


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































216 Interview 7

preclusion of the unfamiliar, the removal of diversity and of what 
we are not (yet). A valid concern or a hyperbolic alarmism?

NM: There are a lot of dimensions to personalization and self-
monitoring beyond the narcissistic ones. You could use infor-
mation about yourself to better contextualize what you read, to 
relate news in other parts of the world to your own city or experi-
ences, or to get recommendations that broaden your perspective. 
I don’t think that I would call a person with diabetes, monitoring 
his or her blood sugar levels, a narcissist simply because more 
information about the self is being observed in this case and this 
person is concerned with that information. When unseen algo-
rithms isolate people by their purported world-views, of course, 
that is problematic. But let’s not flatten every use of personal 
data to that.

RS: I agree. So lets take self-monitoring: What is your per-
spective here?

NM: I do admit that there are dangers in taking a Fordist/
Taylorist perspective on oneself (and one’s productivity). But I 
think individuals in culture today can work through the prob-
lems associated with self-monitoring. I’m more concerned that 
what we call self-monitoring is almost always mediated by cor-
porations. The types of monitoring we can do are dictated by 
corporate, for-profit interests, just as the interfaces we use are 
developed by corporations. And of course the data we accumu-
late about ourselves, even if we look at it only on our phone or 
only on our local computer where it is captured, is almost always 
transmitted to corporations that are obliged to use it in any way 
that can increase their profits. It doesn’t have to be this way, but 
we need to change things if it is to be otherwise.

Fitness monitoring is an interesting case. Fitbit’s monitoring 
devices are popular ones, providing information about how the 
wearer’s body vibrates throughout the day, an extraordinarily 
detailed sequence of sensor data that pertains not just to gen-
eral activity level but to all physical activities being undertaken. 
Fitbit’s system is not a self-monitoring system. It is a corporate 
monitoring system: the data is sent to Fitbit. The corporation 
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then shares the data it obtains from a particular user with that 
user, via its website. Other users get some information, too. 
Years ago, it was noted that the sexual activity of some users was 
visible in their posted data. Fitbit responded by making certain 
data private by default. “Private” of course just means that the 
data is not posted on the Web for all users to see. The company 
Fitbit, based in San Francisco and founded by James Park and 
Eric Friedman, can still tell when its users are engaging in sex-
ual activity. Fitbit has been taking on other companies as clients 
and is monitoring the activities of those companies’ employees. I 
don’t know whether your HR department gets to track how much 
sex you’re having, but there is no technical barrier to this.

My point is that if you want to know how many steps you’re 
taking each day, you can just get a pedometer. There’s no need 
to get a corporation (or several) involved. If you want to plot the 
data and have it look pretty, there’s no technical barrier to doing 
that on a computer or mobile phone without sending the data to 
anyone else. Why wait until people start getting fired for their 
tracked activities outside of work: walking too little, for instance, 
or having too much sex on their own time?

RS: I absolutely agree, if I want to track myself why do the data 
have to be on a corporate website. Your explanation suggests 
that it is actually laziness and incompetence (to go the extra mile 
and find ways to collect, analyze and visualize data without fall-
ing for the convenient app of a corporation) that eventually will 
allow employers to control their employees. However, we should 
not forget that the new cultural technique of self-tracking is 
intertwined with the meanwhile quite established cultural tech-
nique of sharing. It is not inevitable but very much suggested 
that my running becomes a ‘social running’ by sharing the data 
of my activities online. Plus, in this case the sharing has even 
more reason than the infamous sharing of what I am doing right 
now or what kind of food I ordered. According to the Hawthorne 
effect people work harder – and run faster – if monitored by oth-
ers. Transparency boosts motivation and will push a lazy person 
into action. Jawbone’s VP of product development once phrased 
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it this way: ‘The number one correlate with your weight is what 
your friends are doing.’ Hence, it is very unlikely that self-track-
ing works the way it does without a social-networking feature.

NM: Actually, the 2007 Journal of the American Medical 
Association article “Using Pedometers to Increase Physical 
Activity and Improve Health,” which considered pedometer use 
without data sharing, reported ‘The results suggest that the use 
of a pedometer is associated with significant increases in physi-
cal activity and significant decreases in body mass index and 
blood pressure. Whether these changes are durable over the 
long term is undetermined.’ So there is peer-reviewed medical 
research that people having their own (not shared) pedometer 
data is beneficial. Of course, for medical advice and informa-
tion, I would go to the top American medical journal before an 
offhand statement from an executive of an interested company. 
Beyond that, I’ll note that if you want to get into a sharing situa-
tion where social pressure helps you enhance your fitness, there 
are other ways to do it – join a gym, for instance.

Although I don’t see it as critical to fitness success, I do 
understand why people wish to share exercise data with others. 
It may be, for instance, to try to connect to other people via data 
instead of via conversation. Is it really very socially significant 
that I walked 16,396 steps on Saturday? It’s more than usual, 
and I suppose it could possibly prompt a conversation or make 
some of my friends more socially aware of me in some ways. But 
if the goal is social sharing, wouldn’t it be much more signifi-
cant to write something on my blog, or even briefly tweet, about 
where I walked, why, with whom, and what the weather was like? 
For some people, sharing raw data may indeed serve this social 
purpose, so I don’t mean to suggest that data sharing is wrong. 
But it seems that it could just as easily substitute for deeper 
social interaction, rather than enhancing it.

RS: This brings us closer to the actual issue here: The increas-
ing public sharing of personal data may in fact represent the 
decrease of social interactions. Could it be that people have 
become too lazy to write about their life and prefer outsourcing 
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the task to technology which automatically both turns the report 
from words to numbers (or images if we include Snapchat and 
other social media of self presentation) and distributes it to as 
many people as wanted at once. This of course raises the inevi-
table question why people follow Facebook’s imperative to share 
as much personal information as possible and why younger gen-
erations don’t seem to care about privacy.

NM: I don’t buy either the stereotypical privacy concerns that 
people have about, for instance, teens (refuted in danah boyd’s 
book It’s Complicated) or the “digital native” concept (with odd 
colonial valences among many other problems). Essentially, I 
would say that young people, as with any group of people, are 
neither fully aware of technology and complete masters of it in 
every way, nor are they rubes who fail to think about their own 
interests and who don’t understand the social implications of 
technology. Young people do not need to learn the social norms 
of the use of technology from their elders. But they are also not 
total experts who are ready to chart the future of the Internet 
for everyone in the world. We should be respectful of the per-
spective and values that youth have; we should also respect the 
fact that their expertise and vision is not the only expertise and 
vision, nor is it the best in every way.

I have to point out that Facebook is not in favor of ‘the shar-
ing of as much personal information as possible.’ Facebook is 
in favor of having as much personal information as possible fed 
into their own corporate systems, for others to see, certainly, 
but ultimately for their own use. In fact if all the information on 
Facebook were available in some other system that was at least 
equally convenient to use, the company would have a severe 
problem. So trustworthy branding, a trendy company, buying 
other prominent and successful startups, and so on is also criti-
cal from Facebook’s standpoint. What Facebook really wants is 
for your social life to be impossible without them.

Finally, I don’t think people are just being too lazy generally. 
They’re inventing new forms and genres online, communicating 
and creating in radical new ways. It’s just that there are a lot of 
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complexities to the social, cultural, and political dimensions of 
digital media and the specific systems (often corporate ones) that 
are arising. In fact the problem is probably not laziness at all, but 
that people are moving too fast and are overlooking things that, 
with a better understanding of history and more time to contem-
plate them, they would be able to deal with in much better ways.

RS: This is exactly what should alarm us. More so since Facebook 
is so successful in accomplishing its goal. If boyd’s message is 
that the kids are all right, we may add that  – and some would 
say, for this reason – the society is not. Younger generations have 
basically adapted to the regime of sharing and look forward with 
excitement rather than discomfort to the Internet of smart things 
that will know everything about us and may pass it on to others 
who also like to know. I wonder how much they understand the 
social implications of technology if even people with more educa-
tion and experience don’t really know where this road of shar-
ing will lead us. Not only Facebook but almost every app today 
wants to have as much personal information as possible. As we 
know, personal information sum up to societal information which 
is wanted by the intelligence apparatus and governments as well 
as by scientists and companies. Isn’t the actual problem of big 
data mining rather than the more or less conscious compromise 
of privacy the looming of algorithmic analytics and regulation?

NM: I don’t think these can be easily separated. There are some 
types of big data work that are hard to see as a threat to pri-
vacy: astronomical data and data from monitoring air quality, for 
instance. But much of the excitement about big data has been 
regarding data about people – cultural, economic, medical, and 
so on. Or of course reading people’s email (or whatever Google 
wants to call its algorithmic analysis), initially to serve up ads 
but perhaps for many other interesting reasons. I say these are 
difficult to separate because there is no reason to amass huge 
amounts of data, which classically would be private, unless this 
data can eventually be analyzed, either by the collector or by a 
company to which it is sold, or can be used to regulate human 
or machine behavior in profitable ways. So I wouldn’t locate the 
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problem in the analytic stage. The collection stage very strongly 
prompts analysis and use.

Two analogies: In a criminal trial in the US, the judge works 
to avoid inadmissible evidence being shown to the jury in the 
first place. That evidence isn’t shown at first and then retracted 
later. Also, in a hiring process, if you’re not legally allowed to 
discriminate based on age, it works well if you don’t ask appli-
cants to provide their age. So instead of trying to block analysis, 
I’d suggest that we only give data to companies if, at the very 
least, there is actually some benefit to us. But really, the benefit 
should be worth the cost of giving up that data – it should pay us 
appropriately for how much the data is worth. And of course we 
don’t know how much the data is worth.

RS: Indeed, we don’t know and even if we knew that it is worth 
a lot it shouldn’t be up to us to sell it because not only do per-
sonal information sum up to societal information, the personal 
approach to information can also produce societal pressure. 
Imagine fifty percent of the applicants in a hiring process volun-
teering their age, their ethnicity, and their Facebook password 
assuming that it is beneficial to them. What chances do you think 
the other fifty percent will have of getting hired if there is only 
one job for ten applicants? We have to be stricter: It should not 
only not be up to companies alone what kind of data they can col-
lect and analyze but also not to the individuals alone what data 
they can share and provide. The decision should be in the hands 
of the society as a whole after it has discussed the possible impli-
cations of certain data sharing and reviewed the acceptabil-
ity of such implications. In this context it is remarkable that in 
December 2015 the European Parliament agreed on a proposed 
Data Protection Reform that foresees the appointment of ‘data 
protection officers’ in order to ‘help the competent authorities 
to ensure compliance with the data protection rules’ as well 
as the adoption of ‘impact assessment’ carried out by the com-
petent authorities with respect to certain uncertain data pro-
cessing. Hence, maybe we have to think much bigger about the 
privacy issue, as an issue that, similar to that of social welfare 



222 Interview 7

and medical benefits, requires public debate and governmen-
tal regulation.

Art and Aesthetics

RS: In the 1990s there was a lot of talk about the “death of 
authors” and the empowerment of the reader in hypertext. 
Although in the discussion of hypertext today the role of the 
author is understood in a way that is much more complex, the 
death of the author remains an issue with respect to text auto-
matically created by a computer program. Ironically, in contrast 
to the author’s hasty discharge in the early hypertext debate, the 
trope of the death or disempowerment of the author is now not at 
all played out in the way one would have expected. Rather than 
considering the author as being replaced by software, a number 
of theorists and practitioners regard the author as present in the 
software. You have experimented a lot with computer-generated 
text and “poetic computing” as one of your lectures is entitled 
and discuss this issue in your book Exploratory Programming 
for the Arts and Humanities that will be published in 2016 with 
MIT Press. How much authorship do you claim in a text resulting 
from a program?

NM: When I write a text-generating program – and let me 
restrict myself right now to the “self-contained” kind that doesn’t 
accept seed or source texts – I consider myself to be the author of 
the program and therefore implicated in the output the program 
produces. I wouldn’t say, and I don’t say, that I wrote the output. 
It was produced by the program, which I wrote. I make my pro-
grams available under free software licenses as free/libre/open 
source software, so anyone can run them and generate texts with 
them. I don’t claim ownership of the texts that result when other 
people run the program. It is perfectly legal for someone to go 
and publish such outputs, and the system itself, without my per-
mission, although it’s nice for people to let me know when that 
happens. Now, I think it very likely that if one of my programs 
generated some text that, for instance, advocated the overthrow 
of the government and incited a riot, I could be found to be 
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legally responsible for this. And, in the sense of moral author-
ship, I certainly get some credit (or blame) for the poems others 
generate with my programs.

RS: Given that you don’t claim ownership of the text resulting 
from somebody using your program, would then, if the text turns 
out to be lawless, the other guy be jailed? To hold you responsible 
in court or build you a memorial for the overthrow, wouldn’t the 
idea then have to be communicated within the code itself, i.e. 
before the outcome of any text? As I understand it, you program 
a system with certain rules of communication while the concrete 
application of the rules, the communicated, is not in your control. 
Like langue and parol in linguistics, or the camera and the pho-
tograph in media studies.

NM: Analogies to better-known domains may be helpful. IBM’s 
chess computer Deep Blue defeated Gary Kasparov in a water-
shed moment for human-computer relations. One can imagine 
the team of programmers saying “We beat Kasparov!” after this 
happened. This is an instance of metonymy, however; it isn’t 
literally true. Kasparov could easily defeat any or all members 
of this team, playing in any configuration, if the game were 
between people. The programmers didn’t beat him; they wrote 
a computer program that beat him. Sergy Brin and Larry Page 
don’t find people’s search results for them; the search engine 
they developed (and that many others contributed to) does. When 
you typed “I hate Jaws” into the Google search engine several 
years ago, the system would helpfully suggest: “Did you mean: I 
hate Jews?” Brin and Page didn’t create this result, of course, but 
they and their company developed the system that produced this 
result. Just as the Deep Blue programmers can take credit for 
Kasparov’s defeat, although they didn’t personally defeat him, 
Brin, Page, and Google would have to be the ones blamed for that 
suggestion that the search engine made – and also the ones who 
get credit when the system works well.

RS: I agree with your conclusion but wonder about the premise. 
Deep Blue won because of the computing power, and only after 
it was upgraded to Deeper Blue so it could base its moves on the 
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analysis of thousands of master games and the evaluating of 200 
million positions per second. Google acts on the base of prob-
ability. These are qualities of the computer humans deliberately 
make use of. Their good making use of it certainly deserves them 
authorship. But of course, Brin and Page are not the authors of 
the line I hate Jews; only of the mechanism of autocompletion.

NM:  That’s a good point, and I think it does inflect mine in an 
important way. In both of these cases the system (Deep Blue, 
Google search) works not only because of smart programmers 
but because of well-curated data that is used to train the sys-
tem. Even when there’s not a mass of data to train on, those who 
develop such systems draw on experience “manually” to devise 
rules. In any case we have to look beyond the developers/pro-
grammers to, in many cases, data, and, in all cases, the culture 
and contexts in which these systems are developed.

RS: You also wrote a book about interactive fiction (Twisty Little 
Passages of 2003) describing the development of an online inter-
active fiction community in the 1990s and examining the concept 
of the “active reader” in contrast to the passive reader in tradi-
tional text from gaming and literary perspectives. What are your 
main points in the book? What would you rewrite more than a 
dozen years later?

NM: A significant change is the increasing amount of work that 
isn’t “parser-based.” When I looked at IF critically, and when I 
thought about it myself as an IF author, I considered that nat-
ural-language input (in the form of short commands: get lamp, 
ask the librarian about the freeway, take inventory) was very 
important. It was giving the player a chance to be a maker of 
language and to respond, even if in a limited way, in the same 
medium that the game was using to present the simulated, fic-
tional world. Recently, there has been a great deal of interest-
ing work in hypertext (mainly using the system Twine) and in 
“choice-based” games where one selects from a short menu of 
options. Meanwhile the visual novel, a form much beloved in 
Japan, is also gaining some ground in the US. These interfaces 
still don’t appeal to me as much as that of parser-based IF does, 
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but there is some very intriguing writing, including radical and 
experimental writing that goes in some very compelling new 
directions, that is happening in these forms. I’ve also written 
my own interactive fiction system, used these days for research 
purposes rather than widespread creation of IF, since writing 
Twisty Little Passages. I wouldn’t try to document this system in 
an updated edition, but I would try to enrich the discussion of 
IF platforms and their influence on and relationship to creative 
work. That’s of course also a topic that grows out of my work as a 
series editor of the MIT Press Platform Studies series.

Media Literacy

RS: In 2003 you edited, together with Noah Wardrip-Fruin, The 
New Media Reader collecting important texts about and projects 
of the than still emerging field of new media. If you look back at 
this book and forward to the probable future of new media (i.e. 
smart objects, big data, self tracking), what subjects have proved 
essential, what subjects need revision, what subjects would you 
add to the New Media Reader 2?

NM: Actually there is essentially nothing I would change about 
the texts we selected in The New Media Reader. We tried to 
determine the readings that would explain the history of the 
field, from World War II to the World Wide Web, and with the 
input of our many advisors I think we did that well. We could 
certainly substitute a reading here or there, but I think it would 
be a detail and not indicative of a need for a major revision. We 
could update the introductions, too, if that seemed valuable to 
readers. If there were any change I would strongly advocate for 
a new edition of The New Media Reader, it would be to eliminate 
the CD-ROM. Certainly not because I dislike the contents of the 
CD, which I think are rather important and which I worked to 
assemble very earnestly, but because in practical terms there 
are few people who even have CD drives in their computers and 
who make use of the CD. For practical use in classes, we should 
get as much as possible online (some of it already is) and allow 
people to access these resources over the network. I guess it’s 
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typical that the major changes needed are not in the book’s con-
tent but are due to changes in platforms and storage media (or 
network access to resources).

RS: Digital Humanities seem to be the new buzzword in the 
Humanities. Some fear with Digital Humanities the quantita-
tive turn taking place in contemporary society finally infects 
even the disciplines supposed to reflect and interpret society’s 
development and turns it into a branch of the science depart-
ment. Others hold that “algorithmic criticism” doesn’t aim at 
verifying and stabilizing meaning through replacing interpre-
tation by counting. On the contrary, “algorithmic criticism” and 
“distant reading” offer new insights in the way knowledge or 
data respectively is organized and opens up new opportunities 
for close reading and interpretation. What do you fear or hope 
from Digital Humanities and how do you see their relationship to 
Digital Media Studies?

NM: Fear of quantitative study by a computer is about as silly as 
fearing writing as a humanistic method – because writing turns 
the humanities into a branch of rhetoric, or because writing is 
about stabilizing meaning, or whatever. Valuable insights from 
computational humanistic study have already been reached, and 
these should be displayed in response to such talk. I’m actually 
worried about a different type of intellectual limitation when it 
comes to the Digital Humanities. Many people think that DH can 
only be done on our venerable cultural heritage. We can study 
literary history from centuries past, the development of cities, 
older examples of art, music, and so on, but we can’t study digi-
tal media using DH, because, I suppose, that’s too many digitals 
at once. It’s bizarre, because that part of our culture which is 
digital is particularly amenable to analysis using DH techniques: 
you don’t have to digitize it, because it’s already digital. And, 
those working with DH clearly don’t find computers entirely dis-
dainful; they can be used for analytical and critical purposes. 
Why not consider the cultural production that is being done 
with them, too?
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I see a connection between the study of 17th, 18th, and 19th 
century art, literature, and culture and the study of what is hap-
pening today with digital art, electronic literature, and online 
culture and communication. So I’m certainly in favor of having 
“digital media DH” along with other kinds of DH. Such work, just 
like any other DH endeavor, could provide new insights into its 
objects of study while also offering general benefits to the digital 
humanities. In case this sounds like a minor concern in light of 
some of the more overtly political and urgent issues that we dis-
cussed earlier, let me state: Understanding that we, today, are 
part of history, and understanding how we are part of history, is 
not an irrelevant detail!
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The age of print literacy and ‘deep 
critical attention’ is filled with 
war, genocide and environmental 
devastation

Rodney Jones

Rodney Jones is an applied linguist investigating 
computer mediated communication. He is particu-
larly interested in how digital media affect the way 
people conduct social interactions and manage social 
identities from surveillance and self-representation 
on social network sites to crowd wisdom, self-track-
ing and algorithmic analysis. He is the co-author of 
the 2011 textbook Understanding Digital Literacies: 
A Practical Introduction which not only teaches how 
new media work but also how they affect social prac-
tices. Rodney is Professor of Sociolinguistics and 
Head of the Department of English Language and 
Applied Linguistics at the University of Reading.

Rodney Jones points out the collusion of governments and corpo-
rations in an unregulated internet, as well as the potential of par-
ticipatory media for grassroots movements and surveillance. He 
examines the discursive economies of social network sites and 



Rodney Jones 229

their algorithms, the (partially justified) replacement of experts 
by crowd wisdom, the (historical) dialectic of quantification and 
narrativisation (especially in clinical medicine), the self-tracking 
movement, the self-presentation on Facebook, and the the cur-
rent role of (media) literacy in the educational environment.

Prelude

Roberto Simanowski: What is your favorite neologism of digi-
tal media culture and why?

Rodney Jones: I love the term ‘datasexual’, the new brand of 
‘metrosexual’ for whom the collection and display of personal 
data has become a new form of grooming and cultural capital. 
The term is both funny and scary, and perfectly fits the aesthetic 
of many quantified selfers: young, urban, hip, educated, geeky 
and slightly arrogant. Part of me sees some kind of poetic justice 
in this, having grown up at a time when being geeky was cer-
tainly not sexy — so the rise of the datasexual is kind of like ‘the 
revenge of the nerds’. I’m also fascinated with the new ways data 
has become mixed up with sex and sexuality. This is of course 
not entirely new. Back in the 1990’s I did research on personal 
ads, and a key ingredient was always one’s ‘stats’ (age, height, 
weight, etc.). Digital technology, of course, has brought the dat-
ification of the sexual marketplace to a new level. We are in a 
state of constantly grooming our virtual selves in order to attract 
friends, mates, employers, etc.

RS: Datasexual is a quite productive neologism indeed. I can 
think of at least two more layers: 1. The data scientist is “The 
Sexiest Job of the 21st Century” as Thomas H. Davenport and D.J. 
Patil wrote in the October 2012 issue of the Harvard Business 
Review. 2. The obsession with data regarding diet and physical 
activity replaces the cliché of the overweight nerd getting up 
only to get pizza and coca cola by guys excited about quantify-
ing self apps which inevitably provides them with a sexy body. 
The revenge of the nerd comes in two steps: First, they provide 
the technology for a wide-ranging datafication turning numbers 
into the central criterion of communication – at the expense of 
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words with which they have never felt very comfortable to begin 
with. Secondly, they produce the apps and social network set-
tings that provide the necessary motivation to get their own 
stats ‘in shape.’

RJ: Yes, it’s also interesting to see this in the context of the devel-
opment of food and health culture in Silicon Valley, and the wider 
context of ‘Californian’ culture. So there’s an interesting mixture 
of spiritualism and empiricism – I meditate, and then quantify 
how much I have done it for example with the Meditation Time 
& Tracker-App by Robin Barooah. In this regard I highly recom-
mend a book by Anthropologist J. English Lueck called Being and 
Well-Being: Health and the Working Bodies of Silicon Valley. At 
the same time, before we get too worked up about this ‘contra-
diction’ it’s good to remember that lots of ancient spiritual sys-
tems rely heavily on quantification. Tibetan Buddhists, for exam-
ple, use beads to count how many times they have prostrated or 
said different mantras, and the texts are quite explicit about the 
numbers that need to be reached before the practitioner can go 
on to the next step. The most obsessive self-trackers I’ve ever 
met are Tibetan lamas.

RS: I would never have guessed that: Numbers at the basis of 
mediation. We will come back to the issue of quantification. 
Before a rather speculative question: If you could go back in his-
tory of new media and digital culture in order to prevent some-
thing from happening or somebody from doing something, what 
or who would it be?

RJ: I wouldn’t dare. I’ve seen too many movies about people 
going back in time to change things and ending up suffering 
unintended consequences. I think the idea that history moves in 
a simple linear fashion and that discrete events can be blamed 
for discrete outcomes is probably wrong. The causes and con-
sequences of events are usually very complex, and often hidden 
from us, especially in the realm of media which involve not just 
all sorts of complex, inter-related economic and political deci-
sions, but also the aggregation of countless personal decisions of 
users (the ‘market’). I don’t think it’s as easy as identifying where 
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we have taken a ‘wrong turn’. I also think this smacks slightly of 
technological determinism — if only this or that technology or 
this or that media policy had developed differently, everything 
would be all right.

RS: Your feeling is probably right. I in fact do believe that media 
have the power to change the situation of men and that without 
certain media the world would be different. I suspect without 
the smartphone most people would still watch their environment 
rather than escaping into another world as I always did with a 
book. But this is a question for further studies of media or digital 
media respectively. Which brings us to the next question: What 
comes to mind if you hear “Digital Media Studies”?

RJ: It’s always difficult to name what we do, and no term is really 
ideal. The real purpose of these disciplinary names is to make 
our activities comprehensible to university administrations, gov-
ernment funding bodies and prospective students, but when you 
start interrogating the labels they are all deeply problematic. 
Are we studying media, or are we studying human behavior? 
What is the utility of separating ‘digital media’ from other kinds 
of media (the term already promotes a kind of ‘discourse of dis-
ruption’ that is often hyped by media companies)? People who 
identify with the label may come from wildly different intellec-
tual traditions: anthropology, communication studies, cultural 
studies, literary studies, psychology, sociology, etc., and often 
what one ‘digital media scholar’ is doing may have no resem-
blance at all to what another is doing— they may not even speak 
the same language.

For my work I use the term ‘digital literacies studies’ (though 
I should probably say I’m just an applied linguist interested in 
things people are doing with digital technology). The problem 
with my label is that most people don’t understand what I mean 
by ‘literacies’ (or even think its a typo), because they may not be 
familiar with developments in the ‘new literacy studies’ over the 
past fifty years. They may think ‘literacy’ is simply the ability 
to read and write, whereas when I use the term ‘literacies’ I am 
referring to all social practices associated with the deployment 
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of semiotic systems, practices that are not just about encoding 
and decoding information, but also about negotiating relation-
ships, distributing material and symbolic resources, and con-
structing social identities.

Politics and Government

RS: While in the 1990s Internet pioneers such as John Perry 
Barlow declared the independence of Cyberspace from the gov-
ernments of the old world, now it seems people hope for govern-
ments to intervene in the taking-over and commercialization of 
the Internet by huge corporations such as Google and Facebook. 
Thus, web activists calling for the government to pass laws to 
protect privacy online, and politicians suggesting expiration 
dates for data on social networks appear to be activists in a bat-
tle for the rights of the individual. Have tables turned to that 
extent? Are we, once rejecting old government, now appealing to 
it for help?

RJ: I think the tables have turned, but this is not just true in the 
realm of media, but also in the realm of things like healthcare, 
transportation, environmental protection, advertising, etc. The 
shift happened with the rise of neo-liberalism in the 1980’s, and 
the ‘unregulated’ internet proved fertile ground for it. Freedom 
from government intrusion means freedom for ‘markets’— pow-
erful corporations inevitably fill the power void and are much 
more difficult to challenge since their CEOs and directors are 
not elected. Meanwhile, elected officials, at least in the United 
States, are increasingly servants of these corporations which 
fund their campaigns. It’s a horrible dilemma, especially since 
citizens who rail against big government and those who rail 
against big corporations often seem to want the same thing, but 
are pitted against each other (while the governments and cor-
porations are actually colluding). Unfortunately, too much of 
the infrastructure of our daily existence (including the infor-
mation infrastructure) is in the hands of forces that are beyond 
our control.
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The big question for media scholars is the degree to which par-
ticipatory media provides the tools for grassroots movements 
to challenge this hegemonic marriage of government and cor-
porations. On a good day, I think it does, because I think any 
increased opportunities to communicate laterally and quickly 
mobilise social networks can be very powerful (I’m thinking, for 
example, of the recent protests in Hong Kong). I’m also optimis-
tic because lots of young people are one step ahead of the tech-
nology companies (especially when it comes to things like digital 
piracy). I think that the persistence of torrents is a good sign 
that the ‘machine’ has an achilles heel. On a bad day, I’m pessi-
mistic as I see that the very tools that facilitate the formation of 
grassroots social movements are also tools that facilitate unbe-
lievable capacities for governments and corporations to exercise 
surveillance of private citizens and to manipulate their experi-
ences of reality.

RS: Speaking of governments, corporations and the control of 
the internet: Google has become one of the symbols for the cen-
tralization of an important public good such as knowledge in the 
hands of a private company. It is not only the most effective and 
popular search engine, it also gave us an enormous pool of dig-
itized books, which we like to consult whenever we need from 
wherever we are. Would the US government or the European 
Union ever have been able to carry out something like Google’s 
book project? Should –and could– they run a search engine free 
of advertisement and with an algorithm visible to all who care?

RJ: This relates to the last question. Would any government nec-
essarily be a better steward of such information than a private 
company? That would really depend on the resilience of demo-
cratic institutions in a society, and my experience is that they 
are rarely as resilient as we think. Another aspect of this ques-
tion has to do with the resource implications. Information is not 
really free. It involves an enormous amount of labor to produce 
and distribute. Unfortunately, with the way the internet works 
now, the ‘value’ of information is hidden from us, because we are 
being ‘charged’ for it in ways that are not always apparent (by 
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giving our own information in return). This, of course, is a point 
that Jaron Lanier makes very persuasively. Would we be comfort-
able with a government using the same model to fund it’s ‘human 
knowledge project’? If not, what other ways could they fund it? 
What’s scary to me about Google is not its size or reach but the 
economic model that makes that size and reach possible in the 
first place.

RS: An important aspect of the Internet with respect to politics 
and government is the subversive role it plays towards what 
Foucault called the ‘order of discourse’. With the opportunity 
to express oneself online and with easy access to a plethora of 
divergent utterances on everything, the old ‘disciplinary appa-
ratus’ has lost its base and impact. The situation is sometimes 
celebrated as shift from expertocracy towards swarm intelli-
gence, sometimes bemoaned as cult of the amateur. How does an 
applied linguist look at this matter?

RJ: I think that what we have here is a shift from Foucaultian 
‘orders of discourse’ to Deleuzian ‘societies of control’. 
Opportunities to ‘express oneself’ are just as constrained 
as before, only now by the discursive economies of sites like 
Facebook and YouTube. People have ‘access’ to divergent utter-
ances, but the algorithms channel us into the same old discursive 
traps. People who get their news from the internet in 2014 are 
in some ways less likely to be exposed to divergent views than 
those who got their news from TV in the 1960’s because of the 
‘filter bubble’. At the same time, I think you are right — the new 
ways information circulates has brought on a crisis of expertise. 
But part of this crisis also comes from the fact that many people 
feel that experts have failed us: doctors can’t cure us, bankers 
destroy the economy, priests have sex with children, athletes 
take drugs, politicians are corrupt, and corporations cheat us 
and pollute the environment. Ironically, now people seem to put 
more trust in algorithms (which aggregate and interpret crowd 
sourced data) than they do in people. They seem to think that 
what they are getting is actually the ‘wisdom of crowds’, when 
what they are really getting is the interoperation of aggregated 
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data by algorithms which were created by the very experts that 
they distrust and often reinforce the very same agendas.

What is interesting to me as an applied linguist is how peo-
ple negotiate this new economy of knowledge. I don’t think it’s 
as simple as the ‘wisdom of crowds’. We need more empirical 
research on how people search for and evaluate information 
online (when, for example, they are suffering from a health prob-
lem), how knowledge is collaboratively constructed and con-
tested in social networks, how ‘laypeople’ work together to pool 
knowledge and challenge experts. For me, the power of applied 
linguistics is that it gives us a way to operationalise theories. 
So applied linguists in the 1990s (especially critical discourse 
analysts) operationalised the idea of ‘orders of discourse’ by dis-
covering ways discourses are instantiated in things like gram-
matical structures and genres. Now applied linguists need to 
operationalise the idea of ‘societies of control’, to understand 
how discourse circulates in networks, how selves (as discur-
sive constructions) become instantiated in webs, how the nodes 
and ties of networks are created and strengthened through the 
moment by moment conduct of social interaction, and how people 
‘talk’ with algorithms.

Algorithm and Censorship

RS: One could argue that the order of discourse has been 
inverted: not simply to the extent that laypeople now replace 
experts, but also in a general dwindling willingness to engage 
with counter arguments or with anything that is difficult and 
demanding such as a complex consideration instead of a straight 
statement. What we may also lose when we dismiss experts are 
people who, because of their expertise and experience, know bet-
ter than we what is good for us and (because of their ethos) force 
us to avoid the easier way: the journalist or editor of news on TV 
and of a newspaper who offers a complex analysis of a political 
issue, the curator who decides what art work the public should 
be exposed to, the teacher who makes students read what she 
thinks they should know. One result of such development is the 
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trust in numbers as we can see with social media and other plat-
forms online that focus on the counting of views and likes. At the 
same time, algorithmic analysis of big data seems to verify Lev 
Manovich’s claim from more than a decade ago: the database as 
one model to make meaning out of the world (by representing the 
world as a list of items) is overcoming the narrative as another 
model (representing the world as a cause-and-effect trajectory 
of items). In your 2013 book Health and Risk Communication you 
mention the ‘discursive turn’ in social science and investigate 
how people reflect and communicate health and disease. How do 
you see the relation of numerical and narrative elements in this 
communication? What role does the quantified self-movement, 
whose slogan is “self knowledge through numbers,” play in this 
new scenario?

RJ: The story of clinical medicine in the past 100 years or so has 
been the story of the tension between quantification and narrati-
visation. In the 19th century and before, narrative played a cen-
tral role in diagnosis, with the doctor’s main job being the elic-
itation of a comprehensible narrative from the patient and the 
interpretation of that narrative. With the development of clinical 
trials in the 20th century, along with all sorts of technologies 
for the measurement of bodily functions, diagnosis increasingly 
became a matter of interpreting numbers rather than stories. 
The patient’s narrative and the doctor’s intuition both came to 
be seen as unreliable. This reached it’s height in the 1990s with 
the rise of ‘evidence based medicine’. A lot of this shift was mar-
ket driven— increasing quantification gave health care systems, 
insurance companies and pharmaceutical companies more effi-
cient ways of rationalising resources, billing for services and 
marketing drugs. At the beginning of this century there was a 
backlash against this focus on ‘treating the numbers’. With the 
rise of ‘narrative based medicine’ (as well as the focus on nar-
rative in alternative therapies), over-quantification came to be 
seen as suspect. So where does the quantified self movement fit 
in with this? Does it mean a shift back towards quantification?
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Ironically, I think the opposite is true. What practices of self 
quantification actually give to many patients are better resources 
for them to tell stories to doctors. In fact, there has always been 
a dialectical relationship between narrativisation and quantifica-
tion in medicine. Clinical practice has always been about turning 
narratives into numbers (doctors turn patient’s stories into diag-
noses, drug dosages and treatment regimens), and about turning 
numbers into narratives (doctors need to explain the results of 
medical test or risk scenarios in terms that patients understand). 
In the past, this process was completely in the hands of doctors. 
Patients only had their narratives. Doctors had the power to turn 
them into numbers and then to make new narratives out of the 
numbers. Self-quantification, at its best, puts some of this power 
in the hands of patients and gives patients a role in generating 
and interpreting data about their health.

RS: This sounds like a twofold happy end: The cooperation of 
numbers and narratives, or, as Katherine Hayles puts is, data-
base and narrative as “natural symbionts“, as well as the collab-
oration of doctors and patients. Doesn’t the obsession with num-
bers and this kind of self-applied ‘dataveillance’ also bring new 
problems with it?

RJ: In terms of actual health outcomes, I am still very optimis-
tic about what this development means for patients and their 
relationship with physicians. There are, however, a lot of poten-
tial dangers to this. One is the danger that self-monitoring can 
give rise to new regimens of governmentality and surveillance. 
Another is that the rise of self-tracking allows governments and 
health care systems to devolve responsibility for health onto 
individuals.

RS: This would be the dark side of this ongoing trend to self-
optimization. It is certainly not wrong if people are more aware 
about their physical activities and eating habits. However, if the 
resulting data determines peoples’ entitlement to health care 
benefits then the self-applied, quantified ‘bioveillance’ would 
turn into a means of further expanding the neo-liberal perspec-
tive on society. A case in point of the prevalence of numbers 
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over narratives is Google’s PageRank which is based on statisti-
cal concerns beyond any hierarchical taxonomies and ontology 
based interpretation.

RJ: The biggest problem with self quantification is that, like any 
form of entextualization, the ‘insights’ we can get from it are 
determined by the semiotic categories that it is able to repre-
sent. So quantification translates everything into numbers, and 
numbers have the power to help us see these things in new ways, 
but at the same time, they limit our way of seeing things. But this 
is true of any semiotic mode or genre (what I call in my book, 
technologies of entextualization). So all modes of representation 
(numbers, words, pictures) are biased, ideological.

As for Google, of course it manipulates Page Rank and cen-
sors all sorts of things, but that’s not the real problem. The 
real problem lies in the uninterrogated ideological assump-
tions behind Page Rank to begin with — the ideological assump-
tions supported by this ‘technology of entextualization’—which 
includes the idea that ‘value’ and ‘relevance’ are determined by 
popularity and association. As academics we are all too familiar 
with the consequences of this way of valuing knowledge. Does 
the number of citations really measure the ‘impact’ of an article?

RS: We academics of course assume that it doesn’t. Different 
to the senior management, we presuppose that popularity is a 
problematic criterion for evaluation as long as we value com-
plexity and intellectual challenge. However, we all know from 
Facebook that a thoroughly crafted post is not likely to receive 
more likes than a cute picture. On the other hand, isn’t the 
regime of numbers – which gives everybody an equal say regard-
less of her intellectual or political resources – the inevitable des-
tiny of democracy? Put differently: Does the quantitative turn 
digital media and especially social bookmarking bring to society 
prompt us to reconsider our concepts of power, participation and 
public voice? Discuss

RJ: This is a complicated question, with lots of parts to it. I 
think if you speak to many users of Facebook (and especially 
Instagram) they’ll tell you that they spend a lot of time crafting 
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their status updates in order to maximize likes, and even pay 
attention to when they post them, knowing that people are more 
likely to look at their newsfeeds at certain times during the day. 
I’m not sure that ‘cute’ is enough to get likes anymore. People try 
to be clever. I admit to doing it myself. I sometimes use Facebook 
status updates as examples when I discuss multimodal discourse 
with my students, because they are often very carefully  com-
posed, with their ‘success’ depending on how the poster is able 
to create particular relationship between elements in the image, 
between the image and the words, and between themselves and 
the different (usually multiple) audience that they are targeting. 
I’m not saying this is high culture. It’s popular culture, but popu-
lar culture can also have an artfulness. At the same time, we 
need to be careful about expecting any more from Facebook than 
we do from other forms of popular culture. Sometimes, though, 
you do get a serious and thoughtful post that will attract a lot of 
attention. It depends upon the sociohistorical context. I found for 
example during the Umbrella Revolution that my Facebook news-
feed became a site of rather sophisticated debates about consti-
tutional reform.

But the question of power and participation is more compli-
cated. My suspicion is that political ideas that are packaged in 
ways that appeal to people’s prejudices and fears tend to get the 
most traction (‘likes’), and this was certainly true before social 
media: so you get great populist leaders like Huey Long and Joe 
McCarthy and Adolph Hitler (and now, perhaps, Donald Trump). 
I think the difference is the network effect: that these ideas get 
spread much more quickly, and they are amplified within echo 
chambers (that are partly created by algorithms like Google’s). 
Likes attract likes. The ‘popular’ posts or ‘bookmarked’ articles 
appear at the top of the list and are more likely to become more 
popular. More worrying is the way people’s ideas get reinforced 
rather than challenged. So if someone types ‘Is Obama a Muslim’ 
into Google, and then clicks on pages that assert that he is, then 
the next time he types Obama into the search engine, he will 
likely receive results asserting that Obama is a Muslim, and so 
start to think that this is a ‘fact’ or at least mainstream opinion.
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RS: Another question I have about Facebook concerns its 
contribution to a better world by way of the so-called transpar-
ency culture and sharing imperative. While the economic inter-
ests behind this data worship are undoubted and certainly need 
to be addressed, the question remains as to why younger gen-
erations don’t seem to care about privacy but establish, using 
Facebook millionfold day-to-day, radical transparency as the new 
foundation of our culture. Critics of digital culture such as Siva 
Vaidhyanathans have called for a “dignity movement” that needs 
to address that having a certain level of anonymity and “breath-
ing room” is part of both being human and being social.

RJ: There’s, of course, another way to look at this. That is, to 
remember that much of what we think about as ‘privacy’ and 
‘dignity’ are really Western bourgeois notions that have actually 
developed quite recently, and that these ideas also have certain 
consequences, notably the privatisation of the public sphere and 
the concentration of wealth into very few hands. It is also impor-
tant to remember that, as danah boyd points out, young people 
have their own norms and literate practices for sharing and con-
cealing information and manipulating their self-presentations 
online. In fact, most of my conversations with my own students 
reveal a host of very sophisticated techniques for determining 
who gets to see what about them. It’s also naive to think that 
what people post online is really ‘true’. Often status updates 
are very deliberate artifices designed as parts of carefully con-
structed public narratives that are intended for particular audi-
ences. Too much thought goes into this to characterise it as a 
kind of ‘information promiscuity’.

RS: I have no doubt that young people don’t want everybody to 
read everything they share in social networks. They are, as dana 
boyd points out, especially concerned about ‘surveillance from 
parents, teachers, and other immediate authority figures in their 
lives’ rather than the possible access of governments and corpo-
rations to their data).1 However, I am not sure I would agree with 
boyd that teens’ engagement with social media is just a differ-
ent interplay between privacy and publicity ‘instead of signaling 
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the end of privacy as we know it.’ In particular, the shift from a 
‘private by default’ to a ‘public-by-default framework,’ that boyd 
notes, indicates that we are experiencing a tremendous change 
in the traditional concept of privacy. As for the fact that privacy 
as we know it is a rather recent feature of Western civilization 
is often used to pave the way for the post-privacy stage our civi-
lization is entering; most prevalent maybe by moral philosopher 
Peter Singer in his 2011 essay Visible Man. Ethics in a world with-
out secret. However, if recency is an argument what about other 
constructs and concepts that materialized in Western civilization 
not long ago such as equal rights for women and equal opportu-
nity stipulations for religious, ethnic, or sexual minorities? I see 
an interesting historic-philosophical shift applied here: Since 
enlightenment man considered history, including technologi-
cal development, as progress to the better and expected ‘non-
enlighted’ cultures to eventually catch up. Now it seems privacy 
as one of the results of the historical process – the German soci-
ologist Georg Simmel once considered the secret one of man’s 
greatest achievements – is devalued as something we also could 
and actually should do without.

RJ: Yes, I suppose it depends on privacy from whom. Kids are very 
good at being private from their parents and teachers, but not 
very good at being private from advertisers and the government, 
but they don’t see advertisers or the government as threats (yet) 
the way they do their parents (who have immediate power over 
their lives). Interestingly, I think if you talk to kids about privacy 
(from their parents) they will likely frame it in political terms—
it’s about ‘dignity’, ‘rights’, ‘autonomy’, so I think Simmel’s ideas 
are still pretty strong. I’m not arguing that privacy should be 
devalued because it’s new. I’m arguing that it’s still valued (or at 
least the ideas of autonomy and dignity behind it are). Finally, I 
think it’s important to remember, as I said above, that, especially 
in this age of micro-celebrity, there is a big difference between 
the person and the persona. I don’t think a lot of people regard 
the ‘self’ that they are constructing on Facebook to be their ‘real 
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self’ (any more than they think Lady Gaga acts the same way in 
private as she does in public or on Facebook).

The relationship between the Western enlightenment and privacy 
is an interesting one, for the more privacy is valued, the more 
disclosure is also valued. So in Western countries a gay man 
must come out if he is to be regarded as ‘authentic’ and ‘free’. In 
China, where there is little regard for privacy, one is expected to 
keep this a secret (even if other people implicitly know). The idea 
of privacy can’t be separated from the development of western 
capitalism/individualism. Privacy creates democracy and ‘free-
dom’ (whatever that means), but that’s not why it is so important 
in our societies. The important thing, from a capitalist perspec-
tive is that privacy creates value.

RS: Let me relate the issue at hand with the question of techni-
cal determinism we touched on before. One of the classes you 
teach is called “Digital literacies in the era of surveillance”. It 
explores the kinds of choices people have in utilizing digital 
technologies in societies in which nearly every action they take 
with digital media is being recorded, logged, aggregated and 
analyzed. Those media theorists who subscribe to McLuhan’s 
notion of the medium as the message are rather skeptical as to 
the extent to which humans are able to understand and reject 
the postulates media impose onto them. The hate-love relation-
ship of many people with Facebook may be one example: despite 
the complaints about the burdens inflicted by this communica-
tion and self-manifestation ‘machine,’ one still isn’t able to quit. 
Are we prisoners of our own devices, who can checkout any time, 
but never leave?

RJ: As for social media, what traps us is not the media part, 
but the social part. The media becomes the place where all our 
friends gather, and so we can’t socialise unless we go there (not 
so different from the church and the public square in the past— 
in fact, the church is a good analogy for social media since it also 
imposes a kind of regime of confessional sociality). Sherry Turkle 
worries that media have become the architectures of our intima-
cies, but I don’t think this is at all new. Technologies (and the 
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social institutions they support) have always been the architec-
tures of our intimacies. Architecture itself (the walls of private 
homes, churches, schools, shops) have been the architectures of 
our intimacies.

Media Literacy

RS: In 2011 you published the book Understanding Digital 
Literacies: A Practical Introduction, co-written with Christoph A. 
Hafner.  The topics range from hypertextual organization over 
blogging and games to social networks. In contrast to other text-
books about new media literacy, you don’t limit your explanations 
to how these new tools of communication work and can be used 
effectively but inquire how they affect cultural behavior and val-
ues. Given your perspective as a researcher and your experience 
as a teacher, what role should literacy about the cultural impli-
cations of new technologies play in the educational environment 
and what roles does it play today?

RJ: This gets back to a point I made in my earlier answer. The 
question is not just how media literacy should be taught, but 
about how all literacy should be taught. The problem with most 
approaches to literacy is that they focus on ‘how things work’ 
(whether they be written texts or websites or mobile devices) and 
teach literacy as something like the skill of a machine operator 
(encoding and decoding). Real literacy is more about “how peo-
ple work” — how they use texts and media and semiotic systems 
to engage in situated social practices and enact situated social 
identities. So whether we are teaching students how to write 
essays or blog posts, the most important question we should 
have for them is — what are you doing when you use this media 
or this genre or this language, and, even more important, who 
are you being?

RS: There are many concerns inside and outside academia about 
what people do with new media and what new media do to people. 
One example is Nicholas Carr who in his 2008 article Is Google 
making us stupid? and later in his 2011 book The Shallows – What 
the Internet is Doing to Our Brains, discusses the consequences 
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of online media for literacy. From Carr’s perspective, multitask-
ing and power browsing online make people unlearn deep read-
ing with the effects being carried offline, and with the result that 
they also unlearn deep thinking. The shift from deep attention 
to hyper attention has also been announced and bemoaned by 
French philosopher Bernard Stiegler who even speaks of a threat 
to social and cultural development caused by the destruction of 
young people’s ability to develop deep and critical attention to 
the world around them. Is this academic nightmare justified? Or 
is this just another reiteration of a well-known lamentation about 
the terrifying ramifications of all new media?

RJ: I don’t think it is justified, for several reasons. There is no 
doubt that new media are giving rise to new kinds of ‘attention 
structures’ just as writing did in the past, as well as radio and 
television. In environments dominated by digital media people 
will definitely distribute their attention differently, but I don’t 
think there is any evidence that this will result in less ‘critical’ 
thinking. The problem with most of these discussions is that they 
get stuck in simplistic metaphors about the mind (e.g. deep—
shallow) that I don’t think do justice to the complexity of embod-
ied situated cognition. Second, there is the question of what it 
means to be ‘critical’. In some ways, being able to successfully 
traverse multiple texts also requires considerable critical think-
ing, just of a different sort. Third, the assumption that we are 
losing our ability to ‘read deeply’ confers value on a particular 
type of text and a particular type of writing— writing that fol-
lows linear forms of argumentation. Texts that people write in 
the future will be less linear and more hypertexual, and more 
algorithmic, and demand different kinds of reading skills, and 
different forms of criticality (forms that we desperately need to 
learn how to teach).

Finally, I don’t think shallow reading is replacing ‘deep read-
ing’. What it’s mostly replacing is television. There is absolutely 
no evidence that young people today are reading less than they 
were in the 1960s when I grew up. In fact most of the evidence 
(e.g. from PISA surveys, from book sales) indicates that young 
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people are reading more than before, more than adults, and, that 
they are reading longer texts. As for the claim that people are 
becoming more ‘stupid’, I can just imagine my students rolling 
their eyes at being called stupid by a generation that has created 
the economic, political, social and environmental catastrophe we 
now find ourselves in. The ‘social and cultural development’ and 
‘deep critical attention’ of print literacy has brought us centuries 
of war, genocide and environmental devastation. New forms of 
literacy may not solve these problems, but the ‘good old days’ 
when everybody read deeply, pondered critically, and acted 
wisely simply never existed.

RS: In 2010 The Time’s columnist Ben Macintyre compared the 
rapid and restless information gathering of the Web 2.0-gener-
ation with the fox who jumps from one idea to the next draw-
ing inspiration from many sources while the hedgehog sees the 
world through the prism of a single overriding idea. Macintyre 
takes this analogy from Isaiah Berlin’s 1953 essay The Hedgehog 
and The Fox and clearly favors the fox model, since to him it also 
opposes ideological fixation. What Carr, Stiegler and others per-
ceive from a quite culture pessimistic perspective – power brows-
ing, short attention span – is for Macintyre almost the promise of 
a better future. Should we, rather than bemoaning or doubting 
the waning of ‘critical’ print literature, more actively emphasize 
and discuss the hidden promises of the ongoing cultural change?

RJ: As long as we don’t work ourselves up into an optimism that 
becomes just as constraining as Carr’s pessimism. I do think 
that what is often happening is not just jumping from idea to idea 
to get inspiration, but making connections between disparate 
ideas, which can be very useful. But any mode of thinking is only 
as good as its execution. A person can read Georg Simmel and 
miss the connections between the ideas, even when the author 
makes them quite explicit. And one can similarly surf across the 
surface of the web, but not engage in creating any connections 
between one thing and another.

RS: Before the Internet became available for private and com-
mercial use it was administered by the university. Today one has 
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the impression the university is no longer on top of development 
in this domain. How should academic institutions have responded 
to the upheaval of new media? How should they become more 
involved today?

RJ: It depresses me sometimes to see how the universities are 
responding to new media, mostly as platforms to deliver old 
media genres like lectures. The problem is trying to fit old peda-
gogies into the new kinds of participation frameworks made pos-
sible by new media.

RS: Another problem may be to upgrade old research disciplines 
by new technologies as it is happening under the umbrella term 
of Digital Humanities. This could turn the Humanities into a 
branch of the science department or, via quantitative analysis 
open up new opportunities for close reading and interpretation. 
What do you fear or hope from Digital Humanities for your field 
of research?

RJ: I’m not a literary critic, but my view of the humanities is that 
their goal should be to help us understand what it means to be 
human in the face of any technology we interact with — to shed 
light on how we live in whatever kinds of buildings, societies, and 
virtual worlds we have built for ourselves. The bifurcation of the 
human and the technological is entirely artificial. The techno-
logical is the human—its what we’ve built for ourselves. The goal 
of the hsumanities is to make us critical and reflective about all 
the technologies we use, whether they be sonnets or iPhones.

Notes

1.	 Dana Boyd: It’s Complicated. The social lives of networked 
teens, New Haven, London 2014: 56. The following quotes 
pp. 57 and 61f.
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Surfing the web, algorithmic criticism and 
Digital Humanities

Diane Favro, Kathleen Komar, Todd Presner, Willeke Wendrich

The participants of this interview are colleagues 
at the Humanities at UCLA and members of its 
Digital Humanities group. They apply the tools and 
methods of Digital Humanities in their research 
and teaching, write about Digital Humanities or 
study subjects of Digital Media Studies such as lit-
erature in and with new media. Diane Favro is 
professor at the Architecture and Urban Design 
department and Director of the UCLA Experiential 
Technologies Center; Kathleen Komar is professor at 
the Department of Comparative Literature, former 
President of the American Comparative Literature 
Association and Acting Co-Director of the Office of 
Instructional Development at UCLA; Todd Presner 
is Professor of Germanic Languages, Comparative 
Literature, and Jewish Studies and Chair of the 
Digital Humanities Program; Willeke Wendrich 
is Professor of Egyptian Archaeology and Digital 
Humanities, Editorial Director of the Cotsen Institute 
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of Archaeology Press and director of the Center for 
Digital Humanities at UCLA.

The interviewees address the fear of ‘derailment’ on the digital 
highway, the ‘lack of deep thinking’ among their students and the 
worry of humanists (and especially the ‘old folks’) to be deval-
ued as thinkers by technological advances. They speak about 
the pluriformism of the Digital Humanities movement, about 
visualized thinking and collaborative theorization, about the 
connection between cultural criticism and Digital Humanities, 
they share their mixed experiences with the Digital Humanities 
program at UCLA, explain why most innovative work is done 
by tenured faculty and muse about the ideal representative of 
Digital Humanities.

Prelude

Roberto Simanowski: What is your favored neologism of digital 
media culture and why?

Diane Favro: Hackathon:  beyond the obvious associations with 
marathon [the long race] and telethon [crowd sourcing], etc., 
such events capture key characteristics of digital humanities 
work: collaborative, adventurous, nimble, and productive.

Willeke Wendrich: Twitter feed. It is supposed to mean access 
to the output of Twitter, but it evokes images of sparrows focus-
ing on the seeds directly in front of their beaks, and to me sym-
bolizes how many tweeters react instantly on other tweets, 
rather than the world at large.

Kathleen Komar: I am taken with the phrases “digital immi-
grant” and “digital native” because they make so painfully clear 
the difference between my use and understanding of technology 
and that of my students. Students are so comfortable multitask-
ing and web surfing. I still process information vertically while 
they do it horizontally.
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RS: If you could go back in history of new media and digital cul-
ture in order to prevent something from happening or somebody 
from doing something, what or who would it be?

WW: Google Earth for updating their API without allowing back-
ward compatibility.

KK: I would stop pop-ups and ads. They succeed in distracting 
me much too often!

RS: If you were a minister of education, what would you do about 
media literacy?

DF: Literacy is essential, but involves more than texts. I would 
advocate students become adept at critically reading a range 
of information-conveying sources including words/languages, 
spaces, colors, movement, and people/cultures, and that they 
become adept at using the appropriate tools to do so.

WW: Involve students in an exciting project to produce a high 
quality work and see their name in “print”/on the screen while 
having learned everything from metadata, to mark up and copy 
rights with preferably a bit of programming as well.

KK: Make sure that technology is available to every child. The 
rest they will figure out for themselves. And institute a course 
on web ethics.

Todd Presner: I consider digital literacy to be a grand chal-
lenge of the 21st century. This involves understanding, among 
other things, how information is structured, presented, stored, 
and accessed; how computational processes create and organize 
data; how interfaces structure user experiences; how platforms 
embody certain world-views and encode culture more generally. 
Digital literacy is both critical and creative.

Digital Media

RS: With the critical turn in Digital Media Studies in the last 
10 years, the notion of the Internet as an ‘identity workshop,’ 
as Sherry Turkle described it, or the new public sphere for free 
political discourse has widely been abandoned (cf. Golumbia’s 
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Cultural Logic of Computation, Morosov’s Net Dellusion, Turkle’s 
Alone Together, Carr’s The Shallows, Lovink’s Networks Without 
a Cause, Pariser’s Filter Bubble, Vaidhyanathan’s Googlization 
of Everything etc.). Meanwhile there is also worry and warn-
ing outside the academic field regarding the spoiling of the 
Internet by commerce and surveillance, i.e. Tim Berners-Lee’s 
The Web We Want-Campaign, Edward Snowden’s appeal to res-
cue the Internet, to name only two popular figures in the Anglo-
American discourse. How do you see the development of the 
Internet over the last 20 years? Which worries and warnings do 
you share, which do you find ill-founded?

DF: My greatest fear centers on derailment. We were given 
the keys to the car with very little driver’s education. Able to 
go down too many different roads on the Internet at any given 
moment, users easily forget their targeted original destination. 
While undirected touring can be wonderful, it has overwhelmed 
other types of investigations and minimized deep, slow thinking. 
Without critical, serious training on how to use the Internet we 
are weakening our criticality. The fact that users are insulted by 
the notion of needing Internet training is indicative of the prob-
lem. The un-ending attempt to be technologically current (Do 
I have the fastest connection? Last upgrade? Newest browser? 
Best smart phone/computer with all the latest bells and whis-
tles?) further derails us, consuming time and redirecting efforts 
to the tools rather than the substance of inquiry.

WW: The internet has, on the one hand, democratized and 
become available to many, which is a positive development. On 
the other hand, it has a strong focus on consuming, rather than 
producing, and an expectation that the information found online 
can be trusted. 

KK: It might be the case that the early days of any field are filled 
with heady idealism. Early on we may have felt that the inter-
net would make us free and allow us to communicate globally 
and instantly. Our assumption (on the optimistic side) was that 
that would be liberating. In some ways it has been. The func-
tion of social media in fueling revolutionary movements is a case 
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in point. But we have also been contained in many ways by our 
technology. I see my students much less in a face-to-face set-
ting now than I did before the digital revolution. They email and 
want instant and brief responses to very complex questions. I 
fear that they think too broadly and quickly and do not do the 
work of thinking deeply or in any sustained way. I also fear that 
we will become so digitalized that our “personal” existence will 
become public data to be consumed and used but not to get to 
understand us as individuals. Distance reading might become an 
analogy for distance relationships. No need to read the primary 
text—no need to know the actual person at all.

TP: Like all networking technologies that preceded the internet 
(from postal systems to railways and telephones), we see a per-
sistent dialectic: technology enables certain things and prevents 
other things; technology is hailed as salvific and simultaneously 
apocalyptic; it can democratize and also be used to advance 
authoritarianism; it can be used to facilitate participation, and 
it can be used to control and monitor populations. No big sur-
prise here! Technology always has a dialectical underbelly, as 
these authors have identified, and it can also be used in surpris-
ing, unanticipated, and creative ways that have the potential to 
advance democratic values. We need to move beyond the either/
or binary, and consider both the risks and possibilities embodied 
in any technology. We must not give up on the weakly utopian 
possibilities (to rework Walter Benjamin’s phrase) since without 
them, it becomes very hard to imagine alternatives, build better 
worlds, and foster ethical communities.

RS: According to Maryanne Wolf, Director of the Center 
for Reading and Language Research and Professor of Child 
Development at Tufts University, Somerville, Massachusetts, and 
her doctoral candidate Mirit Barzillai, ‘an early immersion in 
reading that is largely online tends to reward certain cognitive 
skills, such as multitasking, and habituate the learner to immedi-
ate information gathering and quick attention shifts, rather than 
to deep reflection and original thought.’ (http://204.200.153.100/
ebeling/Deep_Reading.pdf) The shift from deep attention to 
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hyper attention and the results of multitasking and power brows-
ing have been announced and bemoaned by many intellectuals, 
and I hear similar comments here. Nicholas Carr made the loss 
of deep thinking (or: derailment) popular in his 2011 book The 
Shallows – What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains. Bernard 
Stiegler speaks of a threat to social and cultural development 
caused by the destruction of young people’s ability to develop 
deep and critical attention to the world around them. Your work 
as an academic teacher is closely connected to the ability of 
deep reading. Kathleen already voiced her concern that the mes-
sage of digital media – instant and brief responses to complex 
questions – does not foster deep thinking. To press you all on 
this issue: Do you share the worries listed above? How do you 
experience the relationship to reading in the younger generation 
of students?

DF: Students today do seem to have differently-wired brains than 
those of the previous generation. Rapid assimilation and highly 
developed curiosity are positive results of “distracted learn-
ing;” lack of sustained inquiry and deep thinking are among the 
negative.  “Free” and easy access is resulting in a rise in col-
lage scholarship as well as plagiarism.  Particularly of concern 
is the shift away from sustained writing and reading. Students 
moan loudly if asked to do a 10-page paper, while in the past the 
moan-threshold was at 20 pages. Deep reading is increasingly 
viewed as an educational necessity, not something done outside 
the classroom, for pleasure or personal learning. In response to 
this changing reality I now develop projects (rather than assign-
ments) that are more oriented toward hypothesis testing, object 
creation (digital model, thick map, etc.) involving multi-media, 
interdisciplinarity, and peer learning through collaboration. 
Students respond well to the competition presented by working 
in groups, in contrast to the results they produce from isolated 
researching on the Internet.

WW: What I have found is that students not only have a shorter 
concentration span, but also appreciate audio-visual information 
over reading. They would rather have something explained to 
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them in short videos than by reading an article (which is some-
thing I cannot identify with at all. I’m usually bored to irrita-
tion with video explanations because they are slow and not very 
information dense). I do, however, not tend to worry about such 
changes, although I will not cater to them. There is not much 
point to try to hold back societal developments. My hope is that 
we will end up with a pluriformity of media, although with the 
increased commercialization of the internet that might not actu-
ally happen. Now THAT is a true cause for worry.

KK: Yes, I share this concern. My students are great at surf-
ing the web to find the information they seek; but when con-
fronted with a poem by Emily Dickinson or Wallace Stevens, they 
are confused by the need to read deeply and to consider each 
word in its poetic context. They are less attuned to unreliable 
narrators in novels as well. I think that the need to mull over 
a word or phrase—and to be able to argue a particular mean-
ing among other possible meanings is increasingly difficult for 
them. They are also less aware of the history of literature or cul-
ture that informs a particular work of art or literature.  They are 
not any less bright than earlier students; they have been condi-
tioned to think differently. That gives them some advantages in 
this new world—but I would hate to see them lose other capaci-
ties of thought.

TP: I think the era of deep attention is largely a fantasy that has 
been projected backwards to romanticize a world that never 
existed. We’ve conjured up an image of a past world in which 
people could concentrate on a single task (like reading a Tolstoy 
novel from start to finish) in order to elevate certain cultural ide-
als, behaviors, and artifacts. But this binary makes little sense: 
first of all, film theorists in the early 20th century complained 
about film causing a “cult of distraction” among the masses 
and before that, critics complained about the genre of the novel 
being subversive (largely because it helped bring literacy to a 
much wider public). In both cases, prior media revolutions elic-
ited the same critiques. Hyper-attention has probably always 
been around, just like deep attention still persists today: If 
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you’ve ever watched teenagers play videogames, you would note 
their rapt attention, complex strategy making, and formidable 
attention to detail.

RS: There is a series of neologisms around of the basic elements 
of digital media: algorithmic criticism, algorithmic design, ethics 
of the algorithm, algorithmic analytics, algorithmic regulation. 
This abundance of new technical terms around the algorithm 
evidences its central role in coding and computing. The implica-
tions this role will have on culture and society in the age of digi-
tization is still to be seen. Some welcome the algorithm as a tool 
of knowledge production by big data mining and distant reading. 
Others, however, see the algorithm as Pandora’s box since it fos-
ters a way of thinking and acting based on stiff if-then-rationales 
and on statistics and it outsources human agency. How do you 
look at algorithms?

DF: I personally like the rigor imposed by rule-based (algorith-
mic) thinking, in part because the approach parallels my own 
field of study. The meaning of the term, however, has become 
equated with “computing.” As a result, I tend to use other 
descriptors.

WW: They certainly have their uses, and we should not do away 
with them. Big data analysis, however, is of a completely differ-
ent use than detailed qualitative analysis or thick descriptions of 
phenomena. Algorithms actually are not really stiff if-then-ratio-
nales. Mostly what happens in big data analysis is the descrip-
tion of trends, without any attempt to explain these. They are 
mostly descriptive, rather than analytical or interpretational.

KK: If we see algorithms as a formal set of instructions to carry 
out a specific function, then I like the clarity of the operation. 
This might be couched in numbers or words (e.g., if you see an 
oncoming plane, veer right). So it isn’t the formal process that is 
a problem for me; it is the assumption that this is always numeri-
cal and that it can provide ultimate answers to complex ques-
tions. Complexity and ambiguity are not always bad; they induce 
us to imagine other answers. I would hate to see this human 
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capacity devalued in favor of illusory certainty. A single answer 
is not always the best way to go.

TP: I’ve used the phrase “the ethics of the algorithm” in a recent 
study of the Shoah Foundation’s Visual History Archive, a digital 
archive of 52,000+ Holocaust testimonies, to describe the ways 
in which computational processing of data is hardly a neutral 
enterprise and, in fact, requires an attention to ethical issues 
at every stage. Other authors, like Stephen Ramsay, have begun 
developing the critical field of “algorithmic criticism,” examining 
not only the ways in which code needs to be analyzed and inter-
preted for its assumptions and structures, but also how code can 
be used to engage in cultural critique.  The code and database 
might, for example, be reordered, disassembled, and reassem-
bled according to the constraints and possibilities of computa-
tional logic. This is the essence of algorithmic criticism.

RS: Let me just pick the two key phrases in Todd’s answer to 
readdress the problems I see when it comes to the advance of the 
algorithm. The “ethics of the algorithm” can also be seen in terms 
of the famous article by computer scientist Robert Kowalski in 
1979 Algorithm = Logic + Control. In my interview with David 
Golumbia, the author of The Cultural Logic of Computation, he 
differentiates between two philosophical approaches to life: 
Leibniz to whom everything in the mind and in society can be 
reduced to mathematical formulae and logical syllogisms and 
Voltaire whose “critical rationalism” includes phenomena like 
irony and skepticism. In light of increasing algorithmic reading 
and regulation of society I wonder how much room the future will 
offer Voltaire if the future – including the Internet of things – is 
densely populated by computers as Leibniz’ ‘children’. My other 
question aims at Ramsay’s concept of “algorithmic criticism.” I 
absolutely support Ramsay in that computer-assisted text analy-
sis should not be employed in the service of a heightened criti-
cal objectivity but deepened subjectivity. However, when Ramsey 
looks forward to the day “alogithmic criticism” is, as a practice, 
so firmly established that the term itself may seem as odd as 
“library based criticism”. I am concerned about the insensibility 
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towards the underlying media. While the library offers a specific 
collection of texts to a reader, the algorithm offers its reading of 
a (specific collection of) text(s) to the reader. The algorithm as a 
medium does not equal the library, nor does it substitute it, but 
complements it and establishes (by stepping between the given 
text and the reader) a very different pre-condition of criticism.

TP: I don’t think we are in disagreement here. I would love to 
imagine and advance a kind of algorithmic criticism in which 
Voltaire’s irony and skepticism unfolds in profound and even 
unpredictable ways, but I certainly recognize the lure and the 
dangers of the Leibnitz model. Again, we have both existing 
simultaneously, pulling us between logic and control, on the 
one hand, and artful subversion, on the other. The notion of an 
ethics of the algorithm is an attempt to inject ethical thought 
and humanistic values into computational processes at all lev-
els, from the broader information architectures to the design 
of structured data and databases to the processes of capturing, 
analyzing, and interpreting that data.

Digital Humanities

RS: One neologism of the development of digital media is Digital 
Humanities, which meanwhile has been become the most impor-
tant keyword in the Humanities. The debate on DH has itself 
coined a series of neologisms such as “fluid textuality,” “ubiq-
uitous scholarship,” “animated archive,” and “distributed knowl-
edge production”. What do those terms mean and what do they 
mean to you?

DF: I don’t use the first terms, but would equate “ubiquitous 
scholarship” with pervasive access to scholarship that in turn 
promotes learning at many levels, including by citizen learn-
ers outside academia. I participate in a number of “distributed 
knowledge production” projects in which scholars in distant loca-
tions all work together in a truly interactive way.  Such collabo-
ration is dynamic and stimulating, as well as expedient.
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WW: These terms are keyed by a specific section of DH prac-
titioners. The interesting thing about DH is that it is very plu-
riform, with multiple disciplines working together, critiquing 
and using DH methods and tools. Often these critiques bridge 
the method and theory of DH as well as the practitioner’s other 
scholarly backgrounds. In the case of archaeology and DH there 
is, for instance, a strong emphasis on theories of chronology and 
spatiality, critiquing how space and time are represented. Issues 
are, for instance, that chronologies differ depending on the geo-
graphical and archaeological context, a situation which does not 
lend itself easily to representation in standard western calen-
dar structures.

KK: “Ubiquitous scholarship” and “distributed knowledge pro-
duction” indicate a movement toward more collaborative work 
and towards more openly sharing research findings. I think 
these are good things in the Humanities—where we have been 
in the habit of going off to our own cubby holes and doing our 
own individual work. “Fluid textuality” implies a different area 
to me—one that involves electronic literature (on which I am 
currently doing research). It indicates the capacity of creating 
texts that are not fixed artifacts (like a book) but rather can be 
recombined or are interactive or may be authored by several 
individuals. So still collaboration of some kind. But also a fleet-
ing characteristic.  Texts can disappear or change rapidly in an 
electronic environment (websites or posts, for example).

TP: Together with my co-authors (Anne Burdick, Johanna 
Drucker, Peter Lunenfeld, and Jeffrey Schnapp), we introduced 
each of those terms in Digital_Humanities. They are not terms 
that people necessarily use in everyday discourse, even about 
the Digital Humanities, but are meant to conceptualize certain 
shifts in cultural production and humanistic inquiry enabled 
by the digital. In brief: fluid textuality refers to the malleable, 
fungible, and extensible environment for digital artifacts; ani-
mated archives are just that: archives that are no longer a bunch 
of “dead” and forgotten objects but ones that have been given 
a new lease on life in digital worlds, often through strategic 
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curatorship and blended environments; distributed knowledge 
production refers to the world we work in, where collaborative 
research is prized and knowledge is spread across many locales, 
including academic and non-academic ones, not to mention slices 
of the broader public; and finally, ubiquitous scholarship refers 
to a future to come, in which the pervasive infrastructure of 
computing has also transformed the scholarly enterprise in a 
way that greatly enlarges its domain, reach, and impact.

RS: Besides new words, another contribution of this 2012 book 
to the discussion in the humanities is a different perspective 
on its present and future. Against the ‘default position that the 
humanities are in “crisis”,’ the authors portray the computa-
tional turn in Humanities as a chance of bringing the ‘values, 
representational and interpretative practices, meaning-making 
strategies, complexities, and ambiguities of being human into 
every realm of experience and knowledge of the world.’ What 
would be an example for this extension of the values and strate-
gies of the Humanities into other fields? How, on the other hand, 
do you see the ‘dark side of the Digital Humanities’ and ‘where 
is cultural criticism in the Digital Humanities’ (to allude to two 
popular and rather critical debates on DH at the MLA-convention 
2011 and 2013)?

DF: At UCLA, the new Urban Humanities Initiative aims to inte-
grate the criticality and values of humanists into the design and 
theorization of architecture and urban design and planning. 
At the same time, the UHI provokes humanists to experiment 
with the approaches of architects and urban designers, includ-
ing hypothesis testing, visualized and spatial thinking, and col-
laborative theorization. In identifying a “dark side” for DH, we 
often forget that all fields have their own negative aspects since 
those of traditional fields have become masked by familiarity. 
Humans synthesize a myriad of actions, emphases, contradic-
tions, and interpretive practices, yet these are often isolated in 
academia. By embracing ambiguity, simultaneity, fuzzy thinking, 
and interdisciplinary collaboration, DH is a positive provocation 
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to the field compartmentalization that has increasingly hobbled 
academics pursuing new knowledge.

WW: Perhaps the most important contribution of DH is that it 
brings the understanding to computational approaches that 
data are not objective, often ambiguous, and context dependent. 
These are insights from the humanities that are seldom consid-
ered, let alone valued in the sciences, including computer sci-
ence. I, therefore, don’t think that there is a lack of cultural criti-
cism in DH, although there are undoubtedly practitioners who 
use DH methods and tools uncritically (but then they would also 
write uncritical articles or books). In other words culture criti-
cism, critical thinking, and social awareness are not inherently 
part of, nor inherently lacking in DH.

KK: The “humanities” began as those areas of study in which 
we examine achievements designed and executed by human 
beings—as opposed to natural phenomena. It is a study of human 
culture—which, at earlier moments in our history, would have 
included mathematics and engineering. So I see no inherent 
need to separate (or protect) the Humanities from other humanly 
generated systems of meaning such as mathematics. I think we 
should be chipping away at these separations rather than but-
tressing them. I believe it profits scientists to see their own 
work as a kind of narrative. However, I do not believe we should 
cede the arena of important intellectual achievements to the sci-
ences—as many of our campuses have done recently. The specu-
lative and critical thinking skills remain crucial in our society. 
Students (and colleagues) need to be able to examine cultural 
and political claims critically. This is the point of my undergradu-
ate course on Kafka.  Literature makes us think and rethink cul-
tural currencies.

TP: The issue for me concerns the importance of the values, 
perspectives, methods, and content of the humanities at a time 
in which the humanities are under fire for their supposed irrel-
evance or secondary status. The humanities provides historical 
and comparative perspectives; it shows how knowledge is always 
“situated” in specific cultural, social, and economic contexts; it 
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provides an ethical orientation and methods that seek to com-
prehend – not overcome – ambiguity, difference, uncertainty, and 
fuzziness. As I’ve written elsewhere, the connection between 
cultural criticism (Kulturkritik) and DH is crucial in this respect.

RS: I assume it is easy to agree that all fields have their “dark 
side” and that, though there is no shortage of cultural criticism 
in DH, DH can also be practiced uncritically. It is also absolutely 
understandable how DH can and should be critical regarding the 
‘givenness’ of data and the structure of knowledge production 
and representation. Todd’s discussion on DH as a kind of heir of 
cultural criticism and Critical Theory illustrates very well how 
“cultural-critical archive projects and platforms” undermine and 
overcome what Foucault defined as rules of exclusion by means 
of “citizen-scholars” and “participation without condition”. The 
aim of such “historical documentation” or “database documenta-
ries” seems to be the improvement of knowledge rather than its 
subversion. From a certain philosophical point of view, however, 
it is the subversion of knowledge that renders most the “ambi-
guities of being human”. An example for this perspective is the 
German philosopher Odo Marquard who, in a 1986 essay on the 
inevitability of the Humanities (“Über die Unvermeidlichkeit der 
Geisteswissenschaften”), considers the function of Humanities 
in society to create a rhetoric of resistance not (only or first of 
all) towards institutions but (also and moreover) to signification 
and Truth. To Marquard the characteristic – and mission – of the 
Humanities is to irritate the business of understanding, to coun-
terbalance the notion of reliable, objective knowledge in the nat-
ural sciences. The political importance of such deconstructive 
work becomes clear, as Marquard holds, with respect to confes-
sional civil wars, which he terms ‘hermeneutic civil wars’: People 
killed each other over the right interpretation of a book. Such 
political view of the relationship of the Humanities to interpreta-
tion and knowledge may be surprising and foreign. However, it is 
mirrored by others if for example the Italian philosopher Gianni 
Vattimo, in his 1997 book Beyond Interpretation: The Meaning 
of Hermeneutics for Philosophy, speaks of a ‘nihilistic vocation 



Diane Favro, Kathleen Komar, Todd Presner, Willeke Wendrich 261

of hermeneutics’ and welcomes it as ‘the dissolution of funda-
mentalism of every kind.’ Here the aim of interpretation is not 
the better, more complete, less manipulated understanding of 
reality but rather the understanding that the comprehension of 
reality is inevitably grounded in difference and irreconcilability. 
The vocation of DH may not be to present the Truth. But it also 
seems to be far from the nihilistic epistemology of postmodern 
perspectives.

Digital Literacy

RS: It is obvious that the humanities scholar of the future needs 
skills that exceed the traditional requests. Computational skills 
and statistical methods come to mind, as well as new ways of 
undertaking research and presenting the results. How does the 
ideal representative of Digital Humanities look like? What are 
the main obstacles you see in this regard?

DF: I would argue that there is no “ideal representative” of DH, 
as it is by nature interdisciplinary in approaches and practitio-
ners. I believe that we are in a transitional phase of evolution 
in which new tools are stimulating dynamic methodologies 
that will gradually become the mainstream. Twenty years ago 
we had a separate academic program in my department called 
Architectural Computing; today computing is so pervasive in all 
aspects of teaching and research that program has been elimi-
nated. I would imagine that likewise in the future the majority of 
humanistic inquiries will deploy the tools, theories, collaborative 
strategies, and interpretive practices of today’s DHers and we 
will move on to other provocations.

WW: The ideal future humanities scholar will not necessarily 
need computational skills or a fluency in statistical methods. The 
training preparation and set of skills really depend on her partic-
ular research interest. Knowledge of relevant languages and dis-
ciplinary theories and methods will remain of great importance. 
Some of those languages could be, but don’t necessarily have to 
be, computer languages. More important is the will and talent to 
work in interdisciplinary teams, take time and have the openness 
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of mind to familiarize oneself in the background and methods of 
other team members, and have an appreciation of all team con-
tributions. Developments are following each other in rapid order 
and rather than everybody in the academic organization trying 
to keep up with everything, we will have to divide tasks and play 
on our own and each other’s strengths. Having said that, in gen-
eral it works best if humanities scholars do try to familiarize 
themselves with a core suite of tools and programs, so that they 
are at least intelligent conversation partners. Similarly, the best 
designers and programmers have at least some understanding 
of what scholarly work is concerned with: the main questions, 
approaches and critiques.

KK: The main obstacle I see is fear. Humanists (myself included) 
fear being devalued as thinkers by the technological advances 
that seem to leave us behind. But every new app or piece of tech-
nology grows out of a narrative that can imagine a new way of 
doing things.  Even pop culture such as science fiction and Star 
Trek have contributed to our technological developments. Many 
of us “old folks” fear that we cannot attain the necessary compu-
tational skills this late in our careers—and perhaps this is true. 
But the future generations may not see any problem. They are 
techno-savvy and unafraid of the challenges. My undergrads 
are excited about using computers to do their literary research.  
They are the future. But they still need the understanding of 
other cultures and languages and the critical-thinking skills to 
explore research outside of their immediate contexts.  Working 
in collaborative teams (as many of the sciences have done for 
some time) is probably a strong need for future scholars.

RS: UCLA offers a graduate certificate in Digital Humanities 
Program which, as it reads at the website, ‘prepares students to 
work in this new environment by providing them with knowledge 
about the tools, methods, and theoretical issues central to the 
emerging field and enabling them to ask specific research ques-
tions that harness new technologies.’ What are the details of this 
program? What kinds of students enroll? What are the (adminis-
trative) obstacles you encounter?
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TP: The graduate students come from a multiplicity of back-
grounds across the humanities, social sciences, and arts, rang-
ing from fields such as history, English and foreign literatures, 
comparative literature, art history, information studies, architec-
ture, urban planning, archaeology, design media arts, and more. 
They are interested in how digital tools, methods, and technolo-
gies are transforming knowledge investigation, knowledge mak-
ing, and knowledge dissemination in the 21st century as well 
as the ways in which their own fields can be drivers of these 
transformations. The DH certificate functions like a “minor” for 
graduate students and requires five courses, including an intro-
ductory seminar on DH and a capstone research experience in 
DH. The latter embeds graduate students in faculty-led team 
projects, often drawing on library and technical staff, under-
graduates and other faculty members. Graduate students also 
produce a web portfolio of their research and present it publicly 
at the end of the program. More details about the program can 
be found online at: http://digitalhumanities.ucla.edu

WW: The students enroll in a core class, which has a focus on the 
theoretical aspects of DH, illustrated by looking at and analyz-
ing existing projects. Practical work is an integrated part of the 
certificate, learning particular tools and basic programming, but 
with a focus on those approaches that might be of direct use to 
the type of research that they are doing. This can be database 
programming, three dimensional Virtual Reality reconstruc-
tion of ancient buildings, Geographic Information Systems to 
analyze spatial data, text analysis, gaming, statistical analysis, 
or big data. Rarely do students specialize in more than one or 
two of these large fields of interest. Students who enroll usually 
already have a strong interest in computer based research and 
they typically choose to do the certificate because they want 
to learn more in order to facilitate their own research, but also 
to give themselves an edge when applying for jobs. There don’t 
seem to be major administrative hurdles to initiate and teach 
the program. It remains to be seen how well-accepted PhD the-
ses will be that have a non-traditional structure or are strongly 
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collaborative. In general advisors, even those who are DH pro-
ponents, will advise their students to err on the side of the tra-
ditional. The same is true for Assistant Professors who have a 
great interest in DH, but still feel they should produce a book 
with a respected publisher to safeguard tenure. Therefore for 
the coming decade or so, at least until DH work is more widely 
accepted by Academia, most innovative work is done by tenured 
faculty who can afford to take risks.

DF: The UCLA administration supports inter- or trans-discipli-
narity, especially inquiries which have the potential to be trans-
formative academically and in the world at large (this is specifi-
cally the aim of our new Urban Humanities Initiative). However, 
the barriers to working across fields, departments, and divisions 
within a rule-heavy, tradition-bound state institution remain sig-
nificant. In addition to the administrative challenges presented 
(In what department does the program reside? Who pays for 
what? How can other divisions get “credit” for something named 
“Humanities”?), are the practical needs for digital access, stor-
age, archiving, and space. The UCLA administration involves DH 
faculty and staff in committees dealing with digital infrastruc-
tural needs, but actual realization remains painfully slow. On the 
bright side, the UCLA library is a major partner in DH, providing 
expertise as well as space.



Interview 10

Opening the depths, not sliding on 
surfaces

N. Katherine Hayles

N. Katherine Hayles is a pioneer in the field of digi-
tal media and digital literature studies and the 
author various milestone studies. With books such 
as How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in 
Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics (1999) and 
My Mother Was a Computer: Digital Subjects and 
Literary Texts (2005) she explores the liberal human-
ist concept of the “natural self” in the age of intelli-
gent machines; with books such as Writing Machines 
(2002) and Electronic Literature: New Horizons for 
the Literary (2008) she draws attention to various 
forms of digital literature and offerey examples of its 
close reading; with her book How We Think. Digital 
Media and Contemporary Technogenesis (2012) and 
the co-edited collection Comparative Textual Media. 
Transforming the Humanities in the Postprint Era 
(2013) she discusses the issues of contemporary tech-
nogenesis and the future of Digital Humanities. N. 
Katherine Hayles is the James B. Duke Professor of 
Literature at Duke University.
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N. Katherine Hayles discusses the advantages of social and algo-
rithmic reading and reaffirms the value of deep reading; she 
doubts media literacy requires media abstinence; she underlines 
the importance of the Humanities for ‘understanding and inter-
vening’ in society but questions the idolized ‘rhetoric of “resis-
tance”’ and she weights the real problems facing the Digital 
Humanities against unfounded fears.

Roberto Simanowski:  You have been writing extensively and 
from early on about digital or electronic literature combin-
ing a theoretical discussion with case studies. In addition you 
are the co-editor of Electronic Literature Collection 1 published 
in 2006. How would you sum up the history of digital or elec-
tronic literature?

N. Katherine Hayles: Since I first became engaged with elec-
tronic literature in the early 1990’s, the predominant tendency 
I have seen is its continuing diversity. As digital platforms and 
softwares have diversified and proliferated into cell phones, tab-
lets, iPods, etc., so have the forms and content of digital litera-
tures. The hybrid productions of Jason Nelson combining liter-
ary and game forms, the short fictions of M. A. Coverley written 
for the Excel format, the combination of real-world and fictional 
content by Shelley Jackson in Skin and by Scott Rettberg and 
Nick Montfort in Implementation, and many other experimental 
ventures indicate how robust and exciting digital literature has 
become, especially compared to its relative modest beginnings 
as Storyspace hypertexts. Social networks have provided other 
opportunities for experimentation, for example Twitter fictions 
that stretch over many tweets, functioning like electronic ver-
sions of the old BurmaShave signs along country roads.

RS: Since multi-linear writing within Storyspace in the early 
1990s, the Internet and mobile media have further changed the 
way we read. Apps such as readmill, for example, allow immedi-
ate dialogue about a text amongst its readers; electronic books 
facilitate the analysis of how a reader reacts to a text: i.e. where 
she stops, what passages she skips, what notes she makes. How 
will social reading change the way we perceive literature in 
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electronic media? How will the algorithmic reading of such read-
ing affect the writing of literature?

NKH: Social reading expands and facilitates reading practices 
that have been going on for some time, in classrooms, book 
clubs, blogs and elsewhere. I think it is an exciting develop-
ment, as one can now share one’s impressions of a text in close 
to real time with colleagues across the world. Algorithmic read-
ing is also exciting, since it allows us to ask questions impossi-
ble before, especially queries concerning large corpora of texts. 
Nevertheless, we should not interpret algorithmic reading as 
the death of interpretation. How one designs the software, and 
even more, how one interprets and understands the patterns 
that are revealed, remain very much interpretive activities. 
Moreover, many algorithmic readings are carried out in tan-
dem with hermeneutic interpretation in the traditional sense. An 
example is the close reading that Allen Riddell and I give of Mark 
Danielewski’s Only Revolutions in my book How We Think.

RS: In his 2008 article ‘Is Google making us stupid?’ and later 
in his 2011 book The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to 
Our Brains, Nicholas Carr discusses the consequences of online 
media for literacy. From Carr’s perspective, multitasking and 
power browsing online make people unlearn deep reading with 
the effects being carried offline, with the result that they also 
unlearn deep thinking. The shift from deep attention to hyper 
attention has been announced and bemoaned by many intellectu-
als. The French philosopher Bernard Stiegler even speaks of a 
threat to social and cultural development caused by the destruc-
tion of young people’s ability to develop deep and critical atten-
tion to the world around them. You take issue with Carr’s conclu-
sions in your book How We Think. On the other hand Stiegler, in 
his 2010 book Taking Care of Youth and the Generations, refers 
to your report that students are no longer able to engage in deep 
reading. What role is the cultural technique of reading going 
to play if power browsing, multitasking, and permanent online 
connectivity make the long-established contemplative reading 
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session increasingly obsolete? How will and how should litera-
ture and literary studies react to this process?

NKH: As Carr acknowledges, the web brings powerful advan-
tages, including to scholarship. I am old enough to remember 
what it was like to do research when one had to rely on type-
writers and card catalogues; not for a minute would I want to 
return to those methods! Even Stiegler, who in Taking Care of 
Youth and the Generations has mostly a denunciatory tone, in his 
newer A New Critique of Political Economy sees hyper attention 
as a Derridean pharmakon, poison and cure together.  Clearly 
the problem here is how to maximize the web’s potential for seri-
ous intellectual work and minimize its potential for superficial-
ity and distraction.  Stiegler’s position, as stated in a lecture he 
gave at the SLSA conference in 2011, is that we should focus on 
“adoption, not adaptation”—in other words, we should wherever 
possible limit access to the “entertainment complex,” including 
the web, to prevent the kind of technogenetic changes I describe 
in How We Think, especially for young people and children where 
neural plasticity is the greatest.

RS: Media abstinence as part of media literacy in an Adornian 
like way? Stiegler’s proposal seems unlikely given the ubiquity 
of digital media and entertainment. At least it appeals to parents 
and teachers to oversee the younger generations’s media use.

NKH: While Stiegler’s approach of “adoption—no!” may be fea-
sible for very young pre-schoolers, it becomes ineffective, and 
probably impossible, for children older than five as they become 
exposed to school, classmates, and other influences outside of 
the home. Moreover, it assumes that media immersion is entirely 
negative, and many researchers (Steven Johnson, James Paul 
Gee) make persuasive cases for some good effects, from acquir-
ing hand-eye coordination to gaining a more sophisticated sense 
of strategy and planning. If we now turn to deep attention, we 
can see that from the beginning, the tradition of deep attention 
required the support and nurturing of institutions—intellectual 
discourse and an educated elite in classical Greece, monasteries 
in the Middle Ages, debate and writing in the Renaissance, etc.   
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So it is in the contemporary period as well. The role of educa-
tors at every level, from kindergarten through graduate school, 
should be to make connections between contemporary practices, 
for example browsing and surfing the web, and the disciplined 
acquisition of knowledge. The difference is having an intellec-
tual context for questions and seeking for all the rich resources 
that can contribute to understanding those questions more 
deeply, seeing their implications more fully, and moving tenta-
tively toward answers adequate to these complexities. Instead 
of “adoption, not adaption,” my slogan would be “opening the 
depths, not sliding on surfaces.”

RS: In your book How We Think you discuss the future of the 
Humanities with respect to digital media. Your conclusion is that 
Traditional Humanities ‘are at risk of becoming marginal to the 
main business of the contemporary academy and society.’ Digital 
Humanities, on the other hand, you add ‘are at risk of becoming 
a trade practice held captive by the interest of corporate capital-
ism.’ This prospect about the future of Humanities sounds like a 
choice between Charybdis and Scylla.  How can the Humanities 
survive the digital turn without dying?

NKH: The Humanities, as I understand them, are above all 
about understanding and intervening in the cultural, social, 
technological and intellectual contexts throughout history that 
have shaped what people want, what they consider important, 
and what moves them to action. These questions are as vitally 
necessary now as they have ever been. For the past few decades, 
as we know, the Humanities have been immersed in the critique 
of dominant institutions. While this has lead to important intel-
lectual developments such as deconstruction, postmodernism, 
and posthumanism, it has also had deleterious effects as well, 
tending to isolate the Humanities from the wider culture and 
tending toward a rhetoric of “resistance” so widely accepted that 
the mere idea of “resistance” is idolized without thinking seri-
ously about consequences and the assumptions undergirding it, 
including the ways in which humanists are complicit in the very 
practices they criticize.
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One of the sites where these forces are currently in play is in 
the Digital Humanities. There are plenty of problems facing the 
Digital Humanities: technical (e.g., distinguishing patterns from 
chimeras in data analysis); cultural (e.g., defining significant 
problems rather than ones tailored to chasing grants); economic 
(being coopted by corporate funding to the extent that pedagogi-
cal and educational priorities are undercut); and ethical (e.g., 
power relations between professors and graduate students). 
However, when people talk about the “Dark Side of the Digital 
Humanities” (the subject of an MLA panel 2013), these kinds of 
problems are often not what they mean. Rather, what they more 
likely have in mind are the disparity in funding between the 
Traditional and Digital Humanities; the fear that data analysis 
may displace traditional criticism; and (as I heard Stanley Fish 
assert on a panel we shared) analysis without interpretation, as 
if data and text mining were simply machine functions without 
human understanding. In my view, these fears either reflect a 
misunderstanding of algorithmic methods (in Stanley Fish’s 
case) or envy about the relatively abundant funding streams 
that the Digital Humanities enjoy, neither of which is a well-
founded critique.

RS: The opposition of algorithmic analysis and interpretation 
may be shortsighted as is the competition between database 
and narrative for the ‘exclusive right to make meaning out of 
the world’ that Lev Manovich announced more than a decade 
ago. As you point out in your book, database and narrative are 
natural symbionts rather than natural enemies considering nar-
ratives ‘the necessary others to database’s ontology.’ However, 
if Stephen Ramsay calls for “algorithmic criticism” as a way to 
supplement and balance algorithmic processing by hermeneu-
tic activity, he also responds to Franco Moretti’s provocative 
request to replace interpretation by data mining, i.e. close by 
distant reading. Also, there is a call for „engaged humanities” 
making a contribution to the quality of human life through pro-
ductive knowledge (as for example in Cathy N. Davidson’s and 
David Theo Goldberg’s 2004 essay Engaging the Humanities). 
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This seems to counter the concept of humanities as a necessary 
correction of the positivistic paradigm of the natural and engi-
neering sciences in society with the principle of ambiguity (as 
advocated for example by German philosopher Odo Marquard 
in his 1986 essay On the inevitability of the humanities). In 
Marquard’s perspective the function of Humanities in society is 
a rhetoric of resistance not (only or first of all) towards institu-
tions but (also and moreover) to signification and Truth. In this 
light, interpretation after data mining is mandatory not to verify 
meaning but rather to destabilize it. How valid, do you think, is 
this concept of the humanities still with respect to the ongoing 
quantitative turn in the Humanties?

NKH: I think the opposition between interpretation and data 
mining is somewhat misguided. Data mining is not devoid of 
interpretive decisions; how one designs the software has every-
thing to do with underlying assumptions and presuppositions, 
which are forms of interpretive activity. Moreover, one should 
also not assume that data mining and text mining bear a simple 
relation to signification and truth. Often results are ambiguous, 
and judgment is needed to distinguish genuine patterns from chi-
mera and other artifacts of the way the analysis was carried out. 
As for meaning, isn’t it destabilized every time someone offers a 
new reading of a canonized text, or insists on the importance of 
a non-canonical one? I don’t see meaning as an accomplishment 
over and done once and for all, but rather a continuing search 
that contains moments of meta-stability as well as moments of 
destabilizations. This kind of ferment is what keeps the humani-
ties relevant and constantly renewing themselves.  Would it even 
be possible constantly to destabilize, without ever positing or 
hoping for or arguing for some kind of stabilization? Even if one 
thinks destabilizations should be constant, isn’t this a kind of sta-
bilization in itself? In my view, we should think carefully about 
the kinds of problems mentioned above and their implications for 
pedagogy, for example, the necessity for a deeper understanding 
of statistical methods and their relation to the results of data and 
text mining. As the Humanities move into “Big Data,” they might 
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usefully engage with scientific disciplines that have been dealing 
with these problems for some time.

RS: So you rather see a bright side of the Digital Humanities?

NKH: As mentioned above, I find the prospects for asking new 
kinds of questions using data and text mining techniques excit-
ing, and I am fascinated by what Jeffrey Schnapp and Todd 
Presner have called Digital Humanities 2.0, in which they call for 
a shift from analytical methods to an experiential focus. I can 
see their point, but in my view, the two approaches (analytical 
vs. experiential) are complementary to one another rather than 
antagonistic. I find the antagonism between the Traditional and 
Digital Humanities, understandable as it may be, also misplaced. 
In a collection of essays that I co-edited with Jessica Pressman, 
entitled Comparative Textual Media: Transforming the Humanities 
in the Postprint Era (2013), we suggest that a better way forward 
is to embrace a media framework as the basis for teaching and 
research rather than now-obsolete and cumbersome categories 
such as centuries, genres, and national languages. Such a trans-
formation, focusing on the specificities of media and practice-
based research combining hands-on experience with theoretical 
work, would re-energize traditional research as well as provid-
ing a basis on which scholars specializing in print, manuscript 
and orality could engage fruitfully with those specializing in 
digital methods.
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From writing space to designing 
mirrors

Jay David Bolter

Jay David Bolter is well known as the author and co-
author of important books on the subject of digital 
technology, culture and aesthetics: Turing’s Man: 
Western Culture in the Computer Age (1984); Writing 
Space: The Computer, Hypertext, and the History of 
Writing (1991); Remediation: Understanding New 
Media (1999, with Richard Grusin); Windows and 
Mirrors (2003, with Diane Gromala). In addition to 
writing about new media, Bolter collaborates in the 
construction of new digital media forms and created, 
for example, together with Michael Joyce Storyspace, 
a pre WWW hypertext authoring system. Bolter is the 
Wesley Chair of New Media at the Georgia Institute 
of Technology and a co-Director of the Augmented 
Environments Lab. He works closely with Prof. Blair 
MacIntyre, Prof. Maria Engberg, and other AEL 
researchers on the design of augmented and mixed 
reality experiences for cultural heritage, informal 
education, and expression and entertainment.
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Jay David Bolter talks about the (missing) embrace of digital 
media by the literary and academic community, about hypertext 
as a (failing) promise of a new kind of reflective praxis, about 
transparent (immediate) and reflected (hypermediate) technol-
ogy. He compares the aesthetics of information with the aesthet-
ics of spectacle in social media and notes the collapse of hierar-
chy and centrality in culture in the context of digital media.

Prelude

Roberto Simanowski: What is your favored neologism of digital 
media culture and why?

Jay David Bolter: I am not sure that I have a favorite neither in a 
positive or negative sense. Such neologisms as hacktivism, slack-
tivism and crowdsourcing are all in current circulation; they all 
represent contemporary views of our media culture.  Insofar that 
is the case, we have to accept them (not necessarily of course 
to use them ourselves).  Rather then selecting favorites, a more 
appropriate task would be to understand the underlying reasons 
why culture seems to need to create new vocabulary. One such 
term that I would nominate for study is “collective intelligence.” 
It captures a major preoccupation today, the notion that as a net-
worked digital culture we can achieve a level of knowledge pro-
duction that is not possible for an individual and indeed is of a 
different order from the kind of knowledge that was produced in 
earlier media era.

RS: If you could go back in history of new media and digital cul-
ture in order to prevent something from happening or somebody 
from doing something, what or who would it be?

JDB: I am really not keen to rewrite the history of digital culture. 
I don’t trust my own hindsight much more than I do my ability to 
anticipate future developments. When I think of the history of 
my own engagement with digital culture, however, it is clear that 
I often failed to grasp the importance of two key developments 
in digital media. The first was the advent of networked hyper-
text and the WWW, whose significance I didn’t appreciate until 
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it was well underway in the 1990s.  The second was the advent of 
social media, where I was again late to the party. Both Web 1.0 
and Web 2.0 were phenomena that I did not anticipate. My only 
consolation here is that many others failed to appreciate the sig-
nificance of the digital even longer than I. For example, the liter-
ary community failed utterly to engage with digital media in the 
1990s (despite the increasingly importance of the WWW). Indeed 
even today the literary community remains reluctant to explore 
the possibilities that digital media offer.

RS: This failure was indeed surprising given the fact that with 
its hypertextual and multimedial techniques digital media 
offered very interesting forms of experimental writing. But the 
new literary genre that was announced quite early in academic 
journals (I remember Richard Ziegfeld’s essay Interactive Fiction 
in New Literary History in 1989) never really took off. You were 
one of the earliest academics to write about new technologies of 
reading and writing. In your 1991 book Writing Space you dis-
cuss hypertext as “both a visual and a verbal representation”, 
not writing of a place, “but rather a writing with places“ and you 
reveal the link between hypertext and the literary movement of 
concrete poetry, a kind of poetry in space („Poesie der Fläche“) 
as its German proponent Franz Mon once called it. I remember 
how in the late 1990s at conferences people were convinced of 
a bright future of hyperfictions as a literary genre once it grew 
in popularity. However, soon academics – such as Marie-Laure 
Ryan in her 2001 book Narrative as Virtual Reality. Immersion 
and Interactivity in Literature and Electronic Media – addressed 
the internal aesthetic problem of multi-linear writing and recom-
mended to “tame” hyperfiction by offering a more simple struc-
ture with more self-contained lexias, i.e. narrative episodes. The 
subversion of the cohesive structure of the text and the lack of 
authorial control over the readers’ navigation was obviously too 
different from the thoroughly choreographed non-linear nar-
ration and unreliable narrators that the postmodern poetics at 
that time proposed. I remember how we both, over a drink at the 
Electronic Poetry Festival in Paris 2007, expected much more 
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openness for experiments with digital technology from artists 
than from the literary community. Was it wrong to suppose the 
literary community to be more embracing towards digital media?

JDB: I think that even in the 1980s and 1990s the literary com-
munity was predisposed to be more aesthetically conservative 
than the art community. Look at the rather radical broadening of 
the definition of art in the decades since the 1960s: performance 
art, installation art, media art. The experiments of the historical 
avant-garde of the 1910s and 1920s and the neo-avant-garde in 
the 1950s and 1960s had eventually affected the community as 
a whole. In the case of literature, postmodern writers were sel-
dom as radical in their aesthetic revolt from modernism as were 
the visual artists. There were of course the concrete poets, lan-
guage poets, Oulipo, and so on. But such groups were never more 
than small avant-gardes. Postmodern writers such as Thomas 
Pynchon were after all quite traditional in comparison with per-
formance artists such as Carolee Schneemann. Thus, even in the 
1990s “serious” writers could not imagine rethinking the (print-
based) assumptions that lay behind their work. Those assump-
tions included the fixity of the text and authorial control over the 
text, both of which hypertext challenged.

RS: In Writing Space you discuss the relationship between the 
new form of nonlinear writing and the theory of interpretation 
promoted by Wolfgang Iser and Stanley Fish in the 1960s and 
also point out a philosophical correlation: namely that between 
hypertext and postmodern theory, which your colleague George 
P. Landow from Brown University at the same time proclaimed 
in the subtitle of his book on hypertext as Convergence of 
Contemporary Critical Theory and Technology. A quarter of a 
century later postmodern theory has lost its appeal, its relativ-
isms and transcendental homelessness are hard to endure, peo-
ple yearn for reliable values and even Grand Narratives again. 
However, the ‘postmodern technology’ has remained and has 
fundamental effects on our individual and social life. How do 
you see the situation today with respect of your observations and 
expectations of 25 years ago?
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JDB: When I look back at Writing Space and my work from that 
period I think I would have to characterize my position as inno-
cent opportunistic. I was attempting to read the new possibilities 
of the digital technology into the framework of contemporary lit-
erary and critical analysis. I was doing this in an effort to talk 
to an academic community for whom that kind of analysis was 
the common currency. So it was natural enough to look at these 
new forms of non-linear writing that seemed to be promoted by 
digital hypertext in terms of reader response theory by Wolfgang 
Iser and Stanley Fish, in terms of even deconstruction or other 
forms of post-structuralist interpretation. Like George Landow 
in his book on hypertext I too felt that this was a legitimate way 
of understanding what hypertext was doing, because I myself 
was immersed in that same critical theoretical framework.

But that strategy didn’t work very well at the time because 
the community was not really ready to accept the notion that dig-
ital technology could be a new medium of literary expression and 
academic analysis, that it could in some sense take a position 
aside the printed book. And therefore they saw the attempt to 
appropriate the reader response theory, deconstruction and so 
on a kind of misguided or even reductive understanding of what 
post-structuralist theory was trying to do. Ultimately they were 
right in a certain sense, because post-structuralism too was con-
ditioned by the contemporary, still print-based media culture. 
The notions of  the indeterminacy of the text, the death of the 
author, intertextuality and so on— all these notions depended for 
their ironic effect on the fact that text were fixed in print and 
did have identifiable authors and the authority of the publication 
system. In any case, and for whatever reason, the community 
refused to listen. Neither the academic community of literary 
scholars nor the community of writers found digital technology 
interesting. And neither of them saw that hypertext in particular 
could be a new communicative and expressive form they needed 
to engage with. So given that they weren’t prepared to engage 
with the technology it was futile to try to provide a critical, theo-
retical basis for that engagement. The think that strikes me is 
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that the literary community has still today refused to engage 
with the digital.

The whole line of argument that I was making in that period 
about hypertext has been superseded in a variety of ways by mul-
tiple forms of media that digital technology has developed into, 
by new modes of interaction and by the advent of a huge com-
munity of participants in media culture that didn’t exist in the 
early 1990s. So with all those changes, looking back it doesn’t 
seem as if there is much left of the notion that hypertext could 
be a new form of writing. To put it another way: The kind of liter-
ary hypertext culture we were envisioning never happened. On 
the other hand the popularization of hypertext in the form of the 
WWW and all the technologies that developed out of the WWW 
have been proven to be a tremendous success and have really 
changed our media culture in significant ways. That’s a triumph 
of hypertext, but it is a triumph of hypertext not limited to or 
even addressed by the academic community.

Media Literacy

RS: An unexpected triumph and maybe an unwelcomed one. 
This at least is the question if one considers the contemporary 
concerns about hyper-reading which popular writers – such as 
Nicholas Carr in his 2011 book The Shallows – What the Internet 
is Doing to Our Brains – but also academics – for example 
Katherine N. Hayles in her 2007 article in Profession “Hyper and 
Deep Attention: The Generational Divide in Cognitive Modes” – 
address as a potential threat to deep reading. Doesn’t the hyper-
textual technique – of multiple offers to leave the text at hand 
for another one – practice a form of nervous, inpatient reading 
unable to engage in one particular issue? Doesn’t hyper-reading 
– if it discourages a sustained engagement with the text – ulti-
mately also hinder deep thinking? This grim picture is quite the 
opposite of what was expected from hypertext technology in the 
1990s when the structure of the variable cross-linkages not only 
was celebrated as liberation from the ‘tyranny of the author’ but 
also welcomed as destabilization of the signifier and as emphasis 
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on the ambivalence and relativity of propositions. Hypertext was 
seen as an ally in the efforts to promote and practice reflection. 
Today hypertext technology and its cultural equivalent hyper-
reading are rather seen – for instance by the French philoso-
pher Bernard Stiegler – as collaborators of the culture industry. 
Did this promising technology betray us? Is Hypertext a Trojan 
Horse appearing as a tool of critical thinking while actually 
undermining it?

JDB: My view of this issue is more fatalistic or more accepting of 
the inevitability of certain kinds of cultural change. First of all, 
yes, the predictions hat we were making for hypertext as a new 
kind of reflective praxis didn’t come true. Literary hypertext 
never became a generalized cultural form of expression. What 
we did get was the WWW, where linking was unidirectional and 
for many of the first generation hypertext writers a simplifica-
tion and reduction that in fact didn’t foster reflective practice. 
But it was tremendously successful incorporating visual and 
audio forms into writing as never before creating a much larger 
set of communities of writers and that was true even in the 
1990s when writing on the web meant designing your own web-
site and became exponentially more the case in the 2000s with 
the advent of social media.

So that is the fact of contemporary media culture. In response 
to this fact of extraordinary broadening of participation but also 
the changing of writing forms that constitute that participation 
we have a set of academics and popular writers who are deeply 
critical to what happened like Nicholas Carr’s popularization 
of this point of view that writing and reading are changing our 
brains to make it less reflective. The academic community has 
agreed in its own way with this judgment, at least the older, more 
traditional academics, for example Stanley Fish, Jonathan Culler 
and many others have written negatively about the new form of 
reading that seems to be practiced in the digital realm nowadays.

I would say that the criticism is both right and wrong. Right in 
the sense that it certainly does seem to be the case that the kind 
of writing and reading that was highly valued in the age of print 
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were different and there was a kind of valorization of reflec-
tive or deep or close reading. That is clearly not being practiced 
by the huge community of readers and writers on social media 
today. But does this mean that close or reflective reading has 
disappeared? No, there is still a community that practices that 
form of writing and reading. It is still welcomed, indeed required 
as a kind of ticket of entry into the literary academic commu-
nity. But what happened is that this form of reflective reading 
and writing no longer has the status and claim to centrality that 
it had in the 20th century. So instead of a single community of 
readers and writers we have an interlocking set of communities 
of readers and writers, some much larger than others none of 
which can claim a kind of centrality or importance that eclipses 
the other. So what the critics really are complaining about is the 
loss of centrality of certain ways of reading and writing.

RS: Your account of the situation may be fatalistic, as you said, 
but doesn’t strike me as very pessimistic. Rather you address the 
claim of centrality and invite us to be open to several forms of 
practices of reading and writing. However, if one formerly dom-
inant mode becomes decentralized it is not certain that after-
wards importance is equally distributed among more candidates 
or cultural techniques. More often in history – of social move-
ments as well as media development – we see a recentralization 
of power and importance. Of course, for the issue at hand, even 
this must not be bad. In fact, one could argue that a non-linear 
reading which is more attuned to multi-tasking and serendipity 
allows easier for productive (mis)understandings and intuitive 
intelligence.

However, I have the feeling you are more concerned about the 
loss of reflection in the culture of the 21st century than you are 
willing to admit. This is at least my impression when looking at 
your 2003 book Windows and Mirrors: Interaction Design, Digital 
Art, and the Myth of Transparency, which you co-author with 
your colleague at in the School of Literature, Communication, 
and Culture at Georgia Tech University Diane Gromala. In this 
book you describe the positions of the two professions of graphic 
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designers and HCI professionals with the metaphors window 
and mirror: the transparent versus the reflected technology. 
This extends the distinction between immediacy and hyperme-
diacy from Remediation. Understanding New Media (1999), the 
book you co-wrote with Richard Grusin. Like Grusin, who since 
then has become increasingly critical towards the significance 
of digital technology to our culture (he speaks of a “dark side” 
of the Digital Humanities) you are equally skeptical of the pos-
sible pitfalls of digital media in Windows and Mirrors request-
ing an approach to design that turns digital media into an object 
of reflection rather than making them transparent. To play the 
ignorant: Why should we be afraid of the disappearance of the 
computer through transparent interfaces? Don’t we also want 
letters to be invisible so we can reflect on what the text says 
rather than on how it looks like?

JDB: First let me say that I don’t think there is any danger of the 
disappearance of the computer. The notion of the transparent 
interface and the disappearing computer is one that we can see 
most prevalent in interface design in the 1990s and indeed still 
today. But in fact what is happening belies the notion that our 
digital technologies are burying themselves into the world. The 
internet of things, ubiquitous computing, these are technological 
and cultural manifestations that are growing in importance. But 
the computer as a platform for media is in fact not disappearing 
at all. If we look around we see the last thing that people want 
to do is their technology to disappear. They want it to be seen. 
People buy the iPhone because it’s a beautiful object which then 
can also be a status symbol that they can proudly present to oth-
ers. We see these media devices everywhere and not at all bury-
ing themselves.

Secondly there has always been a dichotomy between visibil-
ity or invisibility, or what Richard and I called between hyper-
mediacy and immediacy in the history of media culture. Even 
in the age of print after all we saw both manifestations. Indeed 
when the typography makes the medium as transparent as pos-
sible at the same time we have the tradition of the artist book, 
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