


Researching gender in the history of the Internet and the Web. A roundtable at the SHOT 2023 conference 

Janet Abbate, Cassius Adair, Avery Dame-Griff, Autumn Edwards, Leopoldina Fortunati, Deena Larsen, Laine Nooney, Valérie Schafer

The co-editors of this special issue—Janet Abbate, Autumn Edwards, Leopoldina Fortunati, along with Valérie Schafer, a co-editor of the journal—launched an open call for organizing a roundtable during the SHOT 2023 conference, in which they invited scholars to delve deeper into the multifaceted sources, approaches, and methodologies related to Gender in the history of the Internet and the Web.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  See the SHOT program at https://www.historyoftechnology.org/annual-meeting/2023-shot-annual-meeting-october-2023-california/] 

This edited transcription of the roundtable presents historically situated examples of the sociological, cultural, and political aspects of the relationship between gender and the Internet. It endeavors to illuminate the shaping of this history, examining the construction of gender in the online sphere. The participants pose inquiries about addressing knowledge gaps in this history, exploring methods to trace gendered trajectories and controversies, leveraging oral histories, navigating silences and invisibility, and broadening the dissemination of findings to audiences beyond those already engaged.
Beginning with Laine Nooney’s exploration of the videogames industry before connected and networked practices, the discussion progresses to Avery Dame-Griff and Cassius Adair, who both tackle the challenges of reconstructing and narrating the history of transgender people and their digital communication dynamics. These themes are also developed in Laine Nooney’s article “A Pedestal, A Table, A Love Letter: Archaeologies of Gender and Video Game History” (2013), significantly contributing to the evolving dialogue on gender and video games, and Avery Dame-Griff’s recent book, The Two Revolutions: A History of the Transgender Internet (2023). Lastly, Deena Larsen provides insights into present and future challenges concerning gender asymmetries and imbalances in Wikipedia, along with their implications for the development of artificial intelligence.

Valérie Schafer opened the roundtable with a concise introduction. She pointed out that during the SHOT opening conference, Evangelina Villegas[footnoteRef:2] served as a poignant example, highlighting the often-overlooked contributions of women in technology history and the visibility challenges many faced. She recalled that the history of computing has gradually rectified this oversight. Over the past 15 years, several pivotal books have contributed to this narrative shift. Noteworthy mentions include Jennifer Light’s work on the ENIAC Girls (1999), Jane Margolis and Alan Fisher’s Unlocking the Clubhouse: Women in Computing (2003), and Janet Abbate’s Recoding Gender: Women’s Participation in Computing (2012). Additionally, the collective efforts led by Tom Misa in Gender Codes: Why Women are Leaving Computing (2010), the impactful work by Mar Hicks in Programmed Inequality: How Britain Discarded Women Technologists and Lost Its Edge in Computing (2018), and Nathan Ensmenger’s The Computer Boys Take Over (2010) have significantly shaped this history. The ongoing work in this field remains equally stimulating. Valérie Schafer quoted  Corinna Schlombs’ recent paper (2023) on Data Automation and Gender in the West German Financial Industry or Hannah Zeavin’s insightful piece This is Womenspace: USENET and the Fight for a Digital Backroom, 1983-86 in Technology and Culture (2023), which earned the Mahoney Prize.[footnoteRef:3] Zeavin’s work on BBS aligns with the theme of our session, as it is exploring digital communication, the Internet, and the web. While intersecting with the broader discourse on women and computing, this roundtable explores gender beyond just women’s issues, including the emerging topic of transgender internet histories.  [2:  Evangelina Villegas is a Mexican cereal biochemist whose work led to the development of high-quality protein maize. She shared the 2000 World Food Prize for this achievement.]  [3:  More information about the Mahoney Prize at: https://www.sigcis.org/mahoneyprize] 


Janet Abbate illustrated how the idea of this roundtable took shape. This panel emerged during the co-edition  of this special issue of Internet Histories, by Autumn Edwards, Leopoldina Fortunati, and herself. This special issue includes spans diverse areas of feminist research on gender and queer, trans, and intersectional perspectives. Together, the contributors explore the historical interweaving of gender and the internet and web on both national and global scales. The central question guiding their exploration is: how can histories that interlace gender and the internet help us understand the sociological, cultural, and political implications of each term? To extend this inquiry into historiography, the guest editors issued an open call for this special SHOT roundtable. They invited scholars to discuss the challenges of discovering and interpreting myriad sources, approaches, and methods related to gender in the history of the internet. 
The resulting panel features both scholars and artists. Their research spans topics such as gendered online labor, both paid and unpaid, gender reassignment, trans women’s experiences and agency online, and structural barriers hindering the inclusion of women and women’s contributions in Wikipedia. Their historical methodologies encompass interpreting online archives and corporate records, conducting oral histories to uncover silences in the historical record, and analyzing technologies themselves—such as platforms—as historical sources. 
Janet Abbate then introduced the first speaker, Laine Nooney, well-known to the SHOT SIGCIS group as a longtime vice-chair. Laine specializes in the historical, cultural, and economic analysis of the video game and computing industries. Their recent publication, The Apple II Age. How the Computer Became Personal (2023), and their role as the founding editor of ROMchip: A Journal of Game Histories, highlight their significant contributions. 

Laine Nooney: Thank you, Janet. Thank you for assembling this panel—it is a pleasure to be part of it. I have some loose remarks about how the panel themes resonate with my work. Interestingly, I might be the only one here explicitly not working on networked computing. My appeal to diversity lies in my preference for studying a computer disconnected from the internet. My work—especially in oral history—takes a unique approach. We have a lot of work on women in computing industries that becomes the primary vector for these questions in the history of computing. My approach was not searching for the women doing the work we would associate with men, but exploring, “Who are all the people doing the support labor that allows these industries to exist?”. It allowed me to discover this much broader range of historical actors that we would then begin to track down and interview. This opened things like locating folks who work in sales, in customer support. 
 
Leopoldina Fortunati: I found one aspect particularly intriguing, which you didn’t touch upon, and that is the digital labor carried out by users. This is a significant facet, especially with substantial female involvement. Could you elaborate more on the intersection of gender and online gaming?

Laine Nooney: Absolutely. In much of my work, you are correct, I have entered this space as a media industries person. I am very interested in how industries develop, and I am looking at that from the origins of the companies going forward. A lot of my work does not focus necessarily on – maybe… I was about to say I don’t focus on users’ practices, but that is not true at all if you look at the Apple II book, which is about how people use their computers. However, I don’t conduct ethnographic work on online digital practices. 
The question of gender in online gaming is a substantial area of research that emerged beginning in the late 1990s. There are various vectors, particularly in the early days, when discussions on gaming and identity were fervent. The entire phenomenon becomes more complex the more global the industry gets. Exploring gender dynamics in online gaming in different regions like China or the U.S. or South Korea, is a complex topic akin to studying women and the Internet. While not my primary focus, there is ongoing research in this area, with limited historical work due to the field’s relative novelty. 

Leopoldina Fortunati: What do you see as recent trends in the relationship between gender and the economics of gaming? At the beginning, power was a major theme – the struggle for power within online communities centered around video games. What are your thoughts on the contemporary relevance of gender power dynamics in gaming communities today? 

Laine Nooney: I think it is hard to make any kind of sweeping generalization. The game industry is highly fragmented, varying significantly based on hardware profiles. Communities cluster around whether one is a console gamer, a PC gamer, or a mobile gamer. Therefore, I would say that what exactly is going on in each of those subsets is culturally distinct. 
I have no interest in discussing games. The centrality of games is a historical distraction. What I have tried to do in a lot of my work is to investigate “What does game history look like if we put the game aside?”, to look at the space that is carved out by the absence of the game, and try to document that. There is a way in which my work has refused to engage with the game for a set of methodological purposes, which are very specific to the labor and production and political economy work I want to do.

Janet Abbate: Thank you very much, Laine. We will now welcome Cassius Adair, who is an Assistant Professor at The New School, Department of Media Studies, New York. Cassius uses mixed methods, including oral histories, to study the contributions of trans women and trans feminine people to computing and Internet cultures. He traces the lives of these trans technologists alongside larger histories of gendered labor divisions within technology corporations, showing how changing labor practices in computing permitted the tech industry to become an extraordinary site of employment for a certain class of white trans subjects. One of Cassius’ major intellectual interests in this topic is narrating trans women’s lives alongside the experiences of their cisgender sisters, and taking seriously how trans and cis women worked and struggled together against gender bias within tech. 

Cassius Adair: I approach this panel with the perspective of someone who embarked on their career with a literature Ph.D. My curiosity revolves around how the Internet became the place it ended up being. Personally, I have constructed my own networks for solidarity and social safety, compensating for the state’s neglect of gender issues. 
To be honest, my work would be easier if digital spaces were all bad for marginalized people. I could be critical of media and focus on the violence. But instead, I tend to sit in a more ambiguous and multi-faceted position. I also feel less forgiving and less nuanced about the corporate structures that have built and governed those social networks. Critically, within tech companies, trans individuals are found working across various roles—on the front end or the back end, coding features or making sales or developing tech DE&I[footnoteRef:4] strategies. Many exist in hostile spaces of employment opportunities. However, historically, tech firms were among the earliest organizations to provide trans health benefits. My work traces trans individuals in the tech industry. I am working on tracing these aspects in my manuscript, and some of it revolves around the unintentional occurrence of trans women working as male employees. Suddenly, they find themselves in need of medical care, a situation that arises when individuals have accumulated enough social value. Certain unique aspects of tech culture make individuals indispensable in key aspects of the workflow. The corporate culture structure, from local offices to major hubs like the Google campus, plays a role in fostering a sense of unity — we are all part of one family. For those who have been exiled from their family of origin, these tech connections can take the place of intimacy. I have explored this dynamic in trans communities, particularly how it operates in providing a sense of belonging. The aggregation of company headquarters in queer geography, such as the San Francisco Bay Area, has a significant impact. It brings together activism and corporate communities, influencing the workings of digital cultures in unexpected ways in the back end as makers and managers.  [4:  Diversity, equity and inclusion. ] 

Furthermore, people’s names have changed since they have contributed to certain projects and you have to retrieve people in addition to attempting to construct a portrait of an industry that has trans employees and how that industry found itself in the uncanny position of being relatively trans-inclusive. We know that tech is not a left-wing entity, but it has some of the best trans healthcare and non-discrimination policies out there. And so in some ways, it’s a good job for many people. Tech was good at hiring trans people, earlier than other corporate spaces. Therefore we have an over-representation—and by that I don’t mean mathematically; it signifies a cultural representation of trans individuals in these spaces. White trans women have an influence over certain technologies, and people that work in tech have influence over trans policy during this same period.
In the list of people who would be in the trans 101 syllabus, many have background working in the tech industry. Sometimes it is on the resume and sometimes it is not. And most importantly, I think of what we gain when we allow trans feminists to enter our archival work. We do not take for granted that the historical actors that we see in the archives may have a linear relationship with gender. There is a lot of writing of certain figures and especially if it is written before 1990 - I know that a person is a woman, but they are writing as if they are part of this male structure of power.  If we start to unpack that, we see the different formations of gender that are happening in the technological spaces. And the technological spaces were a little more fluid in key moments in history.  We get different questions of gender and relationship in labor and the form of exploitation that is happening in these sites.

Janet Abbate: Thank you very much.  We will move onto the next speaker. Avery Dame-Griff is a lecturer in Women’s and Gender Studies at Gonzaga University. Avery Dame-Griff founded and serves as primary curator of the Queer Digital History Project[footnoteRef:5], an independent community history project cataloging and archiving pre-2010 LGBTQ spaces online. His book, The Two Revolutions: A History of the Transgender Internet (2023) tracks how the Internet transformed transgender political organizing from the 1980s to the contemporary moment. In 2022, he was selected to be a Public Humanities Fellow for Humanities Washington, developing a series of interactive online exhibits, teaching guides, and workshops about the history of LBGTQ+ communities in online spaces. [5:  See http://queerdigital.com] 


Avery Dame-Griff: When I think of my work, I often think about basically several core questions. How and why did LBGTQ people use early digital communications, and what was the social and political impact? And especially when I will talk about the book in a second, how did their presence influence platform policies and content moderation? Particularly with digital communication, the question of queer individuals was and remains a huge problem for corporations. They were in this historical moment when they don’t have a defined role: do they have responsibility as a publisher of content, or are they simply communicating that content like a telephone line? This is unclear in the United States during the 80s or 90s up until the Communications Decency Act in 1996. 
Some of this is in my book that just came out, The Two Revolutions: A History of the Transgender Internet. In it, I argue we can’t get the current transgender movement without the Internet. You have two historical trends in the 1980s, accelerating in the 1990s. There is the idea in the community of having a collective identity term and questions around how we settle on one. And at the same time, we have increasing uptake of digital communications and computers, especially starting in the early 1990s with the Clinton administration’s big digital push. Suddenly everyone needs the internet access and if you don’t have a home computer, you need one! There is this pressure on middle class homes, in particular, that suddenly you need a computer—if not for you, then for your kids. If you are going to be successful, you need a computer! So we have these two things happening at once.
For trans folks, digital communication transforms the community socially and politically. What used to take weeks to months could take days to hours.  It accelerates not just their ability to communicate, but also the speed at which they can communicate.  It also allows new kind of voices to enter the conversation. (I should note these new voices are not people of color.) The book looks at this and I ask this question of how does all of it add to the history we have of trans folks controlling their spaces and what that makes possible, but also the role of platforms in the present moment, as most folks now are using corporate platforms. 
In terms of methods, I am going through existing archives and identifying things which are related to digital communications and pulling their data. I also use oral history. I have started to conduct oral history with queer folks who were in some way involved in digital communications. This means doing oral histories with small and large BBS’s users, average users, to talk about their experience and how they thought about digital communication, and some more prominent figures in history. Most recently I had an interview with Chris Kryzan who ran the resource OutProud. In his case, identity and tech intertwined, as he used the money he earned from working at [PC manufacturer] eMachines in the 1990s to fund OutProud. 
Otherwise, public engagement is my largest thing.  I founded the Queer Digital History Project, which in part focused on collecting this historical information. The history of the early digital spaces was not well preserved, if they were thought of being preserved at all.  So, we don’t always know a lot, especially in the bulletin board era. These things were fragile. They could go down quickly. It was not a very stable medium except for the largest of the bulletin boards.  How do we collect that information and use it for research?  Also, the project is a way of recognizing the work that folks were putting into these resources.  Most bulletin board systems were self-funded, and they meant a lot to their communities. So, the QDHP is a way to honor and recognize that work. As part of the Humanities Washington Speakers’ Bureau, I have a talk I give about bulletin board systems in Washington State, which is aimed at not academics, but the general public, folks who haven’t heard of a bulletin board. I invite them to rethink the contemporary moment, what was it like to have these platforms that were controlled by the community and invested by the community.  
This is the work I am doing with the archival preservation and collecting and preserving history. A lot of it is not just preserving the history but also making it visible.  I think of my work a lot in terms of teaching. For me this work is making this history visible to my students, to help them understand that as young people, and especially queer young people, are not new, and that it is important that they know that, so they don't always feel like there has been nothing like me. There has always been something like you before. And you can use that history to inspire your activism into the future.

Janet Abbate: Thank you very much, Avery.  I will introduce our next presenter. Deena Larsen is an independent artist, and she has been discussing how women have been excluded on projects like Wikipedia.  She looks at how these projects have a gender hierarchy which makes women less visible, and she is focused on electronic literature writing as a medium that falls through the gaps of Wikipedia categories of “notability” and “original research.”  

Deena Larsen: I have been an electronic literature writer since the early 1980s and before the internet. I have been in that technological niche for four decades, and I am currently a resident at Washington State University in Vancouver. Originally, I wanted to talk to you about my passion for electronic literature, because that is what I write, and how difficult it is for women electronic literature writers to get into the history books and Wikipedia. This is a tiny fraction of the important gender issues that stem from historical biases and are continuing today, so instead I will focus on artificial intelligence and the future of history for women.
Basically, AI is a predictor. It uses an immense database and says: Okay, history is going to repeat itself, so whatever I thought before I am going to recombine and that is what is going to happen.  It is not creating new things. It is predicting old things, although it has no imagination, if it doesn’t exist in the database. For example, it can’t imagine that unicorns dance on the moon or aliens eat hay on its own — unless a human being coaxes it. 
Let’s look at what is going on under the surface of AI. First, what is in these databases? What do these AI machines know? I have to say, most of it, they ate from Wikipedia.  They have swallowed 7 billion entries. This is why what is in Wikipedia has now become extremely important in AI. Let’s look at this chain in a little more detail. Wikipedia theoretically uses primary and secondary sources, “notable sources” which in turn feeds the AI. That brings me back a little bit to my originally planned talk, where I show that non-traditional publications and new artistic forms are not usually considered “notable sources” and thus are not eligible for Wikipedia. Therefore, women electronic literature writers are not often in Wikipedia. 
Moreover, Wikipedia depends on volunteers to write.  If no one volunteers, it won’t get written about. About 84% of the editors in Wikipedia are men and unsurprisingly 80 percent of the total biographies in Wikipedia are male biographies. Women’s history is being lost and will be lost much more in the future.  So, we need you. Please help change this. Please volunteer to write for Wikipedia and write primary and secondary sources that ARE considered notable. Write articles on Wikipedia. If you have a class, get them to volunteer as Wikipedia editors as part of your class research. 

Janet Abbate:  Thank you, Deena. Maybe if you agree we can go to the collective discussion. 

Leopoldina Fortunati: Maybe we can now discuss about the role in general of aligning communities and platforms in enforcing or challenging traditional role and identities. How has this evolved over the years?

Avery Dame-Griff: For trans folks, the main appeal of early online platforms was the ability to represent yourself without having your physical body there. Your embodiment was something that could be imagined. For folks who are exploring coming out and cross-dressers, who are maybe not at the point of meeting in-person with groups, before you had networks, you could have an imaginary self. It was folks imagining what they thought they could be. So this was the positive for trans folks. The cyber libertarian approach assumes that gender and embodiment would be separated, and this is a real benefit for trans folks early on. But as the internet gets more visual, some of that freedom goes away. Your body can be judged by others. 
And this is interesting how it has changed for communities. For trans folks it starts out freeing but as it gets more visual, there are possibilities for new kinds of support. As Cassius said, this becomes a support structure, but the way you represent yourself changes. There is an expectation you will be making your body visible. So, you know that other people are looking at your body. You can find support in that. But you are also looking at yourself. How I represent myself still becomes increasingly important.  We see this particularly for women online, the expectation in the ways in which women present themselves. We see those pressures increase as the visibility increases as well.

Deena Larsen: Electronic literature is a niche field and you had to have a computer to read our works.  We were very far flung but in the early days we were able to get together online and reach immediately a global audience, which has also helped us to have a supportive community.

Cassius Adair: Building on Avery’s comment on visuality, I notice younger trans folks are using Discord and other tech-based yet smaller-scale communication platforms that operate somewhat more like message boards instead of Instagram and social media. And so, I think there is a desire amongst trans people and marginalized people for a platform where their bosses and parents can't find their accounts and things like that. I think there is a trend toward more micro-platforming.  When I explain to younger students that people were organizing on Tumblr and on Twitter, they are like, Why? They don’t always know that in trending towards more enclosed chat spaces, they are doing a nostalgic return to an earlier type of platforming, but they actually are, and that is historically interesting.

Valérie Schafer: Laine, did you also find communities in your work? 

Laine Nooney: We are really not talking about the computer as a platform in the same way. My work is more worker-oriented, so the kinds of questions about things like content moderation, they are just not in any way in that kind of Sierra history. The sort of player community stuff really emerges at a later point in time.  
The closest analogue is the way some of the magazines operated as social platforms. Kevin Driscoll and I make this argument in a paper that we did about Softalk where we analyzed many thousands of letters to the editor, but basically BBS always remained sort of niche, and in that early 80s moment the enthusiast magazine was the only kind of like point of connection for people. But, you know, what constituted moderation is very much a venue-by-venue situation. So Softalk had this blanket—they would publish almost anything, that was their positional policy. I would say far more, the ability to know what the user was thinking was shaped more by editorial space limits and things like that. It's hard to get a sense of, I think, general disposition out of most of these materials from the period of the 1970s and early 1980s. You did not have game communities, you had forms of play like the arcade. But the community of play is not operating in the same kind of manner as you will see it by the time you get to the mid to late 1990s. 

Avery Dame-Griff: In the mid-1980s transgender folks had a well-developed print network of organizations talking to each other. Authors had adopted specific practices for print, and some of them transferred over to digital spaces, but not all. One example is the differences in how both spaces handled anonymity and privacy. While they were valued in both formats, there was an assumption of safety online that allowed individual to express themselves in ways that were contrary to community norms. For example, Mary Ann Horton donated an archive of one of the first trans mailing lists, CDForum, to the QDHP. It covers from 1987 to 1993 and because it was heavily moderated and access was restricted to members only, members felt comfortable discussing gender in ways that contradict the norm within the mainstream community. 
Also, in print community publications, editors had control over what was published. However, this doesn’t exist in the same ways online. So folks whose views fell outside the mainstream would choose to share their opinions online instead of in a letter to the editor that might never get published. You see this change most notably in spaces that are not moderated, like Usenet.  The person that would have been editorially cut out of print publications can, on Usenet, be very visible and reach a board audience.  A lack of moderation made it possible for new voices to enter. 
However, moderation can also stifle community development. This is the problem with AOL in the United States up until 1995.  They banned use of the terms “transsexual” or “transvestite” in public on the service. This kept folks from being able to communicate with each other. When the ban is overturned—and there is no clear explanation of why—that allowed trans users to have a space and become more visible.  So, by 1997 there is an article about the Transgender Community Forum and the author interviews a forum regular. As she tells it, within ten minutes of going on AOL for the first time, she put in the term “transgender” into the search bar, and she was suddenly talking to people that were transgender. So, as we can see moderation can shut things down, but it can also make things possible.

Leopoldina Fortunati: I would like to come back to the presentation by Deena, that I found very inspiring. Not only women are lost on the internet but also a lot of other people, populations, entire cultures who exist in the world but that are not online. So, Internet is geographically also structured in a certain way.  And this inspired me to ask a question: How do issues that are related to intersectionality—so race, class, disability, etc.—intersect with the historical dynamics of gender and the internet and web?

Deena: It is completely related. I don’t want to inspire you, I want to terrify you.  This is horrifying now, as I was explaining.  If you have time and you have privilege you can write your story and that is what ChatGTP will take. If you do not have time—most women do not have the time—again, they are out. This should horrify everyone. The way the system is built right now is going to encapsulate all these issues. They are not going to be heard at all. We are not being heard and will not be heard in this continuing AI. I am addict of Midjourney. If you type in black doctor treating white children, you will get a white male doctor treating black children, even though you have asked for something different. The amount of bias is horrifying.

Janet Abbate: I read somewhere that there were more Wikipedia entries on female porn stars than female scientists. 

Deena Larsen: The only thing that Wikipedia is going to take is “notable” sources.  For Danielle Steel, her entry is all about her divorce.  There is a major disconnection here and it is systemic and institutionalized.

Janet Abbate: We have a question from a colleague who is working on Internet history in Portugal.  And he is trying to figure out how to find women there.  

Laine Nooney: Often these companies will have retiree lists and ways to get ahold of older employees. I don’t know if you considered putting out a call for participation. If you are trying to find female employees who worked in these sorts of industries, you need to find a few of them and then they will connect you to everyone else they remember. And so, one thing I would do is to look in the towns where the company was. This worked for my research on the Sierra stuff.  It was like, the town itself where Sierra ran out of, was a fairly, to my advantage, small rural town in the foothills of California that did not have a particularly large population. A lot of people that previously worked at that company stayed there when the company shut down. They did not pursue any other work in the technology industry because their interest was not following the technology industry. But depending on the scale there are different kind of tactics. I also sent it to the radio stations and every online Facebook group and that is how I got people to contact me.  My doctoral adviser, who went to New Mexico looking for people that witnessed the Atari dig, got on the radio station to make a public call. Those kinds of tactics can be surprisingly effective to retrieve the social network. Some of those women still know each other. And then you, again, begin to use that as a way to map and get access to them.

Avery Dame-Griff: I would also very briefly add, depending on which aspect you are looking at. With BBSing and tracking down folks, sometimes those who used a platform or a technology will later join a group even if they moved.  As Laine said, tracking through Facebook groups is efficient. Even if they are not in the same place, they remember, “We all worked here. We all used this BBS and now we are reconnecting.”

Audience: I am doing oral history with people in my own family who were assembling circuit boards and involved in the kind of work that Lisa [Nakamura] talks about in Indigenous Circuits[footnoteRef:6].  My real difficulty is getting women to consider their own stories as interesting.  And there is too much of a gap between what I feel is my real theoretical commitments and how the women understand their own work. I would be really interested in understanding what have you found helpful in getting the conversation going on and, you know, bridging that gap between what is clearly of theoretical interest and how these women look at their own lives.  [6:  See Nakamura, 2014. ] 


Laine Nooney: My first question, or the question I would ask back to you, is, Why do you need them to take it seriously, in a sense? These are very common [attitudes].  I think sometimes an effective thing is trying to get people to talk about their work, to kind of describe their path. I don't know the exact angle you are taking on it.  I think I have often not tried to rely on oral histories to give me reflections about people’s sense of the significance of their role. It is more in the process of telling me about your life, your labor, what surfaces out of that, is a structure of feeling. Maybe then I will do a different kind of work with that.
 So, I think of it as, your job is to kind of get them to talk about whatever they can talk about, and then they maybe even slip around the subject of interest, but it is itself a historical observation at the oral history level.

Avery Dame-Griff:  I think Laine mostly said it best. When I am doing oral history, I start with the early life, and it feels comfortable. And you follow where they are going to go. And if they are not going to go there, that tells you something.  What shuts down oral history is when you push too hard.  I saw in the chat Janet, who is an expert, had a great piece of advice: ask about their particular experience.

Valérie Schafer: Maybe we can just finish with one or two sentences by each of you, starting with Cassius.  I would like to ask you if you see some blind spots—and they are probably many—in this history and trends related to history of computing, internet, the web, and gender.

Cassius Adair:  One of the things I am trying to do in my research is think about the conditions of employment for the historical actors I am looking at. I am not always looking at what draws them to tech, but what pushes them out of other communities.  I am using a comparative frame, where I look at trans women who were working in entertainment and sex work and working in bars, and asking why might somebody choose not to be in those industries and why might someone choose to be in those industries. Thinking robustly about the new shining technologies, yes, but also what that cultural and economic landscape was, and what attracted some and put some away from it.

Deena Larsen: I want to say, if you can’t beat them, join them. I put in the chat about wikipedia.org. And I know this is not an academic credit, but this is going to make a difference in the real world.  Get your stuff into Wikipedia as much as you can.

Avery Dame-Griff: For me, one of the big blind spots is addressing the everyday internet of the average consumer during the late 1980s or early 1990s. How were folks using these spaces? We don’t know a lot about that.

Laine Nooney: I think this reflects on your opinion, Avery. My most cancelable opinion is, I want more histories of major corporations. There is an assumption that we know the history of the mainstream, or the central economic actors, and we actually don’t. Or we don’t know anything beyond what journalists have told us. And it puts us in a precarious position. It is wild and silly that I wrote the first book about the Apple II. We need that for Microsoft and Commodore and AOL. You can’t dismantle or have a sense of how this happened without accounting for the real monolith of the economic control that those actors developed. 
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