters and creatures. This practice has lent itself to the creation of racialized 
digital characters, most infamously the figure ofJ ar Jar Binks, which was widely 
criticized for being a CGI version of a blackface minstrel. 53 Jar Jar Binks recalls 
the black holograms, suggesting that Lucas has used CGI not only to produce 
a kind of enhanced realism but also as a means of derealizing race and class 
conflict, which is to shift focus away from whether this or that use of CGI is 
realistic or persuasive and to instead ask what it means to render race and class 
differences as special effects. 54 In the case of THX 1138, the original had already 
represented farm workers in fantastic SF terms and when new digital tools 
became available they were used in ways that made the shell dwellers even more 
"unreal," like the holograms. Here, however, the substitution of digital apes for 
human actors displaces workers literally and symbolically. Or, more precisely, 
in the director's cut figures representing farm workers are digitally incorporated 
into the film in ways that drain them of humanity and disconnect them from 
political economic contexts. Analyzing Lucas in relationship to Chavez and the 
UFW thus suggests the extent to which he has increasingly used digital 
technology to create compelling fictional worlds that draw upon the "real 
world" but ultimately replace it. Recalling the ways that Intel incorporated 
fictionalized versions of low-wage workers of color into its corporate brand, 
we might say that the corporate development and deployment of CGI sublates 
social and material histories of race and class, simultaneously preserving and 
canceling them out, in ways that ultimately deny their reality. Meanwhile, 
cultural criticism celebrating the centrality of Star Wars to a new participatory 
digital culture risks reproducing the ideologies encoded in its source material. 5

5 

Which returns us to where we began-the popularity of Star Wars in the 
corporate world of Silicon Valley. Before the rise of the high-tech industry there, 
the region was largely known as an agricultural area with a significant 
population of migrant farm workers and low-wage cannery workers, and so, 
like Lucas's corporate empire, Silicon Valley originated out of an agribusiness 
culture and economy. And according to Manuel Castells, Silicon Valley com
panies developed a new work model, limited to their more privileged employees, 
that drew upon elements of the 1960s counter cultures but melded them to 
capitalist entrepreneurship in ways that recall Lucas' own historical morphing.

56 

Starting in the Cold War period, high-tech companies in Silicon Valley, 
including Intel, have been aggressively devoted to combating organized labor, 
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Valley, some of the poorest and most vulnerable workers in the United States, 
have often beaten big corporations at their own game of media manipulation 
and public relations. Unfortunately, in contexts dominated by a Star Wars 
worldview it becomes harder to see and think about things like "Justice for 
Janitors" and, more broadly, digital culture's dependence on systems of 

racialized labor. 
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Does the Whatever Speak? 

ALEXANDER R. GALLOWAY 

New York Unil'crsity 

"Do we really need another analysis of how a cultural representation does 
symbolic violence to a marginal group?" This is how one colleague recently put 
it, suggesting that the cultural studies and identity politics movements of the 
1980s and 1990s had at last exhausted their utility. 

But how could an ostensibly liberal, broad-minded person say such a thing? 
How did we get here? How did the world slip away from the 1960s mould, in 
which the liberation of desire (and thus affective identities of various kinds) 
was considered a politically progressive project to undertake? At the turn of 
the new millennium we have a different destiny, for today under the new 
postfordist economies desire and identity are part of the core economic base 
and thus woven into the value chain more than ever before. 1 What cruelty of 
fate. If marginal groups are now "normalized" within the mode of production, 
what would it mean to offer criticism of the present situation? Is there any 
outside anymore? Any subaltern? 

These are some of the questions I aim to address here. The inquiry centers 
around a specific tableau, the so-called "Chinese gold farmer." The Chinese gold 
farmer is a gamer who plays video games day and night in order to earn virtual 
gold and sell it for real money. In particular I am interested in the ideological 
work that such a tableau performs within contemporary culture. 

To get there I offer four questions. The first is an inquiry into the con
temporary status of race, in parallel with a few observations about the state of 
cultural theory. The second and third questions deal directly with repre
sentations of race in video games and elsewhere. And the final question offers 
something of a suggestion, a possible reassessment of the situation itself, not 
so much a "way out" of the problems presented here, but an alternate beginning 
that shows, if I am successful, how some of the problems might not actually be 
problems in the first place, provided we are willing to leave them be. 

First Question: Ubinam Gentium Sum us? Or, Where In the 
World Are We? 

So how did we get here? Allow me to step back and sketch two larger points 
of socio-historical context that inform the present debate. The first concerns 
the question of how race is represented today in culture, while the second 
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sequences of events-at this very moment of absolute banality, the logic of race 
nevertheless holds sway. 

Consider the logic of superstition. Of course, you claim, I'm not supersti
tious. I know that it doesn't really matter if I step on a crack, or walk under a 
ladder, or place a hat on a bed. Occult ritual-doing one thing to ward off 
another-has nothing to do with how the world really works. We all know this. 
But all the more reason to adhere militantly to the rules of correct behavior. 
The fact that the decision is not obligatory makes it all the more necessary to 
choose correctly. Of course it is absolutely meaningless, so why risk it-why 
would you walk under a ladder rather than not, when the two paths are 
equivalent and one may just as easily avoid it? 

This is the logic of race today. "Of course race doesn't matter, which is why 
it must be globally cemented at all cost." Within global neoliberalism we have 
reached a state in which race matters absolutely, but only because it does not 
matter at all anymore. The very lack of necessity drills forward like an irresistible 
force. Racial coding has not gone away in recent years, it has only migrated 
into the realm of dress rehearsal, the realm of pure simulation, and as simulation 
it remains absolutely necessary. The Obama body doubles, as pure simulation, 
must be black. 

Perhaps this indicates the next phase in racial typing. After Jim Crow, after 
civil rights, race today has been liberated, but only so it may persist in a purely 
digital form. Perhaps now this is the phase of pure racial coding, no longer the 
dirty racism of actual struggle. Perhaps now after what Marxists call the "formal" 
subsumption of racial logic we have the "real" subsumption. With Obama racism 
is finally liberated so that it may exist in a purely ideological form. In essence, 
the most perfect racism is that which lives inside a mediated simulation. 

The reason for this is that the virtual can only exist within the absolute; the 
virtual needs the absolute. The trouble is that conventional wisdom often 
suggests the reverse, that the virtual is the thing that stands "above" or apart 
from the real, that all anxieties about the real ultimately find their escape in the 
virtual, and so on. But here conventional wisdom is totally wrong. For the exact 
opposite is true. The virtual can only be possible, not in relation to the real, 
but in relation to the absolute. 

To formalize this slightly, one can say that (1) the absolute is responsible 
for the "perfection" (i.e. "completion" or "accomplishment") of racial simula
tion, and that (2) the virtual is responsible for the projection-forward of 
race within digital simulation or, in other words, for race having entered into 
the enterprise of value creation (i.e. the virtual as pure energy, as part of the 
productive forces). I will say more about how race enters the sphere of value 
creation in a moment. 

First, let me put on the table a second bit of socio-historical context. The 
second point concerns the so-called failure of theory and the turn, in recent 
years, away from identity politics and cultural theory. 



114 • Alexander R. Galloway 

Consider again the quotation given at the outset. "Do we really need another 
analysis of how a cultural representation does symbolic violence to a marginal 
group?" Instead of passing this off as the insensitivity of a white liberal academic 
turning a blind eye to matters of racial and cultural injustice, it is important to 
point out a far more fundamental trend that is at work here. For in certain 
philosophical circles there exists today a newfound desire to divorce politics 
from ontology. There exists a desire to neuter the force of critique by removing 
dialectical reason from the structure of being. As this particular individual put 
it, the terms of the new philosophy will be: "a rejection of textual analysis or 
linguistic structures, a positive ontology and desire to attain the Absolute, and 
an attempt to shed all anthropocentrism." But what does this mean? The first 
term, a rejection of textual analysis, refers to literary criticism and the perception 
that textual approaches gained too much ground in recent years, so much so 
that they must be curtailed in favor of realist or non-interpretive approaches. 
The second term, a positive ontology, refers (as best I can surmise) to the 
"affirmative" ontology of someone like Deleuze, who removes the dialectical 
negative entirely from his theory of being. While the third term, the shedding 
of all anthropocentrism, refers to a demotion of the human, such that 
humankind is on an equal footing with all other objects in the world, no more 

privileged and no less privileged than other kinds of entities. 
Should we be surprised that the identity politics and cultural theory 

movements have experienced such a crisis of faith? Even the most hard-line 
defenders of leftist theory admit the same thing, that no one really believes in 
postmodernism any more. Even Fredric Jameson, in his A Singular Modernity, 

put forward a new take on the postmodern as something of an echo of the 
modern, something to be folded back, something to be reversed and 
reincorporated into a singular periodization. It was easy to sneer at those who 
slowed the march of civil rights, or cluck at a politically incorrect remark. But 
perhaps a total reversal has taken place without anyone knowing. Perhaps the 

bottom has fallen out. Perhaps we are all Alan Sakal now. 
So is it any surprise that, just at the moment when identity and affect 

become incorporated into the digital markets of postfordism, the utility of 
identity and affect as critical categories comes into question? Shall we not discard 
our discussions of affective "faciality" in favor of a new defacement? Is the sixties
era liberation of affect really a new kind of obscenity, a new pornography in 

which all must be exposed for speculation and investment? 
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri fired one of the first volleys in this new 

skirmish over the utility of certain critical tactics, specifically the elevation of 
multiple affects and subjectivities by those working within leftist cultural theory: 

We suspect that postmodernist and postcolonialist theories may end up 
in a dead end because they fail to recognize adequately the contemporary 
object of critique, that is, they mistake today's real enemy. What if the 
modern form of power these critics (and we ourselves) have taken such 
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partial perspectives. Truth is singular, but it is a continuous process of 
inquiry because it builds on a present that is moving ground. History keeps 
running away from us, going places we, mere humans, cannot predict. 
The politics of scholarship that I am suggesting is neutrality, but not of 
the nonpartisan, "truth lies in the middle" sort; rather, it is a radical 

neutrality that insists on the porosity of the space between enemy sides, 
a space contested and precarious, to be sure, but free enough for the idea 

of humanity to remain in view.4 

Truth is thus singular, Buck-Morss suggests, and it is achieved through a 
"radical neutrality" of the human, a point I will return to at the end. 

But perhaps the most forceful push away from subject-oriented, relativistic, 
and correlationist thinking has come from Quentin Meillassoux, in his After 

Finitude. Through a highly technical intervention, Meillassoux rejects the 
hegemony of finitude and urges us to awake from our slumber and reconcile 

ourselves with the absolute.5 

I cite this series of authors merely to outline a trend, to accentuate the contrast 
between a dawning set of concerns and those of the immediate past. Consider 
for example Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's much cited essay "Can the Subaltern 
Speak?"" an article that helped set the stakes for a whole field of critical race 
theory, particularly in the area of postcolonialism. Spivak's "subaltern" refers 
not simply to the historically disenfranchised. Subaltern is not simply the 
subordinate position within any given structural relationship, such as that of 
Woman, Proletarian, or Gay. There is another level of remove. The subaltern 
is that quasi-subject structured as Other through a relationship of difference 
vis-a-vis imperial power. The subaltern is precisely the one who does not have 
a seat at the table. The one who cannot petition the powers-that-be. The one 

who is not-or is not yet-a wage slave for capital. 
If Spivak's "Can the Subaltern Speak?" is taken to be emblematic of the critical 

1980s and 1990s period of cultural politics, today the very terms of the question 
have changed dramatically. The question today is not so much can the subaltern 
speak, for the new global networks of technicity have solved this problem with 
ruthless precision, but where and how the subaltern speaks, or indeed is forced 
to speak. It is not so much a question of can but does. (And to be clear: "speech" 
means something entirely different under this new regime.) Not so much a 
politics of exclusion, as a politics of subsumption. The crucial political question 
is now therefore not that of the liberation of affect, as it was for our forebears 
in the civil rights movement, the gay liberation movement, or the women's 
movement, in which the elevation of new subject positions, from out of the 
shadows of oppression, was paramount. The crucial question now is
somehow-the reverse. Not exactly the repression of affect, but perhaps 
something close. Perhaps something like a politics of subtraction or a politics 
of disappearance. Perhaps the true digital politics of race, then, would require 
us to leave it be. Before defining it explicitly, we can say provisionally that 
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better sense of equilibrium in play. Since each software cluster is apt to be quite 
complex, the techniques of racial balancing generally operate in a rather 
roundabout way, eschewing any neat and tidy trade-off between this or that 
trait mirrored across two or more races. Instead, balance is achieved through 
the delicate art of exchanging qualitatively different values: for example, shaving 
time off one racial ability and transmutating it into a damage boost in another 
race's ability. If the simulated system involves three races, as in StarCraft, or 
an even larger number of classes as in World of W arcraft, the art of balance 
can be exceedingly difficult, ultimately measurable in certain global statistics 
such as win-loss percentages for each race or that intangible statistic known 

elusively as fun. 
Certainly much more could be said here about races and classes in games, 

and the distinction between them, but I will offer just one more observation, 
that these games subscribe to a specific notion of race and class (and one 
not dissimilar to the offline): race is static and universal, while class is variable 

and learned. So in World of W arcraft racial traits do exist and have a bearing 
on game play, but they are unmodifiable (alas, the troll-Jamaican alliance is 
incorruptible), while class traits are configurable in a number of significant ways 
including the talent tree and the boosting of class abilities via consumables or 
wearables. What this means is that race is "unplayable" in any conventional sense, 
for all the tangible details of gamic race (voice, visage, character animation, racial 
abilities, etc.) are quarantined into certain hardcoded machinic behaviors, what 
I have elsewhere called the "diegetic machine act." 10 One cannot "play" race in 
World of Warcraft. One must accept it as such. Certainly the enterprising gamer 
can "play with" race via the chat channel, fan comics, and so on. But to play with 

race and to play with race are two entirely different things. 
The worrisome conclusion is that this view on race is typically what we would 

call, in the offline context, racism, in that the game assigns from without 
certain identifiable traits to distinct classes of entities and then builds complex 
machineries for explaining and maintaining the natural imperviousness of it 
all. That the game pleads innocence by placing the narrative in a fantasy world 
offantasy races (trolls, gnomes, elves) does not absolve it from foregrounding 
a systemic, "cybertype" 11 logic of naturalized group definition and division, as 
in a dream when the most important or traumatic details are paraded before 
the mind's eye in such flagrant obviousness that one is blind to them in their 
very immediacy. The "innocence" of the sublimation is in fact apropos because 
it illustrates the neoliberal, digirati notion that race must be liberated via an 
uncoupling from material detail, but also that the logic of race can never be 
more alive, can never be more purely actualized, than in a computer simulation. 
Apparently one must leave this world in order to actualize more fully its 
mechanisms of management and discipline. Let me stress, the most interesting 
thing to observe here is not that World of Warcraft is racist. That would be 
absurd. The interesting thing to observe is precisely the way in which racial 
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it highlights the problem of how to "control" that which is uncontrollable, or 
how to shift from top-down control to organic, bottom-up control. 

A common way of addressing the question of markets in games is through 
the so-called problem of the Chinese gold farmer. Somewhere off in another 
land, beyond the sea-the story goes-there are legions of Chinese garners, 
working in near sweat-shop conditions, playing games to earn real cash for 
virtual objects. I do not wish to dispute this on purely empirical grounds. Of 
course such rooms exist, here, there and elsewhere. But of much greater 
importance, it seems, is the ideological work being performed by the tableau 
itself: "the problem of the Chinese gold farmer." A certain amount of ideological 
demystification is in order, if not to shrug off the xenophobia latent in such a 

formulation, then to invert the terms entirely. 
What if something else is really happening? What if the "problem of the 

Chinese gold farmer" is really a decoy for what is actually going on? In order 
to tackle the problem directly, I offer the first of two affirmations: (1) We are 

the gold farmers. (And by "we" I mean the garners and users of the developed 
and undeveloped worlds alike, the unified mass of whites and nonwhites alike.) 

What does this mean, that we are the gold farmers? It means that in the age 
of postfordist capitalism it is impossible to differentiate cleanly between play 
and work. It is impossible to differentiate cleanly between nonproductive 
leisure activity existing within the sphere of play and productive activity existing 
within the sphere of the workplace. This should be understood in both a 
general and a specific sense. In general, postfordist workspaces are those that 
have ballooned outward into daily life to such a high degree that labor is 
performed via phone in the car, on email walking down the street, or at home 
after putting the children to bed; and also crosscutting this outward expansion 
is an internal collapse of the workspace itself, as the "bored at work" classes 
invent new ways to slack off on the job, surfing the web, and otherwise 
circumventing the necessities of workplace always-on performance. But also 
in a more specific sense, postfordism is a mode of production that makes life 
itself the site of valorization: that is to say, it turns seemingly normal human 
behavior into monetizable labor. The new consumer titans Coogle or Amazon 
are the masters in this domain. No longer is one simply a blogger, one is 
performing the necessary labor of knitting networks together. No longer is one 
simply a consumer, browsing through links on an e-commerce site, one is 
offloading one's tastes and proclivities into a data-mining database with each 
click and scroll. No longer are we simply keeping up our email correspondence 
with friends, but rather we are all the middle-management clerks for the 
creation and maintenance of codified social relationships. Each and every day, 
anyone plugged into a network is performing hour after hour of unpaid micro 
labor. And in this sense are we not gold farmers too? Why are our dreary hours 
spent in front of the screen any different? We troll and scroll, tagging and 
clicking, uploading and contributing, posting and commenting. They spider 
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and "taking place" are the domain of anti-political forces. The political does 
not arise from the domain of production, nor does it exist in any place or 
situation. Another vocabulary is required. So like the Deleuzians one might speak 
of political becoming in terms of the virtual, or like the Badiousians one might 
speak of the political in terms of the event. 

The "me" today is the whatever. Recall Buck-Morss's concept of a "singular" 
truth reached via "radical neutrality." This was our first hint as to the meaning 
of this elusive concept. But what exactly is the whatever? It is now time to answer 
the question more fully. 

The concept of the whatever comes from the writing of a number of different 
authors, all working roughly in the terrain of continental philosophy and 
political theory. While the concept has roots in the scholastics and can be found 
in thinkers as divergent as Pierce, Levinas, and Lyotard, the whatever gained 
traction in the current discourse largely because of Deleuze and then later via 
more sustained considerations by Agamben. Deleuze uses the concept of the 
"whatever" and the "any-space-whatever" in his Cinema books, and deploys 
related terminology in other texts, such as the "something" (aliquid) and the 
"neutral" in Logic of Sense, and "haecceity" (the Latinate term borrowed from 
Duns Scotus, meaning "thisness") in A Thousand Plateaus. In The Coming 

Community Agamben explains his use of the term in greater detail: "The 
Whatever in question here relates to singularity not in its indifference with 
respect to a common property (to a concept, for example: being red, being 
French, being Muslim), but only in its being such as it is." 16 And later: 

Whatever is the figure of pure singularity. Whatever singularity has no 
identity, it is not determinate with respect to a concept, but neither is it 
simply indeterminate; rather it is determined only through its relation 
to an idea, that is, to the totality of its possibilities. 17 

The whatever follows a logic of belonging (x such that it belongs toy), not a 
logic of predication (xis identified as y, or more simply, xis y). 

The trick of the whatever is thus to abstain from the assignation of traits, to 
abstain from the system ofbiopolitica] predication, to abstain from the bagging 
and tagging of bodies. This does not mean that all bodies are now blank. Quite 
the opposite. All bodies are full. But their fullness is a generic fullness, a fullness 
of whatsoever they are. 18 

It might be helpful to oppose the whatever to two kinds of subjects with which 
it is often confused. The first is the postfordist economic subject. It would be 
a mistake to think that the whatever is merely the fully unique, customized, 
qualitatively special postfordist consumer-what Tiqqun calls the "Bloom," the 
subject for whom everything is tailored and targeted. 19 For each affective 
predilection of the postfordist economic subject there is a corresponding 
marketplace that will satisfy it. And here we might list, with sour cynicism, the 
Pyrrhic victories of identity politics: each woman a woman consumer, each black 
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a black consumer, each gay a gay consumer, each chicano a chicano consumer. 
For in our delivery from oppression, were we not also delivered to a new site 
of consumption? This was precisely the point I tried to make above about the 
Chinese gold farmer: every economic transaction today is also an affective 
transaction (which is to say a transaction that will likely deal with aspects such 

as, but not limited to, racial identity). 
Second is the liberal political subject. It would also be a mistake to think 

that the whatever is akin to something like the "original position" and "veil of 
ignorance" described by John Rawls in his theory of justice, but evident as well 
in other forms across a number of different liberal social theories. The veil-of
ignorance subject must hold in suspension its gender, its ethnicity, its religious 
affiliation, its class position, etc. In the digital context it is often summed up 
by the slogan "on the Internet nobody knows your identity." (This position was 
famously parodied by one magazine as "on the Internet nobody knows you're 
a dog.") The Rawlsian liberal fantasy is thus that of the transcendental subject 
par excellence, the subject who is able to step out of his skin, suspending social 
relations in order to observe them from a position of supposed neutrality. (The 
dilemma with Rawls is that some models of social relations are not suspended, 
specifically those borrowed from liberal political economy and game theory: 
respect for individual liberty, the maximization of advantage, rational choice, 
and so on. So again we have the demon of simulation, which only ever appears 
neutral when it is least neutral.) Given this characterization of the liberal 
political subject it would be a mistake to think that it has much at all in 

common with the whatever. 
Remember that, after the old enemy of transcendental essentialism, racial 

justice has a new enemy, transient anti-essentialism. Recall the conceit of 
white privilege: to cast off the fetters of race and retreat to the original position 
behind a veil of ignorance (as in Rawls). Such a theory reveals not only the 
ignorance of the veil, but also the ignorance of the position, for it is only certain 
select bodies, certain select subjects, who are free to cast off their earthly fetters 
and go blank, like a white sheet of paper. What of those bodies of color for 
whom this is not an option? Or what about those who simply have no desire 
to abandon themselves, to abandon their culture, to abandon their history
for whom would this be justice? What even of those bona fide whatever bodies 
who nevertheless are constructed and viewed as such from the perspective of 
the dominant? Did they bring it upon themselves? Do they wish it to be so? 
We know already that such subaltern positions exist entirely within normative 

discursive structures. 
The rebuttal from the whatever is: yes, the old system of transcendental 

essentialism is still our enemy, we do not want to return to a politics of essential 
purity in which only certain subjects are dominant and all others are consigned 
to alterity; but at the same time, the new system of transient anti-essentialism 
is our enemy too, for we also reject the new customized micro politics of identity 
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on Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006). 

11 See Lisa Nakamura, Cybertypes: Race, Ethnicity, Identity on the Internet (New York: Routledge, 

2002). 
12 Ibid., 101-135. 
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16 Giorgio Agambcn, The Coming Community, trans. Michael Hardt (Minneapolis: University 
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one should not see the whatever as a code word for desire in the strongest sense, particularly 
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as "The Face and the Public: Race, Secrecy, and Digital Art Practice," Camera Obscura 
70.24( 1) (2009): 37-65. In my reading of Agamben, the whatever is not a universally same 
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(Novak et al. 1992). Other users "invert" these matrices in order to identify 
groups and individuals that represent the most substantial risks. Although 
government agencies are active users of these technologies, their activities 
represent a declining fraction of a rapidly expanding market. 

The assignment of individuals to groups is known by a variety of names, 
but whatever the name, the primary function is to improve the reliability, 
efficiency, and effectiveness of the discriminatory choices that are made on the 
basis of what are often invidious distinctions among people. As Charles Raab 
suggests (2009: 237), it is important for us to examine the ways "in which identity 
is established and inscribed in information systems that relate to decisions and 
judgments that are made concerning citizens or customers." 

It is also important to understand this process within the theoretical space 
being shaped within the sphere of contemporary surveillance studies (Gandy 
2010; Lyon 2006). Surveillance is a twin-edged sword. It facilitates the 
individualization of each person it encounters as it moves forward through a 
complex web of interactions. On its backswing, it compares the data gathered 
from these individuals against others within this, or some other database. This 
comparative assessment is part of a process of norm generation. Individuals 
are characterized in relation to as many norms as are deemed relevant to the 
theoretical and statistical generation of groups within a particular analytical 
model. What we are just beginning to understand is that "surveillance produces 
both discipline (that is conformity to the norm), and the disciplines (related 
fields of knowledge and expertise) ... It renders us visible-it identifies us
in relation to the norms it produces" (Phillips 2009: 308). This process of 
identification, classification and evaluation helps to generate and reinforce 
patterns of inequality (Bailey 2008), and this chapter is committed to expanding 
on the work that has already been done in this regard. 

It begins with a brief introduction to the means by which the identification, 
classification, and assessment of individuals is being accomplished-increasingly 
by autonomous expert and decision support systems (Gandy 2010). After 
characterizing the primary use of this discriminatory technology in terms of its 
use as an aid to consumer segmentation, a brief discussion invites consideration 
of the distinction between the kinds of authentic segmentation that might 
facilitate organization for social or political ends, and the corrupt segmentation 
that is optimized for economic exploitation. Social Networking Sites (SNS), 
especially those targeted at minority populations, are seen to exhibit especially 
troublesome signs of corruption. 

A consideration of the role of trust, as the aspect of a relationship between 
an agent and its clients that moderates our concerns about the misuse of our 
transaction-generated information (TGI), leads to some critically important 
questions that need to be raised about our reliance on Coogle, and other 
dominant providers of search. After an examination of some of the roles that 
corrupt segmentation plays with regard to the cumulative disadvantage that 
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"situation," to the "gathering of a large variety of variables linked not so much 
to particular individuals as to particular meanings or practices-purchasing 
patterns, values, media consumption, and so on" (Arvidsson 2006: 64), new 
means of identification have had to be developed (Mobasher 2007). 

Data mining facilitates the identification of individuals as members of 
"groups" on the basis of the similarity of their "profiles." These profiles can be 
quite complex given the fact that various targets of interest can be differentiated 
along multiple dimensions. The challenge for analysts is to identify a set of 
features, or "signatures" of membership within a particular segment or group. 
Simple demographic classification no longer fills the need for accuracy and 
precision. Additional requirements emerge when the identification, classifica
tion and evaluation of individuals is focused on the rapidly changing media 
environment. 

Measuring the audience and assessing its value 

Fernando Bermejo (2007) provides considerable detail regarding what he 
describes as the active and passive forms of audience or user identification and 
measurement that have been developed specifically for the internet. Passive 
methods refer primarily to the information that is derived from the interactions 
between computers. He emphasizes data generated by an analysis of web server 
log files, advertisement server log files, and the log files that are generated by 
electronic "tags" that can be read by web browsers (Bermejo 2007: 119-139). 
Server log files can capture a substantial amount of information about these 
computer-to-computer interactions. Some of this TGI might be characterized 
as personally identifiable information (PII) even though it may not include the 
user's name or email address. 

Bermejo (2007) identifies a number of attributes of this TGI that limit its 
utility as an accurate assessment of the size and character of the "audience" for 
internet content. His concerns about the inability of most server log files to 
identify a unique individual indexically (Phillips 2004), or in ways that allow 
some interested party to "reach out and touch" someone in particular, seem 
likely to be overcome in the near future. 

Surveillance scholars and privacy activists are especially concerned about the 
probability that popular web resources, including online social networks, are 
facilitating the association of personal information with TGI. Earlier assump
tions regarding the extent to which identification was limited to the user's 
computer/browser have been challenged by a series of studies by Krishnamurthy 
and Wills (2009). They conclude that the use of tracking cookies by third-party 
aggregators, like DoubleClick, is the primary means by which the leakage of 
PII takes place. 

Arvind Narayanan and Vitaly Shmatikov (2009) describe the remarkable 
success with which members of popular social networking sites (SNS), in this 
case Flickr and Twitter, could be reliably identified despite the claims that the 
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Twitter graphs had been "anonymized." Their high success rate (88 percent) 
was accomplished in part through the use of widely available auxiliary informa
tion. The authors were especially critical of the extent to which information 
about SNS group members is shared with third parties, a group that includes 
advertisers as well as the growing number of application providers. Even greater 
concern was expressed about the emergence of a number of information 
"aggregators" that capture and combine accessible information about SNS 

group members. 
As many critical observers have noted "Since many sites are commercial 

enterprises that have a business model based on harvesting personal informa
tion for marketing purposes, many users' half cogitated belief that what happens 
on these sites stays on these sites is, to put it mildly, na'ive" (Mooradian 2009: 
6). Of particular interest and concern is the extent to which the information 
being leaked to these aggregators includes identification of the SSN members' 

"friends and associates." 
Obviously, the identification, classification and evaluative assessment of 

individuals are not accomplished solely through approaches based on data 
mining. The supply of alternative technologies to the market for applied 
statistical analysis appears to be expanding at an incredible rate. One source 
for insights about the kinds of technological advances that are likely to appear 
on the horizon are the patents that are being applied for in the area of 
personalized search, automated text analysis, and ad selection and pricing. 

Because market researchers have determined that some "6 percent of the 
online population accounts for 50 percent of all clicks" and, even more trouble
some, these "heavy clickers" are not the most desirable responders because they 
tend to be among the poorer households (Fulgoni and Morn 2009: 134), there 
is a powerful incentive for web marketing to become more precise and selective. 
A recent patent application promised to deliver a system and method where 
web publishers and advertisers can continually "optimize ad cost and placement 
to yield the best possible result for all parties involved, and to provide for the 
seamless delivery of advertisements inline with a publisher's main web page 

content" (Powell et al. 2009). 
Emphasizing the special character "Cost-per Click-Through" (CPC) versus 

"Cost-per-Mile" or cost-per-impression forms of pricing common to the print 
advertising, this system promised to enhance the ability of advertisers to benefit 
from value-driven bidding as a way of determining the prices they would pay 
per click. This bidding is clearly governed by the degree to which they are able 
to "target their ads to a specific audience" and to accomplish this through a process 
that allows them to "seamlessly serve the advertisement with the content." 

What is important to keep in mind is that, with this kind of technology, 
advertisers would be able to routinely adjust their bids, and ultimately their 
financial support for web publishers that provide them with access to just the 

"right" audience. As the inventors put it, 
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"have promoted networking as a means to strengthen black identity, providing 
forums for civic engagement and for facilitating social action" (Byrne 2007: 6). 
In framing her analysis, Byrne notes (2007: 7) that BlackPlanet is black-targeted 
but not a black-owned enterprise. It is one of a number of sites dedicated to 
youthful sub-cultural markets defined by race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation 
that are owned by Community Connect, Inc. 

Because she was concerned about the extent to which this SNS helped to 
cultivate a politically active black identity, Byrne focused her analysis on the 
discussions within a subset of the popular forums on BlackP!anet and noted 
the extent to which they addressed ten issues of common concern to African 
Americans. Not surprisingly, given the youthful focus of the site as a whole, 
most of the threads she examined were focused on "relationships," while 
"current events" accounted for less than 5 percent of the threads. "Heritage and 
Identity" did account for 9 percent of the threads and around 12 percent of the 
responses (Byrne 2007: 13-14). Overall, Byrne's analysis of the discussions within 
these threads led her to characterize the level of civic engagement on the site 
as "limited." In fact, there was a generalized tendency for the participants in 
many of these forums to be dismissive of calls for specific forms of social or 
political action. And, as might be expected, those threads that were actually 
focused on strategic political actions like boycotts had the lowest levels of 
participation (Byrne 2007: 20). 

As Christian Fuchs observes (2009: 84), "social networking has an ideological 
character: its networking advances capitalist individualization, accumulation 
and legitimization. An alternative would be platforms that allow group pro tiles, 
joint profile creation, group blogging, and that are explicitly oriented towards 
collective political and social goals." 

It is not that political groups, or political activity, are in some way banned, 
or officially discouraged within cyberspace. The availability of such groups does 
reflect, to some extent, the interaction of supply and demand. Back in 2001, 

when the commercial character of cyberspace was just beginning to emerge, 
the most popular kinds of sites were those designed to meet the needs of trade 
associations and professional groups, or people who shared interests in a 
hobby, or in popular culture pursuits. Even then, political groups were being 
visited by less than 25 percent of the population (Chadwick 2006: 97). 

The kinds of groups that Fuchs prefers already exist, but they fail to capture 
the kinds of participants that marketers feel a need to reach at a price that covers 
the costs of their attraction. The development, and sustainable operation of such 
networks remains desirable and imaginable, even if not a particularly likely 
development in the current sociopolitical environment. 

Agents: Trusted and Otherwise 

Again, let's be clear here: most of us would be pleased to have a "trusted agent" 
that knows us well, and responds with minimal error to our requests for 
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Indeed, in an analysis of responses of more than 16,000 customers who had 
used an online infomediary as an aid to their recent purchase of an automobile, 
this is precisely what the data revealed. "Portals appear to contribute the least 
to consumer welfare as their users pay a higher price despite a lower product 
fit." This finding held even after controlling for consumer psychographies and 
demographics (Viswanathan eta!. 2005: 21 ). This is the kind of mistreatment 
of the most vulnerable that contributes what is referred to as cumulative 
disadvantage (Gandy 2009). 

Consider the relationship between the readers of consumer-oriented 
magazines and the publishers. In an ideal world, the magazine publishers 
would be acting as the agents of the consumers, providing them with the best 

information about price and quality. In reality, specialist magazines are also, 
and in some cases primarily, in the business of helping advertisers to gain access 
to the awareness or attention of their readers. There is no reason to expect much 
difference in the relationship between print and electronic media in this regard 

as long as the publishers depend upon income from advertising. Indeed, the 
fact that online publishers rely almost entirely on revenue from advertisers would 

lead us to expect that the interests of advertisers dominate the interests of readers 
in the decisions made by these publishers. 

Although research designed to verify this tendency is difficult to find, it is 
beginning to emerge. A recent study of financial media that included both 
magazines and newspapers provides rather impressive evidence to support the 
assumptions of media critics, at least with regard to the magazines (Reuter and 
Zitzewitz 2006). Apparently consumers tend to follow the recommendations 

of the magazines they read with regard to making investments in particular 
mutual funds, despite the fact that these recommendations bear no relationship 
to the actual future performance of those funds. In addition, these magazines 
tended to bias the granting of favorable recommendations toward the funds 
that had recently purchased advertising space in their publications. These are 
agents that clearly should not be trusted-at least not by their readers. 

Personalized search 

Personalization is what you expect from a "trusted agent." There is no expecta
tion that this agent, seeking to maximize income, including income from third 
parties, will act in ways that reduce your net benefit. That is, they will not 
discriminate in ways that do you harm. The generation and distribution of harm 
has been the primary concern of this chapter. It has been focused on identifying 
the ways in which knowing "who and what you are, and what you are interested 
in" may be used to "do you harm." The production and distribution of harms 
matter, even if each individual "harm" is no more than a fractional disadvantage 
such as longer waiting time, higher prices, or marginally lower quality in the 
resources acquired as the result of a personalized search experience. 
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As John Battelle (2005: 273) makes quite clear, "Google and most other 
consumer-facing search engines are obsessively focused on understanding user 
intent" despite however poorly a user query might actually convey that 
information. This idealized "perfect search" is most likely to emerge as the result 
of increasingly comprehensive "histories" of our behavior in cyberspace. That 
is, "by tracking not only what searches you do, but also what sites you visit, the 
engines of the future will be able to build a real-time profile of your interests 

from your past Web use." 
In one sense, because of ways in which future searches will be improved on 

the basis of insights derived from all of your web-enabled activities, what you 
would actually be searching is the equivalent of "your own personal Web." Of 
course, improvements in the searches of any individual will depend on analyses 
of the searches and transactions of millions of others as well (Battelle 2005: 
261-262). This "collaborative" approach depends upon the ability of the search 
provider to identify sets of similar users, or similar sets of information needs 

(Micarelli et al. 2007). 
And, while we might recognize the value of an interactive system in which 

users explicitly evaluate the results of each search, it seems more likely that we 
would prefer search engines that would learn about our preferences with a 
minimal amount of effort, including reflective assessments on our part. Such 
an agent would provide more efficient searches, and might even anticipate our 
needs by making recommendations regarding media content that we are likely 
to find useful at some future point, given what our behavior in the past might 
suggest. This is certainly the kind of service that predictive data mining 
techniques seem likely to make economically viable for a firm like Google (Millar 
2009: 112). The fact that Google depends almost entirely on revenue from 
advertising, however, makes it less likely that the company could actually serve 

as a trusted agent (Tene 2008; Zimmer 2008). 
In the absence of a relationship with an uncompromised trusted agent, 

concerns about the ways in which the providers of personalized search manage 
a user's TGI begin to take on considerable weight (Andrejevic 2007a, 2007b). 
It is one thing to respond to questions from your physician, or other service 
provider because you believe that information will enable an enhanced level of 
service. It is quite something else to provide information as a condition of using 
a resource, without any assurance, or reasonable expectation, that its use will 

be limited to enhancing your well-being. 
Still, it has become something of a commonplace, despite the surprise 

expressed by observers like Andrejevic (2007b: 306), who observes: "it seems 
to pass without any serious challenge that the content we provide to companies 
like Google becomes their property." It seems like it ought to be a matter of 
concern that the capture of this information allows marketers to either target, 

or bypass 
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76). We are reminded that "the percentage of African Americans in the 
population who read about politics online is consistently lower than the 
percentage of whites" from 2000-2006 (Moss berger 2009: 176). 

It is hard to explain the differential use of web resources as being determined 
primarily by limitations on access to either the technology or the skills needed 
to take advantage of the opportunities that the network represents, although it 
is clear that education, and the capabilities and motivations established and 
enhanced by educational development play a significant role in shaping the use 
of informational resources. It is not clear what role education plays in the 
development of more active political participation or engagement. 

Part of the explanation may be found in the notion of cumulative 
disadvantage, or in its inversion, the Matthew Principle, "those that have, get 
more," and "those that don't do without." Waldfogel (2007) even finds in this 
pattern a challenge to mainstream economic assumptions about the perform
ance of markets. His detailed analyses demonstrate that people are more likely 
to be able to find and afford the things that they like and need as a function of 
how many other people happen to like the same thing. This "tyranny of the 
majority" ensures that minority tastes and preferences tend not to be served in 
the marketplace that we experience in life, in comparison with the markets we 
are presented with in mainstream economic theory. As Mossberger notes 
(2009: 176) with young people as an important exception, "online politics 
largely replicates existing patterns of participation," and more critically, "prior 

disparities may be exacerbated online." 
The systems developed for the identification, classification, and evaluative 

assessment of users of networked information systems are used for one 
fundamental purpose-the enhancement of discriminatory choices regarding 
whose interests are to be met and whose needs are to be set aside. These 
decisions are arguably rational, at least for those with the power to decide. At 
the same time, these decisions are based on morally suspect justifications 
regarding the efficiency, effectiveness, and social value of the outcomes being 
maximized or limited. This is the claim that I make with regard to the bulk of 
the decisions being made with the aid of advanced analytics (Gandy 2009). 

Of particular concern is the use of informed segmentation to identify targets 
for predation, or the marketing of harmful products. Although there have been 
attempts to "blame the victims" for their role in the Great Recession that began 
in the housing market, the fact is that target marketing of predatory loans to 
minority communities was at the heart of a rapidly spreading cancer that 
placed the global economy at risk. The evidence seems quite compelling with 
regard to the targeting of low quality, high-risk products to segments of the 
population with lower levels of income, information, and power (Culliton 
2005; Petty et al. 2003). The fact that these segments happen to also be 
composed primarily of racial and ethnic minority group members underscores 
the fact that disadvantage cumulates over time and space. 

r 
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In addition to the vulnerabilities associated with the multiplication of 
detailed profiles that will be accessible through SNS, the move toward "cloud 
computing," or the storage of personal files on the remote computers of network 
service providers will only serve to weaken the control that individuals can expect 
to have over the information that they generate or are associated with (Kane 
and Delange 2008-2009). The move toward web-based television promises an 
even more substantial expansion of network user visibility and subsequent 

vulnerability to being trapped within the matrix. 
Beyond this, l would add that information generated and then accumulated 

about individuals and the communities and the groups to which they belong 
will be multiplied quite dramatically as the network of networks expands in 

still other directions. A virtual flood of TGI will emerge as we make our ways 
through the built environment and its networked sensors. This flood will both 
enable and require continuous adjustments of the matrix that will emerge from 
the operation of automated Ami or ambient intelligence systems (Gandy 2010; 

Rouvroy 2008). 
There is some slight possibility, however, that enlightened self-interest will 

lead marketers to understand that the public does indeed value its privacy, and 

that value is reflected in the price that consumers are willing to pay for 
commodities acquired through online vendors who can assure them that their 
personal information will not be shared with third parties (D'Souza and Phelps 

2009). 
In the meanwhile, we will have to rely on the efforts of the more tech-

nologically savvy and socially concerned scholar/activists who are willing to add 
to the defensive resources for individuals previously identified by Gary Marx 
(2003). Daniel Howe and Helen Nissenbaum (2009), for example, have 
developed an extension for the Firefox browser that is designed to make it more 
difficult for search engines and other aggregators to develop accurate user 
profiles. The TrackMeNot (TMN) extension sends out simulated "decoy" 
search requests, accompanied by additional simulated search behaviors that 
essentially turn the user's actual search queries into the proverbial "needles in 

a haystack." 
The developers ofTMN are quite aware of the possibility that marketers and 

the search engines they rely upon for sorting the seekers of goods and services 
are likely to invest in countermeasures, including the hammers and fences we 
experience as law (Gandy and Farrall2009). Yet they declare their interventions 
to be political acts of the sort that constitutions are meant to protect: "TMN 
provides for some users a means of expression, akin to a political placard or a 

petition" (Howe and Nissenbaum 2009: 431). 
Although I am far from being a First Amendment absolutist, I do hope that 

not only are they correct in their assessment, but they attract an army of open
source imitators who will help them to improve this defensive technology. 
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corporate content and messages typified by advertiser-supported broadcast and 
cable TV network news and entertainment, and mainstream print and radio 
journalism. So, iargely as a result of tech-savvy youth who have driven the 
popularity and political effectiveness of online social networks and video
sharing websites (which we will combine under the rubric of viral media), a 
media paradigm shift of major consequence has occurred that cuts two ways, 
at least for our consideration of new media technologies' alterations of 
America's contemporary political processes. 

First, viral media have enabled media consumers and political activists to 
become savvy media producers as well as informed consumers, which has made 
bloggers, and vloggers, major competitors for traditional media companies and 
powers. Second, traditional media industries have rapidly incorporated viral 
media tactics into their hegemonic processes (think, for example, about the 
highly touted CNN/YouTube debates in October 2008). This work recalls the 
ways that, for example, Howard Dean's and Barack Obama's political fortunes
and misfortunes alike-owe much to young people (college students especially) 
and the viral media juggernaut they inspired. Also, notable here is the "Y ouTube 
effect" and how UGC such as the seminal viral video, Obama Girl, and hip
hop music superstar Will.I.AM's "Yes We Can" videos on YouTube signify 
interesting changes in political discourse and new youth culture's activist 
practices. In addition, viral media are ushering in what Howard Witt of the 
Chicago Tribune calls the "Viral Civil Rights Movement," a phrase he coined 
in the wake of the organic Jena 6, and Anti-Immigration Reform Movements. 
At issue is the question of how viral media and new digital media technologies 
simultaneously challenge and reinforce the nation's racialized body politic 
(both manifest and latent), particularly as these technologies exerted growing 
influence on the crucial 2008 presidential election cycle, and whether or not 
the shifts and permutations of today's digital media cultures will result in any 
more of a lasting change as did, say, the Roosevelt era's radio effect (or the 
Fireside Chats), the Kennedy era's TV effect (from the Nixon-Kennedy 
television debates), and the Clinton era MTV effect (especially his saxophone
playing appearance on the Arsenio Hall TV show). 

The Rise ofYouTube as Political Player and Obama Rocks the 
Youth Vote 

When Virginia Senator George Allen's 2006 re-election campaign was derailed 
as a result of what many term his "Macaca" moment (uttering a racist epithet) 
captured and endlessly circulated on YouTube, issues of race, politics, and 
ubiquitous media were foregrounded with powerful reverberations that con
tinue to shake mainstream political discourse and structures today. That was 
nothing compared to the 24/7 televisual inundation of the Reverend Jeremiah 
Wright sound byte damning America. But, unlike Allen's situation, the hurtful 
words circulating nationally and internationally, via an endless playback-loop 
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on TV and online, were not uttered by Obama. It was Obama's pastor, the 
Reverend Wright, who bore responsibility in this instance. Still, his were the 
words that nearly derailed Obama's surprisingly resilient primary campaign run. 
Drawing upon the media's unparalleled replay of one piece of video footage 
captured on You Tube, this exploration questions how the volatile mix of race 
(specifically blackness), history and politics in America still poses a uniquely 
significant challenge for African American president Barack Obama even at this 
historic moment and, moving forward. I am interested in the public engagement 
with and response to YouTube videos targeted at the U.S. electorate, both Obama 
supporters and detractors. After watching the historical, epochal occurrences 
of Campaign 2008 closely over the past three years, I find it clear that based on 
their prominence in high-profile news stories, the maturing social media and 
the YouTube effect will stay in effect and continue participating in the 
arbitration of American electoral politics for some time to come. 

Now, let us consider briefly how social networks and other digital media 
technologies were instrumental in mobilizing the collective intelligence (in 
Pierre Levy's parlance) of America's young people, including African American, 
Latino/ a and other youths of color to effect change in their communities, and in 
the nation more broadly. Politically active youths are often acknowledged for their 
centrality in President Obama's electoral victory. However, youth of color too 
often are not given their due when that credit hinges on digital technology mastery 
and online activist practices. These concluding remarks and observations will 
address this lacuna somewhat, and call attention to their digital activism. 

Appreciating the import of race and ethnicity matters in discussions and 
analyses of digital media technologies requires a guarded enthusiasm for the 
beneficial potential of technological innovations in the everyday lives of youths 
of color. The enthusiasm here is tempered by a recognition of, but not resignation 
to, the undeniable consequences of a persistent inequality in the deep structures 
of our nation's information technology (IT) economy. At the same time, it is 
difficult not to be optimistic about the myriad ways youths of color today 
successfully appropriate digital media tools to speak truth to power, to enliven 
the promises of a digital democracy, and to retrofit what I have been calling "the 
digital public sphere" to suit their own generational concerns and agendas. 

Exemplifying how the digital public sphere operates are three significant 
events. First is the 2001 use of the web by "conscious" hip-hop artist KRS-One 
to promote and organize his fourth annual Hip-Hop Appreciation Week in 
New York City, with a theme of "Charity," and the overarching goal of 
"decriminalizing" hip-hop's public image. Second, in 2006 there were massive 
protests against U.S. Representative Sensenbrenner's Immigration Reform Bill 
HR4437, organized largely by Latino/ a, Chicana/o youths using cell phones and 
the social networking site MySpace, among other media tools, to mobilize 
hundreds of thousands of people to boycott school and work to take their 
grievances to such city streets as Los Angeles, Washington, DC, and Detroit, 
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Comparatively speaking, then, only President Truman appears to have 
bested President Obama in falling furthest and fastest from grace. However, 
given that Truman scores highest of all upon his entry into office (at nearly 90 
percent), as opposed to Obama (with scores above 60 percent), it is clear that 
Truman had farthest to falP Perhaps his unprecedented plummet was bound 
up with Truman's fate of occupying the office of the presidency following the 
death of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt early in his fourth term. It is 
important to point out at this time that President Obama's early slide in the 
polls mirrors almost exactly that of President Reagan, and President Reagan's 
legacy as an effective and popular leader remains secure. Somehow, it does seem 
that such historical contextualizations are insufficient. What is important is 
assessing some of the specifics of President Obama's remarkable political 
fortunes and misfortunes alike, and asking more centrally within the context 
of revolutionary posthuman digital media culture, "What's race got to do with 
it?" To begin answering the question requires a sort of discursive detour. 

To a large extent, President Barack Obama is a product of one of the most 
consequential and high stakes wars of our mUlennial society-not the Iraq War 
or even the Afghanistan War (although increasingly George Bush's Afghan War 
is viewed as Obama's War). No. The war responsible for catapulting Obama 
to the highest elective office in the land is the undeclared, though no less 
consequential, war between "old" versus "new" media ecologies. I have evoked 
the metaphor of warring media factions between established and emergent 
media industries elsewhere.4 However, the point seems particularly apt in this 
discussion about competing media technologies pressed into service for highly 
consequential and epoch-making political gain. And it is precisely to this issue 
of digital media technologies (especially the internet) impinging on dominant 
media's hegemonic gatekeeping function that this analysis speaks. If the 
unanticipated success of the 2008 Obama campaign has revealed anything about 
how the intersection of race and digital media has altered American political 
economies and their mediated political discourses forever, it is to underscore 
how persistent racial divisions are in the U.S. It is true that perpetual structural 
racism has been challenged quite effectively of late, if not consistently or over 
the long haul. StUI, given his timely and tremendous legislative accomplishments 
it is difficult to explain President Obama's abysmal ratings in less than two years 
in office outside of intractable racial politics. 

Analyze What? Reifying Fear of a Black President 

It is always a challenge and even risky to study a moving target of analysis such 
as a living president actively carrying out the demands of his office. Clearly, 
attempting to assess the rapidly proliferating media industries and their 
unyielding fascination with President Obama, and his fascination with them, 
complicates this work exponentially. As this project took shape, the goal was 
modest-a comparative media analysis centered on the newsworthiness of 
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The night of the first party, 1 realized that the word "black" in the story 
had almost nothing to do with pigmentation. To make sense, the word, 
or the color it represented, had to stand for "huge" and "strong" and "evil" 
and "misanthropic" and, most of all, "existing primarily to do violence 
to white men." Although none of these descriptions were used [in one 
man's story of"five black guys coming toward us. We got in [our car] in 
time," though], the "five black guys" were clearly not elderly, or peaceful, 
or small; when these adjectives are substituted, the story doesn't make 
sense. (Hines 2000: 39) 

Hines's point is "to grapple with the silent and unacknowledged language 
of corporeal semiotics, that system of signification that our [black) bodies 
represent to others who read them as texts unauthorized by ourselves" (38). If 
we attend seriously to the incessant discourses of race and blackness (latent or 
manifest) in media coverage of President Obama, then we are better able to 
recognize and perhaps resist, as Professor Hines puts it, "the ways in which our 
bodies mean [sic], whether or not we mean them to or not" [original emphasis J 

(38). And, despite his Herculean efforts to eschew tamiliar and novel discursive 
entanglements about race on the campaign trail (to the chagrin, frustration and 
enmity of some vocal supporters)," Senator Obama nonetheless found it 
necessary to offer up race-specific mea culpas to counter or offset the ever
present specter of the angry black man, "body fictions" that King and Hines 
effectively demystify. Exemplary in this regard is the media reportage of 
Jeremiah Wright and the ACORN organizational affiliation episodes, among 
others, haunting Candidate Obama throughout the 2008 campaign. 

Although Candidate Obama maintained his popularity despite being 
ensnared in some high-profile racial thickets on the campaign trail (most 
Americans seemed to move past the media hype), the citizenry have not been 
as tolerant when President Obama inserted himself in such race matters as the 
July 16, 2009, fracas between black Harvard University Professor Henry Louis 
(Skip) Gates and white Cambridge Police Sergeant Joseph Crowley, for example. 
If the l ,544 respondents commenting on the ABC. Com story entitled "Obama 
Called Police Officer Who Arrested Gates, Still Sees 'Overreaction' in Arrest," 
are any measure, President Obama's patina of post-racial and race-neutral body 
politics wore thin, at least among most readers invited to comment on this story. 
In fact, a few bear quoting: 

No doubt about it Obama said something stupid. I wonder why he sided 
with the black guy without hearing the facts first. Could it be that Obama 
is a racist? Absolutely. Now days if a white guy bothers a black guy 
in anyway [sic] all the black guy has to do is cry racist! A white guy cuts 
in line before a black guy. "He's a racist!" Boy, that really takes a lot of 
intelligence to say racist. 1 bet my parrot could learn that word in five 
minutes. Apparently its the main word in Dr Gates, Reverand Wright, 
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Al Sharptons and Jesse's Jacksons vocabulary [sic]. Hey! aren' these the 
leaders of Black America today? Well, I guess if I paint my parrot black 
he could be a leader too. (Posted by rancher61, July 28, 2009) 

wow he is so arrogant why wont he just be a man and apologize. (Posted 
by KF33FK, July 28, 2009) 

I think many are missing the big picture. Many of us middle age 
white men who voted for Obama because he seemed race neutral are 
looking at him as someone who sided with a "brother" without having 
the facts. Our viewpoint of him is altered and we no longer see him the 
same way. (Posted by 4riverroad, July 26, 2009.) 

There were, of course, others commenting who agreed with President Obama's 
position or at least were willing to give him the benefit of the doubt: 

Is there anyone out there who wishes they could take back some words? 
I doubt it. I am sure President Obama wishes he had waited before he 
replied. I think they were both wrong. Mr Gates may have over-reacted 
but I never had to teach my son to be careful with cops like black people 
do. I think he was more offended because of who he is and his feathers 
got a little ruffled. The cop also over-reacted. He became annoyed 
when Mr Gates asked him for his name and badge number and decided 
to make more of this issue than necessary. For a person who studied race 
relations, he reacted too quickly. So, each one needs to have their feelings 
soothed and the President is the one to do it. I think having a beer together 
is a great idea. Nothing fussy . .. just man to man. (Posted by talmag, 
July 25, 2009.) (Khan et al. 2009) 

It is not surprising that a majority of the comments take President Obama 
and Professor Gates to task, with some suspecting Gates of having ulterior 
motives and seeking publicity, a resume enhancement, and financial recom
pense, to mention a few. One poster even questioned why Gates was not 
tasered for disorderly conduct. A troubling number of respondents articulated 
concerns about the Gates/Crowly affair being symptomatic of President 
Obama's cloaked racism against whites finally being revealed. Another asked: 
"'Is President Obama mad he is half white? why take it out on a white cop and 
a crazy black professer [sic]. Our nations president 'acted stupidly"' (Khan 
et al. 2009). Most telling about a disconcerting number of comments uploaded 
to ABC News' online outlet was their frequent leveling of pernicious body 
fictions at President Obama for nominating Judge Sonia Sotomayor to the 
Supreme Court. Echoes of Fox News, Rush Limbaugh, and other Right-wing 
media gatekeepers' talking points disparaging anything associated with 
President Obama that could be racially tinged or slimed can be seen and heard 
here. 
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How these grand narratives cast President Obama and other prominently 
successful non-whites in government today as the true racists dividing America 
was eerily, presciently, but not surprisingly pondered by Derik Smith during 
the height of the 2008 presidential campaign. It appears that desirable postracial 
politics obtains in America primarily to the extent that black and other people 
of color do not call out racist practices and utterances occurring in civil society, 
no matter how egregious. Had President Obama maintained his careful 
cultivation of a race-neutral or transcendent political persona, as Smith 
effectively outlines, would his personal approval ratings have remained strong 
in spite of the black body fictions authorizing the fictional double of blackness 
in the American cultural imaginary, as discussed above? After all, historic 
American cultural scripts involving racial politics too often make it difficult to 
disaggregate fictions about black male violence, outlaw culture, and social 
danger from the reality of struggling, disempowered black males burdened by 
a racially biased and unfair legal system that imprisons them disproportionately 
compared to all other racial and ethnic populations in America. 

So, the merit of this question seems evident when we are reminded of some 
very cogent observations Smith makes in his February 25, 2008, essay "I Am 
Obama: The American Imagination and the New Black Hero," published 
online at Pop Matters. Com. This is a very smart internet review of superstar Will 
Smith's blockbuster 2007 film entitled I Am Legend. Derik Smith draws some 
incisive corollaries between the nation's embrace (represented by the film's 
astounding $70 million opening weekend box office gross) of a cinematic black 
male hero entrusted to save humankind from extinction, and Senator Obama's 
shocking Iowa Caucus campaign victory "in corn-fed, white bread Iowa," and 
Smith lays out his assessment of why and how America stood at the precipice 
of historical political transformation-with a caveat. Beginning with the tongue
in-cheek hyperbolic utterance, "I Am Legend swept through theaters like a 
prophetic, cinematic wind whispering: 'Obama cometh,"' Smith states: 

However, some close analysis of the Obama candidacy and Smith in his 
I Am Legend role also reveals that the viability of the new black hero is 
dependent upon his ability to carefully regulate his blackness. To satisfy 
the needs of the national imagination, he must cultivate the patina of 
blackness while radiating a transcendent racial identity that is not 
immediately linked to [the] black community, which remains profoundly 
stigmatized. Because he maintains a prescribed distance from [the] black 
community, the ascendancy of the new black hero is no way equal to a 
national desire to redress some of America's most pressing race problems. 
Ultimately, America's recent fascination with a darker national savior has 
to be considered in the context of a rich tradition in its narrative in which 
self-sacrificing men of color offer both salvation and absolution to white 
protagonists. (Smith 2008) 
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of the Web site's author by using carefully chosen domain names, deceptive 
graphic user interface (GUI) and language that is less strident than what 
appears in overt hate speech online" (2008: 138). Her point is that, "Many of 
the old-school white supremacist groups that were active before the emergence 
of the digital era have simply moved their rhetoric virtually unaltered from print
based newsletters to Web sites" (2008: 134). Among these cloaked sites she 
identifies are: www.AmericanCivilRightsReview.com, a site owned by nco
Nazi Frank Weltner; and www.martinlutherking.org, produced by white 
supremacist Don Black, who also publishes www.Stormfront.org, "one of the 
earliest and longest continually published Web site of any kind." Black's 
Stormfront.org, Daniels notes, "has been a portal for white supremacist activity 
since 1999" (2008: 132). While it is not possible to know how much of bashing 
President Obama is determined by race or by the now legendary rudeness and 
coarseness of internet flame wars and rants, it is widely accepted that internet 
anonymity gives cover to and emboldens individuals and groups espousing hate 
and politically incorrect public discourse. 

And if it is the case that Obama-bashing online indicates further that 
America is experiencing voters' remorse, it is important not to count out 
President Obama's ability to turn his unfairly wounded presidency around (as 
his May 2011 capture and killing of Osama bin Laden suggests). God forbid, 
however, that the hate-filled public airways have not already fomented a climate 
for and justification of a "Second Amendment Solution" (to quote Tea Party 
political operative Sharron Angle) to presidential regime change in our increas
ingly divided nation. In the toxic media environment today, advocacy for a 
presidential assassination is clearly not off the table, as media stories about 
"assassinating Obama" ran rampant during the heyday of the 2008 presidential 
campaign, and continue today as a return of 3,080,000 hits on Google for a 
keyword search of "assassinate Obama" attests. Also at stake in this discussion 
is a convincing argument for why we need to attend to the bows and whys of 
media matters in our emergent digital democracy. 

Central to this interventionist approach is a desire to understand especially 
how digital democracy matters for contemporary race relations, in general, and 
its visible benefit/threat dialectic in the phenomenal rise of Senator Barack 
Obama, as the first (and potentially the last, for a long while) African American 
or black president of the United States of America. It is as though we may be 
living through a sort of Reconstruction 2.0 contemporary zeitgeist similar to 
that of our post Civil War past, wherein racially inclusive political power was 
shared temporarily only to be followed by a horrifically repressive post
Reconstruction era of racial violence and terror of staggering proportions. 
Defined by a political logic of white supremacy, racially motivated lynchings, 
voter disenfranchisement, and Apartheid-like Jim Crow racial segregation laws 
characterized and distorted America democracy until the modern Civil Rights 
Movement of the 1950s and 1960s. 
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With the ubiquity of old and new media coverage, President Barack Obama 
became the tiber-celebrity media text, one capable of testing the limits of new 
media's digital democracy credibility, while engendering a plethora of racial 
significations-novel and familiar. It is not insignificant that despite this 
president's centrist politics and initially inspiring postpartisan and postracial 
persona cultivated at home, incessant racialized narratives across the old and 
new media divides began decentering and diminishing his tremendous trans
national appeal and powerful leadership so welcomed abroad. In the post-George 
W. Bush era, the dominant media's benighted or reactionary coverage of 
Candidate Obama and later President Obama on the global stage is especially 
perplexing, and arguably unpatriotic. Too often objective and non-partisan 
reportage ofObama abroad emanating from respected mainstream news outlets 
was displaced by framing rhetorics more consistent with Right-wing media's 
ideological spin. 

This seems especially prevalent, as Obama's diplomatic positions on U.S. 
foreign policy worked to rehabilitate America's global reputation post 9-11, 
when the unprovoked terrorist attacks had elicited international sympathy and 
compassion prior to George W. Bush's unprovoked war on Iraq. Framing 
Obama's ability to draw historic levels of supportive crowds in Germany, 
France and other nation-states with such denigrating descriptors as "rock star," 
"appeaser," and "apologist," for example, seemed a diminution of any foreign 
policy bona fides Obama sought to shore up in comparison to his campaign 
competitors McCain and Clinton. 

Largely, international press coverage ofObama in 2008 was enthusiastic and 
affirmative, though skepticism about Obama was also palpable in the coverage. 
Culling from the tabloids, comics, news, and other media representations, der 

Spiegel is revealing. Exemplifying the former, der !3piegel Online ran a photo 
gallery featuring a diverse and representative array of Obama news coverage 
during his successful visit in Germany. One image gracing the cover of the Bild 

tabloid captures a smiling and waving Obama. Above his visage is a panel of 
images of German politicians digitally manipulated to look like Obama. The 
caption reads: "The mass circulation tabloid Bild admires the Illinois senator's 
optimism and beaming smile. The newspaper notes that Germans would like 
their own Obama" ("Photo Gallery" 2008). 

As for the latter or vocal skeptics, German telecom company Deutsche 
Welle provides reporting of a less celebratory nature. On June 28, 2008, 
Deutsche Welle's online portal D W- World. De posted a story entitled "Germans 
Disappointed in Obama's Stance on Death Penalty" that discussed German 
politicians and other observers' strong opposition to Obama's comments in favor 
of extending the death penalty for child rapists. This reaction came even 
though, as they reported, Obama "enjoys more popularity [here] than anywhere 
else in Europe." The 2008 German press coverage of Candidate Obama's 
European trip is symptomatic of other international press outlets' discursive 
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for their audiences, who claimed to be unsure of just who Barack Obama was 
and what were his qualifications to be president of the United States. In Lisa 
Nakamura's influential discussion about how corporate media images manage 
race, diversity, and discursive transnationality in televisual, print and online 
commercials about travel and tourism services, one observation suggests a 
possible rationale for American media's discomfiture with characterizing 
Obama's transnational appeal more objectively. Nakamura writes: "The 
continued presence of stable signifiers of otherness in telecommunications 
advertising guarantees the Western subject that his position, where he may 
choose to go today, remains privileged" (2000: 17). That Obama was and 
remains an unstable signifier of black masculine otherness, and one, moreover, 
who troubles the privileged status of the white Western subject, can account 
for much in mainstream and other media institutions' often contorted and 
biased coverage of him. 

"Obama" as Prefix 

There is an observable Obamaphobia phenomenon that is primarily an anti
Obama rhetoric most readily apprehended by a practice of affixing the name 
"Obama" onto a series of words often for the purposes of political derision, 
although the neologism is also deployed for satire, and even pro-Obama 
sentiments. In terms of the former, some recognizable cases in point are: the 
Obama Phone, an urban legend that claims President Obama funds free cell 
phones for poor black and other minority populations. This patent lie has fired 
up certain adherents in the Right-wing blogosphere featuring some of the 
vilest racist discussion threads. Other examples (nefarious or otherwise) include 
more self-explanatory applications such as: Obama Care, Obamanomics, 
Obamanation, Obama Hood, Obama bucks, and a few others that turn up in 
a Google search on the phrase "Obama as prefix," for example. One recent 
keyword search returned 269,000 matches or hits. 

For the remainder of this chapter, my discussion shifts to concerns about 
the critical nexus of pervasive computing and ubiquitous digital media 
technologies, and Senator Obama and his team's masterful media strategy of 
tapping the changed national mediascape to advance his historic and successful 
run for the presidency. We may well lament the compelling nature of America's 
racial scripts that endure and threaten to undermine what apparently small 
progressive gains on the postracial front we imagined digital media technologies 
and a once popular black president might engender. 

Conclusion: What's Race and Ethnicity Got to Do With IT 
(Information Technologies)? Are We Postracial Yet? 

Until news of the unfortunate racial conflagrations involving Professor Gates 
and Sergeant Crowley, and government worker Shirley Sherrod blanketed the 
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mediascape for weeks, rivaling the attention garnered by the You Tube footage 
of Reverend Wright, it seemed that we wanted, by and large, to believe that 
America had achieved a remarkable level of postracial harmony. After all, it 
was only months ago that we elected the first black president in the entire history 
of our democracy. The ensuing media firestorm attending each occasion seems 
to have done real damage to President Obama's personal popularity, and 
perhaps diminished our national desire for working toward an elusive postracist 
societal ideal. Notwithstanding the apparent glee evinced by some media 
pundits, bloggers, and website respondents over the rapid dissipation of the 
national mood celebrating racial healing on Election Day and on President 
Obama's Inauguration Day, it is crucial that the nation resist the pendulum 
swing (metaphorically speaking) back to old ways of racist thinking. It may seem 
odd in this context to invoke Thomas Jefferson, but to paraphrase him, 
antiracist thinking and actions require constant vigilance. 

Returning to the question posed earlier: What's race got to do with it? For 
those of us who are scholar-skeptics, and enthusiasts for digital technologies 
as cultural equalizers, we are well advised to heed Jan A.G.M. van Dijk's (2005) 
warning that, indeed, deepening "divides are byproducts of old inequalities, 
digital technology is intensifying inequalities, and new inequalities are 
appearing" ( 4). That said, it is important to highlight how race and ethnicity 
get re-presented, remixed, recoded, redeployed, known and understood 
generally in digital media interactions and transactions, such as in game play, 
online databases, friendship/social networks, blogs, grassroots community 
organizing, listservs, IMs or SMS (short message systems), hate speech, etc. This 
is especially the case where online activism around the phenomenon of the 
Obama campaign obtained. 

Following Sherry Turkle I like to point out the old-school truism operating 
in the early years of the internet's massification. In the early 1990s, there was 
a popular cartoon depicting a dog typing on a personal computer with a 
caption reading "Nobody knows you're a dog on the Internet" (Everett 2009b: 
4). Around this same time, the telecom giant MCI produced a compelling TV 
commercial claiming there is no race, no genders, and no infirmities in the new 
world of the internet because here "people can communicate mind to mind." 
These popular examples clearly were symptomatic of the nation's desire to 
imagine and construct colorblind or hyper-tolerant virtual communities and 
digital public spheres through the internet's text-driven digital environments 
during the late 1980s and early 1990s. This gave rise to the widely held 
perception and apparent wish-fulfillment that imagines America as having 
arrived at some idyllic race, gender, class neutrality in our civil society. In some 
important ways we have overcome the divisive identity politics of the past, but 
in more structural and institutional ways, not so much. 
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Notes 
Second Life is described on its website as "a 3-D virtual world entirely built and owned by its 
residents. Since opening to the public in 2003, it has grown explosively and today is inhabited 
by more than n,030,223 people from around the globe." See http://secondlife.com/whatis/. 

2 Shortly after President Barack Obama's successful inauguration, Right-wing media 
personalities voiced their opposition, typified famously by Rush Limbaugh's rush to declare, 
"I hope Obama fails." And Limbaugh's vocal opposition was not to be outdone as Republican 
Senator from South Carolina jim Demint joined the chorus invoking his constituency to make 
failure of the new president's health care proposal his "Waterloo," terminology tantamount 
to ensuring irreparable harm to President Obama's legislative agenda and thereby hastening 
his ultimate political demise. See, for example, Rush Limbaugh's website on january 16, 2009 
at: www.rushlimbaugh.com/home/daily/site_Oll609/content/Oll25113.guest.html and Ben 
Smith's "Health Reform Foes Plan Obama's Waterloo," at www.politico.com/blogs/bensmith/ 

0709/Health_reform_foes_plan_Obamas_ Waterloo.html 
3 See details on U.S. presidents' approval ratings at "How the Presidents Stack Up." The Wall 

Street journal.Com. Available at: http://online.wsj.com/public/resources/documents/info-

presapp0605-3l.html. 
4 See, for example, my essays: "P.C. (Post-Columbine) Youth Violence: What's the Internet/ 

Video Gaming Got to Do With It?" Denver University taw Review 77.4 (2000): 689-698; and 
"Digitextuality and Click Theory: Theses on Convergence Media in the Digital Age," in Anna 
Everett and john Caldwell, eds, New Media: Theories and Practices ofDigitextuality (New York 

and London: Routledge, 2003), 1-28. 
5 Originally, this was going to be a limited project about the media coverage of Illinois Senator 

Barack Obarna's 2008 presidential campaign. Suftlce it to say that campaign events made 

expanding the critical project essential. 
6 Derik Smith discusses the backlash Senator Obama generated from journalist Tavis Smiley and 

Reverend jesse jackson because of Obama's carefully cultivated race-neutral persona. See his 
2008 post on PopMattcrs.Com at www.popmatters.com/pm/feature/55188/i-am-obama/. 
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Joseph, clinging to the tower on top of the world, repositions the giant metal 
bowl-shaped antennas by tiny increments. The monotony is occasionally 
relieved by Michael's joking and his infectious laugh. Joseph, Michael, and 
Matt are aiming invisible radio waves of wireless Internet at other distant 
mountaintops. The shed where Michael crouches is filled wall-to-wall with rows 
of car batteries connected to a solar array outside. The whole site is surrounded 
by chain-link to keep out the wild burros-they've roamed here ever since 
prospectors brought them in the 1850s, and they'll chew anything. Despite its 
scrapyard provenance, everything is well kept and looks professional, except 
that to a practiced eye it lacks a certain uniformity: each one of the four 
antennas bolted to the top of the tall tower came from somewhere else. 

The tower is part of the Tribal Digital Village (henceforth, TDV), an 
innovative and successful solar wireless Internet distribution network that 
serves Indian lands in Southern California. This mountaintop has faster Internet 
service than my office at the University of Illinois, and it serves Indian 
reservations (some without phones, paved roads, or constant electrical power) 
where many residents now use the Internet every day, although some of them 
still may not have a phone. Matt, Michael, and Joseph's solar-powered metal 
towers-the way that the Internet is distributed here-form a system that is 
very different from one that a telecommunications company like AT&T would 
build, if they could ever be convinced to build here. 

In 2010, the FCC estimated that 65 percent of American households had 
broadband Internet in the home. That is the proportion of Native Americans 
with basic telephone service. Statistics about Native broadband are largely 
unavailable or unreliable, but one unsourced US government estimate puts 
national broadband penetration on Native lands at well below 10 percent 
(Genachowski 2010). However, on some reservations served by Joseph, Michael, 
and Matt of the TDV, broadband penetration is 100 percent and every single 
resident reports using the Internet daily. 1 This chapter is, first, an attempt to 
explain the TDV's success and, second, to better understand the difference 
between the way AT&T might have done things and the way that the TDV has. 
On the way I will also explain how providing infrastructure on Indian 
reservations may be such a different problem than supplying it somewhere else. 
In this I will reflect on indigeneity, infrastructure, user-driven innovation, and 
appropriation-all discussed in detail later. 

On the Reservations of Southern California 

The TDV story began in the summer of 2000. At that time the Indian reserva
tions in Southern California had little to no access to the Internet, and this was 
long after access to the Internet had become normal elsewhere. Although today 
we would consider it slow, virtually the entire US then had access to the 
Internet in some form if they chose to subscribe.2 Almost all American Internet 
users (90 percent) then used "dial-up" Internet access that required the user to 
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place a call on a telephone line with a modem (NTIA 2000). Dial-up access was 
available across the US (via a metered telephone call charged by the minute), 
while more than 96.5 percent of the US population had access to cheaper dial
up Internet service via an unmetered local call (Downes and Greenstein 2002: 

1035).3 

On the reservations, while unmetered dial-up access was available to some 
places in 2000 (Downes and Greenstein 2002: 1042), on some reservations the 
poor quality of the telephone lines meant that a modem couldn't connect at 
all, or it could only connect at a very slow speed that was normal over ten years 
earlier (9600 bps). On one reservation the telephones themselves would not work 
when it rained. Other reservations had no telephone service (cellular or 
landline), and as of this writing they still do not. Some also lack paved roads 

and electrical power. 
The poor state of basic infrastructure on these reservations is not unusual 

in "Indian Country" (a phrase referring to self-governing Native American lands 
in the US). By many measures, American Indians are the most economically 
disadvantaged group in America (Brescia and Daily 2007: 23). Those who self
identified as American Indian in the US Census's American Community Survey 
in 2007 are the least likely group to be employed, the least likely to hold a 
professional occupation if they are employed, the least likely to work in a 
technology-related field, 4 and the most likely to be below the poverty line (US 

Census Bureau 2008). 
In 2000, the tribal governments in San Diego County estimated the overall 

high school graduation rate on San Diego area reservations at 15 percent and 
unemployment at 50 percent, and noted that 75 percent of primary school 
students qualify for free or reduced-cost school lunch programs (a common 
measure of poverty). 5 Michael, the Network Administrator for the TDV, 
explains reservations to outsiders using a comparison to the ghetto: 

Life is hard on the reservation; if you're from the inner city, you know 
what the ghetto is like and life is probably hard in the ghetto. Well, we're 
rural, but life is just like that on the reservation. You got drugs, you got 
alcoholism, you got all kinds of different types of abuse, the poverty, I 

mean, just like the whole thing. 

There are few schools on reservation lands. Michael continues, 

When I was in high school, there were 26 of us that started as freshmen. 
We were bussed 45 minutes off the reservation to go to high school. There 
were 26 of us when I started, and there were three of us that finished. 

The ghetto metaphor and its implicit comparison is probably helpful for 
Michael because he so often has to defend Native claims to poverty or need 
to a skeptical non-Native public. For example, online news stories about 
Native problems that appear on the North County Times or the San Diego 
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of a hike. I mean, I wouldn't want to do it. But the time they chose for 
them to do it was really bad, and so a lot of people died. 

(The march was about 39 miles over Palomar Mountain.) 
As a result of the vicissitudes of history and the fluctuations of Indian 

policy, some Southern California reservations (such as Pala) are centrally 
located, reachable by existing roads, and contain arable land and ready access 
to water. Others are remote and virtually uninhabitable due to their 
mountainous terrain. Even land within a single reservation (e.g. San Pasqua!) 
may not be contiguous and the individual parcels may not be connected by roads 
(Srinivasan 2006: 508). As a consequence some reservations are not inhabited, 
others are subject to land dispute, and some are inhabited seasonally (e.g. 
Ewiiaapaayp ). The only common feature of the reservations in this area may 

be that they were lands that no one white wanted. 

Offline by Design 

Both in Southern California and elsewhere in the US, almost all Indian 
reservations were chosen as prisons. That is, the land was selected in order to 
isolate Native populations and to remove them from land that might ever be 
desirable. Today these places lack basic infrastructure like roads, power, and 
telephones, but ultimately infrastructure is difficult to provide in these areas 
by design-they are lands chosen to be inhospitable, and the residents were 
forcibly relocated there by the US government. For this reason, unlike other 
public policy initiatives that help the underserved and other rationales for 
telecommunications policy and universal service (see Sawhney 1994), programs 
like the Federal Indian Telecommunications Initiative and the FCC's Native 
Nations Broadband Task Force (FCC 2006, 2010) have a very different moral 
status. They can be conceptualized first as redress and second as a contractual 
obligation. Subsidizing infrastructure on Native lands is putting back something 
that the government earlier took away (or made much more difficult) by forced 
relocation. More broadly, the US government acquired most of its sovereign 
land area by promising a variety of benefits to Indians, sometimes in perpetuity, 
and infrastructure investment conceptually fulfills these treaty obligations. 
This is quite a different perspective than seeing these efforts as either social policy 
or welfare. For example, the 1851 Treaty of Temecula promises that the US will 
maintain shops, dwellings, and the services of schoolteachers, a carpenter, 
blacksmith, and wheelwright on Luiseii.o reservation lands in perpetuity.

9 

Although clearly the technology of infrastructure has changed, the intent was 
to provision Native infrastructure in exchange for land. The US still has the 
land, but the reservations lack the promised infrastructure. 

Of the eighteen reservations in San Diego County, at this writing only three 
contain areas that can obtain Internet service via traditional telecommunica
tions companies. While the difficult terrain is one major obstacle, another major 
problem is the demographics of the reservations themselves which make them 
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to transfer both process and craft to commercial and educational institutions, 
ideally particularly benefiting underserved populations. Public money thus 
funds advanced wireless research at Hans-Werner's university and, eventually, 
the tribes of Southern California are the beneficiary, creating a spin-otf the TDV. 

The TDV network is, at its base, also philanthropic. While initially providing 
university Internet connectivity to three tribes from his research project free 
of charge, Hans-Werner asked for installation help from tribal members and 
told his tribal contacts, 'Tm not a service provider." A university/tribal 
partnership followed and eventually received a $5 million grant from Hewlett
Packard to develop the network on reservation lands, and thus was christened 
the "Tribal Digital Village" (the title of the grant proposal). 12 

Michael was at that time working at the Rincon Education Center as a youth 
counselor. When the Center was to be connected to Hans-Werner's university 
network, Michael participated in the day-long construction of the tower. It was 
a tricky enough job that each member of the team signed the inside of the radio 
box with black permanent marker when they finished. From this, a ti·iendship 
between Hans-Werner and Michael eventually led Michael to the job of 
Network Administrator for the TDV, despite his lack of formal education in 
computing. Michael learned about networking on the workbench during visits 
to Hans-Werner's rural home. Michael reflects, 

we had to put IP addresses into our computers, but I didn't know what 
an IP address was. [Hans-Werner] just told me the numbers to put in 
and I put the numbers in. I had NO idea what they were for ... [Hans
Werner] said, "When you get it set up, try to ping the other side." "Okay," 
I said, "what is ping?" 

Experimentation quickly showed that Michael had a talent for wireless 
networking, a technical area where he was working with university researchers 
at near the state of the art. New radios, software, and network designs emerging 
at the time were invariably finicky, and in order to connect the reservations 
the TDV had to install equipment in some of the most inhospitable environ
ments possible. Recall that most tower sites lacked power and water, and many 
were not accessible by road. Indeed, towers were surrounded by hostile thorny 
vegetation, and were subject to mudslides, rockfalls, washouts and wildfires. 
(Not to mention the burros.) Winds-the legendary Santa Anas-routinely 
topped 100 mph on tower sites, playing havoc with the delicate orientation of 
the antennas and solar panels, or simply blowing down entire structures during 
storms. Hans-Werner remembers: 

I told him ... build a network on a bench first, and if you can make that 
work, you can make it work on a mountaintop. But if you start off on a 
mountaintop, you're not going to be able to make the network work ... 
[When] Michael came online ... suddenly there was a lot of interaction 
that resulted in expertise transfer, basically, by us educating them. Then 
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a major problem for the network is now that it cannot grow fast enough to 
accommodate the many demands for new services on reservation lands. 

To make all of this possible, Michael, Matt, Joseph, and others constructed 
twenty-three towers. These range from short rooftop masts to 80-foot steel and 
aluminum monoliths with elaborate outbuildings and poured concrete bases. 
As Matt explained it in 2009, TDV operates in a rectangle about 100 miles by 
75 miles, spanning the area from the US-Mexico border up into Riverside 
County. It has 90 miles of backbone (point-to-point) links, and the backbone 
operates on solar power at 45 Mbit!sec, or about 800 times faster than the dial
up modem it replaced at Pala ten years ago. 

This tale of continuous expansion hides important obstacles and strategies 
that explain infrastructure on Native lands. It also foregrounds a puzzle: How 
did the TDV succeed when similar initiatives on other tribal lands have not? 
The obstacles and strategies here concern the network of boxes, wires and waves, 
but also the residents and network builders. In the next section I will describe 
the TDV in more detail by considering the Internet users of Mesa Grande. Then 
in a subsequent section I will investigate the technological evolution of the 
devices and network engineers. The history of Native American engagement 
with technology makes the "missionary paradigm" for new technology more 
fraught than among other populations. That is, technology evangelists can 
remind San Diego tribal members of other sorts of missionaries. 

Tribal Perspectives on the Internet 

Without exception the staff ofTDV explain its success as a human one. As Matt 
put it, in the world of tribal politics, just getting this many tribes to do anything 
together is a capital achievement. The TDV started by offering service to tribal 
government offices in part so that the first users would be the tribal leaders, 
who could then act as emissaries for the service to others. At the beginning of 
the TDV there was already a small population of Internet users on reservation 
lands using dial-up (as at the Pala Learning Center), and these were usually 
people with tribal government jobs related to education or administration. The 
government workers, then, were sometimes the easiest to convince as they were 
already users. After the TDV provided broadband service to community centers 
and government buildings the network builders hoped to expand the network 
to residences. But to do that they needed to encourage Internet use among a 
population that had little to no experience with Internet use. 

Some of the Native perspectives on the Internet and computing generally 
were difficult for me to grasp because the Internet's promise of connectivity 
seems manifestly useful-especially in remote areas. There are a few narratives 
about Internet resistance (Wyatt et al. 2002), but these emphasize that being 
uninterested in using the Internet is very rare-about 2 percent of the US 
population was uninterested in 2009 and this is declining (Horrigan 2009). TDV 
staffers like Matt and Michael and outside collaborators like Hans-Werner 
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enthusiastically share the most optimistic view of the Internet and Internet 
connectivity. However, while the connotation of "new technology" for most 
readers will be positive, historically the interface between Native peoples and 
technology has often been negative (e.g. James 2006).

14 
Even free Internet 

service can be seen as another intrusive government program that follows a 
stream of misguided past interventions, or as something that is potentially 

culturally dangerous. 
The relatively short history of computing projects on Indian reservations 

has also produced as many warnings as successes. A project with one meaning 
off the reservation might find quite a different reception when brought to Indian 
Country. For example, one of the earliest successful educational computer games 
produced for use in public schools is "Oregon Trail." It was a blockbuster hit 
after its release in 1973 and it made the idea of educational computing on 
personal computers in classrooms mainstream. Although a simple game by 
today's standards, it is still used in elementary schools around the US. 
Schoolchildren play the role of white settlers colonizing the West in a manner 
that is quite alarming to Native users (Bowers et al. 2000: 194). As one 
instruction manual for a revised version (titled "Westward Ho!") points out 
dryly, as a player it is a valid move to kill both the hostile and the friendly Indians, 

but shooting the friendly Indians wastes bullets (Ahl 1986). 
In the first blush of enthusiasm for the Internet (particularly in the 1990s) 

the Internet was celebrated by referring to the possibility of placelessness, or 
access to information without reference to place, and also to the excitement of 
anonymity or identity play-in utopian claims about the Internet every user 
could be equal. The state of indigeneity, in contrast, is a continual assertion of 

place and an affirmation of identity. 
While past research on information and communication technologies has 

almost always explicitly acknowledged the problems of social justice that plague 
indigenous peoples, one persistent goal of researchers from this literature is to 
organize indigenous knowledge for its preservation and broad dissemination 
(e.g. Neeklmeghan and Chester 2007). But from a Native perspective the 
interconnection of knowledge is not read as neutral-it is read as extraction of 
valuable knowledge for use by others without compensation or control. As Howe 
writes, networked communication "condones equal and immediate access to 
information by all," but "this is antithetical to the social transmission of morally 

sanctioned tribal knowledge" (Howe 1998: 23-24). 
Government agencies and foundations have promoted the use of computers 

for the purpose of cultural preservation among indigenous peoples (such as Roy 
2006; Srinivasan 2007) and this was one of the justifications for the TDV's 
founding grant from Hewlett-Packard. Yet the codification of tribal knowledge 
has not served these nations well in the past, and to have more information 
available on the Internet can be seen as profoundly ignorant of the practices 
by which information is organized in these societies. Anthropologists have 
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as "digital storytelling," and "Web-based tools for language teaching and 
preservation" (for a similar project, see Srinivasan 2006, 2007). The grant also 
proposed a walled garden approach, including a separate e-mail system ("Rez
Mail"), e-greeting card system, and calendar to make "tribal and inter-tribal 
communication" easier than communication with the outside. But Native 
populations are not monolithic, and worries about cultural preservation and 
the dangers of assimilation divide sharply by class. In Eric Michaels's canonical 
narrative of the introduction of television production among the Warlpiri 
(Michaels 1994) tribal leaders speaks of the introduction of new media tech
nology in terms of an ongoing cultural and language war between first nations 
and the dominant culture, and of unique first nations contributions to culture 
that should be subsidized and supported. But while the tribal leadership sees 
satellite television as a threat and part of a cultural war, the average Warlpiri 
television viewer in Michaels's account is thrilled by the chance to see live 
soccer matches for the first time. Indeed, concerns about assimilation are most 
often held by the cultural elite, while non-elites can be enthusiastic about new 
connections and the chance to use tools or see media that are common 
elsewhere. 15 (The same is true in France.) 

Figure 8.1 The TDV services the Adams Drive backbone tower. (2008) 

Photo credit: Matt Crain 
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PHOTO CREDIT: Hope Hall 
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. f has high-speed Internet access 
Figure 8.3 Ewiiaapaayp IMndbl~D R) ~~~~ ;;.ed roads, electrical power, or 

(from 1 to 45 1 s 
telephones. (2008) 

PHOTO CREDIT: Matt Crain 

the Mesa Grande Indian 
Figure 8.4 "Punky" _at homhe with het~~;'~~; ~~iversal broadband adoption. 

Reservation. T e reserva 
(2008) 

PHOTO CREDIT: Hope Hall 
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Figure 8.5 Michael and Hans-Werner examine the back of an antenna at the 
antenna graveyard in rural San Diego County. (2008) 

PHOTO CREDIT: Hope Hall 

Native Users Are Different; And They Are Required to Be 

The TDV project emphasized the profoundly disadvantaged populations on the 
reservations and proposed the Internet as a tool for cultural preservation 
because the proposers were savvy about the politics of fundability. That is, 
funding rationales for the TDV emphasize technology transfer, poverty, and 
cultural patrimony rather than, say, the essential unfairness of everyone else in 
the US having the Internet (and telephones, roads, and electrical power) when 
Indians do not. The grant makes some worrying promises, however, because 
it implies that success for the TDV will lead to new technological developments, 
reduce poverty, and preserve culture. This is a serious disconnect between the 
everyday uses of the Internet and our usual reasons for subsidizing it. This is 
true for the TDV just as it is in most studies of Internet use in disadvantaged 
communities elsewhere: people use the Internet in a variety of ways-probably 
most prominently to entertain themselves and maintain their social con
nections. These uses conflict with the stridently instrumentalist approach of 
public policy and philanthropic subsidy. Our public policy assumes that users 
are working or educating ourselves all the time (e.g. Sandvig 2006). Thus the 
Internet, widely known to be a great source for pornography and idleness, can 
be subsidized as an educational and uplifting technological device only by 
developing a careful blindness about what people actually do with it. 

In 2006, TDV expanded service to residential areas with a new connection 
to the Mesa Grande reservation. When drivers approach Mesa Grande on the 
only road, it jumps out of the mostly empty landscape as though it were an 
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oasis. Duane, a Mesa Grande resident, night watchman, and former minor
league baseball player, says, "We're out here in the middle of no place. We're 
30 minutes either way from a paved road! ... The milk man, cable man, post 
man don't come here." Duane's home is one of twenty-two on the reservation
all built by a 1992 grant from the US Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. The street of homes was built in two phases from generic plans. 
Architects praise a structure when it is integrated into its site and surroundings: 
These reservation homes are not. For the visitor, the street produces the 
distinctly odd effect of a stucco-walled California suburb that has been magically 
moved far away from its origin: the dose-packed houses, streetlights, and the 
paved road (Hallyeyaaw Drive) start and stop abruptly, as though at a line on 
an unseen map. Beyond the limit, there is no paving and indeed no man-made 
structure of any kind. These twenty-two homes and the tribal hall are the only 
buildings on the reservation, although a nearby parcel is used to keep seventy 
head of buffalo. When the TDV first began serving residential homes instead 
of only government buildings (such as schools, libraries, community centers, 
and tribal offices), the Chairman of the Mesa Grande tribe volunteered this 

reservation, surely in part due to its extreme isolation. 
In 2008 I visited these homes and talked with their occupants about the 

Internet. When I was invited into their homes I asked them to show me how 
they normally used it. None of the residents could recall ever attempting to use 
dial-up Internet, meaning that at the introduction of broadband TDV service 
in 2006 they went from Internet non-users to daily users. Penetration is 100 
percent on the reservation, and all residents reported using the Internet daily. 
To spur use, residents were given free computers (though relatively simple and 
slow ones). Even with these incentives, the Internet's sudden popularity wasn't 

certain. Duane explains: 

When the computers were first given to us, a lot of people down here 
didn't [want them]. Either [they] weren't computer savvy or they just 
didn't know what to do with it, you know? Mesa Grande ... although 
we're big in number, money-wise, we're probably one of the poorest tribes. 
And so for a piece of equipment like this to come into some of these 
houses, it's just a mind-blower. And it almost scares some people. 
[imitates others] "I don't want to break it." "I don't want somebody to 

find out I don't know how to use it." 

Duane explains that universal adoption-suddenly every home had the 
Internet and a computer at the same time, and they had the same computer
helped the residents learn to use the Internet together via a mutually supportive 
experimentation. (Although the TDV did offer formal classes, none of the users 

we spoke with had taken them.) Duane says, 

I'm not the smartest bird in the world, but I can figure most things out. 
So I can get on a computer and send my [e-mail] and go through it. 
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For me, I use it more as a toy than as a tool. I love the computer as far 
as just being able to get on it and just, uh, play on it; like I said, I mainly 
use it as a toy. That's my biggest thing: I'm not afraid to relax and enjoy 
things. I'm not one of them guys, or one of them people that have to go 
out and just [motions] ... So I'll come home, eat something, and I'll come 
straight to my hole here [gestures at desk] and I'll turn on the TV. And 
the TV is nothing but noise most of the time; the computer is my main 
attraction. I'll turn on the TV or radio for the news and play-most the 
time-[online] poker, or a video baseball game [for] three or four hours 
at a time. You can buy a [CD-ROM game] ... , but you buy a disc and 
it's just not live, you know? You play it once or twice, it's old news. Every 
time you get on the Internet it seems to be new, you know? 

Duane also mentions keeping in touch with an old friend who travels avidly 

by receiving his e-mails from Amsterdam and New Mexico. 
The difficulty of using public money to subsidize uses like Duane's has a 

long history in US policy. With the telephone, American legislators have long 
tried to separate the "useless" and "useful" and only subsidize the latter. For 
example, federal "Lifeline" subsidies have been designed to encourage telephone 
adoption so that the ability to call 9-1-1 would be universally available
potentially saving entire communities via the early reporting of fires before they 
spread. Yet this subsidy has often been structured so that the government cannot 
be accused of paying for talking on the phone for pleasure: by far the dominant 

actual use of the phone. 16 

Just as the TDV users are hesitant to admit they use subsidized MySpace 
and video baseball, the back-and-forth between what a technology "is designed 
for" vs "is used for" is obviously loaded and prescriptive in many settings. In 
the late 1980s French international aid agencies developed a solar-powered 
lighting kit for charitable export to rural Cote d'lvoire (Ivory Coast) and other 
"less developed countries" (Akrich 1992). A lighting kit was chosen for 
charitable export because providing light is an uncontroversial use of charity. 
Indeed, the lighting kit itself was painstakingly designed to prevent its users 
from adapting it for any use other than lighting. In part the French designers 
restricted the system because they assumed that electricians in Cote d'Ivoire 
were not skilled enough to repair or modify it. (They would only break it.) 
Although the kit was "hardened" with non-standard plugs and wiring, in the 
end local electricians managed to successfully modify it to allow the solar 
panels to power television sets. (In international aid circles this use of charitably 
provided power systems is sometimes called "the television problem."

17
) 

Watching television was the use that the recipients of the kit most preferred, 
but that the designers and funders of the kit least preferred (Akrich 1992). 

The TDV has avoided most controversy about the uses of these subsidies 
because they justifiably feel, when pressed about it, that they should be able to 
use the Internet "just like everyone else." While other wireless Internet Service 
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even while it might save money on rent. Michael had the idea of enlisting his 
family members to carry bags of dry concrete mix and jugs of water in 
backpacks up steep hiking trails in order to stabilize the foundation of towers 
where no road could reach. Part of the unorthodoxy of Michael and Matt's 
approach was often the degree of risk that they were comfortable with. At one 
point, Michael built a tower by strapping the components onto the chassis of 
an ATV and driving it up the steep, rocky hillside. ("'thought [Michael] was 
insane," remembered Hans-Werner. "I got to the top!" replied Michael.) A later 
strategy of borrowing backhoes and building their own access roads was equally 
perilous. This is an area where a light rain can quickly turn the soil into 
impassable mud; the tight switchbacks and steep grades led to at least one Ready 
Mix Concrete Truck (bringing concrete for the tower foundation) sitting on 
the homemade road only to slowly lean over, with one wheel spinning in the 
air over a precipice. After these road-building adventures, a particularly difficult 
tower was constructed by dropping the equipment onto the mountaintop from 

a rented helicopter. 
While one might think of the corporate engineers that developed and sold 

these towers, antennas, and radios as the experts on them, in fact the user of a 
device who is intimately familiar with its operation in their local context often 
has far more information about its performance characteristics and uses (von 
Hippe! 1998, 2005). In this sense the TDV staff are users of the apparatus of 
wireless networking provided elsewhere. 19 In their construction of the TDV 
backbone network, Matt and Michael developed expertise with radios and 
antennas that made visits or phone calls with their vendors seem as though the 
chairs had been reversed. Matt and Michael could dictate the real performance 
characteristics of a given antenna or radio out of their long familiarity and the 
TDV's extreme conditions. To achieve connectivity in mountains across the 
North County and beyond, Michael and Matt often pushed beyond the limits 
(particularly range) listed on the specification sheets produced for their devices. 
In 2007, for instance, the San Diego wildfires destroyed two towers and came 
near a third tower at Adams Drive. The heat caused a pressure difference that 
exploded the glass membranes from all of the solar panels. The formerly drum
shaped, formerly airtight radio enclosures were left looking like sagging grey 
deflated balloons. The TDV was a kind of rugged technology sorting function: 
some devices continued to operate even when subjected to these terrific strains; 

others did not. 
Matt and Michael readily acknowledge that they didn't know what they were 

doing, particularly in the early days. Michael jokes about their early network 
planning process by saying that they would get up on a mountain with a 

telescope and say, 

"That's the direction. Can you see this [other] mountain?" And we'd look, 
and we'd walk around, and we'd get under trees so we could find the way. 
"Yeah, we see that mountain. Okay, that's a good point." Now we'd walk 
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over to the other side to the vantage point: "Now, can you see that mount·11·n 
over th <" "N " "W 11 ' ' ere· o. e , lets go over here. Can you see it?" "Yeah." 

Their a~proach provided s_ome innovative engineering because they didn't know 
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mnovat~-or-buy" decisions. In other words: Build my own custom wireless 
networ~ ~nfrastructure or hire consultants to do it for me. As mentioned abov~c 
~~:t~~~s10~s seemed straight~orward and were decided on cost-professional 

kll I~atiOn ~as too expensive. The tribes spent liberally from their initially 
~': I e lab~r mstead of con~racting for expensive outside expertise. But even 

_ore fundmg had been available, this innovate-or-buy calculus is not alwa s 
straightforward. As von Hippe! writes, Yc 

Some individual users d ·d · . · · · may eci e to mnovate for themselves rather 
than buy even If a traditional accounting evaluation would show that th 
h~d made a major investment in time and materials for an apparent~~ 
mmor r_ewar~ m product functionality. The reason is that individual users 
may gam maJor rewards from the process of innovating, in addition to 
the rewards from the product. c2005: 61 ) 

Vo~ Hippe! emphasizes "control over my own work" (2005: 61) as a . ·h -
logical reason that ind· ·d 1 · h · psyc 

0 

h h 
IVI ua s mig t mvest huge sums in an innovation nrocess 

rat er t an buying th" t c some mg, even something custom-made for them 
Howe~er, the analog to "control over my own work" in the TDV case is tribai 
sovereignty, a collective overriding social goal and not a psy ·h I . I I d d h c o og1ca one. 
n lee ' t e techn_ology transfer literature and public policy in this area assumes 

at east the learnmg rewards from innovation as given, and may assume that 
gre_atksums should be spent on minor customizations in the hope of transferring 
taot nowledge, skills, and social connections. 

M" I~ thlis fcase the technology transfer rationale has carried the day, transforming 
IC ae rom an afterschool tutor to a skilled network administrator with 
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. . the forefront of wireless networking c · . 1 onnectwns across 
extensive pro,esswna c 1 transformed from users to 

. The tribes themse ves were h 
research and practtce. . I ·catt'ons services via TDV. In t e 

If ide te ecommum · . 
producers: they now se -prov fi . and assemblies of eqmpment 

. d new con tgurattons . 
process they have ptoneere . their peers and copied. It ts 

k th t . re innovative among ' . d 
and protocol stac s a a . . 1 b t the rewards oflearn111g an 

h h t the academtc rattona e a ou 
remarkable, t en, t a 

1 
ho lived through it. 

control holds little weight with the peopbe wk a chance to acquire new 
h 1 nd set ac was 

Even though eac strugg e a . dy to give up their hard-
. . I d . the proJeCt are now rea . 

experttse, those mvo ve_ m If h d the chance to do it agam, they 
won skills in exchange for normalcy. hwe a k f spending their time writing 
say, we wouldn't do it this way. Instead, th' ey spoenatra~tors who are already expert. 

. . re money to tre c . 
more grants or ratsmg mo truction the expertise ts a . . 1 · about tower cons ' 
Rather than dehght 111 earnmg d th didn't have the money or 

minder that they had to do it themselves, an ey 
re . f structure as everyone else. 
the status to have the same m ra. . I h networking technology left a 

d c 'th expenmenta mes 
One extende 10ray wt V . d a grant to experiment 

h. d While the TD recetve 
particularly bad taste be 111 . I t Mesa Grande in the hope that 

. d esh protoco s a 
1 with truly cuttmg-e ge m t they found the experimenta 

meshing could reduce the overall system cosb, d ned the effort. While a 
t I and soon a an o 

equipment too temperamen a , ld '1 t . n innovative protocol suite for 
h d I yment cou pt o a b 

successful new mes ep o h' II Their users didn't deserve to e 
others, the TDV reasoned about~ ts mor~d y. d they aspired to "just plain 
the guinea pigs of the networkmg wor , an ts" Again it's true that each 

. 1 . I . "No more expenmen . ' 
Internet." Matt put tt p amy. h . of hard-won knowledge was 

th'ng but eac ptece 
trial by fire taught them some t ' I ation in this context, is both 
still a reminder of their unusual status. nnov ' 

d · at the same ttme. h 
liberating an oppresstve . . f th' chapter provides a furt er 

I. b t th begmnmg o ts 
Joseph's tower c tm a e d M' h 1 on the TDV surely taught 

h h' work with Matt an tc ae . 
example. Even thoug ts . . knowled e he gained was not suffiCient 
him all about network engmeenhng, th~et liar c:reer in computing. Although 

, high-tee , w 1 e-co 
for Joseph to pursue a . . b no 'obs like that exist anywhere near 
he would be employable 111 such a JO , l!J f the Mesa Grande reservation 

(F mple almost a o h 
the reservations. or exa . ' h t 'b I government.) For Joseph, t e 

k c 'th r casmos or t e n a h' 
residents wor ,or et e . I d h' skt.lls) but it doesn't take till 

· s (It deve ope ts 
technology transfer ts a succes . . 1 t is the bottom rung of a 

. W k · the cas111os as a va e 
anywhere worth go111g. or 

111 
t' · ob is a dead end. 

defined career path. In contrast, a compu 111g J 

d p 't . Understanding Difference Appropriation Towar an Y· 

in Technology r· d the 
V d AT&T elaborated so far tt un er 

All of the differences between TD an_ " fthe most intriguing concepts 
f h d" propnatton, one o 

broad umbrella o t e wor ap . 
1 

nd "a" to appropriate 
h I Pronounced wtth a ong seco , . 

in the study of tee no ogy. . 'thout permission-It denotes 
a technology literally means to possess Jt wt 
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ownership, control, and the ability to modify. People are generally t:1scinated 
by stories where a technology was intended to do one thing but then it was 

forcefully re-made in order to do something else, just as old cellular telephone 
towers, new wireless signals, car batteries and more were re-made to provide 

Internet service by TDV. Appropriation is almost never portrayed as a boring 

step in the development of technology-instead it is couched as a kind of noble 
resistance, a daring assault launched by an underdog on the powerful. (Michael: 

"haha! ... nobody thought we could.") Accounting for appropriation is useful 
because it can free us from the assumption that technologies always unfold in 

the ways they are intended to, or that a particular technology necessarily 
produces particular consequences (technological determinism). 

In cases like this one it is not helpful to think about technology as a single 

monolithic object (like "the Internet" or "electrical power") that diffuses (Rogers 

2003) through cultures and societies. Instead the technology itself is always 
changing-it exists as a complicated network of interested parties who all work 
to achieve their own interests with and through it, changing it at every turn 

(Latour 2005). These changes to the technology are central in the study of 

appropriation. This is about more than making sense of a new technology 

(sometimes called domestication) and it is more than changing your life to fit 

a new technology into your habits and practices (sometimes called articulation). 
Appropriation appears in technology stories as the engine of difference (see 

Eglash et al. 2004): it's a concept that connotes virtuous inventors, hackers, 
tinkerers, phreaks, and colorful technical virtuosos who strive to change the 

sterile status quo by imprinting their countercultural ethos into the machines 

that they modify. Information and communication technologies are topics of 
special importance in the study of appropriation because they may be more 

easily designed to allow or forbid their own transformation and therefore 

appropriation (Hess [ 1995] terms this "flexibility," more recently Zittrain 
[2008] discusses this as "generativity"). Appropriation is also taken to be a 

significant source of innovation and creativity in the trajectory of technological 
design (von Hippe! 1998). 

I hoped, in the preceding text, to provide an introduction to the unusual 
challenges of infrastructure on Indian reservations, and an introduction to the 

unusual successes of the TDV. Yet this story has much larger implications. Like 
any appropriation story, the story of the Tribal Digital Village has underdogs 

and daring, but in the end I find it speaks for a very different perspective on 
appropriation than what has often been written: a perspective that I will call 
"appropriation toward parity." Rather than an engine of difference, in the case 

of the TDV it is clearer that some kinds of appropriation can be engines of 
similarity in the development of technological infrastructures, and that this asks 

us to reconsider the role of aspiration in the design of new technologies. In the 
scholarship of technology this aspirational component has largely been left out 

because appropriation is shown as an innovation-it leads to a technology that 
is culturally or technically a better fit with its users. 
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To recap, the TDV is a novel wireless Internet distribution network that 
provides Internet access to remote indigenous communities in Southern 
California. It was developed mainly by people with no experience in wireless 
technology or providing Internet service. While it is a technologically innovative 
system in many ways, the communities concerned would really rather have a 
more normal system-ideally provided by a more usual Internet provider. Matt, 
Michael, and everyone involved are justly proud ofTDV's many achievements 
-it might be said it has succeeded against all odds, and although there are other 
efforts at tribal self-provision there is no clear competitor to TDV in terms of 
its technological daring, speedy rise, and universal adoption and use on some 
of its lands. Yet all of these achievements are also reminders of the odds and 
the obstacles. Matt, recall, would rather have had enough money to "just hire 
someone." The regrets of these reluctant innovators make their way into the 
design choices about the wireless system that they developed. Since ultimately 
their goal is to have the same Internet service as everyone else, this aspiration 
toward parity makes them cover up some of the novel features of their system, 
and (along with Native American identity and the funding models involved 
here) it provokes dissonance when their users need to be both exceptional and 
normal. Writing about appropriation has emphasized that different cultural (and 
geographic, and other) circumstances will produce different technological 
systems, just as the tribes of the Southern California mountains produced an 
Internet service that does not look like AT&T. Rather than celebrating the 
difference, it is worth noting that their different system may be striking and 
unusual only as a necessary step toward the ultimate goal of assimilation. (I 
mean assimilation both in a good and a bad sense-both as "fairness" and 
"sameness.") That is, appropriators may or may not produce difference by intent. 
The TDV is a wholly unusual distribution network elaborately built at great 
effort and expense using unorthodox means so that Punky can be an ordinary 
teenager. In circumstances of appropriation toward parity, you will design a 
system that is as different as it has to be so that you can be the same. 

Technology tends to start with the powerful and then flows "downhill" to 
everyone else (see Eglash et al. 2004). Skilled technology designers are usually 
the ones who get to design and modify technology with permission, so most 
appropriation work involves users or otherwise non-traditional technology 
designers. If a relatively powerless or a marginal user is the one who ends up 
changing or controlling a widespread technological system this is seen by many 
writers as an opportunity for investigation and even celebration. Many of the 
most well-known writing about appropriation in the study of technology takes 
this template to heart as a way of understanding the forgotten or suppressed 
histories of technological innovation. If not handled delicately it can sound fatally 
patronizing, but handled well it gives students of technology and social justice 
a chance for celebration and optimism in a circumstance where these are rarely 
found. A popular current example of the genre is the blog Afrigadget (www. 
afrigadget.com/), where each entry chronicles examples of African ingenuity 
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and most of the ingenuity on display (but not al . . 
technological effect funct· , I of It) mvolves duplicating a 

' JOn, or consequen · h · · . 
more sophisticated researcher . h. ce Wit mtenor materials. The 
· · . s 111 t IS area are a] k 
111JUStiCe that turns approprr·at· k ways eenly aware of the 

wn wor a so 1 ·f 
Eglash writes, "insofar as app . . . : ur co or ' you look at it closely. As 
h 

ropnatwn 1s a resp 
s ould work at obviating the d "' . onse to marginalization we 
( 

nee wr 1t by e . ' 
Eglash et al. 2004: xvii) Th TD mpowenng the marginalized" 
h . h' . e V story shows tl h . c ens mg the adaptabilit f th us 1at t ere IS a danger in 

b y o e oppressed, who J t d 
ecause they have no other choice. nus a apt by necessity 

.. In the standard view of user-driven innovati . . 
IS mnovation-positive Th d"£"' . , on rt rs clear that appropriation 

( 
. e ' Jerent user Situations f th . 

or really, almost any div 't , o e margmal and oppressed 

d
. ersr y among users) can d 

mo Ifications some of wh. h pro uce new designs and 
' JC may prove broadly v I bl I . 

evolution of its solar to . I a ua e. n this view the TDV's 
wer wrre ess Internet dist 'b t' . 

a model with wide applicatio Th h n u JOn system is potentiall}' 
TD 

n. e s ortcuts and d" · 
V could be copied by oth . 'I I expe IenCJes pioneered by 

f er Simi ar y constrained t k b · 
o appropriation invites us to co 'd h ne wor udders. This view 

h " nsJ er t e TDV as a ··t f. 
per aps a best practice," as then-FCC Cl . . . SI e o 111novation and 
visited the TDV for a to H 1airman Michael Powell did when he 

ur. owever the part' 1 · · . 
that it is not a model for self- t t' ICu antres of the TDV case show 

Wh
. s ar mg entrepreneursh· t. . 
rle Powell toured N t' 1 d 1P or or a social policy. 

t I 
a rve an s to promote N· t. It· 

e ecommunications serv· d 1 a rve se -provision of 
· ICes an ce ebrate thei · 

advocated an overall do-it If r promise and successes he also 
-yourse 'entrepreneurial h ' . 

genesis ofTDV a proJ·ect of . b . approac that mistakes the 
b 

' massive su s1dy This II . 
ecause it is not clear ho . b . . . was a we -Justified subsidy 
h w an unsu srdrzed netw k 1 :I ' 

t ese areas with this population. While self- . -~r wou l ever be viable in 
because of the proximit f . . provisiOn succeeded here, it did so 

C l
·r . Y 0 a maJor research un · .· ( . 

a rwrma campus) therefor th' . Iversity a Umversity of 
I d

. ' e rs rs not a model th· t . b d . 
n ran Country. Indeed tr . h . a can e uphcated across 

I ' aversmg t e histor ofTDV 
ead to a checklist of practices th t 'II .d y as we have done doesn't 

s h II a wr ar another prov·d t ame c a enges. Instead it I d ' er o surmount the 
. . ' ea s to a keen app · · . 

personalrtres, institutional fact . . d I recratwn tor the unique 
. h ors, an uck that enabl d th T 

Wit such an ambitious pr · . . e e DV to succeed 
h 

ovrswn proJect Indeed h 1 
as been the expensive and . . ' t e esson of TDV for me 

C 
systemic attention th t b 

ountry in order to reverse d d f a must e paid to Indian 
R eca es o neglect 

ecent research about computin and . . 
are many distinct strategies of g _m~brle phones demonstrates that there 

· . appropnatwn From L t' A . 
one rs canmbalism or appropr· t' h · a 111 mencan culture 
"W 'II ' ra JOn t rough absorpt' . d . , e WI swallow what th . , IOn an transformation 
200 ey give us and produce h. . 

7: 17). In contrast to cannibal" . h . so met mg else (Bar ct al. 
. Ism, a not er tactic is b . fil 

new mvasive forms of new t h 1 aroque m I tration, where 

d b 
. ec no ogy are surrounded b t 

an su strtutes in order tor d h Y exu )erant contrasts 
h 

. en er t e new technolo 1 . f. . 
t e way rt is used-a tact· . gy ess e tective or change 

I 
1c piOneered by Eu C . 

cu ture of the Protestant "' . ropean athohcs to resist the 
rewrmatwn (20) I " . mean appropriation toward 
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k ly where there . se but it resonates most een 
Parity" as a goal and not a tache per. : "bl to know from one case study 

f . . f It ts tmposst e f 
is a specific history o tn)US tee. . . articularly Native American or~. 

hether appropriation toward panty ts a ~ l"ke the TDV conceptuahze 
w . h ppropnators 1 
(I doubt it.) Yet in askmg ow a h l t"t provides us with a new way 

d · their tee no ogy . h t 
difference in themselves an m and human identity. It remmds us t a 
to think about technologtcal change d Ewiiaapaayp Mountain means 

h t Mesa Gran e or D" 
having the Internet ere a . d . th affluent suburbs of San tego. 
something quite different than tt oes m e 
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Appendix A: Note on Method 

This chapter is an attempt at what Star (1999) has called an ethnography of 
infrastructure. Unlike other infrastructure studies (Jackson eta/. 2007), learning 
from and with Indians is a serious challenge with unique problems and 
obligations (see Smith 2006). As Frank writes, 

At its deepest, the reticence by tribal ... communities to allow non
members to undertake studies that document the issues and complexities 
of contemporary life combines the memory of the historical denigration 
of Native Americans through objectification and subjugation, often at the 
hands of"researchers." (Frank 2005: 13) 

As a result, the research project as a whole was planned in partnership with 
the TDV organization, and grant funding for the project was jointly applied 
for and paid to the partnership. My goal as a researcher was to learn about the 
TDV, while the TDV's goal was to learn about itself. 

Although I followed news of the TDV from 2002, I substantively engaged 
with TDV starting in 2003 when, along with graduate students, I interviewed 
the TDV directors at a variety of annual conferences and professional meetings 
(these interviews have continued through 2007). I also took four trips to 
California, one in 2004 (for one day), 2007 (two days), 2008 (for seven days), 
and 2009 (one day). Our interviews included tribal government staft~ TDV staff, 
TDV users, and TDV collaborators. I have interviewed thirty-six people, some 
of them multiple times. At this writing I have studied the TDV for seven years 
(2003-2010) and amassed 380 recordings and over 1,000 photographs. 

This study is then what Yin has called a longitudinal, embedded, single-case 
design selected for atypicality (Yin 2003: ch. 2). The method is primarily the 
ethnographic interview, with a variety of sources of documentation, including 
still photography, HD video recording, audio recording, and the collection 
ofTDV documents intended for internal and external distribution (similar to 
Miller & Slater 2001). All recorded interviews were transcribed. I have also 
benefited from a cooperative agreement with another, related research project 
that has conducted other interviews independently of ours.20 

I circulated a draft of this chapter to the community for comment (a process 
that ethnographers sometimes call participant validation). As our fieldwork was 
conducted cooperatively, our interlocutors also received copies of all of the 
photography, recordings, and transcripts that we produced. The response to 
the draft was uniformly positive. The only point of disagreement turned out 
to be the reasons behind the TDV' s success when so many other similar projects 
have failed. This question "What's different about the TDV?" animated our 
research project, and in the end our interlocutors were as curious about it as 
we were. Several people who responded had different ideas and these also dif
fered from my draft. This chapter was revised to incorporate these suggestions 
without altering the central argument. 
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AppendixB: Tables 

Table 8.1 A Timeline of the Tribal Digital Village 

2000 

2001 

2002 
2003 

2004 
2006 

2007 
2008 
2009 

National Science foundation awards Braun $2.3m via the University of 
California at San Diego to construct an experimental high-performance 
wireless research and education network 
first Indian site (Pala) added to university network 
Braun serves three Indian reservations and about twenty users 
Tribes receive $5m grant from Hewlett-Packard to expand network 
TDV founded by tribal governments 
TDV first offers service to tribal offices, libraries, and schools 
TDV begins experiments with solar power on mountamtops 
TDV bandwidth first subsidized by Federal e-Rate Program 
Chairman Powell of the US FCC visits to tour TDV 
TDV is first independent from university bandwidth , 
TDV offers first widespread service to homes at Mesa Grande 
TDV begins experiments with mesh routing 
San Diego wildfires damage three TDV towers 
TDV rebuilds two damaged towers 
TDV serves seventeen Indian reservations and about 1,500 users 

Table 8.2 Towers and Installations of the Tribal Digital Village 

Year 

2000 

2001 

2001 

2002 

2002 

2002 

2002 

2002 

2002 

2002 

Tower Name 

Mt Whitney 

Mt Woodson 

M t Laguna Observatory 

Pal a 

Adams Drive 

San Pasqua! 

Pauma Valley 

Rincon Reservation 

Palomar Mountain 

Chairman's House 

Los Coyotes 

Santa Ysabel #I 

La jolla 
(a.k.a. Vallecitos Intermediate) 

Function 

Relay 

Relay 

Relay 

feed 

Relay 

End 

End 

End 

Relay 

Relay 

Relay 

Relay 

Relay 

Note 

University-owned 
Initially a telephone pole 

On the TDV office roof 

Reprovisioned 2004 
Melted by wildfire 2007 (but 
still working) 

Wooden tower 
Route deprecated 
Tower now defunct 

Route deprecated; defunct 

Route deprecated; defunct 

Route deprecated; defunct 

Previously university-owned 
Destroyed by wildfire 2007, 
rebuilt 2008 

continued. 
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Table 8.2 Towers and Installations of the Tribal Digital Village ... continued 

Year Tower Name 

2002 Santa Ysabel Reservation 

2003 La Posta Intermediate 
2003 La Posta Reservation 

2003 Manzanita 

2003 Campo 

2004 Santa Ysabel Tract 2 

2004 Santa Ysabel Tract 3 

2005 Los Coyotes 

2005 Ewiiaapaayp Mountain 
2006 Mesa Grande 

2007 Barona Library 

2007 Campo Intermediate 
2009 La Posta Intermediate 

TBD jamul 

TBD Viejas 

Acknowledgements 

Function 

End 

Relay 

End 

End 

End 

Relay 

Relay 

End 

Relay 

Relay 

End 

Relay 

Relay 

End 

End 

Note 

Infested by wasps 

Experimental mesh routing 
destroyed by wildfire 2007, 
rebuilt 2008 

Planned expansion 

Planned expansion 
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Research Council of New York and the Community Informatics Initiative at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. The author would like to thank 

Caroline Haythornthwaite for comments on an early draft. An earlier version of 

the chapter concerning the history of the TDV was presented to the 59th annual 

meeting of the International Communication Association. An earlier version of 

this chapter concerning the material on appropriation was presented to the 34th 
annual meeting of the Society for the Social Studies of Science. 

Notes 

Mesa Grande, the reservation that first received broadband to the home from TDV. 
2 About 44 percent of the US population used the Internet in 2000 (NTIA 2000). 

This figure is from 1997 and would surely have been higher by 2000. 
4 When Pacific Islanders and American Indians are both measured together. 
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5 
6 

7 

10 

II 

12 
13 

14 

15 

16 

17 
IH 

19 

20 

These fll\ures arc taken from SCTC:A grant application materials. . . 
For example, "S.D. Indian Reservations Damaged by Wildfires," at: http:/ /legacy.signonsandiego. 

corn/news/rnetro/20071 023-1752-bn23indian.html. 
This estimate is from SCTCA documents submitted to the Hewlett-Packard Foundation in 

2000 in the request for funding for the Tribal Digital Village Project. . . 
These reservations represent a subset of the traditional lands historically assoCiatedwith the 
I.uisef10. llycr ( 1999) argues that the tribally initiated creation of a reservation that mcluded 
the lands that were already occupied by the tribe was attempted as an unusual strategy to prevent 

further white encroachment (I HH-1 H9). 
Southern California reservations were established by executive order, not by treaty. Although 
treaties promising compensation were negotiated and signed by the tribes and Tndian agents, 
they were later disavowed by the US Senate and kept secret (Heizer and Elsasser 1980: 

231-234). Some compensation has since been paid in the courts. . . . . . 
Actually, the NSfNET backbone. Braun was co-Principal Investigator for the NSFNEI-the 
US National Science Foundation-funded network that succeeded ARPANET and was 

privatized to evolve into the broader public Internet in 1995. _ . 
This network became the UCSD lligh Performance Wireless Research and Education Network. 

See: http:/ /hpwren.ucsd.edu/. . 
Half of the Hewlett-Packard grant consisted of Hewlett-Packard equipment, not cash. 
Barona, Cahuilla, Campo, Chemehuevi, Ewiiaapaayp, Inaja, Jamul, 1.~ jolla, La Posta, Los 
Coyotes, Manzanita, Mesa Crande, Pal a, Pauma, Rincon, San Pasqua!, Santa Ysabel, Sycuan, 

and Viejas. . 
In a small study of tribal high school and college students in South Dakota and Washmgton 
State, identification with American Indian identity was negatively assoCiated with the Idea that 

technology is a positive fi1rce. ,. 
Eric Michaels has since become a figure of controversy (O'Regan 1990, (,msburg ct al. 2002, 

Hinkson 2002, Deger 2006). . . 
One of Califim1ia's federally funded telephone LifeLine subsidies provides welfare reCipients 
with a phone at horne tilr $3.66 per month, but they may only make sixty local calls. For more 
intimnation, see the California Public Utility Commission rate schedules: www.cpuc.ca.gov/ 
PU C/Telco/ Public+ Programs/! i fcl i nedetails.htm#discou nts. 
Thanks to Flhan Zuckerman f{lr alerting me to this phrase. . 
Since this anecdote was narrated to me by others I do not have permission to use Chamnan 

X's real name. 
Both Hans-Werner and TDV mostly use commodity networking equipment, although TDV 
a"embles its own towers and everyone involved experiments with software and contlguration. 
I would like to thank Ross frank f(lr his continuing assistance in this project. 
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In a historic small town outside Boston, I interviewed a group of teens at a small 
charter school that included middle-class students seeking an alternative to the 
public school and poorer students who were struggling in traditional schools. 
There, I met Kat, a white 14-year-old from a comfortable background. We were 
talking about the social media practices of her classmates when I asked her why 
most of her friends were moving from MySpace to Facebook. Kat grew 
noticeably uncomfortable. She began simply, noting that "MySpace is just old 
now and it's boring." But then she paused, looked down at the table, and 
continued. 

It's not really racist, but I guess you could say that. I'm not really into racism, 
but I think that MySpace now is more like ghetto or whatever. (Kat) 

On that spring day in 2007, Kat helped me finally understand a pattern that I 
had been noticing throughout that school year. Teen preference for MySpace 
or Facebook went beyond simple consumer choice; it ret1ected a reproduction 
of social categories that exist in schools throughout the United States. Because 
race, ethnicity, and socio-economic status shape social categories (Eckert 1989), 
the choice between MySpace and Facebook became racialized. This got 
reinforced as teens chose to self-segregate across the two sites, just as they do 
in schools. 

After Kat told me that MySpace was "like ghetto," I asked her if people at 
her school were still using MySpace and she hesitantly said yes. Her discomfort 
in discussing the topic was palpable and it became clear that she didn't know 
how to talk about race or the social divisions she recognized in her school. 

The people who use MySpace-again, not in a racist way-but are usually 
more like ghetto and hip-hop rap lovers group. (Kat) 
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In trying to distinguish those who use MySpace from those who use Facebook, 
Kat uses a combination of spatial referents and taste markers that she knows 
have racial overtones. While Kat does not identify as a racist, her life and social 
world are shaped by race. Her small school is divided, with poorer students 
and teens of color in different classes than the white students from wealthier 
backgrounds. Kat's friends are primarily white and her classes and activities 
are primarily filled with white students. 

Kat's use of the term "ghetto" simultaneously references spatial and taste
based connotations. On the one hand, the ghetto is a part of a city historically 
defined by race and class (Wacquant 1997). On the other hand, being ghetto 
refers to a set of tastes that emerged as poor people of color developed fashion 
and cultural artifacts that proudly expressed their identity. Just as physical spaces 
and tastes are organized around and shaped by race and class, so too are digital 
environments. 

This article explores a division that emerged between MySpace and Facebook 
among American teens during the 2006- 2007 school year. At the beginning of 
the year, a common question in American schools was: "Are you on MySpace?" 
By the end of the year, the question had shifted to "MySpace or Facebook?" As 
Facebook started gaining momentum, some teenagers switched from MySpace 
to Facebook. Others joined Facebook without having ever been on MySpace. 
Still others chose to adopt both. During this period, MySpace did not lose 
traction. Teens continued to flock to the site, opting for MySpace in lieu of or 
in addition to Facebook. To complicate matters more, some teens who had 
initially adopted MySpace began to switch to Facebook. 

Slowly, a distinction emerged. Those who adopted MySpace were from 
different backgrounds and had different norms and values than those who 
adopted Facebook. White and more affluent individuals were more likely to 
choose and move to Facebook. Even before statistical data was available, the 
language teens used to describe each site and its users revealed how the division 
had a race and class dimension to it. Given these dynamics and Kat's notion 
of MySpace as ghetto, one way to conceptualize the division that unfolded is 
through the lens of white flight. In essence, many of the same underlying factors 
that shaped white city dwellers' exodus to the suburbs-institutional incentives 
and restrictions, fear and anxiety, social networks, and racism-also contribute 
to why some teens were more likely to depart than others. 

What distinguishes adoption of MySpace and Facebook among American 
teens is not cleanly about race or class, although both are implicated in the story 
at every level. The division can be seen through the lens of taste and aesthetics, 
two value-laden elements that are deeply entwined with race and class. It can 
also be seen through the network structures of teen friendship, which are also 
directly connected to race and class. And it can be seen through the language 
that teens-and adults-use to describe these sites, language like Kat's that rely 
on racial tropes to distinguish the sites and their users. The notion that MySpace 
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an earlier social network site that was notably popular among 20- to 30-
something urban dwellers in major urban U.S. cities. Although individual 
teenagers joined MySpace early on, teens became a visible demographic on the 
site in 2004. Most early adopter teens learned about MySpace through one of 

two paths: bands or older family members. 
Teens who learned of MySpace through bands primarily followed indie rock 

music or hip-hop, the two genres most popular on MySpace early on. MySpace 
allowed teens to connect with and follow their favorite bands. Early adopter 
teens who were not into music primarily learned about the site from a revered 
older sibling or cousin who was active in late-night culture. For these teens, 

MySpace was cool because cool elders thought so. 
Teenagers who joined MySpace began proselytizing the site to their friends. 

Given its popularity among musicians and late-night socialites, joining MySpace 
became a form of (sub )cultural capital. Teens, especially those in urban settings, 
tend to look to the 20- to 30-something crowd for practices that they can 
emulate. MySpace's early popularity among teens was tightly entwined with its 
symbolic reference to maturity, status, and freedom in the manner espoused 
by urban late-night culture. While teens often revere the risky practices of a 
slightly older cohort, many adults work to actively dissuade them from doing 
so. By propagating and glorifying 20-something urban cultural practices and 

values, MySpace managed to alienate parents early on. 
With little mass media coverage of MySpace before News Corporation 

acquired the company in mid-2005, many teens learned of the site through 
word-of-mouth networks, namely friends at school, church, activities, and 
summer camp, as well as from older family members. Given its inception in 
the Los Angeles region, West Coast teens found MySpace before East Coast 
teens, and urban teens joined before suburban or rural teens. The media 
coverage that followed the acquisition further escalated growth among teens. 

Immediately after News Corporation bought M ySpace, much of the media 
coverage focused on the bands. After adults began realizing how popular 
MySpace was with teens, news media became obsessed with teen participation 
and the potential dangers they faced (Marwick 2008). This media coverage was 
both a blessing and a curse for MySpace. On one hand, some teens joined the 
site because media sold it as both fashionable among teens and despised by 
parents. On the other hand, some teens avoided joining because of the perceived 

risks and parents began publicly demonizing the site. 
As MySpace simultaneously appealed to and scared off U.S. teens, other social 

network sites started gaining traction with different demographics. Most did 
not appeal to teenagers en masse, although niche groups of teens did join many 
different sites. ln 2004, Facebook launched, targeting college students. 
Originally, access to Facebook was intentionally limited. Facebook started as a 
Harvard-only social network site before expanding to support all Ivy League 
schools and then top-tier colleges and then a wider array of colleges. Because 
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Analysts at two unnamed marketing research firms contacted me to say that 
they witnessed similar patterns with youth at a national level but were unable 
to publicly discuss or publish their finding, but scholars and bloggers were more 
willing to share their findings. In a parallel study, Eszter Hargittai (2007) found 
that parental education as well as race and ethnicity were significant predictors 
of social network site choice when analyzing survey data collected from a 
freshman class at a diverse Midwest college. White and Asian students as well 
as those whose parents had higher levels of education were overrepresented on 
Facebook while Hispanic students and those whose parents did not have a high 
school degree were more likely to use MySpace. African-American college 
students were not more likely to use Facebook or MySpace. While Hargittai's 
findings with college freshmen reflect a similar trend to my observations with 
high school-age teens, it is important to note that college participation itself is 
shaped by racial and socio-economic inequalities and that Facebook was initially 
a tool for college students. Thus, Facebook may well be overrepresented in 
Hargittai's data and college-age populations not attending college may have 
different preferences. Taking a different approach, blogger Chuck Lam (2007a, 
2007b) examined the social network site habits of students from 15 schools in 
San Francisco based on their rating at GreatSchools, finding that students from 
higher-ranked schools were more active on Facebook while those from lower

ranked schools were more active on MySpace. 
Two years later, marketing research firm Nielsen Claritas reported that 

wealthy individuals are 25 percent more likely to use Facebook while less 
affluent individuals are 37 percent more likely to be on MySpace (Hare 2009). 
In the same year, S. Craig Watkins (2009) published his qualitative and survey 
data with college students, revealing a racial and ethnic division in preference 
as well as anti-MySpace attitudes by collegiate Facebook users that parallel those 
of high school students. While there is no definitive longitudinal statistical data 
tracking the division amongst teens, these studies provide a valuable backdrop 

to the perceptions teens have about the sites and their users. 

The Organization of Teen Friendship 

There's an old saying that "birds of a feather flock together." Personal networks 
tend to be rather homogeneous, as people are more likely to befriend those like 
them. Sociologists refer to the practice of connecting with like-minded 
individuals as "homophily." Studies have accounted for homophily in sex and 
gender, age, religion, education level, occupation, and social class, but nowhere 
is homophily more strongly visible in the U.S. than in the divides along racial 
and ethnic lines (McPherson et al. 2001). The reasons behind the practice of 
homophily and the resultant social divisions are complex, rooted in a history 
of inequality, bigotry, and oppression and stemming from the complexity of 
the political economy and structural constraints in American life. 
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etc.). Often, labels come w'th e.g. f an kzds, art kids," "cheerleader5" 
explained: I a set o stereotypes. For example, Heath-~r 

You've got the pretties, which are the iris t . 
on excessive makeup The h hg hat tan all the tzme. They put 
k' · Y wear t e s art skirts th [' 

znd of things. Then you've at the u , ~ revea zng shirts, that 
as rocks by the way. (Heath!) g ys who are kznd of like that, dumb 

. Youth subcultures can be seen as an e t . . 
differentiates them typic II . x enswn of social categories; what 

. h a y concerns Identification Wh '] . 
Wit particular subcultures s . I . . I e teens often identiF.· 

h 
, ooa categones are f 'Y ot ers. more requently marked by 

. Social categories serve to mark rou . . . 
Identities. In her seminal text on the ~o . ps and mdlV!duals based on shared 
that membership in social gr . pic, Penelope Eckert ( 1989) highlighted 

oups Is not random. Social categories develop in 
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ways that reproduce social distinctions. While Eckert focuses her analysis on 
the class distinctions embedded in the labels "jocks" and "burnouts," work on 
children and youth in schools also reveals that racial divisions in schools are 
also marked through labels and social categories (Thorne 2008). Unlike class, 
race and ethnicity are often made visible-albeit, blurred-in the labels youth 
use. In my fieldwork, I found that clearly dominant racial groups went 
unmarked, but labels like "the blacks," "the Chinese people," "the Hispanics," 

"the Mexicans," "the white people," and so forth were regularly employed to 
define social groupings. In other cases, and in part because they are aware that 
using such categories could be perceived as racist, teens used substitutes that 
more implicitly mark race- and class-based difference. For example, the word 
"urban" signals "black" when referring to a set of tastes or practices. Similarly, 
some of the labels teens use have racial implications, such as "Dirty Kids," 

"gangstas," and "terrorists." While not all Dirty Kids are white, not all gangstas 
are black, and not all terrorists are of Middle Eastern descent, they are 
overwhelmingly linked in teens' minds. Race and class are also often blurred, 
especially in situations where the logic of stratification may not be understood 

by teens but appears visible through skin color. 
As much of the literature on youth in educational contexts has revealed 

(Thorne, 1993; Eckert 1989; Perry, 2002), social categories and race-based 
labels are also used to mark physical turf in the lunchroom and beyond. Often, 
this becomes a way in which youth self-segregate. Keke, a 16-year-old black 
girl in Los Angeles, described in detail where students in her racially diverse 

school physically gathered during lunch and between classes: 

The hallways is full of the Indians, and the people of Middle Eastern 

decent. They in the hallways and by the classrooms. The Latinos, they all 

lined up on this side. The blacks is by the cafeteria and the quad ... Then 
the outcasts, like the uncool Latinos or uncool Indians, the uncool whites, 

they scattered. (Keke) 

Each ethnic and racial group had its gathering spot, but only one had a name: 
"Disneyland" is an area in the public yard where "the white people" gathered. 
While Keke is probably unaware that Disneyland is, as Avila (2004: 3) puts it, 
"the archetypical example of a postwar suburban order," the notion that 
students in an urban Los Angeles school label the turf where white people gather 
by referencing the Orange County suburban theme park known for its racial 

and ethnic caricatures is nonetheless poignant. 
Like the school yard, online environments are often organized by identity 

and social categories. In some cases, this is explicit. Social network sites like 
BlackPlanet, AsianA venue, and MiGente explicitly target audiences based on 
race and ethnicity. Many who participate in these communities struggle with 
what it means to be in a public space driven by race, what boundaries should 
exist, how to manage racism, and other race- and ethnicity-driven dialogues 
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(Byrne 2008). While neither MyS . of h pace nor Facebook is t· . I ' , 
race, t ey too are organized b . exp !Cit y (tefmed in terms 

· Y race. Most parti · 1 - · 
connectmg with their pre- . t' . Cipants set-segregate when 

. l exJs mg networks with b 
SOCia divisions that unfold y t h out een fully aware of the 

· · · e • w en teens are · k d 1 .. partiCipates where racial ter . as e exp ICJtly about who 
' ms emerge. 

T.he Network Effects of MySpace and Facebook Adoption 

Like school lunchrooms and 11 . h rna s, soCial netw k · 
w ere youth gather to socialize w·th or Sites are another space 

t k . I peers (boyd 2007b) T . . 
ne wor Sites to be with the' t' . d . . eens JOmed social If nen s. Given social d' . . . -
patterns and social spaces 't . . . !VISIOns m both friendship 

, I IS unsurpnsmg th t ]' 
everyday social divisions Yet l'k . a on me communities ret1ect 
. · , un 1 e pnor gen h 

Similar tools but segmented th . . . res w ere teens collectively used 
e1r mteractwns th · 

network sites spanned two sites-M S , eJr engagement with social 
T . Y pace and Facebook 

eens provide a variety of different explanations for . 
or Facebook. Some argued that 't , ·_ why they chose MySpace 
t d . h I was a matter of pers 1 t' 
o o Wit the features or functional't F ona pre erence having 
h' 1 Y· or example J d b' w Jte IS-year-old from A t' r ' or an, a !racial Mexican-

h 
us m prelers Facebook b - . 1 

p otos. Conversely Anind·t . ecause Jt a lows unlimited 
' 1 a, an Ind~an A · 

Angeles, values MySpa , . - men can 17 -year-old from Los 
ce s creat1ve features: 

Facebook's easier than MySpace but M S . 
add music, make backgrounds d l y pace IS more complex . .. You can 
and that's it. (Anindita) an ayouts, but Facebook is just plain white 

Teens also talked about the· . 
I 

Jr perceptiOn of the t . . 
va ues and goals. Cachi an 18- ld wo Sites m relation to their 
M ' year-o Puerto Ri-. · 1 f 

ySpace and Facebook b t h can gJr rom Iowa, uses both 
, u s e sees them differently: 

Facebook is less competitive than M S 
or anything like that or th b k y pace. It doesn't have the Top 8 thinr,; 

' e ac ground thing. (Cachi) ' 

. Safety-or rather the perception of safet -al 
m teen preference. While teen b ]' d y so emerged as a central factor 

1 . s e Jeve Facebook f 
exp am why. Tara, a Vietnames -A . was sa er, they struggled to 

e mencan 16-year-old from M' h' . 
[Facebook} k. d lC Jgan, saJd, 
. zn of seemed safer, but I don't kno . 
zt safer, like what main th. B l' w lzke what would make 

. mg. ut Ike, I don't k .. 
everythzng that people say 't .r. now, It .JUst seems like 

, I seems sa1 er. (Tara) 

Teens' fear of MySpace as " f- " unsa e undoubted] t -
portrayed by the media but 't . I 0 y s ems from the image 

By far them t , . I a so suggests a fear of the "other." 
. os promment explanation teens a - . 

other IS the presence of th . f . d . g ve tor choosmg one or the 
, eJr nen s. Teens ch 0 

Site that their friends use K . h' oose to use the social network 
. evm, a w Jte IS-year-old in Seattle, explains: 
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I h ve a Facebook and I have 
I'm not big on Facebook; I'm a ~ySpfia;i:~;:· do:'t check it that often so I 
some fnends on zt, but most OJ my 
don't check it that often. (Kevin) 

h h· distin uishes one from the other often 
When teens choose to adopt bot.' w at g k For example, Red, a white 
reflects distinct segments of their social networ . 

ld f m Iowa has a profile on both Sites, but 17 -year-o ro ' · 

l I still have my MySpace is because my brother's on the on y reason 

there. (Red) 

. ho prefer the features and functionality of one site use the other 
Eventeensw , h't 17_ ear-oldfromAtlanta, 

when that's where their friends are. Connor, a w I ~ ,Y "too much going on" 
says that he personally prefers MySpace because t ere s 

on Facebook. 

d k me what does that even mean? (Connor) It's like hug me an P0 e · · · 

yet, Connor signs into Facebook much more frequently than MySpace 

"because everybody's on :ac;boo;. :k the form of a social contagion spreading 
Social network site a op Ion o t s the presence of just one 

. . etworks For some een , 
through pre-existmg peer n . . t' . te- others only joined once many 
friend was enough of an mcentlve to pardiCipta ' encouraged their friends to 

. . d esent Once msi e, eens 
of their fnen s were pr · k f<ects· they are more valuable 

. d F cebook have networ e l' · 
participate. MySpace an a . t 

0 
far as to create accounts 

f . d . t' · ate Some teens wen s 
when more nen s par 

10
P · 

1 
(b d 2008) As word 

. . d t ove the process a ong 0Y · 
for resistant fnends m or. er o m d f ·a! group to social group through 

. d . d ption hoppe rom soc! 
of each site sprea , a 

0 
. h re their friends were, teens 

. . k t teens In choosmg to go w e 
pre-existmg networ s or h. I' that shape their social relations more 
began to selfsegregate along t e ~arne mes . tatus education goals, lifestyle, 
broadly: race and ethnicity, sooo-e~onomiC s ' 
subcultural affiliation, social categones, etc. 

Tastes, Aesthetics, and Social Status . 

, F book is seen as a social necessity. 
For many teens, embracing MySpace,orh acet M'lo an Egyptian 15-year-old 

· " I" d ends on ones co or · 1 ' 
Which site IS coo ep , . "the thing" in his peer group, 

I · · d MySpace because It was 
from Los Ange es, J0111e . 17 r-old Seong, told me that 
but another girl from the same school, Korean. -~ea 

k h referred site among her fnends. 
Faceboo wast e p d d ··rable differs across social groups. 

What is socially acceptable ani /~ed with one's identity membership. 
One's values and norms .are strong y m . -class norms in preference for 
When working-class indlVlduals eschew mi~~~t they reproduce social class 

the. norms an~ e~pe~t~~i;8~s ~~:h~~::~:a~ wol~ng-class individuals should 
(W Iihs 198 I; ames .' II a middle-class notion; for many adopt middle-class norms IS fundamenta y 
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working-class individuals, the community and its support trump potential 
upwards mobility. Norms also differ across racial and ethnic groups and are 
reinforced as people of color seek to identify with their racial and ethnic 
background (Tatum 1997). 

While what is seen as cool can be differentiated by group, there is also a 
faddish nature to the process. Seong preferred Facebook because it was 
"exclusive." She moved from Xanga to MySpace to Facebook as each new site 
emerged, preferring to adopt what was new rather than stay on a site as it became 
widely embraced. Conversely, white 15-year-old Summer from Michigan 
rejected the idea of switching to Facebook simply because it was new. She 
preferred to be where her peers were, but she noted that the "designer class c~f 
people" in her school joined Facebook because they felt the need to have "the 
latest thing." In this way, subcultural capital influenced the early adoption of 
Facebook; it was fashionable to some simply because of its newness. 

The construction of "cool" is fundamentally about social status among 
youth (Milner 2004). Teenagers both distinguish themselves through practices 
of consumption, fashion, and attitudes and assess others through these markers 
(Hebdige 1979; Shankar 2008). Yet, neither tastes nor attitudes nor cultural 
consumption practices are adopted randomly. Race and class shape practices 
and the social agendas around race and class also drive them (Crane 2000). Taste 
also serves as a mechanism and marker of distinction, and people's tastes are 
rooted in class distinctions (Bourdieu 1984). 

While both Bourdieu and Hebdige argue that those from lower social 
positions are defining their tastes in opposition to hegemonic structures, what 
constitutes "cool" is also localized, differing across social categories, geography, 
and groups. Consumption practices and fashion that denote high status in some 
groups may be meaningless elsewhere. In this way, teens often traffic in what 
Sarah Thornton (1995) calls "subcultural capital" even when they themselves 
are not subculturally identified. Markers of status can be locally defined and 
may have more to do with information access or media consumption than 
consumption of physical goods. Furthermore, discussions of and connection 
to those with access to valued consumer objects may also be valuable in and of 
itself, resulting with what Shankar (2008) calls "metaconsumption." Online, 
status markers take on new form but in ways that are reminiscent of oft1ine 
practices. For example, the public articulation of connections on social network 
sites is a way of visibly marking oneself in relation to others and their status 
(Donath and boyd 2004). 

In an environment where profiles serve as "digital bodies" (boyd 2008), profile 
personalization can be seen as a form of digital fashion. Teens' Facebook and 
MySpace profiles reflect their taste, identity, and values (Donath 2007). Through 
the use of imagery and textual self-expressions, teens make race, class, and other 
identity markers visible. As Nakamura (2008) has argued, even in the most 
constrained online environments, participants will use what's available to them 
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to reveal identity information in ways that make race and other identity 

elements visible. . . . . f t d 
d .b. h· twas desirable about the speCific Sites, teens o ten urne 

In escn mg w a · ' h · h ed 
t talk about aesthetics and profile personalization. Teens aest etJcs s aph 0 

th " l'tt 'r" produced by those w o their attitudes towards each site. In essence, e g l e . h 
b · ·tive light wh1le ot ers see " im out" their MySpaces is seen y some m a posl . ' 

P ~' d " " k " d "cluttered." While Facebook fans loved the Site s 
1t as gau y tac y, an " d " [' · t " 
aes~hetic mi~imalism, others viewed this tone as "boring," "l~meb ank . e ~tl:t~r 
Catalina, a white 15-year-old from Austin, told me that Face oo IS e 

because 

Facebook just seems more clean to me. (Catalina) 

. d. A · . 17 -year-old Anindita from What Catalina sees as cleanlmess, In Jan- men can b h 
Los Angeles label~ simplicity; she recognizes the value of simplicity,f ut s e 

f th "bling" of MySpace because it allows her to express hersel . 
pr\e~: ex~ensive options for self-expression are precisely ~hat annoy some 

C . Pelletier a 17 -year-old from California, complamed that, teens. rmg , 

these tools gave MySpacers the freedom to annoy as much as they pleas~d. 
Facebook was nice because it stymied such annoyance, by ltmttm~ 
individuality. Everyone's page looked pretty much the same, but;ou ;~u~d 
still look at pictures of each other. The MySpace crowd_Jelt cage . an e 
back because they weren't able to make their page umque. (Craig) 

. 1.. tri'buted to his peers' division Craig believes the desire to persona JZe con 

between MySpace and Facebook. h 
In choosin how to express themselves, teens must accoun~ ~or what t ey 

wish to si rnal~Teens are drawn to styles that signal their Jdent.JtJes and soCial 

Dg to a technical glitch, MySpace enabled users to radJCal.ly sh.ape the 
groups. ue d · · hsm To 
look and feel of their profiles while Facebook enforce a stnct mJ.l11ma . 
the de ree that each site supports profile personalization m different w~~s, 

g . ff t d While some are drawn to the abJhty identity and self-presentation are a ec e . f d 
to radically shape their profiles to their liking, others prefer an en orce 

cleanness. . d t nities for 
Teens who preferred MySpace lamented the limite oppor u 

b k b t th who preferred Facebook were creative self-expression on Face oo , u ose N l did 
much more derogatory about the style of profiles in MySpace. ot on y 

F b k users not find MySpace profiles attractive, they argued that th'e 
ace oo · ll 1 Wh'le Facebook s 

st les produced by MySpace users were um.vers.a y ug y. . 1 ne 
y . I. m is not inherently better, consClentwus restramt has been o 

m1mma IS h t the flashy style 
marker of bourgeois fashion (Arnold 2001). On t e con ~a?, . " 

. l MySpace is often marked in relation to blmg-blmg, a style that JS popu ar on ' k 1 d 
of co~s icuous consumption that is associated with urban b~ac cu ture ~n . 

p bl. d flashy MySpace profiles are beautiful and creative, hip-hop. To some, mg an · 

White Flight in Networked Publics? • 215 

to others, these styles are garish. While style preference is not inherently about 
race and class, the specific styles referenced have racial overtones and socio
economic implications. In essence, although teens are talking about style, they 
are functionally navigating race and class. 

Taste is also performed directly through profiles; an analysis of "taste 
statements" in MySpace combined with the friend network reveals that 
distinctions are visible there (Liu 2007). The importance of music to MySpace 

made it a visible vector of taste culture. Youth listed their musical tastes on their 

profiles and attached songs to their pages. While many genres of music were 
present on MySpace, hip-hop stood out, both because of its salience amongst 

youth and because of its racial connotations. Although youth of all races and 
ethnicities listen to hip-hop, it is most commonly seen as a genre that stems 

from black culture inside urban settings. Narratives of the ghetto and black life 
dominate the lyrics of hip-hop and the genre also serves as a source of pride 
and authenticity in communities that are struggling for agency in American 

society (Forman 2002). For some, participating in this taste culture is a point 

of pride; for others, this genre and the perceived attitudes that go with it are 
viewed as offensive. Although MySpace was never about hip-hop, its mere 
presence became one way in which detractors marked the site. 

Taste and aesthetics are not universal, but deeply linked to identity and values. 
The choice of certain cultural signals or aesthetics appeals to some while 
repelling others. Often, these taste distinctions are shaped by class and race and, 

thus, the choice to mark Facebook and MySpace through the language of taste 
and aesthetics reflects race and class. 

A Networked Exodus 

After the posting of my controversial blog essay about the distinction between 

MySpace and Facebook, teens began to contact me with their own stories. 
Anastasia, a 17-year-old from New York, emailed me to explain that it wasn't 

simply a matter of choice between the two sites; many of her peers simply moved 

from MySpace to Facebook. Until now, I have focused on the choice that teens 

make to adopt MySpace or Facebook. But Anastasia's right: there is also 
movement as teens choose to leave one social network site and go to the other. 
By and large, teens did not leave Facebook and go to MySpace. Rather, a subset 

of teens left M ySpace to go to Facebook. This can be partially explained as an 
issue of fads, with teens leaving MySpace to go to the "new" thing. But even if 

this alone could explain the transition, it does not explain why some teens were 

more likely to switch than others. Anastasia argues that, at least in her school, 
who participated can be understood in terms of social categories: 

My school is divided into the "honors kids" (I think that is selj~cxplanatory ), 
the ''good not-so-honors kids," "wangstas" (they pretend to be tough and 

black but when you live in a suburb in Westchester you can't claim much 
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hood), the "Iatinos/hispanics" (they tend to band together even though they 
could fit into any other groups) and the "emo kids" (whose lives are 
allllllways filled with woe). We were all in MySpace with our own little 
social networks but when Facebook opened its doors to high schoolers, guess 
who moved and guess who stayed behind . .. The first two groups were the 
first to go and then the "wangstas" split with half of them on Facebook and 
the rest on MySpace ... I shifted with the rest of my school to Facebook 
and it became the place where the "honors kids" got together and discussed 
how they were procrastinating over their next AP English essay. (Anastasia) 

The social categories Anastasia uses reflect racial, ethnic, and class divisions in 
her school. Anastasia's description highlights how structural divisions in her 
school define what plays out on MySpace and Facebook. Movement from 
MySpace to Facebook further magnifies already existing distinctions. In 
California, 17 -year-old Craig blogged about the movement in his school, using 

the language of taste, class, and hierarchy. 

The higher castes of high school moved to Facebook. It was more cultured, 
and less cheesy. The lower class usually were content to stick to MySpace. 
Any high school student who has a Facebook will tell you th~t MySp,ac.e 
users are more likely to be barely educated and obnoxious. Lzke Peets zs 
more cultured than Starbucks, and Jazz is more cultured than bubblegum 
pop, and like Macs are more cultured than PCs, Facebook is of a cooler 

caliber than MySpace. (Craig) 

In his description, Craig distinguishes between what he sees as highbrow and 
lowbrow cultural tastes, using consumption patterns to differentiate classes of 
people and describe them in terms of a hierarchy. By employing the ten~ "caste," 
Craig uses a multicultural metaphor with ethnic and racial con~otat10ns t~at 
runs counter to the supposed class mobility available in U.S. sooety. In domg 
so, he's locating his peers in immutable categories and tying tastes to the,~. W~ile 
Craig may not have intended to imply this, his choice of the term caste ts 

nonetheless interesting. 
These two accounts provide insight into who left, but they don't account 

for why. To get at why, we must start by considering how MyS~ace's cultural 
position shifted during this period. The following is a descnpttve .portratt of 
a series of relevant events that contributed to teen departure. It ts an over-

simplified account based on my fieldnotes during that period. . . 
MySpace was once a cultural center for youth culture. As it grew mcreasmgly 

popular, a moral panic emerged over the potential risks of sexual predators 
(Marwick 2008). While the risks were overblown (Shrock and boyd 2009), f~ar 
spread. Involved parents-typically from more educated and wealtht.er 
communities-began looking closer and they didn't like what they saw. Whtle 
my examination of MySpace profiles revealed that more teens referenced God, 
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!esus, Bible quotes, and other religious symbols than uploaded scantily clad self
Images, parents typically assumed that the latter dominated MySpace and this 
upset them. Furthermore, these parents were often horrified by the practices 
of the urban 20-somethings, especially those from different cultural back
grounds who appeared to have different moral codes. The media helped 
produced .a techno-~anic, often by leveraging adult fears of urban black signals 
such as blmg and h1p-hop. 

Even though most teens were primarily socializing with their peers, some 
parents feared that the presence of and potential exposure to different and, 
presumably, deviant practices might corrupt their children. In short, they did 
n~t see MySpace as "safe" and they did not want their children communing 
wtth people they would not approve of them associating with elsewhere. Fear 
drove some parents to banish MySpace. Teens who were forced to leave were 
more likely to come from households where their parents were involved in 
monitoring their .kids' online behaviors but were not themselves on MySpace. 
They were less ltkely to have siblings, cousins, and other t~m1ily members 
present in MySpace. In short, the teens who were forced to leave tended to come 
from more privileged backgrounds. Their disappearance fractured their friends' 
networks, reducing the value of MySpace. 

Amidst this, MySpace failed to address the problems presented by spammers 
and scammers. Teens started receiving an onslaught of friend requests from 
~cammers and their accounts started getting hacked due to security tlaws 
mtroduced when users started copying and pasting layout code into profile 
forms. Given their penchant for vibrant profiles and willingness to track down 
code, youth were especially vulnerable. Because of the widespread techno panic, 
many of the teens I interviewed who left MySpace read these security attacks as 
proof of the presence of sexual predators and other "creepy" people. Those whose 
friend networks on MySpace were already fractured were most inclined to leave. 

The emergence of Facebook hastened this process. Many parents saw 
Facebook as a "safe" alternative to MySpace, primarily because it was not 
possible to make a profile truly public. (Arguably, making a profile visible to 
everyone in a geographic region is akin to being public.) Adults did not see the 
same signals on Facebook that frightened them. Many reinforced the spatial 
and racial distinctions by demonizing MySpace and embracing Facebook. 
Countless teens who were not allowed on MySpace were permitted to join 
Facebook. Teens who had friends in college were especially quick to join. With 
an alternative in place, many who were doubtful of MySpace or whose friends 
had departed switched. 

Concerns about MySpace and safety were widespread, but how people 
responded varied. Many teens made their profiles private or friends-only, but 
others left or were forced to leave because of the fear. As they departed, their 
friends were more likely to go as well because of the importance of social 
cohesion. Many of those who left joined Facebook. The same network effects 
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that motivated teens to join MySpace hastened their departure. The early 
departers were not evenly distributed across the network. The factors that 
prompted or forced some teens to leave and the factors that minimized their 
incentives to stay affected certain groups of teens more than others. In short, 
teens from privileged backgrounds were more likely to defect. This helped create 

the impressions that Anastasia and Craig described. 

MySpace: A Digital Ghetto? 

One provocative way of reflecting on the networked movement from MySpace 
to Facebook is through the lens of"white flight." The term "white flight" refers 
to the exodus of white people from urban American centers to the suburbs 
during the twentieth century. This simplistic definition obscures the racial 
motivations of those who left, the institutionalized discrimination that restricted 
others from leaving, and the ramifications for cities and race relations (Kruse 
2005). Many who left did so to avoid racial integration in communities 
and schools. Not everyone could leave. Although the suburbs were touted as 
part of the "American Dream," families of color were often barred explicitly 
by ethnically exclusive restrictions on housing developments or indirectly by 
discriminatory lending practices (Massey and Denton 1998). Suburbs were 
zoned to limit low-income housing and rentals, thereby limiting who could 
afford to move there. What followed was urban decay. Governmental agencies 
reduced investments in urban communities, depopulation lowered property 
values and shrunk tax bases, and unemployment rose as jobs moved to the 
suburbs. The resultant cities were left in disrepair and the power of street gangs 
increased. Through "white flight," racial identities were reworked as spaces were 
reconfigured (Massey and Denton 1998; Avila 2004; Harris 2007). 

Given the formalized racism and institutionalized restrictions involved in 
urban white flight, labeling teen movement from MySpace to Facebook as 
"digital white flight" may appear to be a problematic overstatement. My goal 
is not to dismiss or devalue the historic tragedy that white racism brought to 
many cities, but to offer a stark framework for seeing the reproduction of social 

divisions in a society still shaped by racism. 
Consider the parallels. In some senses, the first teens to move to the 

"suburbs" were those who bought into a Teen Dream of collegiate maturity, 
namely those who were expressly headed towards dorm-based universities and 
colleges. They were the elite who were given land in the new suburbs before 
plots were broadly available. The suburbs of Face book signaled more mature 
living, complete with digital fences to keep out strangers. The narrative that 
these digital suburbs were safer than the city enhanced its desirability, 
particularly for those who had no interest in interacting with people who were 
different. Some teens were moved because of the policies of their parents. Early 

settlers incentivized their friends to join them. 
While formal restrictions on who could move lifted in September 2006, the 

more subtle network -based disincentives did not. Those teens whose family and 
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friends were deeply enmeshed in the cit of M , - . . 
for the suburbs. Those wh . y ySpace were less 111clmed to leave 
they often fell into d' o left the ot_r often left their profiles untended and 
contributed to a sen~~:air, ~overebd 111 spam, a form of digital graffiti. This 

. hb eenness, ut also hastened the departure of th . 
neig ors. As MySpace failed to dd . h . eir 
street gangs. What result d : redss t ese Issues, spammers took over like 

e can e un erstood as a digital ghetto 
Needless to say, the frame of "white flight" on! r II . 

metaphor provides a fertile backdrop to address yt~;r :.a i w~rlks, but the 
heard used by th I 1 • II1C s o anguage I 
th {; d you . .t a so provides a fruitful framework for thinking of 

e ear an moral pamc surroundin M S . 
of safety are salient i d' . g y pace. Fear of nsk and perception 
it crime-ridden im: Isc~ssw~s of ghettos. Many whites fled the city, believing 

targets of viole~ce I·n othra '. an g~nerally unsafe. While outsiders are rarely 
e mner oty the percept' f d . and th b b ' IOn ° anger IS widespread 

e su ur s are commonly narr t d h c 
holds forM S F . a e as t e sate alternative. The same 

y pace. ears concernll1g risks on M S 
and more often outr· ht . d y pace are overstated at best 
In contrast, Facebo~~'s ::s~~ erstood. Yet, they are undoubtedly widespread. 

the site is private and high!; as.: ga~ed ~ommumty and parents' belief that 
suburbs. mom ore re ect the same values signaled by the 

The network segmentation implied b "d' . I h. . I . h y a Igita w Ite flight" also help 
exp. am.w y, two years. later, news media behaved as though MySpace was deads 
Qmte Simply, white middle-class journalists didn't kno h . 
MySpace. On May 4 2009 Th N . w anyone w o still used 
M , , e ew York Tzmes ran a story showin that 

ySpace and Facebook usage in the U S h d . g 
lagging slightly behind M S ) h . .' a nearly converged (with Facebook 

A 
. y pace ; t e title for this article was "Do Yo K 

nyone Still on M s ?" AI h u now . . y pace. t ough the article clearly stated that the un· 
VISitors were rough! 1 h h 1que 
York T ff y equa, t e eadline signaled the cultural divide. The New 

tmes sta were on Facebook and assumed th . 

article gener~ted ~54 comments from presumably ad~~rr::~~~;~ s::: ~~~~n~i~~ 
~~S~:;e~~:~~a~r~~:y point~ng to ~t~ features, the opportunity for connecting, 
M S . ~ance o musicians and bands. Many more condemned 
tw: p~ce~ bemo~nmg Its user interface, spam, and outdatedness. yet while only 

("Faceb~o~~:eve;n;h~~;sd ,cond~'scending language to describe, Facebook 
dozens of M S y . . h and Facebook zs for those who live in the past") 

. y pace cntics demeaned MySpace and its users. Some focused OJ~ 
the perceptiOn that MySpace was filled with risky behavior: 

MySpace become synonymo 'th h part in 20- . us Wl yper-sexual, out ofcontrol teens, wild 

d
y g somethmgs, 30- to 40-somethings craving attention sexual 

pre ators on the hunt and ll ' · l t' l ll .' genera y un-cool personal behavior from a 
rea tve y sma , but htghly visible number of users. . 

Others used labels st t d . . I) d ' ereo ypes, an dismissive language to other those wh 
pre erre MySpace, often suggesting a class-based distinction: , o 
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My impression is that MySpace is for the riffraff and Facebook is for the 

landed gentry. 

Compared to Facebook, MySpace just seems like the other side of the 
tracks- I'll go there for fun, but I wouldn't want to live there. 

My impression is [MySpace is} for tweens, high school kids that write emo 
poetry, and the proletariat. once the younger demo goes to college, they shift 
to Facebook. the proletariat? everyone knows they never go to college! 

Just as those who moved to the suburbs looked down upon those who 
remained in the cities, so too did Facebook users demean those on MySpace. 
This can be seen in the attitudes of teens I interviewed, the words of these 
commenters, and the adjectives used by the college students Watkins (2009) 
interviewed. The language used in these remarks resembles the same language 
used throughout the 1980s to describe city dwellers: dysfunctional families, 
perverts and deviants, freaks and outcasts, thieves, and the working class. 
Implied in this is that no decent person could possibly have a reason to dwell 
in the city or on MySpace. While some who didn't use MySpace were harshly 
critical of the site, others simply forgot that it existed. They thought it to be 
irrelevant, believing that no one lived there anymore simply because no one 

they knew did. 
To the degree that some viewed MySpace as a digital ghetto or as being home 

to the cultural practices that are labeled as ghetto, the same fear and racism 
that underpinned much of white flight in urban settings is also present in the 
perception of MySpace. The fact that many teens who left MySpace for 
Facebook explained their departure as being about features, aesthetics, or 
friendship networks does not disconnect their departure from issues of race 
and class. Rather, their attitude towards specific aesthetic markers and features 
is shaped by their experiences with race and class. Likewise, friendship networks 
certainly drove the self-segmentation, but these too are shaped by race such 
that departure logically played out along race lines. The explanations teens gave 
for their decisions may not be explicitly about race, ethnicity, or class, but they 
cannot be untangled from them, just as fear-based narratives about the "ghetto" 
cannot be considered without also accounting for race, ethnicity, and class. 

In some senses, the division in the perception and use of MySpace and 
Facebook seems obvious given that we know that online environments are a 
reflection of everyday life. Yet, the fact that such statements are controversial 
highlights a widespread techno-utopian belief that the internet will once and 
for all eradicate inequality and social divisions. What unfolded as teens adopted 
MySpace and Facebook suggests that this is not the case. Neither social media 
nor its users are colorblind simply because technology is present. The internet 
mirrors and magnifies everyday life, making visible many of the issues we hoped 
would disappear, including race and class-based social divisions in American 

society. 
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Note 

www.danah.org/. 
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Introduction 

10 
Open Doors, Closed Spaces? 

Differentiated Adoption of Social Network 
Sites by User Background 

ESZTER HARGITTAI 

Northwestern University 

Social network sites (SNS) have become some of the most popular online 
destinations. According to site ranking statistics available on the Web site 
ranking.com, MySpace was the lith most popular destination on the Web in 
August, 2007, while Facebook was 45th at the time. Those are already impressive 
positions on the popularity scale, but the sites climbed even higher on the list 
by November, 2009, when, according to the same source, MySpace was the 
eighth most popular destination on theW eb while Face book was the third. Not 
surprisingly, this level of popularity has led to much coverage of such sites in 
the popular press as well as academic research on their social implications. For 
example, a search of the major American and global newspapers yields 
thousands of articles on related topics while academic papers now number in 
the hundreds, having grown exponentially toward the end of the twenty-first 
century's first decade. 1 Interestingly, while lots of work has focused on the 
implications of using such sites, a significant antecedent question of who is most 
likely to adopt them in the first place has seen little investigation. That question 
is the central focus of this chapter. Are there systematic differences in who does 
and does not become a user of social network sites? Moreover, are people equally 
likely to join the various sites in this domain, e.g. Facebook and MySpace, or 
do we observe systematic differences in who spends time on one versus other 
such sites? 

Why should we care about who uses social network sites and whether 
different types of groups adopt them at similar rates? As sites gain in popularity, 
assumptions start mounting about the extent to which everybody has integrated 
them into their everyday lives, assumptions that may not be correct and that 
may be biasing against certain populations. For example, if a college professor 
wrongly assumes that all of her students are Facebook users and thus integrates 
the service into her teaching, then she may be biasing against students who have 
never used the site, who spend little time on it or who are less familiar with it. 
Moreover, if usage is based on some type of user characteristic such as race or 
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ethnicity, then this bias may occur along such lines and would not randomly 
affect different types of students-rather, would bias systematically against 
certain types of students. Similarly, if a government or nonprofit agency thinks 
it can spread important public service announcements to its constituents by 
putting out messages on such sites, then that has problematic implicatio~s if 
not all segments of the population are, indeed, spending time on these serviCes 
and thus would be excluded from receiving the disseminated message. This 
argument can be extended to the domain of business ventures as well. If 
companies wrongly assume that everybody is on these sites while some people 
are significantly less likely to use them then, again, certain population segments 
may be systematically excluded from gaining access to certain types of 
information and services. Accordingly, it is important to investigate whether 
various population segments are turning to different social network sites at 

similar levels. 
In addition to the substantive contributions oflooking at which specific SNSs 

people use, this chapter makes methodological contributions t~ the _literature 
as well. As the results show, disaggregating with which spectfic stte one ts 
engaged is important, because people do not randomly select into their us~s 
and aggregate analyses of SNS usage may suppress important trends. Thts 
suggests that one should tread lightly when generalizing from studies about the 
use of one SNS to the use of other such services. While these sites do share 
commonalities, they also have distinct features-whether at the level of site 
design or the particular communities that comprise their user base-that_may 
encourage different types of activities and may attract different pop~l~tt~ns. 
Thus, a look at SNS use both on the aggregate and with respect to speofiC sttes 
is important if we are to gain a better understanding of how use of such sites 
is spreading across various population segments and the social implications of 

these trends. 

Differentiating Types of Internet Uses 

The now-classic New Yorker cartoon proclaimed in 1993 that "On the Internet 
nobody knows that you are a dog" (Steiner 1993) suggesting that one's identity 
was so hidden on the Web that opportunities would be widely open to all 
regardless of background characteristics that may have traditionally 
disadvantaged some people over others. The idea that people would be on an 
equal footing once having adopted use of the medium assumes that offline 
characteristics are not mirrored in people's online pursuits. However, work over 
the last several years has found this not to be the case. Already in the early 2000s 
people suggested that despite initial impressions and arguments abo~t ~ow u~ers 
shed their offline identities in online interactions (Turkle 1995), offlme tdenttttes 
very much carry over to online behavior (Smith and Kollock 1999; boyd 2001). 
This suggests that the Internet is not necessarily leveling the playing field the 
way that the famous New Yorker cartoon would have us believe. Rather, 
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constraints or benefits people experience in their offline lives are often mirrored 
in their online actions and interactions. 

Indeed, work looking at how different people use the Internet in their 
everyday lives has found systematic differences across types of users. For 
exa~ple: even while women caught up with men in some countries (e.g. the 
Umted States) concerning basic connectivity, their uses continued to differ 
whereby men spent more time online and claimed higher-level skills than 
women (Bimber 2000; Jackson et al. 2001; Ono and Zavodny 2003; Hargittai 
and Shafer 2006) consistent with earlier literature on gender differences in 
technology use more generally speaking (Hall and Cooper 1991; Livingstone 
1992; Herring 1994; e.g. Frissen 1995). Other factors such as socioeconomic 
status have also been shown to predict types of Internet uses (Howard et al. 

:001; Madden 2003; Livingstone and Helsper 2007). For example, so-called 
cap~tal-e~hanci~~, activities (DiMaggio and Hargittai 2001) such as looking 

for fmanoal, pohttcal, or government information online are associated with 
socioeco~omic status whereby those from privileged backgrounds engage in 
such onlme pursmts more than their less privileged counterparts (Howard 
eta!. 200 1; Hargittai and Hinnant 2008). Moreover, the circumstances under 
whic~ people use the medium such as their autonomy (Hassani 2006) and 
expenence of use (Howard eta!. 2001) are also related to the purposes to which 
the~ put the _mediu~ with more locations of access points and more time spent 
on!tne assoctated wtth more diverse types of uses (Hargittai and Hinnant 2008· 
e.g. Hargittai 2010). ' 

_Research has also shown that even when controlling for other factors such 
as mcome an~ education, people from different racial and ethnic backgrounds 
engage m on!t~e activities at different levels. For example, Howard eta!. (200 1) 
found that Afncan American Internet users were more likely to check sports 
scores, play a game, look for jobs or seek religious information online than 
W~ites, ":hile they were less likely to participate in auctions or buy products 
onlme. Htspamc respondents were less likely to get financial infixmation on 
the.~eb t~an Whites. Asian Americans were more likely to seek news about 
po!tttcs onlme than Whites and were especially more likely to buy and sell stocks 
and bon~s on the Web. Analyzing one of the data sets upon which the present 
chapter IS based (the 2007 portion), Hargittai (2010) observed that African 
American and Hispanic young adults visited fewer types of sites than Whites 
and Asian Americans. That paper also found that African American and 
Hispanic students exhibited considerably lower levels of understanding of 
Inter~et -related terms than Whites and Asian Americans (Hargittai 2010: 1 02). 

Gtven that various background characteristics of people as well as the 
context of their Internet uses and their level of experience have all been shown 
to influence types of online pursuits in general, it is worth considering whether 
the~ may also relate to social network site usage in particular. That is, given 
earlier work on differentiated Internet uses among people from different 
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backgrounds, there is no reason that we should assume equal adoption ofSNSs 
across population segments. In fact, the little work that has been done in this 
domain (boyd 2007; Hargittai 2007; boyd this volume) has suggested variations 

by race and ethnicity in SNS usage. Work that solely focuses on users of social 
network sites excludes, by definition, people who are non-users. Insofar as these 
people are systematically different from those who embrace these services, it 
behooves us not to know anything about them since thereby we ignore entire 
groups of people from our discussions without realizing or recognizing that 

we may be doing so. 
An important reason for the scarcity of work predicting SNS usage is the 

lack of appropriate data necessary to address such questions. Despite the 
evolution in the focus of Internet user studies on particular online behavior 
(Wellman and Haythornthwaite 2002; Howard and Jones 2003), categorizations 
of online activities have remained relatively broad, making it difficult to 
understand who does what online, why, and how this influences various 
domains of people's lives. Additionally, because the popularity of SNSs is 
relatively recent, initial data collection efforts about Web uses did not focus on 
them. On more general surveys of Internet uses, it is more customary to ask 
about the topics one encounters on Web sites (e.g. Internet use for the purposes 
of gathering information about political or health topics) than to inquire in detail 
about specific sites and communities on which people may be accessing 
information or connecting with their friends, family and colleagues. Perhaps 
it is in part due to such methodological issues that few appropriate data sets 

exist to address basic adoption of different SNSs. 
Data limitations may explain why many studies about SNSs often focus on 

just one such site like Facebook (e.g. Steinfield et al. 2008; Ross et al. 2009) or 
MySpace (Pfeil et al. 2009) making it impossible to compare adoption rates 
across services. Some studies (e.g. Lewis et al. 2008) take as their sampling frame 
users of these sites, thereby automatically excluding those who are not on them 
in the first place (e.g. conducting a census of certain profiles on one SNS would 
have such a limitation). By excluding non-users, the resulting sample lacks the 
necessary variance on basic usage to investigate variation in adoption rates. On 
the rare occasion when data have been available on non-users in addition to 
users, the focus of the research has been elsewhere. For example, Pasek et al. 

(2007) do have disaggregated data by site and variance on their usage, but they 
look at the predictive power of SNS use on civic engagement rather than 
exploring what explains SNS usage in the first place. Tufekci (2008) has 
information about people maintaining profiles on both MySpace and Facebook, 
but when looking at predictors of using such a site at all, she only considers 
data about people's privacy concerns, which is the main focus of her 
investigation. Her paper does not, however, look at what basic demographic 
characteristics may distinguish users and non-users. Given the focus of existing 
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work, then, there is a need for more research that looks at basic SNS use as the 
outcome of interest (i.e. the dependent variable) and considers what factors 
explain the adoption of such sites in the first place. 

American college students offer an ideal population to study differences in 
particular types of digital media uses given their high-often 100 percent
~onne~tivity levels and frequent uses of the medium. Regarding SNS adoption 
111 partiCular, young people were the main initial users of the most popular such 
sites (boyd and Ellison 2007) and even today are more likely to be on them 
than others from older age groups (Lenhart et al. 2010), suggesting that focus 
on adolescents and young adults is especially important if we are to gain a better 
understanding of how such sites are being incorporated into people's lives. 
Moreover, because young adults tend to be more wired than their older 
counterparts (Jones and Fox 2009), it can be beneficial to focus studies on this 
population if the goal is to understand who may or may not be using specific 
online services rather than concentrating on basic access statistics. The next 
section introduces the unique data sets available here to address these questions 
followed by an examination of social network site adoption by different 
population groups. 

Data and Methods 

I draw on data about two diverse groups of young adults to answer the questions 
raised above. The data represent two cohorts of first-year students at the 
University of Illinois, Chicago.2 The first data set was collected in February
March, 2007; the second was gathered two years later in February-April, 2009, 
on a different group of students. A paper-pencil survey was administered in the 
one course on this urban campus that is required for everybody, the First-Year 
Wr~ting Program. By working with this course, the project avoids biasing 
agamst people who may be less likely to take certain classes since this one is 
required of everybody on campus. In the 2006-2007 academic year, there were 
~7 sections offered as part of this course of which 85 participated in the study; 
m the 2008-2009 academic year there were 92 course sections of which 86 took 
part in the project. Overall, counting all students who were enrolled in the course 
in the two years, the 2007 study yielded an 81.9 percent response rate while the 
2009 study had a response rate of 80.5 percent. The analyses presented in this 
paper draw on the 1,060 first-year students in the 2007 sample and the 1,115 
first-year students in the 2009 sample. 3 

The survey was administered on paper rather than on the Web so as not to 
bias against those students who are online less frequently or who are less 
i~clined to fill out online forms for whatever reason (e.g. lack of enough private 
ttme spent on the Web). Since having ample time online to engage in various 
activities is linked to the questions of interest in this study, it was important 
not to use a data-collection method that might be related to it. 
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Measures: Demographics 

. k u of the two samples. Although 
Table 10.1 presents the demograph~c :::t ;:;o:e women than men participated 
both genders are well represented, shg y k d th ir year of birth to calculate 

d · b th rs Students were as e e 
in the stu y m o yea · ( t . the 2007 sample; close to . .t f the sample 97 percen m 
their age. The maJon yo . . h 18 19 years of age so that variable 

. h 2009 mple) are e1t er or 
99 percent m t e sa d . . l d dl ·n the analyses. For measure · th ample an 1s not me u e 
is nearly constan~ l.n .e s. with U S Census conventions, students were first 
of race and ethmCtty, m lme . . . . . nd about a fifth ( 18.8 percent) 
asked if they were Hispanic or of Latmo ongl.n a2009 indicated to be so. Then 
in 2007 and about a quarter (24.0 percent) m . . . ( ) White/ 

sked their race including the followmg categones. a . 
students were a . . 1 k/African American; (c) As1an; (d) 
Anglo/Caucasian/Middle Eastern, (b) B ac d . th "Other" 

. k N· tive· (e) Other. Most respon ents m e 
American Indtan or Alas a~ ~ . , d d d accordingly. The resulting 

. d. d H. amc ongm an were co e 
category m JCate tsp . . · s follows· Hispanic, non-
race and ethnicity categorization of partJCt.paAnts. IS aAmerica~ non-Hispanic 

. · on-Htspamc stan ' 
Hispanic Afncan Amencan, n. . Wh"t A the figures in Table 10.1 

. · d non- Htspamc 1 e. s 
Native Amencan, an I Wh"t and there are a considerable 
indicate, less than half of both samp ~ ~r~ AI eericans in both groups. There 

:~e~~::~~f~~~a~i:~:!~c:t~::~~o~gh t~~a; sti~ make up almost 8 percent of 

Table 10.1 Background of Study Participants 

Percent 

2007 2009 

Women 55.8 58.7 

Age 
18 64.8 66.2 

19 32.2 32.6 

20-29 3.0 1.2 

Race and Ethnicity 
African American, non-Hispanic 7.7 10.6 

Asian American, non-Hispanic 29.6 22.2 

Hispanic 18.8 24.0 

Native American, non-Hispanic l.2 0.5 

White, non-Hispanic 42.7 40.8 

Parents' Highest Level of Education 
Less than high school 7.4 7.2 

High school 19.0 15.9 

Some college 20.1 23.7 

College 34.4 34.6 

Graduate degree 19.1 18.7 

Lives with parents 53.1 49.6 
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the 2007 group and just over 10 percent of the 2009 sample. There are just a 
handful (17 or 1.6 percent in 2007 and 5 or 0.5 percent in 2009) of Native 
Americans in the group. These numbers are so small as to make separate 
statistical analyses of this group unworkable and these respondents have thus 
been excluded from the analyses that consider respondents' race/ethnicity. 

I collected data about parental education as a proxy for socioeconomic status. 
Respondents were asked to report the level of education of both their mother 
and father using the following categories: (a) less than high school degree; (b) 
high school degree; (c) some college; (d) college degree (for example: B.A., B.S., 
B.S.E); (e) advanced graduate (for example: master's, professional, Ph.D., M.D., 
Ed.D.). Based on information from these two questions, I created a parental 
education variable that is assigned the value of the highest education by either 
parent, e.g. if a student has a mother with a high school degree and a father 
with a college degree then the parental education variable for that student is 
coded as "college degree". Table 10.1 shows that there is considerable diversity 
in both samples regarding the educational background of students' parents. In 
both groups, close to a quarter of students come from families in which neither 
parent has more than a high school education. In both samples, just below a 
fifth of participants have at least one parent who has a graduate degree. 

As evidenced by these descriptives, while the samples are homogenous 
when it comes to age and education level (everybody is in the tlrst year of 
college), there is considerable diversity regarding race/ethnicity and parental 
educational background. In fact, this campus consistently ranks among the most 
ethnically diverse universities in the United States (U.S. News and World 
Report 2009), an important reason why it was chosen as the site of the research 
project upon which this paper draws. 

Measures: Social Context of Use 

The use of digital media does not happen in social isolation and thus measuring 
context of usage is important for a more nuanced understanding of what explains 
differentiated uses. Accordingly, the survey included a measure of whether the 
student could go online at a friend or family member's house and whether 
the student lives with his/her parents or elsewhere (e.g. alone in a dorm or with 
roommates). As the last row in Table 10.1 indicates, about half of the sample lives 
with parents while the other halflives either alone or with roommates. The tlgures 
on the first row ofT able 10.2 show that while the majority of students have access 
to the Internet at a friend or a family member's house, 10 percent in both years 
do not, suggesting lower levels of autonomy for a tenth of respondents when it 
comes to using the Internet in various locations and at various times. 

Measures: Internet Experiences 

Although all respondents are Internet users, they may not be identical when it 
comes to their online experiences. I use two measures to assess experience with 
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Table 10.2 Internet Use Context and Experiences 

2007 

Mean 

Has access to the Internet at a friend or 0.9 

family member's house 
Number of use years 6.3 

Hours spent on the Web weekly 15.5 

2009 

St. Dev. Mean 

(0.3) 0.9 

(2.0) 5.7 
(10.0) 17.4 

St. Dev. 

(0.3) 

(2.3) 
(10.0) 

the Internet: number of use years and hours spent on the Web weekly. The 
former measure is calculated using information from survey questions that ask 

about the stage in one's academic career when the student first became an 
Internet user (i.e. in elementary school or earlier, in middle school, in high school 
before senior year, senior year of high school or during college). Because 
slightly different questions asked about this variable on the two surveys, the 
coefficients in the regression analyses are not directly comparable. User years 
were capped at 10 for the 2007 sample (19.9 percent of the sample fell into this 
category) and at 9 for the 2009 sample (22.5 percent of that group had this value). 
This measure is logged in the analyses given that there are likely diminishing 
returns to additional years of having been a user as the number of years 
increases. Time spent on the Web weekly (excluding email, chat and voice 
services) is derived from answers to two questions asking about hours spent 
on the Web on an average day; one inquiring about weekdays, the other about 
an average Saturday or Sunday. This measure ranges from 0 to 42 hours and 
is also logged in the analyses for reasons similar to logging number of use years. 
On average, students report spending 15.5 hours in 2007 and 17.4 hours in 2009 

(standard deviation: 10.0 in both cases) on the Web weekly with the bottom 

10 percent spending less than an hour on the Web daily compared to the top 

10 percent reporting 4~5 hours of daily usage. 
These figures illustrate that while there is certainly some amount of variation 

in access and use, there are no basic barriers standing in the way of these young 
adults in accessing the Internet. Limits may be put on their uses due to other 

factors (e.g. the need to share resources at home, time taken up with a job or 
commuting), but everybody in the two samples has basic access. This suggests 
that traditional concerns about the so-called digital divide do not apply to the 
study participants concerning availability of the Internet and so looking at such 
a wired group of users allows us to control for basic Web access and focus on 

differences in details of use instead. 

Measures: Social Network Site Usage 

Both surveys included questions about respondents' knowledge of and 
experiences with six social network sites. In the 2007 study, the following sites 
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were included, based on the general o ularit - .· . . 
Facebook, Friendster M S 0 kp p y of these sttes at the ttme: Bebo, 

' Y pace, r ut and Xanp B ~ -
Table 10.3) were used by a ll . - '. ecause our of these (see 
less) and did not appear t very s~a portion of the sample (7 percent or much 
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following two years the 

1 
' ng ts c emographic in the 

, y were rep aced by four othe SNS. . h 
namely: AsianA ve Bl kPl r ' s m t e 2009 survey 
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For each site, respondents were first asked . 
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· , were as e t · d · . . 
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( ) 
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network site usage variable th·tt t I -' constructed an overall social 

h 
. ' ge s a va ue of 1 if th, . d 
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Methods of Analysis 
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Any SNS Usage 

In the 2007 sample, 87.7 percent of respondents used at least one social 
network site (Hargittai 2007) while in the 2009 sample 91.2 percent reported 
spending time on at least one such site. Are some people not using these sites 
because perhaps they have never heard of them? As the figures in the column 
labeled "Has heard of it" in Table 10.3 indicate, that is not the case. In both 
years, virtually everybody had heard of at least Facebook and MySpace. 
Consequently, non-use is not a result of not being familiar with these services. 
Rather, despite knowing about such sites, in 2007 over !2 percent and in 2009 
close to 9 percent of the sample chose not to spend time on SNSs. Are these 
students systematically different from users? 

Table 10.4 reports the results oflogistic regression analyses looking at what 
user background characteristics explain whether a student uses any social 
network sites. Consistent across the two years is that women are more likely 
to use at least one social network site than men. Overall, there is no difference 
in social network site adoption by race and ethnicity and almost none by 
parental education. The only exception is the result of the background-only 
model in 2009 where students whose parents have less than a high school 
education are considerably less likely to use any SNS. However, once we control 
for social context of use and Internet experiences, this relationship is no longer 
statistically significant. Rather, what seem to matter in both years are living 
context and how much time students spend online. Those living with their 
parents are less likely to use SNSs and those who spend more time on the Web 
are more likely to be users, perhaps not surprisingly since time spent on SNSs 
itself constitutes time spent online. 

Based on these findings, we may be inclined to conclude that other than 
gender, user background characteristics such as race and ethnicity are not related 
to social network site usage. However, these aggregated statistics about any SNS 
usage may be masking findings that pertain to the use ofspecijlc social network 
sites. After all, these sites have different histories and affordances and thus may 
attract different types of users. Accordingly, if the data allow such disaggrega
tion, as the data set here does, it is important to examine predictors of individual 
site usage. 

Specific SNS Usage 

Table 10.3 shows basic usage statistics for each of the ten sites included in the 
two surveys. The figures suggest that Facebook and MySpace are by far the most 
popular sites from the six listed on each survey. Facebook was the most popular 
in 2007, with close to 79 percent of the sample reporting at least some use of 
it. The site remained the most popular in 2009, with an even larger portion of 
the then first-year students reporting use at 87 percent. In 2007, over half 
of respondents used MySpace, popularity that declined by the time the 2009 first
year cohort took the survey, as only 40 percent of them reported using this site. 
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F . ndster Orkut and Bebo in 2007; The other four sites in both years (Xanga, n~ ') . 'ficantly less 
Asian Ave, BlackPlanet, Glee and MiGente m 2009 were sigm 

widespread in this group. 1 · b type of 
Table 10.5 reports the level of Face book and MySpace popu antyd yh . 't 

k d b gender race an et nKl y, 
user attribute. The .stat;sti~s ar~ br~be;h ;:~s. "!.ve find s~gnificant differences 
and parental education or samp es o re likely to use MySpace than men, 
by type of user. In 2007, women were mo . h d for the 2009 cohort 
but there were no differences for Facebook use. This c ange l'k l than 
as we observe gender differences for both sites. Women were more 1 e y 

b th Wl.th an especially large gender difference in MySpace usage. men to use o , 

E 1 · · the Use of Any Social Table 10.4 Results of Logistic Regression Analyses xp ammg 
Network Site (of six) (Standard Errors in Parentheses) 

2007 

Background 
only 

Gender 1.60* 

(Female= I) (0.32) 
Hispanic 0.80 

(0.22) 
African American 0.60 

(0.21) 
Asian/ Asian 0.95 

American (0.22) 
Parents' edu: 1.30 

Less than high school (0.55) 
Parents' edu: 0.85 

High school (0.24) 
Parents' edu: 1.50 

College degree (0.41) 
Parents' edu: 1.25 

Graduate degree (0.38) 
Living with parents 

Has Net access at friends' I 
family members 

Hours on Web/week 
(logged) 

Years online 
(logged) 

N 1,032 
Chi2 12.31 
Pseudo R2 0.01 

' p<0.05, '* p<O.Ol, '** p<O.OOI 

Full model 

1.70** 
(0.34) 
0.90 

(0.25) 
0.62 

(0.23) 
0.99 

(0.24) 
1.80 

(0.82) 
0.90 

(0.26) 
1.40 

(0.39) 
1.10 

(0.34) 
0.63* 

(0.13) 
2.05** 

(0.54) 
1.41 * 

(0.20) 
0.92 

(0.31) 
1,014 

31.78 
0.04 

2009 

Background 
only 

2.26*** 
(0.50) 
0.82 

(24) 
1.49 

(0.68) 
1.18 

(0.18) 
0.42* 

(0.17) 
0.79 

(0.27) 
1.18 

(0.37) 
0.95 

(0.33) 

1,078 
27.18 
0.04 

Full model 

2.47*** 
(0.58) 
1.05 

(0.32) 
1.23 

(0.58) 
1.09 

(0.18) 
0.51 

(0.21) 
0.90 

(0.31) 
1.19 

(0.38) 
0.87 

(0.32) 
0.31 *** 

(0.08) 
1.57 

(0.48) 
1.52* 

(0.26) 
1.40 

(0.36) 
1,052 

59.36 
0.09 
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Table 10.5 Percentage of Different Groups of People who Use Facebook and MySpace 
(Use Defined as "Use Sometimes" or "Use Often") 

2007 2009 

Facebook My Space Facc/Jook My Space 
Gender 

Male 78 49*'* 84*' 29*A-* Female so 59*** 89*' 41 *'* Race and ethnicity 
White, non-Hispanic 83** 57 90* 30** Hispanic 60*** 73*** 75'** 58'+** African American, NH 80 58 91 51*** Asian American, NH 84** 39*** 93** 16*** Parental education 

Less than high school 64*'* 73*** 70*'* 56*** High school 73* 57 83* 45* Some college 74* 57 88 41* College 86*** 55 92** 30** Graduate degree 83 41 *** 89 26** 
* p<0.1, ** p<O.O 1, *** p<O.OOI 

Regarding race and ethnicity, the most pronounced and consistent findings 
across the two samples concern students of Hispanic and Asian origin. Hispanic 
students are significantly less likely to use Facebook in both years, whereas they 

are much more likely than others to use MySpace. In contrast, Asian and Asian 

American students are more likely to use Facebook than others (as are Whites), 

but are significantly less likely to use MySpace. In 2007, just over a third of Asian 

American participants reported using MySpace compared to over half of Whites 

and African Americans and almost three-quarters of Hispanic students. In 2009, 

while use ofMySpace declined across the board, marked differences remain by 
race and ethnicity. Namely, just 16 percent of Asian Americans report using 
it, as compared to less than a third of Whites, while more than half of African 

Americans and Hispanic students were on the site. See Figure 10.1 for a graph

ical representation of how racial and ethnic background relates to Facebook 
and MySpace use in the samples for the two years. 

We also find significant differences by socioeconomic background measured 

here as parents' level of education. The most pronounced finding in this regard 

is that students whose parents have less than a high school education are sig

nificantly less likely to be on Face book in both years, while they are significantly 

more likely to be MySpace users in both samples. In contrast, those who have 
at least one parent with a college education are significantly more likely to be 

Facebook users, while those who have at least one parent with a graduate degree 



236 • Eszter Hargittai 

100% 
91% 

90% 

80% 

70% 

60% 

50% 

40% 

30% 

20% 

10% 

African American, 
Y'f.ll!/ U!!!l Non-Hispanic 

93% 

84% 

Asian American, 
Non-Hispanic 

75% 
73% 

Hispanic 

90% 

White. 
Non-Hispanic 

Figure 10.1 Percentage of Students using Facebook versus MySpace in 2007 and 
2009 by racial and ethnic background 
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Figure 10.2 Percentage of students using Facebook versus MySpace in 2007 and 
2009 by level of parental education 
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are considerably less likely to use MySpace. Again, these findings hold across 
both samples. See Figure 10.2 for a graphical representation of these patterns. 

Because there is a relationship between parental education and a student's 
race and ethnicity, it is best also to look at these associations using more 
advanced statistical techniques that allow us to control for other factors 
while examining the relationship of the various background variables to the 
outcomes of interest (i.e. Facebook use and MySpace use). I use logistic 
regression analyses to consider the relationship of several factors and specific 
SNS usage concurrently.4 The independent variables in the models are the same 
as those described above concerning the analyses examining any SNS usage. 

Findings presented in Table 10.6 suggest that the predictors of specific 
social network site usage are not uniform across different services. Many of the 
relationships observed in the bivariate analyses are robust even when we hold 
other factors constant. Regarding gender, women's likelihood to use both 
Facebook and MySpace is higher than that of men, suggesting that the figures 
in Table 10.5 remain significant. 

Bivariate analyses presented earlier showed that race and ethnicity relates 
to social network sites students decide to adopt. Now we can consider whether 
these findings are robust when we hold other factors constant. The figures in 
Table 10.6 indicate that they are. Hispanic students are much less likely to use 
Facebook in both years than Whites (the omitted category). In contrast, they 
are considerably more likely to use MySpace, again findings consistent in both 
2007 and 2009 samples. If anything, this association between Hispanic origin 
and MySpace use has only become more pronounced over time. Thus, even 
when we control for students' socioeconomic background, their Internet use 
context and experiences, we find significant differences in whether those of 
Hispanic origin use Facebook and whether they use MySpace compared to White 
students not of Hispanic origin. The other students showing significantly 
different behavior compared to Whites are Asians/ Asian Americans. They are 
significantly less likely than White students to use MySpace, a finding that is 
similar in both 2007 and 2009. 

We also find a statistically significant relationship between the parental 
education of students and their choice of social network sites in the case of some 
services although these associations have decreased comparing the 2007 sample 
to the 2009 group. In 2007, while controlling for other factors, students with 
more highly educated parents were more likely to use Face book than those with 
lower-educated parents and less likely to use MySpace. In contrast, in 2009 this 
relationship is no longer significant. However, we do find that in 2009 students 
whose parents have less than a high school education are much less likely to 
be on Facebook than those whose parents have some college education (the 
omitted category) even when we control for other factors. Considering the figures 
in Table 10.5 in light of these findings suggests that some of the differential usage 
rates by parental education are likely driven by racial/ethnic background. 



Table 10.6 Explaining Use of Facebook and MySpace (Standard Errors in Parentheses) 

2007 2009 

Facebook use MySpace use Facebook use MySpace use 

Background Full model Background Full model Background Full model Background Full model 
only only only only 

Gender 1.30 1.37# 1.38* 1.53** 1.9** 2.0** 1.65*** 1.69*** 

(Female= 1) (0.21) (0.23) (0.18) (0.21) (0.36) (0.41) (0.23) (0.25) 

Hispanic 0.35** 0.38*** 1.66* 1.80** 0.42*** 0.58* 2.80*** 2.71 *** 

(0.07) (0.08) (0.33) (0.37) (0.10) (0.15) (0.51) (0.51) 

African American 0.83 0.78 0.89 0.95 0.94 0.77 2.12*** 1.90** 

(0.26) (0.26) (0.22) (0.25) (0.34) (0.29) (0.48) (0.43) 

Asian/ Asian American 1.01 1.01 0.46*** 0.45*** 1.22 1.16 0.67*** 0.64*** 

(0.21) (0.21) (0.07) (0.07) (0.18) (0.18) (0.07) (0.07) 

Parents' edu: 0.97 1.30 1.64 1.97* 0.42* 0.50* 1.14 1.05 

Less than high school (0.30) (0.42) (0.51) (0.65) (0.14) (0.17) (0.33) (0.31) 

Parents' edu: 1.00 1.11 0.94 0.93 0.71 0.84 1.18 1.15 

High school (0.23) (0.27) (0.20) (0.20) (0.20) (0.25) (0.25) (0.25) 

Parents' edu: 1.97** 1.81* 1.11 1.05 1.16 1.22 0.89 0.92 College degree (0.45) (0.42) (0.21) (0.20) (0.32) (0.35) (0.16) (0.17) Parents' edu: 1.45 1.22 0.62* 0.60* 0.89 0.82 0.70 0.71 Graduate degree (0.37) (0.32) (0.13) (0.13) (0.27) (0.26) (0.15) (0.16) Living with parents 0.48*** 0.95 0.26*** 1.22 
(0.09) (0.13) (0.06) (0.18) Has Net access@ friends'/ 1.65* 1.93** 1.55 0.94 family members (0.39) (0.43) (0.42) (0.21) Hours on Web/week 1.65*** 1.54*** 1.40* 1.38** (logged) 

(0.19) (0.16) (0.21) (0.15) Years online 
0.97 1.33 1.50 0.77 (logged) 

(0.27) (0.32) (0.33) (0.13) N 1,027 1,009 1,025 1,007 1,076 1,050 1,072 1,046 Chi2 
59.43 99.86 79.42 110.65 58.50 104.63 134.83 144.35 Pseudo R2 
0.06 0.09 0.056 0.08 0.07 0.13 0.10 0.11 

' 11 p<O.l, ' p<O.OS, " p<O.O I, "' p<O.OO I 
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Turning to the social context of use, we see that in both years, students who 
live with their parents (about half of each sample) are statistically significantly 
less likely to use Facebook than others, although we find no such relationship 
with MySpace in either year. As to having access to the Internet at a friend or 
family member's house, while such autonomy of use mattered to both Face book 
and MySpace use in 2007, there does not seem to be a relationship between 

this variable and SNS usage in 2009. 
Finally, when it comes to experience with the Internet and how that relates 

to Facebook and MySpace adoption, it looks as though being a veteran user 
does not make a difference. However, more time spent online does, as those 
who spend time on the Web more are more likely to use both services. Of course, 
this is not necessarily surprising since the mere fact that students use these 

services would lead them to spend more time online. 
Summarizing these findings in light of the results presented in the previous 

section, it is clear that while an aggregate look at SNS use does not show much 
systematic relationship between a student's demographic characteristics and SNS 
experiences, disaggregating the analyses by site tells a very different story. 
Students' race and ethnicity is strongly related to which social network sites 
they use, a finding that has remained constant even after two years from the 

initial study claiming such a relationship (Hargittai 2007). 

The Reasons for and Implications of Differential SNS Usage 

As noted above, students who live at home are less likely to use Facebook than 
those who live with roommates or on their own. This could be due to different 

factors. One reason for this relationship may be that parents have rules about 
their children's Internet uses in the home, limiting what students can do online. 
Another possibility is that having to share machines with others in the 
household leads to fewer opportunities for the kind of private browsing that 
would allow for exploring social network sites. A completely different reason 
for these results may be that students who live at home are in tight social 
communities and are thus less likely to seek out opportunities to connect with 
people online. However, because this finding only holds for Facebook adoption 
and not MySpace use, the explanation has to be more site-specific. In particular, 
students may be most likely to use Facebook for keeping in touch with their 
college peers; however, by spending less time on campus, students who live with 
their parents know fewer of their peers and less about them, thus perhaps having 
less of a desire to keep in touch with them at the level afforded by a site like 
Facebook. Unfortunately, a possible consequence is that a tool that could help 
keep these students in touch with their college peers despite not living among 
them may lead to increased isolation by not following details of college life offline 
or online. Without more nuanced data, whether qualitative or quantitative, it 

is hard to speculate about non-adoption of certain sites. 
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with others in person are also the ones in contact with their peers less online, 
then that has the potential to result in a two-tiered social system where some 
people are able to cultivate lots of connections in college while others benefit 

from this part of the experience considerably less. 

Conclusion 

Using two unique data sets with unprecedented granularity about the adoption 
of different social network sites, coupled with detailed demographic background 
about students, this chapter has looked at what types of user characteristics
from among two diverse groups of first-year students at an urban public 
university-are most likely to be linked to the use of Facebook, MySpace and 
other SNSs. In particular, this study has considered how people's demographic 
characteristics and the social surroundings of their uses might relate to the 
particular social network sites they embrace. When looking at SNS user statistics 
on the aggregate, we only find a relationship of gender to such site usage in 
addition to the importance of context of use and experiences with the medium. 
However, once we focus on the use of specific sites, we also find statistically 
significant relationships between other variables and SNS usage as well. 

One of the most striking findings of this study-also addressed by boyd in 
this volume-is the significant variation in social network site usage by race 
and ethnicity. In particular, Hispanic students are statistically significantly less 
likely to use Facebook and more likely to use MySpace than Whites in the 
sample. In contrast, Asian and Asian American students are much less likely 
to use MySpace than Whites. These findings do not show up in the aggregated 
SNS use model (Table I 0.4), highlighting the importance of not collapsing SNS 
usage depending on the research questions of interest. That is, if we were only 
looking at SNS usage overall, we would not perceive any relationship between 
race and ethnicity and social network site usage, even though clearly such 
relationships exist and do so across time. Overall, the data suggest that from 
2007 to 2009, the popularity of Facebook increased among all segments of 
participants and the prevalence of MySpace use declined for each group. 
Nonetheless, different levels of use among racial and ethnic groups persisted 

from one time period to the next. 
The goal of this chapter has been to compare SNS users and non-users and 

to consider whether adoption of different social network sites is related to user 
background. The findings suggest some systematic differences in who chooses 
to spend time on such sites and who does not. Importantly, findings also 
suggest that different population segments select into the uses of different 
services, posing a challenge to research that tends to collapse use of all social 
network sites. Most studies that look at SNS uses focus on one service only. 
The findings presented in this paper suggest caution when trying to generalize 
findings from the use of one site to the use of other related services. A significant 
finding of the study is that aggregated SNS use statistics hide important 
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In the information society, diverse communities' capacity to tell their own stories 
is especially critical. The transformation of the Internet into the key platform 
for communication and journalism has created the illusion that barriers long 
faced by people of color in print and broadcast media will melt away. At the 
same time, the election of Obama has created, for some, the illusion that 
the United States of America has entered a new, "post -racial" era. However, 
having a Black man in the White House, however important a sign of progress, 
cannot alone erase the fact that race, class, and gender all continue to unjustly 
structure Americans' opportunities in every sphere oflife. Race-based exclusion 
from full access to and participation in both old and new information and 
communications technologies (ICTs) remains entrenched. 

Consider the most recent available U.S. Economic Census data on business 
ownership: at the time it was conducted, the overall U.S. population was 
about l3 percent Black, 13 percent Latino, 4 percent Asian and Pacific Islander, 
1 percent American Indian, and 69 percent non-Hispanic White. However, non
Hispanic Whites owned 90 percent of businesses in nearly every category, 
including the "information industries": radio stations, TV stations, and news
paper publishing (U.S. Census Bureau 2006; and see Appendix, Table 11.1). 
Whites continue to own 90 percent of all businesses, despite the fact that 
America will be majority "minority" within a single generation (in 2042, 
according to the latest projections by the U.S. Census Bureau 2009). Although 
the lack of diversity in media ownership ret1ects a wider pattern across all busi
ness sectors, the information industries are qualitatively different and, arguably, 
more important, because of the central role they play in our democracy. 

The Costs of Network Exclusion argument presented in this chapter owes a great deal to 
llr. Rahul Tongia, who is co-author of these thoughts. 
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The media are the soil in which civic discourse takes root, but the media also 
perpetuate inequality via a lack of representation-or a skewed and inaccurate 
representation-of the public. 

In a provocative article for The Nation, written in 2008, Amy Alexander 
pointed to the continuing weight of race in the practices of American media, 
a~ a_moment when new digital platforms were burgeoning yet the economy was 
hittmg rock bottom. She wrote that "traditional news-delivery systems, while 
far from perfect, did provide access and int1uence to thousands of journalists 
of color. Yet the massive staff cuts at these traditional media outlets are 
disproportionately diminishing the ranks of journalists of color" (Alexander 
2008). She described, with cautious optimism, the growth of participation by 
people of color in the world of online media. We agree that this is a moment 
of considerable opportunity for people of color to tell their own stories and the 
stories of their communities, and to be included in the wider discourses of 
American life. Yet, the continued momentum of institutionally entrenched 
racism, crashing against the current realities of economic recession, creates 
serious tensions inside today's media institutions. There are inclusionary and 
exclusionary pressures in play, and it is not at all clear which trend will win 
out. It is clear, however, that the outcome will have deep consequences for the 
democratic character of American society in the years ahead. 

In this chapter, we review data that documents the long-term and persistent 
exclusion of people of color in the U.S. from ownership of and employment in 
the news media. We find that people of color are chronically underrepresented 
as owners and professional journalists in every major communications 
platform: newspapers, commercial TV, commercial radio, public TV, public 
radio, and online. We then turn to the debates over the digital divide, and argue 
that the ability to participate in content production and distribution is 
increasingly a question of network access. In this light, we conclude with a 
reformulation of traditional paradigms for thinking about the "digital divide," 
reversing "Metcalfe's Law" to concentrate not on the benefits of inclusion, but 
on the societal costs of consistent network exclusion along race (or other) lines. 

Race, Ownership, and Employment in the U.S. Media Industries 

We begin with the by now well-supported claim that where people of color own 
media firms and are employed by them as content producers inside an industry 
sector or network (network in the broadest sense, not in the narrower sense of 
a broadcast "network" like ABC), they are likely to produce more and better 
content about their communities (Cottle 2000). Journalists and editors play a 
special role in such networks-they are not simply members or participants, 
but they also act as network brokers or intermediaries between the dominant 
culture and the subaltern or minority culture, as mediated through the networks 
in which they participate. If people of color do not participate actively or in 
numbers roughly proportional to their geographic community's demographics 
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(both as individuals, and as sometime brokers or representatives of their 
communities of racial and ethnic origin), then they, their communities, the 
quality of public discourse, and the broader public will all suffer. Let us be clear 
in our assumptions: it is certainly true that good content about diverse 
communities can be made by talented people of any background (think of the 
protean writer, director and producer Norman Lear). Nor do we wish to 
endorse an essentialist view of racial or ethnic identities as fixed, singular, 
homogenous, or static. Yet it is also true that stories told by those who have 
lived them carry an unmatched power to enlighten and inform. While there is 
no iron-dad rule that only Black writers write well about Black experiences, 
nor that minority ownership automatically translates into particular kinds of 
representation, it remains the case that scholarly research reveals strong 
correlations between media ownership, hiring practices, and content: media 
outlets owned or controlled by people of color are more likely to hire a greater 
number of people of color, and newsrooms with more people of color tend to 
run more stories about communities of color (Gandy 1998; Jacobs 2000). 

The extent of minority media power varies across the different media 
industries and platforms-print, commercial broadcast, public broadcast, and 
online. In this section, we will explore the ways that ownership and employment 
of people of color differ between the leading American media institutions. For 
example, we imagine that people of color should be better represented, in terms 
of station control and employment, in public broadcasting than in print or in 
commercial broadcasting, since public broadcasting by nature has greater 
political oversight and, indeed, has a mandate to reflect racial diversity. We also 

expect online media to be the most diverse of all. 
Just how underrepresented are people of color across the American media? 

What do the data say about their exclusion from networked communication? 

And what does this mean for American democracy? 

Print 

The exclusion of people of color from the field of print journalism can only be 
described as chronic. With rare exceptions, both the numbers and proportions 
of print journalists of color are declining, while people of color own just a 
handful of daily newspapers. Under these conditions, it should not be surprising 
that mass market newspapers in the United States have never given fair, 
accurate, or proportional coverage to people of color and their communities 

(Cottle 2000; Jacobs 2000; Wilson 2000). 
The best source of information on minority employment in the newspaper 

industry is the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE), which has 
surveyed all U.S. newspapers about the number of women and people of color 
they employ, and in what jobs, since 1978 (see Appendix, Table 11.2). ASNE's 
2009 annual report tells us that, while in a more nearly equitable United States, 
minorities would be over 30 percent of the newspaper workforce, they currently 
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comprise just 13 percent, and this percentage continues to decrease (ASNE 
20?9a). A look inside "total minority employment" at the separate figures for 
As1an American, African American, Latino, and Native American newsroom 
employees tells an even more disturbing tale. There was a slightly rising 
percentage of Asian American journalists from 2.37 percent in 2002 to 3.22 
percent in 2008, but this number has now begun to fall (to 3.18 percent in 2009). 
Meanwhile, the total number of Asian American newsroom employees peaked 
in 2007 at 1,764 and by 2009 dropped to 1,466 (out of a total of 46,670 
~ewsroom employees). Black and Native American journalists are declining both 
m absolute numbers and in terms of their share of newsroom positions: the 
number of Black newsroom staff fell from a peak of 2,985 in 2005 to 2,412 in 
2009, and dropped from 5.51 percent to 5.17 percent of all newsroom 
employees. Native American news stafffell from a peak of 313 in 2004 to 293 
in 2009 (or just 0.63 percent of the total). Latino newsroom employees peaked 
in 2006 at 2,409, then fell to 2,087 (4.47 percent of the total) in 2009. 

Perhaps the situation looks bad in this moment of crisis, but is improving 
over time. Over the long run, the percent minority employment is indeed 
trending upward, from about 4 percent in 1978 to about 13.5 percent today. 
However, long term, incremental gains in minority newspaper employment took 
30 years to move just 10 percent, or about 3.3 percent per decade. It also must 
be noted that minority newspaper employment rates have begun to slip 
downward since their peak in 2006. The U.S. Census reports that "minorities, 
now roughly one-third of the U.S. population, are expected to become the 
majority in 2042, with the nation projected to be 54 percent minority in 2050" 
(U.S. Census 2008). If the current rates of change hold, then by 2040 the 
newspaper workforce will barely reach 25 percent minority employment against 
a 50 percent minority general population. ASNE President Charlotte Hall put 
it best: "The loss of journalists is a loss for democracy. The loss of people of 
color from our newsrooms is especially disturbing because our future depends 
on our ability to serve multicultural audiences" (ASNE 2009b ). 

In terms of ownership, the most complete source of national statistics on 
newspaper publishers, the U.S. Economic Census, tells us that 93.5 percent of 
newspaper owners are White, 3.2 percent Asian, 2.4 percent Black, 1.6 percent 
Hispanic, and l percent American Indian (Beresteanu and Ellickson 2007). 
Sadly, against a general background of declining newspaper circulation, 
revenue, and employment, racial and gender diversity remain a distant ideal 
in the newspaper world. 

It might be expected that the Old Boys' networks dominate print, the oldest 
form of media. How do commercial broadcast television and radio compare? 

Commercial Broadcasters 

Our aim here is not to delve into the complex analysis of how commercial 
broadcast media appropriate representations of people of color and circulate 
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them transnationally (Gray 2005). We assign ourselves the much more 
mundane task of examining race-based inequality in ownership of and 
employment in commercial radio and TV. A recent study of Fede~al Co~
munications Commission (FCC) data commissioned by the med1a pohcy 
advocacy group Free Press reveals that while people of color make up more 
than a third of the U.S. population, they own less than 8 percent of radio stations 
and only about 3 percent of TV stations (Turner and Cooper 2007). Another 
study by one of the same authors notes that minority ownership of f~ll-~ower 
commercial broadcast stations, both radio and television, was all but ehmmated 
following the 1996 Telecommunication Act, which relaxed media consolidation 
limits (Turner 2007). They also found that between 2006 and 2007, "African 
American-owned full power commercial TV stations decreased by nearly 60 
percent, from 19 to 8, or from 1.4 percent to 0.6 percent of all stations," and 
that "Latinos comprise 15 percent of the entire U.S. population, but only own 
a total of 17 stations, or 1.25 percent of all stations" (Turner and Cooper 2007). 

Another study, commissioned by the FCC, examined ownership data from 
2002 to 2005. The authors found that, in 2005, minorities owned just 379 out 
of 14,015 radio stations and just 17 out of 1,778 television stations. In other 
words, the study found that people of color owned less than 3 percent of radio 
and less than 1 percent of TV broadcast licenses (Beresteanu and Ellickson 2007; 
and see Appendix, Table 11.3). National Telecommunications and Information 
Administration (NTIA) reports between 1990 and 1999 demonstrate that, over 
the long run, ownership has stagnated: minorities held 2.9 percent of broadcast 
licenses in 1990, 3.0 percent in 1994, and 2.9 percent in 1998 (NTIA 2000a). 
The Census Bureau's 2002 Survey of Business Owners found that, of 20,093 
non-Internet broadcasting firms, 16,698 were White-owned, 1,219 were 
Hispanic- or Latino-owned, 1,207 were Black-owned, 677 were Asian-owned, 
just !23 were American Indian- or Alaska Native-owned, and none were owned 
by a Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (U.S. Census Bureau 2006) .. 

Employment diversity in commercial broadcasting is much closer to panty 
than ownership, but still lacking. Data from the Radio-Television News 
Directors Association (RTNDA) show a slow increase from a 17 percent 
minority TV workforce in 1995 to about 24 percent in 2008, but during the same 
time period a decline in the radio workforce from 15 percent to 12 percent people 
of color (Papper 2008). If we zoom out to a longer view, once again we find that 
the employment rates for people of color in commercial broadcasting do n.ot 
even keep pace with changing demographics (Papper 2008; and see Appendix, 
Table 11.4). In sum, commercial broadcasters are certainly more diverse than 
newspapers, but they continue to systematically exclude people of color. 

What of public broadcasters? Surely we can expect to find minority station 
control and employment diversity in public radio and television. After all, these 
are the media institutions explicitly charged with the mandate to inform, 
educate, and reflect the full diversity of ideas of the American people. 
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Public Broadcasters 

The Corp~~~ti,?n for Public Broadcasting (CPB) designates a station "minority
~ontrolled. 1f at least 50 percent of its full-time employees and 50 percent of 
1ts govermng board are members of minority racial or ethnic groups" (CPB 
2007). Although it is a simplification, here we will take minority station control 
to be ana~ogo.us to ownership in the commercial sector. In 2008, public radio 
had 71 mmonty controlled stations: 29 African American, 28 Native American 
10 Hispanic, and 4 Multicultural, out of about 700 public radio stations. Thi~ 
means that rou~hly 10 percent of public radio stations were minority controlled, 
far .more th.an m the commercial radio sector but far less than demographic 
panty: Pubhc TV, meanwhile, had just 6 minority-controlled stations ( 1 African 
Amencan, 1 Hispanic, 1 Asian Pacific Islander, and 3 Multicultural) out of a 
total of 356, or about 1. 7 percent. As we expected, people of color have a greater 
ownership stake 111 our public broadcasting system than in commercial 
broadcasting, but there is still a long way to go. 

The CPB has collected data on minority employment in public radio and 
te~evis~on since 1978. These records mostly show a slow and steady increase in 
mmonty employment from 1978 (12.6 percent in radio, 13.9 percent in TV) 
to about 1998 (19.6 percent in radio, 18.8 percent in TV). This was followed 
by st.agnat~on for most of the last decade, with the 2008 CPB report finding 
public radio minority employment at 19.8 percent and public TV minority 
employment at 19.4 percent (see Appendix, Table 11.5). Inside the national 
public broadcasting organizations (CPB, PBS, and NPR), minorities are 29.8 
percent .of employees, a proportion that comes closer to parity with the general 
population than many other sector of the media system (CPB 2009). 

. Ov~rall, then, public radio and TV stations do a better job of employee 
diversity than newspapers or commercial radio broadcasters, and are more or 
less on par with commercial television broadcasters. Nationwide, the manage
ment .of the public broadcasting system better reflects the diversity of the 
Amen can people than any other part of the media sector. However, people of 
col~r occupy only two-thirds of the positions in local public broadcasting 
station~ that they would were these stations to reflect the general population. 
If pu~hc broadcasters do not begin to increase minority employment and 
retentiOn ra.tes, th.ey will fall further and further behind the nation's changing 
demo.graphlcs. G1ven the ownership and employment situation, it is little 
surpnse that public media content, while improving, still fails to reflect diverse 
racial and ethnic experiences and attract diverse audiences. 

. No~ we turn to the innovative field of online media. If the boosters of digital 
diversity are correct, then the explosion of online content should take us 
beyond the .out~ated limitations of minority ownership and employment in 
legac~ me~1a: Smce anyone can start their own blog, the old problems of 
scarCity-hmlted spectrum, limited channels-should be over, and everyone's 
voice should have an equal chance to be heard. 
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Digital Diversity? 

The first challenge to understanding diversity in online journalism is simply 
to describe what is happening with a fast-moving target like "online journalism." 
Of course, the Internet is more accessible than any other medium, in the sense 
that the barriers to entry (setting up a blog or web page) are very low and anyone 
can "broadcast" whatever they like (we will return to questions of general 
internet access inequality in the following section). However, if we continue to 
focus on questions of ownership and employment diversity-for example, on 
who owns online publishing and broadcasting firms, or who makes a living 
creating online content-the evidence brings us back to the reality of racial 
disparity. The forces of structural racism that work to keep people of color 
underrepresented as owners and employees in the print, commercial 
broadcasting, and public media sectors, unsurprisingly, continue to operate in 
the relatively new field of online journalism. 

That is not to say that new online media and journalism outlets provide no 
opportunities for people of color. Quite the contrary: the 2009 ASNE report, 
for example, counted online journalists employed by newspapers and found 
that nearly 19.6 percent were people of color (ASNE 2009a). By that measure, 
there is greater employment diversity in full-time online journalism than in 
print, but less than in broadcast TV. Another indicator of potential diversity 
among budding online journalists can be found in research revealing that 
people of color who are online are more likely to blog, have their own website, 
and have a digital video camera than non-Hispanic Whites, across all age 
groups (Korzenny and Korzenny 2008). On the other hand, few would argue 
with the statement that online news is presently dominated by White, male, 
middle-class voices. We do not have a gold standard data source for Internet 
news diversity, but anecdotal evidence abounds: what proportion of "A-list" 
political bloggers are people of color? Women of color? Or check http.:/ I 
technorati.com/pop/blogs; how many of the top 100 are not written by Whtte 
males? 

Several empirical studies support this anecdotal evidence; for example, a 2004 
Pew survey noted that 77 percent of online content creators were White 
(Lenhart et al. 2004). The U.S. Census Bureau (2006) found that people of color 
owned only 1,243 out of 12,158 (about 10.2 percent) of firms categorized as 
"Internet publishing and broadcasting." The vast majority of these were single
person businesses (reporting no employees); of the 1,770 Internet publishing 
and broadcasting firms reporting employees, Whites owned 1,369 while people 
of color owned 125, or just 7 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 2006). The same 
report found about 40,000 employees of Internet publishing and broadcasting, 
with fewer than 660 employed at minority-owned firms. Whites also owned 
39,160 out of 46,859 firms categorized as "Internet service providers, web 
search portals, and data processing services." The American Community Survey 
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(2007) examines more recent employee data and also finds an almost two to 
one gender disparity in this sector. 

We have demonstrated long-term racial inequality in ownership and 
employment _across e~ery major media platform. Although ownership and 
employment 111 professwnal online journalism remains understudied available 
evidence strongly suggests that the diversity metrics in this area are ~mch like 
those in public radio: better than most of the media industry, but still far from 
parity with the nation's population. People of color are severely underrepre
sented as own~rs o~ and paid reporters for online news firms. If the long-term 
rat~ of ~hange m this sector mirrors that of any other part of our media system, 
onhne JOurnahsm wtll never reach full racial parity without a major intervention 
that breaks the norms of business as usual. 

However, we would be remiss to conclude our discussion of online 
journalism here. Focusing only on incorporated firms and professional 
(employed) _online journalists would fail to engage one of the most important 
transformations of the media sector: the explosion of popular participation in 
the production and circulation of online news. Whether framed as citizens' 
media (Rodriguez 2001), citizen journalism (Outing 2005; Burns 2008; Rosen 
2008), grassroots media (Gillmor 2006), participatory news (Deuze et al. 2007), 
mass self-communication (Castells 2007), user-generated content (Thurman 
20~8; van Dijck 2009), free labor for the cultural economy (Terranova 2004), 
or 111 any othe~ terms, it is undeniable that nonprofessionals are participating 
on a _vast scale_111 the production of online news and journalism. This activity, 
and Its potential as a site for a radical shift toward the inclusion of voices of 
people of color, cannot be captured by statistics based on formal business 
ownership or paid employment. Instead, we must return to the debates over 
who, exactly, gets to participate in digital networks. 

The Digital Divide and the Cost of Network Exclusion 

In the early years of the information revolution, Internet access inequality was 
fra~ed by p~licymakers in terms of a growing digital divide, both domestically 
and mternatronally (NTIA 1998, 1999). During this time, a few scholars focused 
attention on the relationship between race and internet access (Hoffman and 
Novak 1998). However, the debate was largely drowned out by what appeared, 
at first blush, to be the steady diffusion of networked communication technology 
to all populations across lines of race, class, gender, and geography. Undeniably, 
the Internet and mobile phones gained massive uptake in the first decade of the 
new mil~ennium. In developed countries (OECD 2009), for example, higher 
penetratiOn rates have shifted the Internet user base from a highly educated, 

mostly male and young demographic, to one that now includes the majority 
of the population of the G-8 countries. A majority (greater than 50 percent) of 
women and people of color in all advanced economies became Internet users. 
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What looked like a closing gap between information haves and have-nots in ~he 
advanced economies found its parallel in transnational comparative perspectJ:'e 
as computer use in developing countries soared. In~eed, Internet use m 
developing countries accelerated so rapidly that some believed the North-South 

gap might be closing as well. For example, in China the mternet usag~ rate 
jumped from 1.7 percent to 19.0 percent between 2000 and. 2008; m Brazil, the 
same rate climbed from 2.9 percent in 2000 to 35.2 percent m 2008 (ITU 2008). 

The unprecedented rate of diffusion of mobile phones also raised ho?e.s for an 

additional path to equitable network connectivity. For exa~ple, India J~mped 
from 1.2 percent mobile penetration in 2002 to 20 percent m 2007 and IS now 

adding between 7 and 9 million new subscriptions per month (ITU 2008),.and 
most African countries-long plagued by the lowest levels of ICT connectivity 

in the world-also displayed robust mobile growth. 
Furthermore, the near-simultaneous collapse of the computer industry and 

the telecommunications industry at the start of the decade drowned a great de.al 

of analytical attention to and policy regarding the ~opic. To no~-.experts. m 
government and among funding agencies, the subje~t of the digital d~v~de 
seemed to become less pressing than before. The domestic debate over th~, d.Iv~de 
was further buried when the Bush Administration replaced the term digital 

divide" with "digital inclusion," published reports emphasizing how many 
Americans were online rather than how many were excluded, cut funds for 

programs aiming to increase Internet access among underse~ved populatio~s, 
slashed community technology center funding, and even ~eactivat~d th~ website 

digitaldivide.gov (Jaeger et al. 2005). Sensing the sh~ft m th~ WJ~d, ~ndustry 
support for digital divide research dried up, and mnovat1ons m mdustry 
increasingly focused on skimming the cream from wealthier markets and 

specialized products. This is not to say that mov~s away ~rom the term were 

entirely ideologically driven. During the same ti~e pe:J~d: sc~olarly ~ork 
emerged that questioned the original concept of a bmary divide, emphasized 
the multidimensional nature ofiCT access, appropriation, and use, and arg.ue~ 
that the notion of"divide" was inherently misleading (DiMaggio and Harg1tta1 

2001). Scholars emphasized the need to reframe the digital divide as~ complex 
phenomenon in which access to hardware and applications ~lay an Important 
role but so do access to financial resources, knowledge, soCial networks, and 
for~al Internet training (Norris 2001; Warschauer 2004; Wilson et al. 2005). 

In light of these shifts, techno-determinist argum~nts w.ere resurg~n.t. Much of 
the popular press, and many policymakers, either 1gn~red d1g1ta~ ac.cess 
inequality or assumed that the market left to its own deviCes would, m time, 

provide universal Internet access across the country and around the globe. 

Access Inequality, Remixed? 

With the historic election of Obama to the presidency, coupled with the global 
financial collapse, a paradoxical paradigm shift took place. On the one hand, 
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some imagined that Obama's election ushered in a new, post-racial polity; at 
the same time, the massive failure of the financial markets and their regulators 
signaled a new willingness to discuss the possibility that markets, left to their 

own devices, do not necessarily produce optimal outcomes. In this context, it 
has become possible to ask again, as a matter of public policy, how people of 
color might be disproportionally impacted by the lack of oversight in areas like 
housing, health, and even Internet access. In the academy and beyond, the 
broader question of global equality and inequality has once again returned full 
force. Issues of global wealth inequality, raised most dramatically at the turn 

of the millennium by the global justice movement, have been taken up by authors 
like Joseph Stiglitz (2002), David Held and Ayse Kaya (2007), who point to 
evidence of growing inequality both within and between countries. Once
socialist economies like India and China have seen tremendous growth in GOP 

as they sprint up the capitalist road, but at the cost of spiraling income inequality 
where wealth distribution was formerly more egalitarian. Other scholars point 
to inter-country inequality, as between Africa at one extreme and North 

America on the other. These claims have been met by counterclaims that use 
other metrics to find decreasing inequality, or little change at all (Dowrick and 

Akmal2005). The point is that economic asymmetries are again, appropriately, 
on the intellectual and policy agenda. As before, it remains an empirical 
question to what extent these gaps are fed by ICTs-and to what extent they 
in turn feed ICT access gaps. 

In the U.S., the most recent and extensive survey by the National Telecom
munications and Information Administration (NTIA 2010) finds continued 
growth in broadband access for all groups, with 68.7 percent of all households 
having computers and internet connections, and 63.5 percent with broadband 

connections at home. However, broadband access continues to be stratified 
by race, with 66 percent of White (non-Hispanic) and 67 percent of Asian 
persons reporting broadband at home, compared to 46 percent of Black, 

43 percent of American Indian, and 40 percent of Hispanic persons (see 
Appendix, Figure 11.1). The study also found that 84 percent of college
educated people above the age of 25 had broadband in the home, compared to 
just 28 percent of those with no high school diploma. The widest gap was based 
on family income: persons in households making under $15,000 per year (in 
other words, homes supported by those with minimum wage or less-than

minimum wage jobs, the underemployed, or the unemployed) reported just 29 
percent broadband at home, compared to 70 percent of households making 
above $50,000, 85 percent of those making above $100,000, and 89 percent of 
those with incomes above $150,000. In other words, middle-class and upper 
middle-class households are twice or even three times as likely to have 
broadband access as working poor households (Horrigan 2008; NTIA 20 10). 

Global figures of Internet inequality are much more stark. In 2008, the 
number oflnternet users increased to about 1.5 billion, but this is still only about 
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a quarter of the world's population. International Telecommunications Union 
(ITU) data show just 5.3 percent of the world's population with broadband 
subscriptions, and in 2007 "just over 10 percent of the world's population in 
developing countries were using the Internet, compared to close to 60 perce~t 
in the developed world" (ITU 2008). Unsurprisingly, broadband Internet IS 
concentrated almost exclusively in the world's wealthiest countries, or in the 
hands oflocal elites in major urban areas in middle-income and poor countries. 
For example, the African continent has just 0.2 broadband subscribers per 100 
people, compared to 3.4 in Asia, 4.2 in Brazil, 14 in the EU, and 21 in the USA 
(ibid.). Developed countries are not immune to concerns about global network 
disparity: even the U.S.laments its steady fall in OECD measures of broadband 
access, from 4th to 15th in the world (OECD 2009). 

In addition, while basic access to computers and the Internet is widespread, 
if unequal, people's degree and kind of usage continues to be structured along 
existing lines of social inequality. Upper middle-class kids tend to feel more 
empowered to engage in discourse and debate, and we know that race, class, 
and gender shape young people's use of the Internet in important ways 
(Hargittai 2007; and see chapters by boyd and by Hargittai, this volun:e). Many 
have come to refer to these differences as the participation gap (Jenkms 2006). 
The evidence is fairly clear that basic access to a digital platform does not 
automatically result in one's becoming a content producer. We also know that 
corporate and state actors use complex data mining techniques to "race" web 
users (Gandy, this volume). In the field of digital news, this "informational
ization of race" (Chow-White 2008) may modify web users' Internet experience, 
as sites feed them different stories, advertisements, and links based on the 
location they have been assigned in a presumptive identity matrix. In addition, 
terms like "access" and "participation" are a constantly moving frontier because 
of technological innovation. At the turn of the last century, few imagined that 
having a telephone in the home was an essential public service. By .1 ~50, 
household access to a telephone was considered a necessity for modern hvmg, 
and the definition of"access" changed accordingly. Public service commissions 
for cities, states and countries promulgated new regulations to make this once
new technological device commonplace. Today, the meaning of an "essential 
service" is still defined in part by the technological frontier, and more and more 
voices insist that to be truly connected today, consumers and citizens must have 
"access" to broadband. Since that is hardly the case in many parts of the world, 
the matter of network inclusion and exclusion again comes to the fore, in a 
kind of continuing fugue of technology and human "necessity." 

In sum, then, the new digital media, while in many ways far more open than 
print and broadcast media, also continue to reflect structural access in~q~ali~ies 
and to be marked by systematic network exclusion as well as by partiCipatiOn 
gaps along race, class, and gender lines, both domestically and inter~ationally. 
What does pervasive network exclusion along race (or any other) lmes mean 

New Voices on the Net? • 257 

for the future of U.S. democracy? In the following section, we draw on work 
b~ Wi:s~n and Tongia in order to reframe the discussion about the "digital 
divide m terms of the formal costs of network exclusion. 

Wilson-Tongia Formulation 

The cost of excluding people of color from both legacy and new media networks 
can be evaluated by both inclusion- and exclusion-based models. Scholarly work 
on network structure and value tends to focus on the positive values associated 
with network inclusion. Perhaps the greatest, most cited example of a model 
of network inclusion is Metcalfe's Law. In contemporary discourse on the value 
of com~~nicati~n networks, Metcalfe's Law has become synonymous with 
connectiVIty: statmg that as more people join a network, the value they add to 
the network mcreases exponentially, i.e. the value of the network is proportional 
~o the square number of users. The underlying mathematics for Metcalfe's Law 
Is based on pairwise connections (e.g. telephony). If there are four people with 
telephones in a network, there could be a total of 3 + 2 + 1 = 6 links. The full 
math for Metcalfe's reasoning leads to the sum of all possible pairings between 
nodes, so the value of the network size n is 

(n)(n-J) 

2 

which is often simplified as approaching n2• With this model, one can evaluate 
the per-person value of inclusion in a network. 

If we ~now the ~alue of a network as per Metcalfe's Law, assuming each 
member Is equal (a simplification that is likely to be untrue, but that is a matter 
for another text), we can calculate the value of inclusion per person. But what 
of the excluded? Intuitively, as a network grows in size and value, those outside 
th~ netwo.rk fac.e growing disparities. How do we measure these disparities? 
Usmg an mcluswn-based model, one might decide that the cost of exclusion 
is simply the difference between the outsiders' value ( = O) and the per-person 
value of those included. For example, if Metcalfe's Law has a value 
approximating n

2
, the per person value of inclusion simply approaches (n2)Jn 

= n. Thus, exclusion would lead to a disparity of n based on the size of the 
network, which is the difference between the per-person value of those inside 
(= n) and those outside(= 0). 

. What inclusion-based models fail to capture, however, is that any network 
Is of a finite size-if not in theory, then in practice. For example, if we state 
that our network size is 19, Metcalfe's Law finds a value proportional to 192 = 
361, and a per-person included value of~ 19. Thus, the cost of exclusion from 
our network with n = 19 is also 19 (the difference between 19 and O, which is 
the value assigne~ to .th~se not in the network). This formulation for calculating 
the cost of excl~swn md1cates the same cost regardless of whether the applicable 
population umverse is 20 people or 200 people. However, the cost of exclusion 
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. . e have only one excluded person or 181! 
should certainly be dtfferent tf w l . h uld depend on the number 

·t th t the cost of exc uswn s o k 
Therefore, we post a l d d ell as the size of the networ . 
(and/or proportion) of people exc u Te a~ wformulation (Figure 11.2), which 

And so, we refer to the Wilson- ongta b taking the number of people 
makes the costs of exclusion endogenous y 

excluded into account. d f . to the exclusion~based framing, 
If we compare the inclusion_~ bas~ ~ammg for any network law, and equal 

the ratio of these two formulatwns IS t e same 

to 

n 

N -n 

. k and N is the total applicable population 
where n is the people m the networ_ , . . nd inclusion and exclusion 

· that this rat1o IS growmg, a 
size. We can recogmze _ (O 5)(N) This means that the 

( equal) only at n - · · 
formulations crossover are c I f become higher as a network 

I I db exclusion~based tormu a tons "l 
costs as ca cu ate y h If f h pulation (Tongia and Wt son, 
(e.g. technology adoption) reaches a o t e po 

2011 ). r f people in a population included 
In other words, the greater the propor ton ok th ore quickly the costs of 

. . th benefits of a networ , e m 
within and enJoymg e f h t etwork The costs to those who 

c th se excluded rom t a n . b 
exclusion grow tor 

0 
. h f m the network can also e 

. h t k of excludmg ot ers ro 
are already m t e ne wor . b c is under what conditions, or 

h" A criticaltssue etore us d 
calculated in t IS way. · . b most severe to the exclude 
in what sequence, do the costs of excluswn ecohm~ l ded)< 

d t ate the costs to t e me u . 
(and how might we emons r hown that the severity of exclusion costs 

Wilson and Tongta have s . f the population included and 
d . . rt on the proportwn o h 

shifts depen mg m pa . . f the "new" network; and on t e 
excluded; on the differential qualhtty o t ks (Tongia and Wilson, 2011). 

. . d I· f uality of ot er ne wor . 
availabthty an rea we q . . "I r in value up to a pomt-
Inclusion~ and exclusion~based frammgs are stmt a 

Equation 1: Existing Exclusion Cost {Network Value as per any Law] 

lnclusion~based (ie, disparity) formulations 
Members in the Network (= n) Framing per person included value 

Equation 2: Proposed Exclusion Cost {Network Value as per any Law] 

Exclusion~based Formulation = total network 
Members outside the Network value divided by number of Framing 

people excluded (= N- n) 

F . 11 2 Wilson-Tongia Formulation zgurc . · 
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roughly half the population. It is precisely when only a minority ofthe population 
is not in the network that the costs of exclusion rise dramatically. When only a 
few people are members of a network, the exclusion is spread out among the 
majority of the population but the advantage is held by only a few. Once a 
network includes the majority of the population, the disadvantage is held by 
only a few. In logical terms, for n < 0.5N, the included have an advantage they 
share, while for n > O.SN, the excluded have a disadvantage they share. In such 
a formulation, the lowest disparity between frameworks is when n = O.SN When 

only a small fraction of the population is in the network, the median person in 
the population is excluded. Hence, inclusion is the exception, and not the norm. 
When the majority of the population is in the network, exclusion is the 
exception, and not the norm (Tongia and Wilson, 2011). 

This has profound implications for how we understand diversity and race~ 
based exclusion in both legacy and new media networks. Globally, twice as many 
people on earth are excluded from the Internet as are included: 4+ billion versus 
2 billion. Thus, worldwide, Internet access is an advantage held by a few. 
Domestically, however, Internet penetration has reached 70-75 percent, with 
broadband Internet penetration above 60 percent (NTIA 20 10). Internet access, 
and specifically broadband connectivity in the home, has thus moved from 
a competitive advantage to a competitive necessity. Furthermore, as more 
and more people move from dial~up to broadband, websites increasingly in cor~ 
porate rich media content; data transfer during a given browsing session 
thus increases dramatically. Dial~up users have to wait longer and longer for 
page loads, rendering them worse off in an absolute sense, not just a relative 
sense, compared to broadband users (Tongia and Wilson, 2011). The costs of 
network exclusion-the disadvantages already faced by those excluded from 
the network (primarily people of color and low~income people)-will only 
continue to rise. 

We have tried, briefly, to reframe the question of the digital divide around 
a new model of the costs of network exclusion within a single network scenario. 
In reality, network inclusion and exclusion is far more complex. Manuel 
Castells, in his latest book, draws our attention to the power that privileged 
information intermediaries wield in the network society, either by operating 
within a single network or as agents who switch network flows (including news 
or other information) between complementary networks (Castells 2009). Our 
aim has simply been to frame the issues of racial exclusion, diversity, and the 
digital divide in network terms; we believe in this way they gain analytic depth 
and introduce a set of concepts and theories not typically included in these 
discussions. This is a small step in trying to open up the discourse. We 
encourage scholars, policymakers, and activists to focus greater attention on 
how all forms of network exclusion impose increasing costs both on the 
excluded and on those inside the network. 
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Conclusions 

We began this chapter by examining the undeniable evidence that people o~ 

color remain excluded from ownership and empl~y~~nt;c~~ssl ~~~ a~~e;:;;s 
our media system. Our key findings are summanze m a e. I. . d public 
of media ownership diversity, we found that both commerCia an 
television have the lowest rates of control by people of color (1 percent and 

t . I ) hile print (8 percent) and public radio (10 percent) 2 percent, respec IVe Y ' W · (b ]" 
have the highest rates, with inconclusive data about online :;.edla d" ut ;~ ~~~ 
news ownership by people of color may be similar to pu l.C ra 10 a ~ 

percent). Employment figures showed the national pubhc )b~ol~dcas~I~gy 
. 11 h d f everyone else (29 percent , 10 owe organizations substantia y a ea o d bl" TV (19 

. I TV (24 percent) public radio (20 percent), an pu 1C commerCia ' · d" t 
ercent). Online media employment metrics are spotty, but one m Ica or 

~uggests that about 20 percent of online news employees are pe~pl~ of ~o~or, 
while print (13 percent) and commercial radio (8 percent) are last m !me. ~s, 
des ite slow, long-term progress, our media system remains .large~y unrefl~ctl.ve 
of t~e diversity of our body politic. To put it bluntly: Amenca Will be maJOnty 

Table 11.6 Media Ownership and Employment Diversity Across Platforms 

Platform 

Online 

Public radio 

Print 

Commercial radio 

Public TV 

Commercial TV 

Platform 

National public broadcasting 

Commercial TV 

Public radio 

Online 

Public TV 

Print 

Commercial radio 

Ownership (%people of color) 

? (10.2% all firms/7.1% firms with employees)I 

8.3% 1 

2.7%3 

1.7%2 

0.96%3 

Employment(% people of color) 

28.9%2 

23.6%1 

19.8%2 

? (1 9.6% of online newspaper staff) I 

19.4%2 

. , 2006· 2 CPB 2009; 3 fCC (in Beresteanu and Ellickson 2007); 4 Sources: 1 U.S. Census Bureau , > 

RTNDA (in Papper 200R); 5 ASNE 2009a 
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"minority" within a generation, but at this rate the American mediascape will 
never look like the American public. 

We have a plethora of new media platforms and endlessly proliferating 
applications, but the hard fact remains: an increasingly multiracial and 
multicultural society requires not only multiple channels, but truly diverse 
ownership, employment, participation, and content. The new media tools are 
full of potential for diverse voices to be heard, but the realization of this 
potential will be neither easy nor automatic. Access inequalities still prohibit 
many sectors of the population from participating, including many people of 
color. Information industry insiders are tempted to rely on their existing social 
networks to recruit talent, and outsiders are likely to become cynical or 
discouraged. To be fully connected increasingly requires broadband access, and 
therefore disparities in broadband network access will become increasingly 
problematic in the U.S. as penetration passes 50 percent in most parts of the 
country. As the Wilson-Tongia formulation demonstrates, the costs of network 
exclusion increase as networks grow to include more than 50 percent of the 
population. These costs are not trivial, and they continue to rise as more and 
more essential services for citizenship-including the tools for media 
discourse-migrate from the traditional world of "brick and mortar" to the 
online universe. 

To realize the promises and reap the benefits of a deepened democracy hinted 
at in Obama's election, we badly need to transform our media system to better 
reflect the diversity of our society and polity. We need an "information 
revolution" that is not merely technical and commercial, but that also brings 
more and more people greater opportunities to create their own stories and 
gain access to the information they need to lead fuller, more meaningful and 
productive lives as citizens of multiple communities. One can easily embrace 
the slogan "change we can believe in," but how can we believe in a media system 
that so consistently fails to reflect the changes in who we really are as a people? 
The costs of continued exclusion will be borne most heavily by the excluded, 
who are most likely to be people of color and low-income people. Yet all of us 
suffer if the stories of the least powerful and the least visible of our citizens are 
excluded from the national discourse. American democracy can only reach its 
full potential when all people have their voices heard and their full creativity 
acknowledged. 
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Appendix 

Table 11.1 Business Ownership by Race and Ethnicity 

NAIC Name Percent 

Hispanic White 

22 Utilities 0.85 96.79 

23 Construction 3.57 97.15 

31-33 Manufacturing 3.57 94.57 

42 Wholesale trade 3.84 91.40 

44-45 Retail trade 3.60 89.55 

48-49 Transportation and 5.60 94.07 

warehousing 

51 Information 2.82 93.04 

515I I2 Radio stations 3.7I 

515 I 20 TV stations 6.04 

5 I 11 IO Newspaper publishers 1.58 

52 Finance and insurance 3.03 

53 Real estate, rental, 2.40 

leasing 

54 Prof., scientific, tech. 2.77 
services 

55 Mgmt of companies 1.36 

56 Admin. support and 5.50 
waste mgmt and 
remedial services 

61 Educational services 3.55 

62 Health care and social 4.I4 

assist. 

7l Arts, entertainment, 2.13 

8I 

recreation 

Other services 
(except public) 

All non-farm businesses 

5.I I 

3.85 

93.29 

89.11 

93.50 

95.39 

94.90 

93.57 

95.74 

93.27 

90.60 

85.88 

95.13 

89.07 

91.32 

Black 

1.13 

1.24 

0.72 

0.60 

1.22 

2.99 

2.07 

4.35 

4.89 

2.44 

1.70 

1.04 

1.57 

1.03 

3.38 

3.10 

4.14 

2.33 

2.28 

1.82 

Amlnd Asian 

0.89 1.44 

0.68 1.04 

0.48 4.09 

0.25 7.57 

0.42 8.58 

0.54 2.10 

0.40 4.33 

0.17 

0.00 

1.00 

0.38 

0.26 

0.47 

0.38 

0.63 

0.65 

0.44 

0.34 

0.45 

0.47 

2.27 

6.03 

3.24 

2.54 

3.56 

4.29 

2.76 

2.61 

5.25 

9.20 

2.069 

8.16 

6.21 

Source: 2002 U.S. Economic Census, cited in Beresteanu and Ellickson 2007. 
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Table 11.2 Minority Employment in Daily Newspapers, 1978-2009. 

Year 

1978 

1979 

1980 

1981 

1982 

1983 

1984 

1985 

1986 

1987 

1988 

1989 

1990 

1991 

1992 

1993 

1994 

1995 

1996 

1997 

1998 

1999 

2000 

2001 

2002 

2003 

2004 

2005 

2006 

2007 

2008 

2009 

2010 

Source: ASNE 20 I 0. 

Total Workforce 

43,000 

45,000 

47,000 

45,500 

49,000 

50,000 

50,400 

53,800 

54,000 

54,700 

55,300 

56,200 

56,900 

55,700 

54,500 

53,600 

53,700 

53,800 

55,000 

54,000 

54,700 

55,100 

56,200 

56,400 

54,400 

54,700 

54,200 

54,100 

53,600 

55,000 

52,600 

46,700 

41,500 

Minorities in 

Workforce 

1,700 

1,900 

2,300 

2,400 

2,700 

2,800 

2,900 

3,100 

3,400 

3,600 

3,900 

4,200 

4,500 

4,900 

5,100 

5,500 

5,600 

5,900 

6,100 

6,100 

6,300 

6,400 

6,700 

6,600 

6,600 

6,900 

7,000 

7,300 

7,400 

7,400 

7,100 

6,300 

5,500 

'!'i> lvlinorities in 
Workj(nce 

3.95 

4.22 

4.89 

5.27 

5.5 I 

5.6 

5.75 

5.76 

6.3 

6.56 

7.02 

7.54 

7.86 

8.72 

9.39 

10.25 

10.49 

10.91 

11.02 

11.35 

11.46 

11.55 

11.85 

11.64 

12.07 

12.53 

12.95 

13.42 

13.73 

13.43 

13.52 

13.41 

13.26 
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Table 11 .3 Media Ownership by Race and Gender (FCC Data) 

Year Platform Number Female Minority %Female %Minority 
of stations owned owned owned owned 

2002 Radio 13,662 407 377 2.98 2.76 
TV 1,739 27 20 1.55 1.15 

2003 Radio 13,696 382 391 2.79 2.85 
TV 1,749 28 16 1.60 0.91 

2004 Radio 13,696 393 372 2.87 2.72 
TV 1,758 27 17 1.54 0.97 

2005 Radio 14,015 384 379 2.74 2.70 
TV 1,778 27 17 1.52 0.96 

Source: FCC data, cited in Beresteanu and Ellickson 2007. 

Table 11.4 Broadcast News Workforce, 1995-2008 

% Television Employees 2008 2007 2006 2005 2000 1995 

Caucasian 76.3 78.5 77.8 78.8 79.0 82.9 
African American 10.1 10.1 9.5 10.3 11.0 10.1 
Hispanic 10.3 8.7 9.6 8.7 7.0 4.2 
Asian American 2.7 2.3 2.7 1.9 3.0 2.2 
Native American 0.5 0.4 0.5 0.3 <1.0 0.6 

% Radio Employees 2008 2007 2006 2005 2000 1995 

Caucasian 88.2 93.8 93.6 92.1 90.0 85.3 
African American 7.8 3.3 2.5 0.7 5.0 5.7 
Hispanic 3.6 0.7 1.9 6 3.0 7.5 
Asian American 0.4 1.1 1.8 0.7 1.0 0.6 
Native American 0 1.1 0.2 0.5 1.0 1.0 

Source: Papper 2008. 

Table 11.5 Public Broadcaster Station Employment 1978-2008 

Year Percent Public Radio Minority Percent Public TV Minority 
Employment Employment 

1978 12.6 13.9 
1998 19.6 18.8 
2006 20.4 18.7 
2007 19.9 19.2 
2008 19.8 19.4 

Source: CPB reports to Congress 1978-2008. 
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Roots and Revelation 

Genetic Ancestry Testing and the You Tube 
Generation 

ALONDRA NELSON 

Columbia University 

JEONG WON HWANG 

Just wanted to take ya'll through the steps of me doing my paternal African 
roots ... I'm going to send you all on a trip with me. And, hopefully ... 
ya'll will have positive feedback about my results ... Give me questions, 
give me comments, share this video with your friends and f~lmily, because 
I want ya'll to do this, too. 

(yearnie, genetic genealogist on YouTube) 1 

As is widely acknowledged, parallel developments in computing and molecular 
biology precipitated the genomics era. A noteworthy extension of this 
interdependence of bytes and genes is the budding role played by social network 
sites (SNS) on the terrain of consumer genetics. 2 The Google-backed personal 
genomics company 23andMe that sells consumers genetic inferences about their 
"health, disease and ancestry," for example, was launched in 2007 as an e
business with a social networking component. 3 As envisioned, this feature allows 
23andMe's clients to tap into the wisdom of the crowd by sharing and 
aggregating data about their respective genetic analyses. Virtual communities 
have also risen up more organically around other types of direct-to-consumer 
(DTC) genetic testing in the form of listservs and blogs through which users 
disclose and discuss the SNPs ("snips"), Y -chromosome DNA (Y- DNA), 
mitochondrial DNA (mt-DNA) and haplotype group results they purchased 
from various enterprises toward the end of conjecturing identity, familial 
origins or disease predisposition.4 In this essay, we examine another iteration 
of the interplay between on-line community and DTC genetics-the use of the 
video-sharing SNS YouTube (Broadcast YourselfP·'1 by African American 
genealogists, who have purchased DNA testing to learn about their ancestry. 
With this phenomenon, the authoritative "imprimatur" of genetic science and 
the practice of genealogy are married to the media cultures ofW eb 2.0 and reality 
television. 5 These broadcasts that predominantly feature men and women in 
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familial narrative or excavation, but also the performance of one's response to 
this genealogical account, as well as the presence of an audience to observe it. 
Broadcasting oneself on Y ouTube is one means to these ends. 

Moreover, as an SNS, YouTube is inherently a vehicle through which the 
audience can express its opinions about roots revelations back to the videos' 
creators. These broadcasts provide not only a way for genealogists to circulate 
their genetic test results, but also an audience with whom to share their 
experiences and, potentially, with whom to develop affiliations. In the words 
of yeamie, from the epigram that begins this essay, genetic genealogists use the 
site, in part, to generate "positive feedback about 1 their J results." A diverse array 
of viewers differently bears witness to the roots journey: Viewers' reactions 
indeed include "positive" responses. Audience members claiming ties to the 
ethnic groups or countries to which a root -seeker has been associated by a testing 
service, for example, may enthusiastically receive (and thus authenticate) a 
broadcaster's results. At the same time, some in the audience may ret1ect 
skepticism about genetic ancestry testing and, implicitly, also about the 
presuppositions about kinship and community that undergird it. In both 
instances, the circulation of roots revelations offers a small window on public 
perception of the growing use of genetic ancestry testing. 

As Nelson has described previously, "affiliative self-fashioning" -the 
constitution of individual identity, through and toward the goal of association 
with others, including ancestors and DNA "kin" -is a significant aspiration for 
consumers of genetic ancestry testing.H As we detail here, roots revelations are 
one manner in which this affiliative identification and interchange is achieved. 
The videos thus serve not only as a forum for the evaluation of new selves by 
a multifaceted social network, but also a vehicle of self-making. In other words, 
although prompted by the consumption of genetic ancestry testing, our root
seekers and their viewers interrogate and assess identity and community 
membership via social network interaction. More specifically, drawing on the 
work of the anthropologist John L. Jackson, roots revelations might be 
understood as enactments of "racial sincerity"-that is, a race-based yet non
essentialist form of negotiated, interactional identity.9 

Genes and Bytes 

DTC genetic genealogy testing has burgeoned over the last several years. This 
commercial enterprise evolved from techniques developed in molecular 
genetics, human population genetics, and biological anthropology. 111 With this 
form of analysis, a consumer's ancestry or family history is inferred from the 
comparison of his or her DNA with a company's proprietary database of 
genetic samples.

11 
Several types of tests are offered by the growing number 

of purveyors of DNA analysis for genealogical purposes: 12 "Racio-ethnic 
composite" testing-such as the Ancestry Painting evaluation sold by 23andMe 
-yields to a customer percentages of African, Asian and European ancestry. 
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A second type of testing, haplogroup analysis, of which the Genographic Project 
is paradigmatic, informs a consumer of distant ancestry, typically thousands 

or tens of thousands of years in the past. 13 

A third common category of genetic genealogy is "ethnic lineage" testing
analysis ofY-chromosome DNA and mitochondrial DNA (mt-DNA). Y-DNA 
is passed inter-generationally from fathers to sons. Through examination of these 
sex-linked genes, a direct line of male ancestors (patrilineage) can be traced. 
mtDNA, the energy mechanism of cells, is inherited by sons and daughters from 
their mothers; it contains characteristic "hypervariable" regions that can be 
assayed to discern genetic matrilineage. A hypothetical ethnic lineage result, 
based on analysis purchased from the African Ancestry company, might suggest 
that a root-seeker's Y-DNA traced to the Yoruba people, who reside in many 
countries in contemporary West Africa. Or, using the Oxford Ancestors service, 
it might be inferred that a client's mtDNA showed commonality with residents 
of Central and Western Eurasia. 14 For genealogists, part of the appeal of ethnic 
lineage testing is that it intimates "mothers" and "fathers" and generates a specific 
contemporary region, nation-state or community to which a consumer can trace 
origins (rather than, say, an association with a historically and/or temporally 
distant population). This third type of testing might be said to be the form of 
genetic analysis that best approximates the narrative arc of Haley's Roots, in 
which "lost" national and racio-ethnic identity and kin were recovered. 

Haley's family tree was refashioned from the author's own (and subsequently 
somewhat controversial) research. Twenty-first-century genealogy, on the 
other hand, relies largely on technical developments that make the practice 
accessible to the general public as a product. Both the digitization of documents 
necessary to root-seeking practice via websites such as Ancestry.com and the 
cottage industry of DTC genetic testing companies that promise to uncover 
family history with DNA analysis have contributed to growing interest in 
genealogy. In the process, the reduction of genealogical labor for individual 
root-seekers-relative to the more arduous Roots example-has also become 

possible. 

Reveal Yourself 

Traditional, digital and genetic methods of ancestry tracing are prominent in 
the recent spate of genealogy-themed, reality television shows. "The reveal" 
is an essential element of genealogy programs such as Motherland: A Genetic 

journey (2003), Motherland: Moving On (2006) and Who Do You Think You 
Are? (2004-) on Britain's BBC and, in the U.S., celebrity-driven shows such 
as PBS's African American Lives (2006), Oprah's Roots (2007), African American 

Lives II (2008), and Faces of America (2010), and NBC's Who Do You Think 
You Are? (20 10-). 15 Media studies scholar June Deery writes that "the reveal" 
functions "both to uncover and to display ... to a dual audience of subject and 
TV viewers." 16 With televised genealogy shows, furthermore, what is uncovered 
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ancestry testing companies. Here, we examine thirteen roots revelations 
uploaded to the SNS by ten root-seekers between 2007 and 2009.20 The videos 
spanned from five to ten minutes in length. We viewed each of these videos 
several times and also transcribed them. We then coded these transcripts as 
well as the associated "comments" sections (i.e. the social network audience's 
written responses to the videos). The "tags" that root-seekers assigned to their 
videos were also recorded; as we note below, tagging is one strategy that 
Y ouTube users employ to shape the audience for their videos. As well, we made 
note of the broadcasters' descriptions of their videos; these brief writings 
offered additional perspective on why our root-seekers purchased genetic 

genealogy testing. 
Five of the root-seekers are women and five are men. They are all young 

adults. Although we do not know any of the broadcasters personally, all appear 
to be under forty years of age; the majority are younger than thirty. Because 
genealogy has typically been time- and resource-intensive, it has traditionally 
been the provenance of older adults or retirees with leisure time. But genealogy's 
intersections with cutting-edge DTC genetic testing and social network 
technologies have helped to increase its popularity among a younger 
demographic. Although it is considered a hobby, ancestry tracing can be a 
serious undertaking for this new generation of genealogists. One root-seeker, 
an African American male, who appeared to be in his late teens and used the 
name NurturingOurRootslO I, stressed in his video that genealogy was no mere 
recreational pursuit for him. The goal of his broadcast, he stated, was to help 
other "students to see where they come from in Africa, to know their ancestors 

and genealogy." He continued, 

some ... [ask] about genealogy being a hobby. It's not a hobby, definitely 
not a hobby, because a hobby is something you do for relaxation and 
pleasure. But we do not do [it] for pleasure ... Genealogy ... is a necessity 

[for] knowing who you are and everything you hope to be.
21 

Notably many had also been tagged with terms that signaled the history 
and politics of black experience like "racism" and "slavery." Discussing 
public and private spheres on Y ouTube, media studies scholar Patricia Lange 
explains that broadcasters may deliberately "calibrate access to their videos" 
and "create larger or smaller media circuits by using technical features such 
as ... strategic tagging."22 Tagging refers to designating keywords for videos. 
Tags may serve to hail viewers based upon common language or shared racial, 
sexual, religious, or national identities; in turn, tagging may help to foster the 
formation of affinity groups and feelings of community between broadcasters 

and the audience. 
Another way that these root-seekers shaped their audience was by placing 

their videos into YouTube's "Education" category (rather than in the more 
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expected "People & Blogs" category). This was true of vegasview77, who 
assigned "education" as both a category and a tag to his reveal. In a written 
statement appended to his video, this root-seeker declared: "Always remember 
that DNA has memory ... I'm so pleased my results came back as 100% 
certain, yeah that's right 100%!"23 This categorization was likely utilized by this 
root seek~r to impute gravitas and validity to both the root-seeking journey 
and genetiC genealogy testing. 

Roots Revelations 

Roots revelations depict genealogists' receipt of genetic information about 
their ancestry. Although we found considerable variation among the videos, 
they share several qualities. Most broadcasts suggest why root-seekers embark 
upon genetic genealogical testing and why they were prompted to create their 
videos. Videos may feature detailed step-by-step descriptions of the genetic 
g~nealogy testing process, from purchase to results. yeamie, for example, filmed 
h1mself collecting the DNA sample that he would send to the African Ancestry 
company for analysis: 

These are the test kit instructions right here for the "premium ancestry 
kit." [He holds a piece of paper containing instructions up to the camera.] 
I'll just read them to you. "Number one, fill out the specimen information 
form ... " Check ... I'm gonna swab my cheeks right now with these 
swabs. But, first, I wanna get some water to rinse my mouth. [Rinses his 
mouth and spits the water out.] [Again, reading directions.] "Remove 
cotton swab from package. Swab firmly along the inside of each of your 
cheeks, approximately 20 times per cheek." [Counts 1, 2, 3, 4, etc., as he 
wipes the inside of each cheek.]24 

A few of the other roots revelations we documented also include display or 

discussion of the collection of DNA samples. However, the broadcasts more 
often than not center on the moment of "the reveal" and the genealogists' 
reactions to this new genetically derived information. 

The Reveal 

Roots revelations customarily involve the public disclosure of one's often 
previously unknown genetic affiliation (i.e. racial composite, ethnicity, 
haplotype group, etc.). Although a few of the genealogists we followed 
performed or recalled their reveals post hoc, most allowed the audience to 
witness the climactic moment when their genetic ancestry test results were 
opened. The root revelations we examined appear to be self-filmed with the 
exception of that of fasmynecannick, who had her reveal documented by a friend 
with whom she converses in her video. Whether or not the results are revealed 
"live" on camera, the root-seekers consistently share their results with theatrical 
flair. 
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Figure 12.1a jasmynecannick's reveal flimed by a friend 

Figure 12.1b In a celebratory gesture, jasmynecannick holds up the map and 
certificate of ancestry that she received fro~ Afncan. ~ncestry. 
These documents indicate her inferred Afncan ethmoty. 

Roots and Revelation • 279 

yeamie, who identifies as a black man, frlmed himself opening the envelope 
containing the results of the Y-DNA test he purchased from African Ancestry. 
Before the camera, he slowly reads from the letter containing his results: "The 
Y chromosome that we determined from your sample has European ancestry 
. .. We understand this information may be diffi-" At this point, yeamie 
interjects, "No, it's not. That's what they say, but I already know I got white in 
me." Carrying on reading the results letter where he left off, he says," .. . difficult 
to accept, especially if you are not aware of any European men on your paternal 
line ... " Again, yeamie inserts his perspective between the lines of the 
company's result letter: "That I know; that's why I did my father's [the paternal 
line]." Towards the end of his broadcast, the root-seeker endeavors to 
demonstrate to the audience that the results were anticipated: "I am not 
surprised ... I'm not shocked to get any results because I pretty much know 
my make-up already." Wrapping up, he musters the following statement of 
bittersweet fulfillment: ''I'm very proud to know what I am. I am European and 
proud of it. So, all the Europeans out there and my Europeans in You Tube land, 
I'll check you out later. Peace! Black power!"25 

With yeamie's broadcast, viewers witness the very moment when he learns 
his test results and discovers, furthermore, that his Y-DNA traces to Europe 
rather than Africa. Proclaiming his prior awareness of and, moreover, his 
satisfaction with this news of European ancestry, yeamie seeks to downplay the 
fact that his results may have been surprising. The exclamation of "Black 
power!" after his expression of European pride is perhaps intended to be ironic. 
It may also be a subtle negation of the test results, evidence of yeamie's 
recognition that "European DNA" does not make him a white person. 

Figure 12.2 yeamie's reveal. Here he displays the map of Europe that was 
included in his results package. In keeping with his Y-DNA result, 
the map is titled "Europe" (the continent of Asia also appears 
prominently on this map) 
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A broadcaster going by the name of cocopuff236 also permitted the You Tube 
audience to observe him as he read for the first time the results of a genetic 

genealogy test he had purchased. 

I'm just going to jump into it ... These are the results of my mother's 
maternal lineage from AfricanAncestry.com. And, the results are ... "It's 
a great pleasure that our report on the Matriclan analysis had identified 
your maternal genetic ancestry. The sequence that we determined from 
your sample is of Middle Eastern ancestry. The sequence belonged to the 

haplo-group NIC, a non-African lineage."
26 

He continues, describing elements of his results package: "There is a map that 
says haplo-group Nl is most commonly found among the Ashkenazi Jewish 

population in Central and Eastern Europe."
27 

In contrast to yeamie, who tried to minimize the extent to which his shock 
was apparent to the social network audience by repeatedly interrupting the 
narrative flow of African Ancestry's results letter, cocopuff236's reveal is more 
a straightforward reckoning with unanticipated information. Nevertheless, 
cocopuff236 almost immediately follows his reveal with qualification: "Now, like 
they say further in the letter, it doesn't mean that we're not African American. 
That's just ... one side of the family, one portion."28 He surmises that "it goes 
to show that you can't always go by hearing from your family members, because 
in our family we were told that we were mixed with Native Americans. But I 

guess the DNA test shows otherwise."
29 

Born Again 
The "Certificate of Ancestry" that African Ancestry gives to its clients as part 
of their results packages is featured prominently in several of the roots 
revelations we analyzed. This document, signed by the company's chief 
executive officer, Gina Paige, and its chief science officer, Rick Kittles, illustrates 
a customer's genetic ancestry designation in attractive detail. African Ancestry's 
"certification" is of symbolic importance to root-seekers like Jasmynecannick, 
who declared that she felt "complete" after receiving documentation that 
affiliated her with both the Bubi people in Bioko Island, Equatorial Guinea, and 
the Tikar tribe and Fulani people of Cameroon.30 The power of the certificate 
was also evident in a video posted by a root-seeker named CameroonStar, who 
articulated the certificate's influence in this way, ''I'm extremely excited because 
I've known this for years 'inside,' but to actually have it on paper, coming from 

your DNA ... !" 
African Ancestry contributes to the valorization of its ancestry certificates 

by advising root -seekers to put the documents on show in their homes. yeamie, 
reading from his results letter, conveyed the company's recommendation in his 
video: "We have also enclosed a certificate of ancestry authenticating that your 
polymorphisms match with people living in Europe. You can display it among 

1 
I 
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root-seeker yeamie hoped for "positive" reactions to his reveal broadcast. 
Expressions of affirmation and support were the overwhelming reaction to 
yeamie' s two videos. Positive observations were additionally the most common 
response to the other roots revelations we considered. 

However, as yeamie's case also exemplifies, the audience had a wider 
range of reactions too. Acknowledging that yeamie seemed visibly shocked 
by his genetic ancestry results despite assertions to the contrary, his viewers 
also extended commiseration. Tevye Will replied, "Yeah, Id've [sic] been 
disappointed ... very interesting my Black European friend, just goes to show 
how little DNA matters/relates to our physical differences." Similarly, a viewer 
named skylabx2000 offered, "I salute your bravery brother, don't let it bug you." 
Another with the moniker CVGodfather remarked, "It[']s not really bad news 
cuz I know you were kind of expecting this. It's obvious that your African traits 
dominate your [E]uropean traits.lol." lerinhar, who was both a root-seeker and 
a commenter in our sample, replied: "interesting video bro! I['] m sorry you got 
those results but at least you know your paternal ancestry."37 

Audience and Diaspora 

SNSs encourage a sense of proximity between broadcasters and commenters, 
in spite of the temporal and spatial distance characteristic of virtual exchange. 
On Y ouTube this familiarity is partly achieved through filming technique and 
style: Close-angle views and sotto voce tones are employed on roots revelations 
that approximate the "confessional" interludes on reality TV shows such as The 
Real World and Survivor. These videos create intimacy despite the fact that they 
can be grainy and poorly lit. Media scholar Patricia Lange explains that on 
YouTube interaction may be privileged over aesthetics. She suggests that 
"quality is not necessarily the determining factor in terms of how videos affect 
social networks.''3R Rather, Lange suggests, broadcasters "creat[ e] and circulat[ e] 
video" in order to "enact social relationships between those who make [them] 

and those who view" them.39 

Building from Lange's observation, in addition, the SNS-enabled social 
interactions we observed could have a specifically diasporic valence because the 
audience for black American root-seekers' videos was comprised in part of 
viewers who professed African nationality (and residence on the continent or 
abroad). Audience members claiming affiliation with the group, ethnicity or 
nation to which a root-seeker was matched by DNA often celebrated the 
identities unfurled on the videos. Afterviewing]asmynecannick's reveal, in which 
the genealogist learned that her matrilineage traced to contemporary West 
Africa, commenter Crisjones77 replied, "BE PROUD OF UR HERITAGE AND 
DON'T FORGET TO GO TO CAMEROON[.] I[']m from Congo[,] by the 
way[.] "40 lerinhar received a similarly agreeable response to his roots revelation 
from Akok98, who wrote, "Although I'm not American[,] I understand the 
struggles of all African diaspora nations. I'm from Sudan. But nonetheless I see 
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how that bridge ... with ancestry was broken during slavery ... I'm proud of 
you and others."41 

Members of the social network audience claiming African ethnicity or 
nationality also warmly received root-seekers into motherland identities and 
communities. vegasview77's genetic ancestry results suggested a link to the Akan 
group. In reply to this video, viewer termanology85 wrote: "my mother is Akan 
(Guan ppl.). big ups and welcome." In response to CameroonStar's reveal that 
made public her genetic assignment to Cameroon, Estorpai noted, "Welcome 
home. You are from a great country," while LeClubM]J similarly greeted her 
by writing, ''I'm from Cameroon, from the Bamileke tribe. I live in California 
... Congratulations to Afro-Americans interested in their roots. Welcome 
HOME sisters and brothers." 

In a recent meditation on heritage tourism in Ghana, cultural theorist 
Saidiya Hartman proposes that salutations and familial invocations between 
West Africans and black Americans-underpinned as they are by "redemptive 
narratives," "promises of filiation," "fantasies of origin" and even economic 
interests-may be instrumental or insincere.42 Unlike the case of Ghanaian 
tourism, exchanges that take place around roots revelations many not produce 
tangible benefits for "African" commenters. Affective benefits can accrue to 
genealogists, however, through social network interactions with viewers who 
sanction their genetic ancestry results from a privileged "African" vantage 
pointY In this way, roots revelations may condition "affiliative self-fashioning," 
constituting genetic genealogists' identities through technology, sentiment and 
sociality.44 

On the other hand, "African" audience members also challenged root
seekers' claims of affiliation-ancestry certificates and performative reveals 
notwithstanding. In the comments that accompanied ]asmynecannick's roots 
revelation, a debate ensued about African American root -seeking. A viewer using 
the Nguni name bongiwe expressed deep skepticism of black Americans' 
genealogical aspirations and was dismissive of the measures to which they were 
willing to go in pursuit of African ancestry. bongiwe complained, 

[a]s an African I find it sad and forever tragic the legacy of slavery and 
the impact it has left on Black Americans. Constantly in search of an 
identity. There are endless salesmen and business [sic] willing to sell you 
an identity if you are desperate enough and willing to buy it. 45 

Another commenter argued that affiliation with Africa had to be established 
through action, rather than inferred through DNA analysis. Shoshalozal, whose 
moniker described a genre of South African call-and-response folksongs and 
was thus especially fitting for this debate, retorted: 

African American? No, no, no, no, no, no. It's American black! The only 
Africans in America are the ones who were born in Africa! If they 
consider themselves so African, they should come to Africa and use their 
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talents here to strengthen the reputation of Africa! Instead, they ... 

strengthen the reputation of America! ... Now it is time for American 
blacks to come back to help Africa. Otherwise, they shouldn't even call 

themselves African!46 

Somewhat in agreement, 9revolta contended that an "African American is 
someone who has come from Africa, and has gained citizenship in America."

47 

On the surface, the discussion that transpired in reaction to this video appeared 
to be a dispute over nomenclature. Yet it was also a contest over the stakes of 
black Americans' claims to African identity. For Shoshalozal, in particular, there 
was recognition that genetic genealogy testing, for all its feel-good potential for 
U.S. blacks, was an asymmetrical exchange, offering little material gain for this 

viewer and other self-declared "Africans" in the social network. 
Other doubts conveyed by viewers about roots revelations were related to 

the accuracy of genetic analysis. cocopuf{236's reservations paradoxically led him 
to consider additional testing. This root-seeker received results that associated 
him with Northern Europe. But cocopuff236 "was not happy about" this because 
he had hoped that the test would reveal his "African tribe."48 In the comments 
section below his video, he wrote that he planned to get "another test from a 
different company to see if my haplogroup is African."49 cocopujf236 was not 
distrustful of genetic genealogy technology; rather, he was dissatisfied because 
the genealogical aspiration that prompted his purchase of a DNA test-i.e. 
evidence of his African ancestry-remained unfulfilled. However, some com
menters did highlight the potential limitations of genetic genealogy. philgdev 
recommended to cocopuff236 that he should not regard his results as conclusive 
because "just one branch of your family" was tested. 5° TRUTHTEACHER2007 
had little faith in DTC testing purveyors. In response to yeamie's roots 
revelation, this viewer carped, "I have a big problem with these companies 
because they are not telling the truth. DNA can't tell you your totallineage."

51 

Skepticism about genetic genealogy was sometimes couched in a discourse 
of value. Responding to roots revelations, viewers frequently asked our root
seekers about the cost of the tests. In reply to one such query, vegasview77 wrote 
that "the cost is about $350[,] but the database is HUGE." The genealogist clearly 
intended to communicate that the expense he incurred was justified by the 
accuracy of the results demonstrated by the company's extensive reference 
database of DNA samples. Given that price information about genetic genealogy 
testing is readily available to internet-savvy Y ouTube viewers via a basic search 
engine inquiry, the persistence of the question "How much did it cost?" should 
also be regarded as a question of value beyond strictly economic concerns. "How 
much does it cost?" might be understood to also mean "Is it worth it?" This latter 
question exceeds a cost-benefit analysis and points to consideration of the 
emotional or moral value of the pursuit of roots through consumption. This 
question about price could also suggest that acquiescence to a genetic view of 
kinship brought with it both benefits and sacrifices (that is, "costs" of another type). 

, 
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This second sense of the potential costs of genetic genealogy was on display 
during a poignant episode in fasmynecannick's roots revelation. Immediatelv 
following her reveal, she is filmed excitedly calling her grandmother to shar~ 
her results. In response to the news that their family may have West African 
ancestry, fasmynecannick's grandmother intoned, "We're from South Carolina." 
The granddaughter root-seeker countered, 

Our family is from Equatorial Guinea and Cameroon ... and not South 
Carolina! [She faces her friend who is videotaping her reveal.] Grandma 
is saying that she has "been fine" for 87 years not knowing where she 

comes from and is saying that ... "those genetic genealogy test companies 
can tell people anything."52 

With notable exasperation and in the hopes that documentation of the results 
might quell her grandmother's suspicions, fasmynecannick says, 'Til show you 
the certificate [of Ancestry] when I come over tomorrow." 

Broadcast Your (Racial) Self 

Sincerity demands its performance. 
(John L. Jackson, Real Black)53 

In 2008, Access DNA was founded. 54 This internet-based company does not 
sell genetic testing; rather, it provides genetics education and genetic counseling 
to members of the public interested in better understanding the results they 
have received via DTC DNA testing services. A company offering such 
information is only necessary-and potentially profitable-in a context in 
which there are few opportunities for consumers to get feedback about their 
test results, because federal regulations require such consultation only in 
medical settings. 

In part, roots revelations reflect and fill a similar need for comment and 
counsel following "recreational" genetic testing. Using YouTube, genealogists 
disseminate videos and receive audience feedback about their experiences. 
Viewers' responses range from emotional reaction to technical considerations. 
While the "positive" responses sought by yeamie and other root-seekers were 
prevalent in our sample, such reactions are not guaranteed in the interactive 
space of the social network site. Reception to the videos included celebration, 
endorsement, commiseration and outright skepticism. Although contention is 
characteristic ofSNS (e.g. the "trolling" phenomenon), critical responses to roots 

revelations suggest that the veracity and significance of genetic genealogy 
testing may come under particular scrutiny, sometimes arising from both 
broadcasters' and viewers' evident discomfort with scientific analysis as the 
arbiter of identity. In other instances, reservations emerge from viewers' 
knowledge of the technological limitations of the analysis. Reveals may also be 
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contested by the putative symbolic commumtles in which these African 

American root-seekers seek membership. 
Such critiques notwithstanding, affirming interactions with the social 

network audience may help these root-seekers to fulfill their genealogical 
aspiration of establishing novel genetically derived, historically denied identities. 
Developments in computer science and molecular biology offer new avenues 
for the construction and performance of racial identity. Roots revelations 
videos suggest that African American genealogists' identities can be drawn not 
only from genetic ancestry results but also from the networked interaction that 
occurs between broadcasters and their audiences. Like heritage tourism, 
Y ouTube facilitated our root -seekers' association with others from their new 

genetic "family" or community. 
These interactions might be regarded as enactments of what John Jackson 

describes as "racial sincerity."55 "Racial authenticity," its opposite, is a process 
of subjectification in which one's identity is shaped from without by "social 
phenotypes" and rigid expectations-including genetic determinism-that 
"delimit individuals' social options."56 The concept of racial sincerity, on the 
contrary, captures a more dynamic process in which a subject is an agent in his 
or her racial self-making, negotiating and evaluating external cues-including, 
for example, the identificatory call-and-response available via YouTube
instead of being shaped absolutely by them. As jackson notes further, unlike the 
subject-object relation of"authenticity" in which racialized persons are fastened 
to and by stereotypes, sincerity is "a liaison between subjects," between "social 
interlocutors."57 Expanding a continuum of African diasporic cultural politics, 
roots revelations, we argue, are an instantiation of this type of racial sincerity, 
conveyed through the divulgence and performance of genetic ancestry results 
and subsequent interaction with a social network audience. Additionally, 
sincerity, in its most literal meaning, underscores the earnestness on display in 
many of these Y ouTube broadcasts as these root -seekers search for answers to 

one of life's most imperative questions-"Who am 1?"
58 
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Genomic Databases and an 
Emerging Digital Divide in 
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To use this flood of knowledge, which will pour across the computer 
networks of the world, biologists not only must become computer-literate, 
but also change their approach to the problem of understanding life. The 
next tenfold increase in the amount of information in the databases will 
divide the world into haves and have-nots, unless each of us connects to 
that information and learns how to sift through it for the parts we need. 

(Walter Gilbert) 1 

In the mid-l990s, a group of American and British scientists met at a seaside 
resort in the Caribbean to discuss ownership of the DNA data they were 
generating from the Human Genome Project (HGP). They felt that the 
information from this emerging technology was too valuable for any one 
person or organization to own and decided genome data should be treated as 
a public good. This was a laudable goal and a revolutionary one in terms of 
scientific norms regarding information access. Traditionally, scientists keep data 
close to the lab and share with colleagues they work with or through close 
friendship networks. In interviews I conducted from 2005 to 2009 with 
stakeholders in genomic research, a geneticist explained that the principle of 
open access scientists agreed to in the Bermuda meetings was part of a larger 
social movement in science. 

Genomics exemplifies a shift in the cultural practices of science from the 
protection of data to the sharing of it. A geneticist I interviewed referred to this 
change in practice among scientists as "democratizing the data" where data sets 
would be available to researchers on an international scale and, as he says "open, 
as in belonging to the public." The most important technologies to apply what 
the scientists called the Bermuda Accord (also known as the Bermuda 
Principles) are the Internet and digital databases to facilitate global access to 
genome data sets. As the Nobel laureate and genetic scientist Walter Gilbert 
predicts in the epigraph above, at stake would be the potential of a global digital 
divide in genomic information. For genome scientists, creating a culture of 
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science that is socially responsible and ethical meant borrowing the model of 
open access to digital information from Internet pioneers and computer 
hackers. 

Policy makers, scholars, and activists made similar arguments about the 
Internet and the emerging digital divide between rich and poor, men and 
women, whites and minority groups about the same time as the Bermuda 
meeting. "Access" was supposed to be the key to creating a more eq~itable 
society, they argued. However, as the digital divide discourse evol~ed m the 
2000s, scholars found that access to the Internet and digital information IS only 
the starting point in addressing the digital divide (Mehra 2004; Servon 2002) 
and turned to issues of quality of access, such as dial up versus broadband 
adoption (Dailey et al. 2010; Gant et al. 2010), and the nature of digital 
information, such as racial representation online (Nakamura 2008) and the 
informationalization of race (Chow-White 2008). 

In the 1990s, scientists and policy makers echoed techno-utopian discourses 
about the Internet in claims about the potential scientific and social implications 
for the completion of the Human Genome Project. Leading scientists envisioned 
an opportunity in this emerging technology to level the (digital) ~lob~! pl~ying 
field in scientific research and make positive contributions to soc1ety m sc1ence 
and health. For example, project leader Francis Collins and his colleagues 
explained in Science the HGP was the most important project in the histo~ of 
biology and medicine and would have "unprecedented impact and long-lastm~ 
value for basic biology, biomedical research, biotechnology, and health care 
(Collins et al. 1998: 682). As scholars and policy makers pushed questions of 
the digital divide beyond access to consider the inclusiveness of ~he Internet 
and racial representation in digital culture, discussions in genomlCs followed 
a different trajectory. One of the most significant findings from the HGP is that 
humanity is 99.9 percent the same at the molecular level. With this evidence, 
many constituencies within and beyond the academy trumpeted the end .of 
biological notions of race and the scientific validation of race as a soCial 
construction. 

Discussions about access turned to the racial representation of genome 
information as stakeholders from the social sciences and humanities, policy 
circles, private enterprise, and advocacy groups joined scientists (Bamshad 2005; 
Bamshad et al. 2004; Fausto-Sterling 2004; Lee and Koenig 2003; Schwartz 2001). 
Many individuals in and outside of the institution of science interpreted the 
results of the HGP as confirmation of a common humanity. However, not 
everyone was convinced. Scientists turned from sameness to mapping 
differences between individuals from Africa, Asia, and Europe in the next maJOr 
genome project launched shortly after the HGP, the International HapMap 
Project. Many debates about the biological vs social nature of race, the role of 
race in scientific research, and the validity of race as a biological variable took 
place in scientific and medical journals such as Science, Nature, and the Journal 
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of th~ American Medical Association and at academic and state-sponsored 
meetmgs. Many raised concerns that a new form of racial realism2 was emerging 
from the deluge of DNA data and genome association studies (Braun et al. 2007; 
Chow-White 2009; Duster 2005; Ossorio 2005). 

':"hile debates about the politics of racial representation in genomics ensued 
dunng the 2000s, the flow of genome information into digital databases that 
began. as a trickle in the late 1990s became a torrent. Stakeholders paid less 
att.enh.on to the relations of representation in terms of which social groups were 
bemg mclu~ed in genome databases and in studies about the genetic origins 
of human d1sease. Lee (2009) suggests that there is a shortage of DNA samples 
from people of African, Asian, Hispanic, and North American ancestries. Tang 
(2006) also argues that there is a dearth of epidemiological studies on non-white 
populations . 

. In this chapter, I extend the concept of the digital divide into genome 
SCience. I argue that, despite a global proliferation of DNA databases and 
g~no~e s~ientists adopting discursive ethos of democracy, inclusion, and global 
d1vers1ty m regards to genomic resources, there is a global digital divide in 
genomic data. This form of digital information inequality has consequences for 
database representation and for the production of scientific and health 
knowledge. In the first section, I draw on extensive interviews I conducted with 
scien~ists, humanists, social scientists, policy makers, and advocacy groups 
workmg on the International Hap Map Project to explore how genome scientists 
borrowed an open source model and inclusive forms of community engagement 
to democratize scientific knowledge and research. In the second section, I discuss 
the recent global boom in DNA databases and how scientists and medical 
researchers have used this information to understand genetic variation and 
human h.ealth: At the same time, however, they pursued this aim through the 
lens of bwlogKal notions of racial difference. In the third section, I analyze 
genome population studies published in scientific journals and show how the 
digital DNA contents of genome databases are skewed in the direction of 
whiteness. Despite the turn to difference in genomics, individuals of Asian and 
African .ance~tries are underrepresented and there are even fewer DNA samples 
from H1spamc an.d ~boriginal peoples used in the production of knowledge 
about genome vanatwn, medical conditions, and human health. I conclude the 
chapter with a discussion of theoretical and empirical implications of the 
findings for race, representation, technology, and science. 

Democratizing the Data and Informational Inclusion: Open 
Access, Techno-Consent, and Community Engagement 

One of the most significant developments in the history of the Internet is the 
competition between models of access and ownership of digital information 
between advocates of copyright and the open source, copyleft movement. 
Advocates of the latter based their agenda on practices of sharing source codes 
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an revise them and return the updated version back 
for software so a~yon; c . I ike other battles over intellectual property and 
into the pub he cy . er- omal~. ~ as the downloading of bittorrent files or mp3 
copyright in the digital age, sue h I ft approach to genomic "source 
music files in the case of Napster, t e copy e . t·sts' open access 

· l · 1 y Genome soen I · code" is not without controversy m )10 og . t d a cultural 
. . . I . ts a political movemen an 

model, the Bermuda Pnnop es, represen . . .t The Internet 
d bl" sector soentific commum y. 

shift in the academic an pu lC . . l b ·ed out This type of 
h B d Pnnop es to e earn · rovides the means fort e ermu a . · · k · their data 

p . . . t th traditional practice of soentists m eepmg 
approach goes agams . e d the ro rietary nature of the biotechnology 
private until pubhcation an p p . · · 2001 however, 

6) I th HapMap plannmg meetmgs m ' 
industry (Collins 200 · n e . h cess mandate and 

d . h ated discusswns about t e open ac 
scientists engage m e . . c • t. (Interview 2017). Across the 

b ·r· t t 'nt the genetiC 111tOrma Ion d 
the a 1 1ty o pa e . 1 1 enthusiastic and principle . H Map members were particu ar Y c 
interviews, ap h . t II unlimited opportunities 10r about this practice as human DNA as vir ua y 
developments of cures for disease: 

If you look at some of the database~ now that ::r~~:: ~s:~l t:e~:a:~::~ 
that constitute intcrnatwnal resources, the colla b t different 

one in terms of disease or in terms of frlie~::~ta:::nth:t w;:; curated, 
. t. t Now we have mternatwna . 

sczen zs s. · if makzng 
annotated, put up to date where peote can s::::P~~ z: t;~~~~manistic, 
science really international and rna mg scze h bl'. I think it's been 

. . belongmg to t e pu zc, old sense of science, open as m 
absolutely tremendous. (Interview 2008) 

. h ·ource philosophy follows Marturano (2003) suggests that adoptmg t e opens h· d modified, and 
h k . where the source codes are s are ' 

many ~omput:r. ac e~s "hackers of human data," thus strengthening 
redistnbuted. Soentists become. . h . atent-and-perish culture 

'fi 'ty by shiftmg t e emergmg p 
the scient! IC commum f the sharing ofknow-

h ·tatus among peers comes rom . 
to a gift economy w ere s , . f ·entl. sts For the interviewees, 

. . I d t of the practice o sci . 
ledge, which IS a rea y par . f bust and collaborative science 
the open source model is critical or a more ro 
as well as more responsible to a global pubhc. 

. d the industrialized economies 
I think it's an opportumty for the West an . . lth and investment 
to efficiently transfer the intellectual. benefzts of wea , o reason that 

and this technology to the developzng world. Theret: :tudy the parts 
S th A frica has to re-sequence the human genome h ' 

ou J' l offofw atweve 
that are relcva~t to ~rba; di~c~:i~~er;h~~{ ~a;a~~~:~~e opportunity for 

done mternatwna y. , o, .t. whole I think science can bridge . 1 · ce and humam zes as a · 
internatzona sczen . . 't do (Interview 
b d . ·n a way that other cultural enterpnses can . oun anes z 

1016) 
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This population genetiCist expresses enthusiasm and optimism for the 
potential of genome information produced by developed countries to benefit 
the global south through a traditional model of development and technology 
transfer. A number of the members of the HapMap Project thought the data 
from genome projects based in the global north could overcome a digital divide 
in DNA information. However, the focus of this geneticist and others tended 
to be on delivery of sequence data, a genomic ICT 4D, 3 instead of structural 
disparities such as the scientific knowledge economy and technological 
capacities for genome technology in the global south, which are critical capacity 
building projects for connecting to global scientific networks. 

A number of the participants of the project referred to the open source 
practice as "democratizing the data." There are a number of features to open 
access. The information needs to be accessible through files that can be 
downloaded from a public website. Of course, the user needs to have access to 
the Internet and, ideally, a broadband or better connection, as well as the t~Kilities 
to store the data. In the case of HapMap, the project's homepage serves as the 
portal to the project databases. Simple queries that return responses and 
graphical interfaces for browsing data are critical to the sharing of data. One 
respondent felt that, in the long run, this approach will have a 

great and profound impact on the way biomedical science is being done 
because it's a very infectious idea and it's not an idea that existed in 
biomedicine before. (Interview 100 I) 

Biomedical research has been a process of doing one's own experiment, 
writing the result in a notebook, which sits there until the publication of the 
results that may share only parts of the primary data. Prior to the Internet, the 
data would be held locally as there was no pressure, technologically or in the 
scientific research culture, to freely distribute it, as "researchers enjoyed a 
luxury of primary access and unique access to their data" (Interview 1016). 
Normally, a scientist would only share the information with colleagues by 
presenting the work at a conference or writing a paper that goes through peer 
review. 

Either way, the end result is a highly extracted and interpreted diversion of 
an experiment. Now, many journals require submission to a database such as 
Genbank (I discuss this database further in the next section) before authors can 
submit articles for review. That paradigm is evolving due to research like 
genomics and the use of ICTs. 

When you collect the data using a more objective device that sort of collects 
the raw data and then you share it over the Internet the next person can 
come along and do a d!fferent interpretation of that data. And that is totally, 
that is dependent on technologies for collecting data. Rut it's, it's most 
fundamentally about archiving and distributing data, which is based on 
the Internet. (Interview 1001) 
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Democratizing the data depends on the network capacity of databases and 
the Internet as well as a social movement from within the biomedical sciences. 
It appears to directly confront private models of the biotechnology industry 
where the keeping of trade secrets in closed labs is considered crucial to 

competing in the marketplace. 
Organizers of HapMap are not against the practice of patenting. The 

HapMap "Data Release Policy" states: 

All data generated by the Project will be released into the public domain. 

The participants in the Project believe that patents should not be issued 

for a SNP or haplotype for which a "specific utility"-as defined in patent 

law-has not been generated. However, if a specific utility can be 

demonstrated for a SNP or haplotype, any group, whether associated with 

the Project or not, should be able to apply for a patent, as long as this action 

does not prevent others from obtaining access to data from the Project. 4 

Democratizing the data may work in terms of access. However, one Hap Map 
member pointed out the limitations of this approach in terms of the quality of 
data. Differing from the copyleft movement and open source, where the codes 
can be redesigned and released into cyberspace, HapMap data has curators to 
monitor data quality. The job of curator takes place at the National Center for 
Biotechnology Information at the NIH's National Library of Medicine and works 
as a kind of gatekeeper of the information, in terms not of access but of the 

actual content. 

The problem with data is that in a democracy not all voices of reason should 

have an equal opportunity to be voted and heard. There is a tension in 

science between having all possible voices heard and in running the risk of 

some of those are not accurate, meaning that you know we do need a way 

of establishing standards of quality and content and then being you know, 

either saying you know the stuff we distribute is known to be of high quality 
and we don't need to individually measure the quality of every datum as 

it moves through a plate. Or we need a transport mechanism that accepts 

everything but allows a user to filter easily for high or low quality at every 
step. You see that redundancy is good when everything's being measured 

well, but a project that just introduces a lot of noise and low quality data 

into a system could probably be, everyone's worse off; it's a tragedy of the 

commons kind of effect. (Interview 1016) 

Scientists' desire to incorporate democratic notions into their institutional 
practices did not only emerge from within the academic and policy circles. The 
social movements of the 1960s and 1970s challenged existing norms about the 
order of society and, primarily, the subordinate positions of racial minorities, 
women, and gay men and lesbians. Feminist and gay liberation movements 
challenged the biomedical sciences to be more participatory and responsible 
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to community constituencies and the larger (global) society. Science and 
medicine had long kept a distance from the public with legitimacy, credibility, 
and expertise exercised from within. Scientists and doctors talked and everyday 
people listened with a sense of awe and trust. Radical critiques of the 
medical-industrial complex in the 1960s were joined by women working to 
regain control over their own bodies in the 1970s, which was built on by AIDS 
activists working with and inside biomedical institutions in the 1980s (Epstein 
1996). Issues such as patient or subject participation and trust moved from being 
assumed though the authority of the doctor or scientists to informed consent 
being earned through ethical regulations and conversation between the two 
parties. Everyday people have become much more involved in the health 
process in understanding their personal health issues (Rice and Katz 2006) as 
information about health and scientific studies has become much more 
accessible over the Internet. A consistent trend in ran kings of top Internet usages 
since the mid-1990s has been for finding health information (Cline and Haynes 
2001; Cole 2004; Leaffer 2006; Pew Internet & American Life Project et al. 2003, 
2005). Individuals commonly use the information to ask new questions or a 
second opinion (Heaton 2010; Rice and Katz 2001; Williams-jones 2003). 

A bioethicist who works for a global health organization referred to the 
emerging institutional shift in science and medicine as a "choice model" and 
linked its development to the rise of information technologies. 

This transition is clearly happening in every society around the world at 

different speeds, different rates, and different ways ... information 

technology is behind that. The development of personal computers, access 
to the Internet, new forms of communication ... I think even new parts 

of personal identity is represented in information technology, is clear j(Jr 

people, they spend increasing amounts of their daily life involved in 
communication, on mobile telephones, email, and other j(mns of 

communication. (Interview 2011) 

This bioethicist argued that the older, paternalistic models do not work in 
the information age. This is largely due to the social movements described by 
Epstein, but also due to the diffusion of ICTs. In top-down approaches to 
scientific research, science researchers often took samples from individuals 
without properly informing them of the risks or outcomes. The He LA cell line 
is a classic example, where a doctor took cancerous cells from Henrietta Lacks, 
an African-American woman, without consent in the 1950s. The researcher grew 
the biological material and sold them for research around the world without 
returning economic benefit to Henrietta Lack (Gilroy 2004; Landecker 2000; 
Skloot 20 10). Research communities no longer find these practices ethically 
acceptable, as subjects must give their consent through an informed process. 

In genomics, scientists negotiate informed consent at both the community 
and individual levels. For example, the HapMap Project engaged the four 
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participating populations in community consent, which differs from traditional 
consent models in two key ways. First, consent must be gained at the local level 
through representative community groups. Second, the terms of consent are 
not simply presented by researchers and signed by individuals. Consent is 
negotiated between the researchers and community representatives. This is in 
part a response to lessons learned in the 1990s when the organizers of the Human 
Genome Diversity Project (HGDP) encountered massive resistance from 
numerous indigenous groups when approached using the traditional top-down 
approach. The HGDP was nicknamed the "Vampire Project" as community 
groups recalled a history of mistreatment by Western scientists and protested 
the seeking of the blood of indigenous people with no clear outcome of 
improved health (Reardon 2005). Native American representatives from 
Indigenous Peoples Against Biocolonialism attended the initial HapMap 
meetings in the summer of 2001 and declined to participate until the research 
showed that their inclusion was necessary for scientific reasons (Interview 
1022). 

Tavani (2003) argues that the same technologies that have made it possible 
to find genes that cause certain diseases, thus speeding up the process of 
discovering cures, are undermining the principle of informed consent in 
research by threatening an individual's privacy. Hunting for disease genes 
produces huge amounts of data that is stored in databases. This data is sorted 
through and analyzed using data-mining techniques which "discover" hidden 
patterns, properties, and statistical correlations. New aggregates of groups or 
categories can be produced in the process. These types of community formation 
"make up new citizens" through biomedical and biological languages and 
practices combined with everyday people organizing along lines of disease 
knowledge and prevention (Rose and Novas 2004: 445). When individuals 
contribute their DNA to health research, they are unwittingly contributing to 
this process. Scholars have also raised questions about the reproduction of 
traditional group notions of race. DNA databases have expanded at an 
increasing rate since the completion of the HGP and science has largely turned 
to mapping difference between racialized groups, raising concerns about the 
reification of race in science. 

DNA Databases, Global Genome Projects, and Race 

In 1982, the National Institutes of Health launched Genbank, the first DNA 
database to collect and annotate all publicly available DNA sequences. DNA 
sequencing was very slow during the initial years and scientists were able to 
bank 680,000 bases in the database. That number grew to almost 10 million by 
1986 (Moody 2004: 26). Sequencing technology has sped up rapidly over the 
last twenty years and Genbank held approximately 60 billion bases in 2006 and 
85 billion in 2008. By the middle of2009, Genbank contained almost 150 billion 
bases from over 260,000 species with human DNA as the highest percentage 
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per group (Genbank 2009). Other genome databases include the DNA 
Polymorphism Discovery Resource (National Human Genome Research 
Institute) and Pharmgkb, the pharmacogenetics and pharmacogenomics 
kno~led~e base, developed at Stanford University and funded by the NIH. 

Scientists study DNA to understand the genetic origin of complex diseases, 
common ~oints of variation in sequences, and clues to the evolutionary history 
~fhumamty. One of the most significant claims of the Human Genome Project 
IS that humans are 99.9 percent the same at the genetic level. We all share the 
same genetic makeup and are much more alike than different. This claim dates 
back to the work of biologist Richard Lewontin and his colleagues in the 
1970s.

5 
However, the mapping of the human genome by the public/private 

ventu:es of t~e National Institutes of Health and Celera Genomics, headed by 
Francis Collms and Craig Venter respectively, has given the claim scientific 
validity and symbolic veracity. While the HGP found that human groups are 
a~l the same, the next HGP, the International HapMap Project, turned to 
differences between racialized groups. 

After announcing the completed draft sequence of the HGP in 2000, Francis 
Co~lins beg~n planning the next large-scale mapping project. The following year, 
an mternatwnal and interdisciplinary consortium met in Bethesda to organize 
the HapMap Project. When genome scientists began poring through mounds 
of DNA data, they noticed patterns of lengthy stretches in sequences. Instead 
of the genome being a completely unique order of bases and pairs for each 
individu~l, it is organized into blocks of DNA patterns, sort of neighborhoods 
of DNA m genes. Those neighborhoods can be identified by a single variation 
called a SNP (pronounced "snip"). 6 "Tag" SNPs identify haplotypes, like the 
one h~us~ on a block that is a different color than the others, making it easier 
for _sC!en~Ists to l~cate _genes involved in medical conditions. The HapMap 
ProJect aimed to Identify and catalog these haplotypes in a database called 
~bSNP. _The project sampling strategy included 270 individuals from "popula
tions With ancestry from parts of Africa, Asia, and Europe" (International 
HapMap Consortium 2003: 789). Interviews with participants at the initial 
planning meeting in 200 I indicated that scientists seemed to prefer racial 
names for the groups. Others pushed for colorblind language. A bioethicist and 
social scientist made this observation: 

it's been an educational process for some, especially the genetic scientists, 
but also for the people involved in all aspects. Some scientists were 
using . .. East Asian or even Asian as a name for the Japanese and Han
Chinese sample. We insisted that this is inappropriate as Asia includes too 
~any diff~rent groups, I mean thousands of different groups. China itself 
mcludes fifty groups and you can't call people like this. Therefore we 
adopted the name JPT, and it was a long discussion and I think everyone 
had a kind of contention on this in the end. I think the question of concern 
about racial discrimination and racial discrimination and classifying these 
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Hap Map samples in that way was a serious concern for everyone involved. 

(Interview 20 II) 

The organizing committee labeled the samples according to geographical 

origin rather than overtly racial signifiers: CEU for the American/Mormon 
samples, YRI for the Yoruba samples from Nigeria, JPT for the samples from 

Tokyo, and CHB for the samples from Beijing. I was told by a number of 

interviewees who attended the preliminary HapMap meetings held in the 
summer of 200 I that the discussions were very open about the politics of 

genomics and race. A bioethicist in attendance commented that it was "in the 

fabric of the meeting." However, another attendee described the discussions of 

race and community as at an elementary level. Some left the meeting without 

adopting the colorblind terminology. When I interviewed a white statistician, 

he said the sample populations represented "the three sort of major continental 
groups or racial groups or whatever your preferred term is" (Interview 1002) 

His response indicates that even though the organizers picked labels in an 

attempt at race-neutrality, the historical discourses of racial science are difficult 
to shake. The HapMap sample populations are from different continents that 

fall into the main racial categories in the U.S. census and that are commonly 

used in biomedical research. Risch et al. (2002) and Petsko (2004) are examples 

of scientists who advocate for using the racial categories set out by the Office 
of Management and Budget in 1977 for the U.S. census. The geographic 
distance among the sample groups accentuates any gross genomic differences 
in the organization and frequency of SNPs between groups. Using historically 
more proximate groups may have shown more gradual differences that "might 

uproot conventional notions of racial boundaries and inspire new trajectories 

of research that dispense with age-old notions of racial difference" (Lee 2005: 

2135). Instead of creating an opportunity in genomics to diverge from historical 

practices of racial science, the resulting maps of genome variation reinforce what 
Kim refers to as the racial triangulation of Asians, whites, and blacks (Kim 1999). 
Despite the presumption that there is no genetic basis for race, which scientists 

and social scientists largely agree on, racial type categories continue to be used 
in mapping projects and genome-wide association studies that identify and 

compare genetic differences between groups. 
Some of the scientists I interviewed claimed that there was an increase in 

what they called "black-white-Asian studies" that compared the genetic 

differences between these trivariate racialized groups and threatened to increase 

the validity of biological notions of race (Interview 10 16). This increase would 

be consistent with the turn to difference in genomics post-HGP. However, as 
the databases expanded, and biomedical, public health, and scientific journals 

published an increasing amount of population studies in the past decade, the 
debates about the validity of race as a variable in scientific research over

shadowed a more fundamental problem that was emerging. 
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An Expanding Global Informational Divide in Genomics 

In ~ number of the more recent interviews I conducted, the interviewees 
mdiCated that more studies were being conducted on white sample groups than 

other groups. While collecting data for another study in 2008, I noticed this trend 
over .the past decade. O~her ~cholars noticed emerging disparities as well (Lee 
200~, Tang 2_006). This _Is an mteresting and troublesome development despite 
the mcrease m companson studies and global genome diversity projects such 
as _HapMa~ and Its current successor, the 1000 Genomes Project. 7 I investigated 

this ~rend _m two _ways. First, I re-analyze the findings from a meta-analysis 
pubhshe~ 111 ~he SClentific journal Nature conducted by Joannidis and colleagues 
on genetiC d_Isease and population studies. Second, I gathered genome com

panson studies fro~ 1998 to 2007 in major scientific and biomedical journals 

to find o~t ~hat raGa! groups are being studied by scientists (Table 13.1 ).~ 
I~anmdis and colleagues conducted an analysis of 43 meta-analvses 

pubhshe~ from 1996 to 2004 to determine the validity of racial differenc:s in 
~en_et_IC nsk for complex diseases (Joannidis ct al. 2004). Out of the 697 
111d1Vldual studies that made up the 43 meta-analyses, 69 percent included 

~urop~~n sample groups, 20 percent Asian, 7 percent African, and 5 percent 
. Oth~~ g~oups, which included an array of ethnic, national, and religious 
IdentlfiCa~wns, such as "Hawaiian," "Native American," and "Hindu." There 

~re also disparities across the meta-analyses. European samples were included 
111 all43 of the meta-analyses while Asian samples were included in 80 percent 
of them. Almost half of the meta-analyses did not include any African samples. 
In the ones that did include samples from individuals of African descent, none 
had ~arg_e sample sizes of 1,000 individuals or more (Tang 2006). Only eighteen 

~tudies 111cluded sa_mples from any other population. The deepest disparities 
111 the meta~analysis data collected in the Joannidis study are in the sample 
databases. Figure 13.1 shows the total number of available DNA samples for 

each group across all of the 697 studies included in the meta -analysis. European 
samples far outweigh all of the other groups combined by a ratio of over 4: I. 

Table 13.1 Sampled Journals 

Sample Sets (N - 403) 

General Science 

Genetic 

Clinical 

Journals Sampled 

Nature 
Science 

Nature Genetics 

Genome Research 

Genome Biology 

New England Journal o(Medicinc 
lAMA . 

British Medical Journal 
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African East Asian European Other 

Figure 13.1 Total Available DNA Samples 

African samples account for 3 percent of the total DNA database, Asian 
18 percent, all "Other" 3 percent, and European 76 percent. 

The Joannidis study was not meant to measure levels of inclusion in genetic 
studies of health. In fact, the authors conducted the analysis to counter the rising 
racial realism in genome comparison studies (Chow-White 2009). Joannidis 
and colleagues' use of the trouble quotes around the word "race" ('"Racial' 
differences in genetic effects for complex diseases") is unusual in the scientific 
literature, especially in a research article. Treating "race" as an unstable and 
problematic term harks back to the 1980s and 1990s when critical schola.rs in 
the social sciences and humanities regularly deployed the trouble quotes to s1gnal 
the socially constructed nature of the concept. Generally, scientists rarely 
explain why identified populations are being used in research studies, how 
populations are labeled, or define race or ethnicity, even though a number ~f 
journals have adopted editorial policies that outline these procedures as basiC 
practices (Sankar et al. 2007). Even though the authors of the meta-study chose 
to indicate the problematic nature of the construct of race, they only go as far 
as to state in the first sentence of the article, '"Race' is difficult to define and 
inconsistently reported in the literature" (Joannidis et al.: 1312). The authors 
did not collect the data set in order to investigate the digital divide in genomics, 
which limits the extent to which the findings can be generalized. Also, the 
researchers' criteria excluded an additional 91 meta-studies from their initial 
data set. The most notable criterion for inclusion was that the meta-study had 
to show statistically significant results. That is, they chose studies that showed 
the strongest findings for genetic differences between racial groups. The overall 
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disparities in available samples may actually be sharper in a more comprehensive 
investigation of the larger data set. Another limitation is the data is not time 
ordered, even though the studies were published over a period of nine years. 

In order to further investigate the qualitative findings from the interviews, 
I conducted a visual- graphical quantitative analysis to see if I could confirm 
the existence of a digital divide and examine the trends in amount of studies 
and distribution of sample groups. The samples included groups of individuals 
that were coded as having origins from Africa, Asia, Europe, the Middle East, 
and being identified as Hispanic, Aboriginal, and Other. Figure 13.2 shows the 
distribution of total study populations per year. Out of all the sample groups, 
European origin samples tended to be the most studied population in all years. 
The next significant groups were of African and Asian descent. The other sample 
populations constituted a fraction of the overall study populations across the 
years. Also, the gross number of population studies increases over the time 
period, especially after 2005, which is the same year the first publication from 
the International HapMap Project appeared in Nature. When I transposed the 
data into trend lines for each population group over time, three developments 
stand out (see Figure 13.3). One, the average number of studies based on 
Middle East, Hispanic, Aboriginal, and Other groups remains constant over 
time. Two, while the averages for Africa and Asia are similar from 2000 to 2004, 
they diverge and Africa leads in the latter part of the time period. Three, the 
average European samples are consistently the highest, almost doubling the 
averages of the next two groups, Africa and Asia. This gap decreases moderately 
after 2005 as the averages increase for each of the top three groups. Overall, 
Figure 13.2 shows a major increase in the total amount of genetic population 
studies after 2005. However, the running three-year averages in Figure 13.3 
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ot share the increase. The top three groups (Africa, 
reveal that all groups do n . . ft 

2005 
while the averages from 

) . eat an mcreasmg rate a er , 
Asia, Europe , mcreas f The sharpest increase is in 
the remaining groups remain constant over tme. 

the Europe averages. f e The first pie 

ch;te~~i~u:i:~~~r) a;:l:s:!:~~:~;::r{~~t~;~ho~~~~Pt:t:~rn~:ber of samples 

for each group. 
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Figure 13.3 Average Study Populations Per Year, 2000-2007 (Running Three
year Average) 
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Figure 13.4 Total Study Groups, 1998-2007 (Percentage) 
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Figure 13.5 Africa, Asia, Europe Study Groups, 1998- 2007 

European study groups make up 39 percent of the total, followed by African 
25 percent, and Asian 19 percent. Middle East, Hispanic, Aboriginal, and 
Other had a combined total of just over 20 percent of the groups included in 
all studies. Over time, African, Asian, and European samples are the most studied 
groups. Among these three groups, European samples constitute almost half 
of the entire study populations over the last decade (Figure 13.5). 

The findings of the primary data collected from some of the most prestigious, 
high impact, and widely read journals in the sciences confirm the existence of 
a digital divide in genomics. There are more European samples used in genetic 
studies than any other group. Also, the analysis shows disparities between non
white populations, with African and Asian samples being included far more 
than Hispanic, Middle Eastern, Aboriginal groups. Further, the time order 
analysis reveals that this trend is increasing over time. Global diversity is 
severely underrepresented in genetic studies and this imbalance appears to be 
deepening.9 

Conclusion 

In the information age, the dominant organizing principle is the network 
where power operates through the space of flows. Network exclusion can have 
far-reaching consequences for the disconnected (see Wilson and Costanza
Chock, this volume). As Walter Gilbert so aptly predicted in the quote that opens 
this chapter, the proliferation of genome databases could create a digital divide. 
Over the last decade, an increasing torrent of genome data has been expanding 
databases at an accelerating rate. For example, from 2006 to 2008 the Genbank 
database grew 41 percent and from 2008 to 2009 it increased by 76 percent. 
From 2002 to 2009, its holdings jumped almost 700 percent (Genbank 2009; 
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Moody 2004). Publicly held genomic data tends to be_ available through o~en 
access protocols as many scientists and policy makers vieW genome mformatwn 

bl. d Access to genome information alone, however, does not 
as a pu lC goo . d d 
overcome a genomic digital divide. By examining the nature of the ata an 
considering questions of representation, I found additional challen_ges to 
"d t. . the data" such as a bias in genome databases towards whiteness emocra 1zmg · · d 

the raw number of DNA samples and genetic disease assooatwn an in 
epidemiology studies. " b r 

Media theorist Lev Manovich aptly theorizes databases as a new sym ~ lC 

· c · " (2002) Like the old media forms of the twentieth form of the m1ormat10n age · . . 1 century, such as television and film, new media databases are the dig~ta 
materials for storytelling and knowledge production. Data a_nd code ar_e the Sl~e~ 
of struggle over the politics of representation in genoml~S. I~tervle":s Wlt 
scientists and bioethicists indicated that unproblematic biologiCal notwns o: 
race and human differences structure the organization o~ ~atab_ases an 
individual research designs. There are competing discourses Wlthm science t~a~ 
argue for the social nature of racialized populations that seek_ to deb_unk rae: 
realism in favor of notions of a common genomic humamty. It_ IS. o~ly y 
addressing these two fronts that the informational divide can be dlmlmshed. 

Appendix: Code for Interviews 

Interview 1001 
Interview 1002 
Interview 1016 

Interview 1022 

Interview 2008 

Interview 2011 

Interview 2017 

Geneticist 
Geneticist 
Geneticist 
Geneticist and bioethicist 

Bioethicist 
Bioethicist 
Bioethicist 

Noks DNA 
Lenoir 1998: 61. Walter Gilbert pioneered the development of :~tho~s ~~I s;;i~:~~e 1980. ll1 

the 1970s. Along with Fred Sanger and Paul Berg,he was a~ar e. ~ o k B II (1992 1995). 
I borrow this term from the legal scholar and cnt!Cal race t eonst e:~~tivee movem~nt was 

In the late 1980s and early 1990~, he was co~cer~ed that t~:o~~~;~~~~nate differences between 
2 

3 

4 
5 

6 
7 

~:~~;:r~~;:. ~:dcea~~~\~~r~~~;x;:~~~~~~lo~yto; ~:~::~atives racial realism. See also Chow-

White 2008 and 2009. 1 ) · t m that 
. d mmunication technologies for deve opment lS a er 

~~~a~~ui!~~o~':};:~~~t a;eve~~pment models for underdml~p~d c~:eng~e: ~:;t~~o;~:~h~~ 
technological interventions for social and economlC progress, sue as 

program. _ 
www.hapmap.org/datareleasepohcy.html. fi (G tt 2001) the discursive 
While Lewontin has been credited with the 99f.9hpercent~~~~ U~~~~O State~ents on Race 
move to sameness was a prominent feature o t e post- ~ 

(see Reardon 2005). 
Single Nucleotide Polymorphism. 
www.1 OOOgenomes.org. 
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8 The findings are based on a time-ordered sample of the data set. In total, 204 articles were 
collected and every other article was included in the coding data set, starting with the second 
earliest study. The starting point was chosen at random between the iirst and second articles 
in the data set. 

9 Historically, women and racial minority groups have been largely excluded from biomedical 
studies except as examples of deviance and, thus, have marginal representation in the databases 
that have provided the evidence and the narratives for normative medical practices and policies. 
To counter this structural disparity, President Bill Clinton signed the 1993 NIH Revitalization 
Act to provide a mandate for the inclusion of women and minorities in publicly timded research. 
In order to qualify for funding, researchers would have to show how women and minority 
groups would be included in the research design as study participants. The U.S. Congress 
followed seven years later with the Minority Health and Health Disparities Research and 
Education Act of2000. These two policy initiatives are another form of democratizing the data. 
Access to data is crucial but is a limited step if there are disparities of representation in DNA 
databases. Coupled with the global growth in the genome databases and the increasing 
numbers of large-scale studies of genome variation (such as HapMap) and genetic origins of 
disease after the Human Genome Project, these policy initiatives would govern the increased 
representation of people of color in DNA databases. 
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The Combustible Intersection 

Genomics, Forensics, and Race 

TROY DUSTER 

New York University, University of California, Berkeley 

G 1' DNA lab in Richmond 
Every Sunday night, at the California Attornetyh engehr:n~re than l million DNA 

d . t hing program sorts rou 
(CA) an automate rna c .bl fit (" ld hits") with unidentified t 1 I to find possi e I s co 
profiles of known eons 2009) The next morning, when analysts arrive 

crime-scene sa~r;i~d(~u:e:bout fifty possible matches. In an ordinary week: 
at work, they WI P "d f' .t. , So begins Edward Humes 

f h ·u b found as e 1m 1ve. 
about ten o t ose WI e . 1 ld-on one Monday morning 

. t fhow this techno ogy wou 
extraordmaryaccoun o John Puckett, to the 1972 rape and 
in 2005-link a 71-year-old Stockton man,_ S Francisco Whether that link 

. S 1 t young nurse m an · 
murder of Diana ~ v~s er;,~ finitive" is at the heart of an increasingly heated 
is more problematic t an. ~ nd defense attorneys-with the 
debate among forensic scientists, proshecutothrs a les of the game are in constant 

h · · a contest w ere e ru 
judiciary caug t umpmng b d to set the stage and frame the 
flux. But before we turn to the de ate, we nee b in with 
boundaries of the playing field-and in order to do that, we must eg 

' f" h ld hit" 
an explanation o t e co · . . t d Puckett (some three decades 

The reason why the technology that pmpom e 'mplicated 
. d " ld hit" is because Puckett was never I 

after the crime) IS calle a co kicked out his name. "No witnesses, 
until database-matchmg software . . d p kett to the crime." As far as 

. t t rints or fingerpnnts tie uc 
confession, no oo p rna indeed have left a fingerprint of sorts, 
the police are concerned, Puckett y DNAji'ngerprint Regarding the matter 

. h h me to be known as a 1 · . . 
albeit one t at as co . . d that the chance for a como-
of certitude, the expert for the ~r~secutdiObnbsadi Random Match Probability. 

h · 1 1 m!lhon- u e a 
dental mate was ~ne m . hat the ·ud e didn't think they needed 
"What the jurors did not know, and w h J gbers [and by this alternative 

h · th r way to runt e num 
to know, is that t ere IS an~ e 1 h . p kett's case are a whopping one 
math] the odds of a comodenta mate m uc 

in three" (Humes 2009). r DNA finger-

Part of this st~ry examin~~ pro~ecutori~ r~l:;:sb:roukn;,~eL~:~h eta/. (2008), 
printing as unassailable, defimtive eviden~e~ h (2007 2008) each provide 

~7s~o~i::l ::~::~~s ~;h~:ht~e~~Oc~~~:sndevel~~J. But an~ther part of the story 
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has to do with the age-old balancing act between security and freedom-the 
"special needs" of government to protect its citizens versus the individual's right 
to privacy. For example, there are constitutional limits that prevent the 
government from entering your home and searching your belongings without 
demonstration of good reason (warrant). Yet the government can and does 
search your DNA-as we shall see-without any "cause" save arbitrary social 
and political forces happened to turn you up in a DNA database. Over the last 
three decades, our nation's prison population has dramatically increased, more 
than doubling to now hold over 2 million of its citizens (Austin eta!. 2007). 
Many end up incarcerated because they happen to live in communities where 
police systematically practice "buy and bust" drug operations. It will come as 
a surprise to many that these operations are rare in white neighborhoods, where 
drug use is relatively higher than in African American and Latino communities 
(Levine and Small 2008). As more and more arrestees are locked into national 
DNA forensic databases, we will see an increasingly volatile intersection of race 
and ethnicity and the "certainty" of DNA forensics. This brings us to the 
necessity to address a common misconception about the use of DNA evidence 
to exonerate versus convict. Erin Murphy has a graphic analogy that explains 
why the two strategies involve very different levels of certitude: 

the use of DNA typing to inculpate a person-by which I mean to say 
that a suspect is the likely source of a sample-fundamentally differs from 
its use to exculpate. The simplest analogy is to blood typing. Imagine a 
murder scene at which police find a blood sample certain to belong to 
a killer. Crime scene technicians test the blood sample and show that 
it is type 0. Later, the police find and draw blood from two suspects. 
One suspect is type AB; the other is type 0. We can, with unreserved 
confidence, say that the first person is not the killer, but regarding the 
second suspect, we can only say that she is included within a class of people 
that includes the killer. The probability that she is the actual killer turns 
on how many other people have that blood type, along with any other 
evidence that we might be able to adduce. (Murphy 2008: 493) 

The Inadvertent Molecular Reinscription of Race2 

One of the deeply consequential spin-offs of the mapping and sequencing of 
the entire human genome has been the use of new and constantly evolving 
technologies to identify individuals at the level of the micro-chip. This capacity 
for identification of millions, even billions across the globe is going to have "spin
offs" that may ultimately dwarf the original intentionality of the early advocates 
of a genome map. The first of those spin-offs is just now emerging-the subtle, 
sometimes inadvertent re-inscribing of race at the molecular level. A second 
development-the use of markers for individual identification, and for claims 
to "authenticity" for group membership-has substantially penetrated the 
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. . . h forensic uses. This includes the use of DNA in post-
criminal JUStice system Wit h h h been a wrongful conviction, 

d t ·ne whet er t ere as 
conviction cases to e ermi free the innocent. Another use is the 
the kind of situatiOn that would help to . pretrial circumstances to 

f NA f suspects or arrestees m 
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of your finger or thumb provides only that specific identifying mark, and for 
many decades was widely believed to be unique for each individual." Quite unlike 
the actual fingerprint, the DNA contains information about many other aspects 
than simply a marker for identification. It contains information about potential 
or existing genetic diseases or genetic susceptibilities, and it also contains 
information about your family. The relevance of this to forensic science will 

become clear when we turn to a new technology called "familial searching." 
These can involve data of interest to one's employer and of course, to insurance 
companies. For these reasons, law enforcement officials claim that they are only 
interested in that part of the DNA that will permit them to provide identifying 
markers that are not in coding regions. 5 While the FBI and local and state law 
enforcement officials tell us that they are only looking at genetic markers in 
the non-coding region of the DNA, as early as 2000 twenty-nine states already 
required that tissue samples with the far more general information be retained 
in their DNA data banks after profiling is complete (Kimmelman 2000: 2!1 ). 

Only one state, Wisconsin, requires the destruction of tissue samples once 
profiling is complete. The states are the primary venues for the prosecution of 
violations of the criminal law, and their autonomy has generated considerable 
variation in the use of DNA databanks and storage. Even as late as the mid-
1980s, most states were only collecting DNA samples on sexual offenders. The 
times have changed quite rapidly. All fifty states now contribute to the FBI's 
Combined DNA Index System (CODIS). Moreover, there has been rapid 
change in the inter-linking of state databases. In just two years, the database 
went from a total of nine states cross-linking "a little over !00,00 otTender profiles 
and 5,000 forensic profiles" to thirty-two states, the FBI, and the U.S. Army 
linking "nearly 400,000 offender profiles, and close to 20,000 forensic profiles" 
(Gavel 2000). States are now uploading an average of 3,000 offender profiles 
every month. If this sounds daunting, computer technology is increasingly 
efficient and extraordinarily fast. It takes only 500 microseconds to search a 
database of 100,000 profiles. 

Crime Scene Investigation and DNA Forensic Databanks 

In the DNA databanks used by criminal justice authorities, biological samples 
are collected from crime scenes-just as popularized by the television series CSI. 

These are called "forensic samples." A second kind of data collection is from 
persons who are known to the police, mainly because they have been convicted 
of a crime or, more recently, merely arrested. These are called variably "known 
samples" or "offender samples." As of August 20!0, the U.S. National DNA 
database contained 8,649,605 offender profiles and 328,067 forensic protlles.6 

When someone who has been arrested has his or her DNA profile uploaded 
into the CODIS database, it can be compared to the scores of thousands of crime
scene samples in the CODIS forensic database. 
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Back to the Puckett Case and "One in a Million" Claims 

Now we return to the case of John Puckett, whose sample was in the batch of 
"known samples." Why did the criminal justice system conclude that his DNA 
sufficiently matched that in their forensic database to accuse him of a thirty
year-old murder? A forensic sample is a digitalized description of twenty-six 
specific points of the DNA molecule? These twenty-six points were chosen 
because they are thought to be sufficiently distinctive from other segments of 
the DNA. This actually translates to mean thirteen loci, but since the DNA is 

a double-helix, there are thus twenty-six points. 

If enough of the loci from the suspect's DNA line up with those from the 
DNA found at the crime scene (and if none are found to be different), a 
match is declared. Once that happens, a statistic is generated that shows 
how rare (or common) the matched genetic profile is in the general 
population. Statisticians call this "random match probability" and it is 
often a very small number, which can be very helpful to a prosecutor trying 

to win a conviction. (Humes 2009: 2) 

In cold-hit cases, the task is to try to obtain a match at a set of as many as 
possible of the thirteen loci. However, when starting with a database of 
hundreds of thousands of DNA profiles instead of that of a specific suspect, 

statisticians are in general agreement that Random Match Probability is the 
wrong statistic. The appropriate question to be answered is the likelihood that 
the technology will mistakenly identify an innocent person. 

In the fall of 2006, the U.S. Congress passed legislation authorizing a 
thorough study of forensic science-to be conducted by theN ational Academy 
of Sciences. The report, Strengthening Forensic Science in the United States: A 

Path Forward, was released in early 2009 and raised serious questions about 
how the science was being neglected, even blocked out, in claims-making by 
prosecution experts.8 "There is no uniformity in the certification of forensic 
practitioners, or in the accreditation of crime laboratories" (National Research 

Council 2009: 6). 
Indeed, here is what twenty-five leading statisticians signed on to in a letter 

to the California Supreme Court in People v. Johnson [139 Cal. App. 4th 1135 

(2006) l: 

The fact that a suspect is first identified by searching a database 
unquestionably changes the likelihood of the matching being coincidental 
... We all agree that the fact that the suspect was first identified in a DNA 
database search must be taken into account (i.e. when asserting 
probabilities about chances for a coincidental match). 

This has important bearing on all cold-hit cases, but especially ones in 
which this is the solitary evidence. It is therefore fascinating that Puckett was 
convicted in 2008, by a jury, even though his DNA matched on only five-and-
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blacks to use (and thus possess) marijuana at every age level (Levine and Small 
2008). The DNA of arrestees is being collected more and more routinely (twelve 
states now collect DNA from those merely arrested), and thus we are witnessing 
a new kind of convergence with portents for even greater racial dispariti~s in 
convictions and rates of incarceration. The vast majority of persons convKted 
of crimes plead guilty, without their case ever going to trial. The reason is simple. 
The prosecuting attorney engages in a "plea bargain" in which t~e accused agrees 
to a lesser sentence in return for pleading guilty to a lesser cnme. 

It has been known for more than three decades that approximately 90 

percent (or more in some jurisdictions) of defendants plead guilty to a cri~~ 
rather than take their case to a jury (Heumann 1978; Altschuler 1979). This 
saves the state the problem of convening a jury and going through a lengthy 
trial. Indeed, if even a third of those in prison requested jury trials, the system 
would be clogged up for decades. So, the plea bargain is a Faustian bargain of 
sorts-and everyone in the criminal justice system knows it. The seg~en_t of 
the society that is surprised by the ubiquitous nature of the plea b~rgam IS
everybody else, i.e. the general public. Mesmerized by decades of radw and then 
television portrayals of criminal court jury proceedings, from Perry M~son_ to 
Law and Order, from Closer and Cold Case to the Crime Scene Investzgatwn 
series, the public is more likely to think that juries play,~ decisive ,;ole in_ the 
determination of guilt or innocence. Indeed, the so-called CSI effect -the Idea 
that the prosecution needs to come up with DNA evidence-has made some 
penetration into jury selection and jury membership (Willig 2004). . . 

This has two direct kinds of relevance to racialized dragnets and raoahzed 
databases. First, we have data that show that defendants confronted with the 
"information" that there is DNA evidence against them are far more likely to 
see this as "definitive evidence"-and thus more likely to accept a less 
advantageous plea bargain (Prainsack and Kitzberger 2008). Murphy (2007) a~d 
others have noted the successful "creep" of the CSI effect on the general publK. 
But Prainsack and Kitzberger (2008) have discovered that defendants are 
perhaps even more susceptible to the CSI effect, i.e. the_ tendenc~ to believe that 
DNA evidence is sufficient to secure a conviction. Their work with prosecutors 
and interviews with defendants in the United Kingdom document just how 
much the technology of the DNA Mystique (Nelkin and Lindee 2004) has 
become a part of the taken-for-granted features of the zeitgeist. Since 
prosecutors have become increasingly aware of this, they can and do tell those 
arrested and accused of a crime that "they have the DNA fit" -whether or not 

they do! This is legally permitted. . " 
Second, more and more cases will be brought before prosecutors usmg cold 

hits" (that match "known offenders"-which will increasingly include those 
merely arrested). We know that those "merely arrested" will be heavily distorted 
by race. From the Arizona database noted above, there were 120 matches, not 

one in a billion, at nine loci. 

., 

The Combustible Intersection • 317 

Which brings us to a crucial distinction between science and forensic science. 
?ne of the m~st essential elements of science is replication of findings by an 
mdependent mvestigator. If a researcher claims to have discovered some 
empirically derived finding (think of cold fusion), s/he must make available the 
method of investigation, and open up for scrutiny the procedures so that other 
scientists can determine whether the finding was spurious, unique, doctored, 
a fluke, etc. Not so with empirical evidence on DNA matches in a court of law. 
The crime labs are routinely held proprietarily, where the government agency 
refuses to permit independent laboratory work by "outsiders" who could use 
the same "scientific methods" to either corroborate or refute a tlnding of a DNA 
match (Murphy 2007). This barrier to comparative laboratory analysis is not 
sc~enc_e:-but it is the current state of forensic science. The stakes are not just 
SCientific reputation of some principal investigator: the stakes can involve the 
death sentence to an innocent person, the life imprisonment of a citizen falsely 
accused of rape and homicide. 

The Strong Case for Strong Claims of (Even Linked) 
DNA Evidence9 

In 2003, after serving eighteen years in prison, Darryl Hunt was exonerated and 
released from prison in North Carolina. Hunt was serving time for a rape and 
murder that had occurred in 1984. New analysis showed that his DNA did not 
match that left at the crime scene. Investigators hoped they could tlnd a match 
for that DNA sample ("cold hit") from the North Carolina convicted offender 
databank-which includes DNA from 40,000 individuals. Comparing the data 
from the 1984 crime scene against the 40,000 available DNA profiles, no perfect 
matches were found. However, the closest single match was to Anthony 
Dennard Brown, who matched on sixteen of the possible twenty-six alleles. 
~llel~s as~ociated with Short Tandem Repeats (STR) in DNA sequences are 
~nhented m such a way that the most likely explanation for a near perfect match 
IS that the (DNA evidence) sample belongs to a close relative of the individual 
~hose DNA profile is available. Because Anthony Dennard Brown matched only 
SIXteen of twenty-six alleles, he was not a suspect. But this high proportion of 
matchmg alleles immediately cast suspicion on his close relatives-most 
particularly on his brother, Willard Brown. Police followed Willard Brown and 
confiscated a discarded cigarette butt for DNA testing. The laboratory found 
a perfect match at the thirteen-locus Short Tandem Repeats (all twenty-six 
alleles). Willar~ Brown was arrested, charged, confessed, pled guilty, and was 
convicted. He IS now serving a life sentence, plus ten years. 

While Great Britain's Police Forensic Science departments routinely perform 
what they call "familial searches" of the variety just described, in the United 
States there is a wide variety of state policies regarding familial searches. In the 
U.S., federal law bars the FBI from using DNA information from all but perfect 
matches. However, New York and Massachusetts encourage familial searches, 
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for a police department to have a long list of unsolved crimes on its books. No 
police chief wishes to face a city council with this problem. Thus, there are 
organizational imperatives for police departments to clean up their books by 
a procedure known as "cleared by arrest." Few matters count as much as this 
when it comes to reporting to the public what police are doing. To understand 
how arrest rates are influenced by "clearing," it is vital to empirically ground 
this procedure by close observation. 

Consider "P," who is arrested and charged with burglary. There have been 
a number of other burglaries in this police precinct. The arresting oftlcers see 
a pattern to these burglaries, and decide that the suspect is likely to have 
committed a number of those on their unsolved burglary list. Thus, it sometimes 
happens that when "P" is arrested for just one of those burglaries, the police 
can "clear by arrest" fifteen to twenty crimes with that single arrest. "P" will be 
considered a "repeat offender," even though there may never be any follow-up 
empirical research to verify or corroborate that "P's" rap sheet accurately 
represents his crimes. 

But only if one is "riding around in police cars," or doing equivalent close
up observation of police work can crimes be proven to have a pattern. And yet, 
if social theorists take the FBI Uniform Crime Reports as a ret1ection of the 
crime rate, with no observations as to how those rates were calculated, they 
will make the predictable error of assuming that there are only a very small 
number of persons who commit a large number of crimes. This kind of 
bureaucratic decision-making generates a theory of"a few bad apples"-where 
both the criminological theory and the policy decision lead one to look f()r the 
"kind of person" who repeatedly engages in this behavior. In fact, the long rap 
sheet is frequently generated by the imperative to "clear by arrest." 

The U.S. prison population has undergone a dramatic shift in its racial 
composition in the last thirty years. The convergence of this social trend, to 
redefine race in terms of DNA, will be a challenge at many levels-from the 
attempted re-inscription of race as a biological or genetic category, to attempted 
explanation of a host of complex social behaviors. That challenge can only be 
met by doing what the social researchers of a previous generation did with police 
work, namely, going to the very site at which those data are generated. 

Unreasonable Search and "Abandoned DNA" 

To understand the historical and political context of the right of citizens 
outlined in the Fourth Amendment "to be secure in the persons, houses, 
papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures," we must go 
back to the period when the British crown ruled the colonies. In this period, 
according to Chapin (2005), an officer of the crown, armed with only the most 
general warrant for collecting taxes, could break down the door of a person's 
home, enter, search for taxable goods, and seize whatever items appeared not 
to have been taxed, or what were called "uncustomed goods." 
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Today, the Fourth Amendment does not specify what co~stitutes "a 
reasonable search," but most courts have interpreted this to hmge on the 
government's requirement to obtain a search th~t i~ "warr~nte~." However, even 
without a warrant, a search is sometimes permiSSible. In 1ssumg a warrant, the 
state must balance the "government's special needs" against the individual's right 
to personal privacy. "Special needs," for example, might encompass the s~fety 
of airline passengers, so the courts have ruled that it is permissible to test pilots 
for alcohol and other drugs, as well as bus drivers, train and subway operators, 
and so forth. Police also need to have other grounds for a warrant, such as the 

"suspicious behavior" of a suspect. . . 
But a search cannot include a general dragnet of those who exh1b1t no 

suspicious behavior-unless, of course, that suspicious behavior is being in a 

population group that is thought to be containing ~he l!,kely suspect. In such a 
circumstance, there is the "limited privacy expectatiOn, where the courts have 
ruled that ex-convicts have fewer protections of the expectation of privacy. In 
Griffin v. Wisconsin, the Court upheld a warrantless search. The DN_A Act of 
2000 provided funds for states to expedite the admission of DNA ev1dence of 
crimes without suspects. The lower courts have been challenged on this, but 
have so far withstood the challenge, and the Supreme Court has yet to rule on 
it. In late December 2005, the President of the United States acknowledged that 
he had authorized warrantless electronic eavesdropping on U.S. citizens in the 
wake of the September 11, 200 l, terrorist attacks. It requires little speculation 
of which socially designated groups would be singled out for such invasions of 
their privacy. That is, just being in a group becomes "suspicious behavior." 
Eavesdropping is aimed at those groups thought to be most likely to "harbor 
terrorists" or to be in contact with terrorists. The parallel, or perhaps analogy, 
in the criminal justice system is the emerging practice of DNA dragnets. This 
is a recently developed police tactic, where all "likely suspects" in a wi~e 
geographical area around a crime scene are asked to provide a DNA sample m 
order to exclude them as suspects. 

DNA Dragnets 

DNA dragnets originated in England, and are most advanced in Europe and 
the United Kingdom. The first DNA dragnet was conducted in Leicester, 
England, in 1987. Two teenage girls were raped and murdered in the same area, 
and police requested voluntary blood samples from more tha~ 4,500 mal~s 
within a certain radius of the crime scene. When a man asked a fnend to subm1t 
a DNA sample in his place, he immediately became a prime suspect and turned 
out to be the killer (Wambaugh 1989). Germany is the site of the largest DNA 
dragnet ever conducted. In 1998, the police collected samples from more than 
16,000 people, and finally matched the DNA of a local mechanic to the sample 
collected at the crime scene of the rape-murder of an eleven year old (Hansen 

2004). 
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While the United States has only conducted about a dozen DNA dragnets, 
most notable ab~ut_ the~ is their focus on specific racial groups. San Diego was 
among th_e first JUnsdJctwns to conduct the practice when, in the early 1990s, 
a senal killer stabbed six persons to death in their homes. The susnect was 
M· A · . t 

ncan mencan, and more than 750 Afncan Americans were tested. In 1994, 
Ann ~rbo~, Michigan, police obtained nearly 200 samples from African 
Amencans m the hunt for yet another serial rapist and murderer. In both the 
San Diego and Ann Arbor cases, the suspect was apprehended and convicted 
~or committing another crime, not as a result of the success of the dragnet. Then 
111 2004, Cha_rlottesville, Virginia, had a racially driven dragnet that generated 
a contr_oversJal response from civil liberties groups that ultimately convinced 
the police to temporarily abandon the dragnet strategy (Giod 2004). 

A serial rapist had been active in the Charlottesville area for six years, from 
1997 thro~gh 2003, frustrating police investigations at every turn. The DNA 
evidence l111ked the rapist to at least six assaults. From a number of leads the 
police believed the rapist to be African American, and so in the winter of~001 
the chief of police initiated a project to obtain saliva samples from 187 men_:_ 
185 of whom were black (the two others were Latinos). 

However, w~en two men, both students at the University of Virginia, 
refused, they ra1sed the whole issue of what constitutes voluntary submission 
of a DNA sample. In so doing, they brought pressure on both the university 
and ~he l~c,al bla~k community to take a position. The Dean of the University 
ofV1rg1111a s Office of Afncan American Affairs organized a forum to discuss 
~he situation-drawing national media attention. At one point, the Dean said: 
Because the s~s~ect is black, every black man is suspect. What are we going 

to do about th1s 111 the community?" In mid-April of 2004, the police chief 
suspended the dragnet and restricted its use to a much narrower use of police 
discretion based more on whether a suspect resembled a composite profile than 
on race (Glod 2004). 

Racial Taxonomies and DNA Databanks 

If the United Kingdom was first off the block with DNA dragnets and also led 
the_ wo~l~'s nations in the largest DNA databank and the highest proportion 
of 1ts CJtJ~e~s who are enrolled in its national DNA database, it also enjoys 
another ~Jst111ctJ~n. An extraordinary four in ten of the black male population 
have the1r DNA 111 the police database. This is in sharp contrast to the fewer 
than one in ten whites in the database (Randerson 2006). Of course, one of the 
responses to these kinds of figures is the speculation that they merely ret1ect 
who is com~itti~g the crimes. Perhaps blacks are committing about 40 percent 
of all the c~1mes 111 the UK. The dramatic findings of Levine and Small (2008), 
noted earlier, suggest an answer to this kind of speculation as relates to data 
collection on race and crime in the United States. However, it is instructive to 
report the evolving and shifting response of the president of the National Black 
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. . . . th UK Keith Jarrett to the data about racial disparities 
Pohce Assooat10n m e ' ' h rt time 
. d DNA collection. This shift occurred over a very s o m arrest rates an 
period of two years: 

h d h t take DNA from anyone Since April [2005], police have a t e power o . l 
arrested on suspicion of a recordable offence-one _that would mv~ ve a 

. . the database is not simply a reflect10n of custodial sentence-meamng 
those convicted of crimes. (Randerson 2006) 

At the time in 2005, Jarrett said that this development was "very wor~:n;~, 
and recon:m:nded "an investiga:!~~ ~:~~e~~; at:;e~:~a~;s:~~c~o:p~:g~d 
However, m October of 2007,_ Ja k h dealing with racial and ethnic 
increased stop-and-search pollee wor w en 

minorities: 
t K ith Jarrett [asked] Police 

Speaking at the group's annual con erence, e . . of the 
. . T McNulty and Sir Ian Blair, CommiSSioner 

Mimster ony . d-searches among 
Metropolitan Police, to ~onside~ :s~~l:~i:;ti~;:~~:t have claimed the 
black people to reduce t e num e d 2007) 
lives of another two teenagers in the past week. (Townsen 

. . h t in the new climate of fear about 
But Jarrett went even further, claimi~g t a ld l me random stop-and-

rampant violence, the black commumty wou we co 

search practices by the police: 
random use of stop-and-search when 

Jarrett said he would not opp~s_e a" offence had been committed. He 
officers had "reasonable suspiCiOn an ers courteously and 

d that as long as police officers used the pow . 
argue . 'th' the Black community would accept it as a 
responsibly, many WI m 
necessary evil. (Townsend 2007) 

d . the short space of two years reflects the 
This remar~able ~urn-arou: tr~~e-offs made in the balancing act between 

shifting mood m weighmg thh'l h B 't' h have been in the lead of collecting 
. d f dom And w i e t e n iS . 

secunty an ree . h t th e has been a felony convict10n, 
f h · lation whet er or no er 

DNA rom t eir popu , b k d data collection of arrestees as 
. h US have em ar e upon 

several states m t e · · . L ·si·ana and California, but the 
· programs are m om 

well. The most aggressiVe d b . hether to include all arrestees: 
trendline is clear, so some states are e atmg w 

wmakers in South Carolina are considering a bill that wo~ld crea~e the 
La . DNA collection program, instructmg pohce to 
nation's most aggressive d . crime-including mis-

. 1 s from people arreste m any 
take genetic samp e . . d enter them into state and national 
demeanors such as shophftmg-an 
DNA databases. (Fausset 2007) 

. . . . ns of this prospective development for how 
There are dramatiC imphca~ilO . l' d First consider that incarceration 

such a database would be heavi y raoa ize . ' 
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rates for blacks and Latinos are now more than six times higher than for 
whites; 60 percent of America's prison population is either African American 
or Latino. Just over 20 percent of black males between the ages of 25 and 44 
have served a sentence at some point in their lives, and 8 percent of black men 
of working age are now behind bars (Austin et al. 2007). At current rates, a 
third of all black males, and one-sixth of Latino males will go to prison at some 
point during their lives, while the figure for whites is one in 17. These are national 
figures, but depending upon the urban area, things can look even more heavily 
racialized. For example, in Baltimore, one in five of black men between the ages 
of20 and 30 is incarcerated, and 52 percent are under some form of correctional 
supervision (Ziedenberg and Lotke 2005). In this kind of setting, familial 
searching and DNA dragnets take on a particularly ominous racial character: 
"Six of those 44 states, including California, have approved taking samples from 
people arrested on suspicion of certain crimes. States maintain their own DNA 
databases, which are linked to form the national network" (Faussett 2007). Thus 
we can begin to get a glimpse into the future to see how these various forces 
(racialized dragnets, expanding offender databases to include arrestees, and the 
CSI effect) can and will further distort the racial bias in the criminal justice 
system. 

A Vital Role for Social Science Research Regarding Human 
Molecular Genetics 

One of the appealing seductions of contemporary work regarding human 
molecular genetics is for social scientists to partner with their colleagues "across 
the aisle" in work that tries to integrate genes and environment, illuminating 
the relationship between nature and nurture. Who could possibly have any 
concerns, reservations, or objections to cross-disciplinary undertakings? In this 
framing of the research situation, the geneticists are dealing with the "hard 
science" categories of DNA markers, and the social scientists are consigned to 
sorting out the myriad environmental forces-nurture-that interact with 
nature. Yet if we take a closer look at how molecular geneticists are sorting out 
those DNA markers, we come to find out that they typically deploy lay categories 
as given. As I shall demonstrate, the far more vital role for social scientists is 
to investigate, empirically, the way molecular geneticists deploy the categories, 
not simply take-as-given outcome data that "reveal differences in human 
populations." Given the findings now being generated by this field, we could 
easily envision a far more important role for social scientists than "partnering." 

Hinterberger on "Population Purity in Genomic Research" 

In a recent paper that is a model of how social scientists can contribute to 
research in human molecular genetics, Hinterberger (2010) has looked at how 
Canadian scientists have been trying to better understand the sources of 
complex diseases by using Genome Wide Association Studies (GWAS). The 
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assumption is that about 8,500 French settlers arrived in Canada between 1608 
and 1759. They intermarried among themselves, and thus produced what is 

called a "founder effect": 

the Quebec "founder effect" has provided a large volume of genomic 
research aimed at understanding the root of common and complex 
disease. In 2007, a genome-wide association study ... identified multiple 
genes underlying Crohn's disease in the Quebec founder populations. 

(Raelson et al. 2007) 

GWAS are seen to offer a powerful method for identifying disease susceptibility 
for common diseases such as cancer and diabetes and are at the cutting edge 

of genomics-based biomedicine (Hinterberger 2010: 15). 
But now there is an explicit lament among these scientists who express 

concerns that intermarriage rates are threatening the "genetic uniqueness of 
these groups" and thus the opportunity for this kind of research "may be lost 
in the next few generations" (Secko 2008). Here is where Hinterberger steps in 
as the social analyst to point out the deeply flawed empiric and consequently 
the flawed logic. What genetic researchers regard as a bounded French founder 
population is actually, upon closer inspection, not so French after all. Specific
ally, in the strong pressure to convert indigenous people to Christianity, the 
colonizing French eagerly gave these converts French surnames (Kohli-Laven 
2007-2008). An examination of parish records provides documentation of 
this, and yet it is the French name that demographers and historians have used 
to set up the assumption that those with French names constituted the bounded 
"French founder" population. This clearly up-ends the otherwise taken-for

granted assumptions about the homogeneity of this population. 
One of the most important tools now being deployed to examine human 

genetic variation is a computer-based program called Structure. This program 
permits the researcher to find patterns and/or clusters of DNA markers, and 
when an alignment of these clusters overlaps existing categories of race and 
ethnicity, there is the siren's seductive call to reinscribe these categories as 
biologically meaningful (Bolnick 2008). As I have suggested elsewhere, any 
computer program so instructed could find SNP pattern differences between 
randomly selected residents of Chicago and residents of Los Angeles (or 
between any two cities in the world). To put it in ways that are incontrovertible, 
no one could expect that SNP patterns would be identical in choosing subjects 
randomly from two cities. As for Chicago vs Los Angeles, such a proposed 
research project would be deemed ludicrous, because the theoretical warrant 
for it would be hard to establish (unless there was some legitimate grounding 
for hypotheses about smog effects vs sub-zero winter effects). But if all the 
Chicago residents selected were African American, and all the Los Angeles 
residents were Asian Americans, and those SNP patterns showed up, some social 
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scientists might begin to ace t th fi d. 
biological or genetic racial ~irfere~~e;~ mgs as having some validity affirming 

If this seems conjectural, consider a recen bl" . 
consortium (HUGO p . t pu ICatlon from the Pan Asian 

an-Asian SNP Consortium 2009) . h. I 
report that they have found . _ ' m w IC 1 the authors 
those from other parts of Asf:t~rned differences b~tween Southeast Asians and 
strongly suggest that ph . o~e~ver, m reportmg these results, the authors 

to the genetic patterns :s:~i:~:~aw;roduct~ be developed that correspond 
contrast, another research group (H th pa;t~cular ethnic groups. In sharp 
same region " t. II h . eyer eta. m press) clauns that in this very 

' gene Ica Y t ere IS no such th · 
kind of situation where' h mg as an ethnic group." In this 

' we ave contested te · h h 
scientists accepting the cat . d b rram, rat er t an the social 

egones use y hu .. 
pursuing a research agenda as if d h . .man genetiCists as given and 
[; race an et mcity are bounded t . h 
ar more scientifically illuminating strategy wo ld b . . ca egones, t e 

and why these h u e to empmcally pursue how 
researc ers are deploying the c t . f 

are two models for this work Th fi . h a egone~ o race ethnicity. There 
an anthropologist of scienc~ w~oirst IS: e research of Duana Fullwiley (2007), 
researchers doing "admixt " tpen ;nany months in the laboratories of 
researchers were . th ure ana ysi~ o asthma patients, evaluating how the 

usmg every categones of" u " d" d . , 
is a proJ·ect ofF ·· d . P re an a mixed. The second 

UJimura an Rapgopalan (2011) · h. h 
researchers are deplo in the Ei e . , 'mw IC they examine how 
d'ftl y g g nstrat SNP vanatwn scores to "d t . " 

I erences between populations that ha b , , e ermme 
all the while asserting that th , .ve ~en sorted by ethnicity and race, 
framing of the research In ~y tahre. not usmg either race or ethnicity in the initial 

· o mstances the research f th · . 
be better understood as " . . ' , 0 e geneticists can 
the National Academy of'cSoc~constr(uNcti~msts of the categories. The report of 

Iences atwnal Resea h C .I 
suggests that a similar or ar I . . . rc .ounn 2009) strongly 
be pursued in the forensi:la: leltkmd oif s.onal science mvestigation needs to 

ora ones. t 1s only then wh 1. arrayed along this whole field f. . h . ' en more sun tght is 
de-construct and h . o mqmry, t at we will be able to decipher, defuse, 

the highly c~mbust~~~:f~~re~~te:~ept thfe forces currently con_verging to produce 
ec IOn o genomiCs, race and forensics. 

Notes 

I And others, including those merely arrested no . . , , . . . 
pomt. w 111 several states, but more on that at a later 

2 Segments of the next few pages are based u . . . 
Reinscription of Race," in Pattern' (P .p~l my previOusly pubhshcd article, "The 1\lolccular 

3 Segments of th. . _ . · 0 rc;u ne 40.4/5 (November 2006). 
IS next sectiOn are excerpted fro . 

Dragnets and Race: Larger Soc·· I C . m my previOusly published article "DN 'I 
R ' Ia ontext History and rut " · c ' ' 

esponsible Genetics, Cambridge MA 21 '3 
' ( · ure, Ill >CIIC Watch, Council t(lr 

4 However: recent research indicate~ tha; th~ a~:ua7o~em~er~De~ember 200H). 
as forensic scientists claimed (Col 

2002
) P lYSKal hngeipnnt was never as ddlnitiw 

S Cod· · e · - mg regiOns are only 10 percent of the J)NA l .t . . 
d c . , anc I IS li1 these re ,· th 1 

co e tor protems that might relate to a full ran e . . . : _ g10ns at t 1e nucleotides 
cancer or heart disease to neu t . . . g ot matters ot concern to researchers from 
"' . · · ro- ransmission and thus ~ . . ' 
zmpulszvity" or biochemical outcome< th 11 . It I , , or some, to possil,fc "coding., fin 

6 www fb· /h /l b - ' mzg' reate to vwlcnce · 
. I.gov q a /codis/clickmap.htm (accessed August 25, 20l~l). 
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7 There are 3 billion base pairs in the human genome, and even though we are 99.9 per cent 
alike, that still leaves several million points of difference between any two people. 

R Available free to the public from the National Academy Press website, www.nap.edu/ 
catalog/ I 25R9.html (accessed September I, 2009). 

9 Segments of the next section are excerpted from my previously published article, "Explaining 
Differential 'J'mst of DNA Forensic Technology: Grounded Assessment or Inexplicable 
Paranoia'" Journal o{Law, Medicine and r:thics 34.2 (Summer, 2006): 293-300. 

I 0 Private communication with Dan Krane, September I I, 2005. 
11 The federal DNA Act and most stale DNA collection statutes require that the state expunge 

(from the DNA databank) the profiles of convicted persons whose convictions are reversed. 
I lowever, in a glaring gap in logic, these statutes do not address what to do with profiles from 
persons who are not even suspects. The police often retain these DNA prof1les in their own, 
private "suspect databases." !'or example, Chicago, Miami, and London, Ohio, all keep private 

police suspect databases (Chapin 2005). 
I 2 This case was the subject of a full hour documentary by the television news program, 48 Hours, 

which aired November 26, 2005. 
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