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A N I TA C H A N

K A R E N RO D R I G U E Z ’ G

Research Lead

Research Lead

Associate Professor in the School of Information Sciences and
Department of Media and Cinema Studies at the University of
Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. Her research, teaching, and community
service interests include globalization and digital cultures, innovation
networks and the “periphery”, science and technology studies in
global contexts, and hybrid pedagogies in building digital literacies.
She received her PhD in 2008 from the MIT Doctoral Program
in History; Anthropology; and Science, Technology, and Society.
Her first book the competing imaginaries of global connection
and information technologies in network-age Peru, Networking
Peripheries: Technological Futures and the Myth of Digital
Universalism was released by MIT Press in 2014. Her research has
been awarded support from the Center for the Study of Law & Culture
at Columbia University’s School of Law and the National Science
Foundation, and she has held postdoctoral fellowships at The CUNY
Graduate Center’s Committee on Globalization & Social Change, and
at Stanford University’s Introduction to Humanities Program. She
is a Fiddler Innovation Faculty Fellow with the National Center for
Supercomputing Applications.

Director of the University of Illinois Office of Undergraduate
Research. As Director, she leads several campus-wide innovations and
initiatives designed to foster, support, and enhance undergraduate
research within the larger educational and research mission of the
university, including building best practice models in support of
undergraduate research; recognition of faculty mentors in tenure
and promotion; large-scale assessment of the impact/benefits of
research; and pedagogical initiatives fostering access to the research
process for underserved student populations. She is currently a
Fiddler Faculty Fellow at the National Center for Supercomputing
Applications, as part of a grant-funded year-long interdisciplinary
research community and pedagogical initiative foregrounding the
importance of the arts and humanities in global innovations. Earning
her PhD in History (Modern Britain and Empire) from the U of I, her
research interests include imperial/global networks of knowledge and
exchange, space, place and identity, and the science of teaching and
experiential learning, particularly in the humanities, social sciences,
and fine arts.

KARRIE KARAHALIOS

M I TC H E L L O L I V E R

Research Lead

Program Manager

Computer scientist and professor in the Department of Computer
Science, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. She is noted for
her work on the impact of computer science on people and society,
analyses of social media, and algorithm auditing. She is co-founder of
the Center for People and Infrastructures at the University of Illinois
at Urbana-Champaign. She received her bachelor’s degree at MIT in
EECS in 1994, ME in EECS in 1995, S.M. in Media Arts and Sciences in
1997, and a PhD in Media Arts and Sciences in 2004. Karahalios joined
the Department of Computer Science at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign in 2004, her research focuses on social media and
the impact of computing on society, including algorithmic bias and
methods to detect and analyze such bias, a field termed “algorithm
auditing”. Karahalios was one of the recipients of the National
Science Foundation CAREER Awards in 2007, of the A. Richard
Newton Breakthrough Research Award in 2008, and of the Alfred P.
Sloan Fellowships in 2010. She was named a University Scholar at
the University of Illinois in 2019. She has received Best Paper awards
for publications in the Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems (CHI) in 2008, 2009, 2015, and 2017.

An artist with a background in community programming and
organizing, currently he is exploring social engagement through
project management with the Community Data Clinic and the
Education Justice Project. In the past, Mitchell has worked with WTJU
91.1FM in Charlottesville, VA; Elsewhere in Greensboro, NC; James
Ranch, Purgatory, and the Herald in Durango, CO; and Ox-Bow School
of Art in Saugatuck, MI. Raised in the southeast, Mitchell relocated
to UIUC for an MFA in new media. His practice uses moving image,
sound, installation and performance to assert the value of durational
and embodied experience. His work has been shown in refrigerators,
film festivals, forests, books, dumpsters, deserts and museums across
North America, including the Kemper Art Museum, the International
Civil Rights Center and Museum, Ninth Letter, Big Car, the Krannert
Art Museum, the8fest, the Southeastern Center for Contemporary
Art, ACRE TV, the High Point Museum, Lawrence & Clark, Ex Teresa
Arte Actual, G-CADD, the Bridge PAI, 1067 Pacific People, Hairpin
Arts Center, the Hemispheric Institue, and Cucalorus Film Festival.
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O U R T E AM

A D R I A N WO N G
Graduate Assistant

Interdisciplinary scholar and classical musician Adrian Wong
focuses on hacking and data gathering as forms of resource
extraction, researching what the directionalities of flow of contested
information reveal about geopolitical power dynamics. A Fiddler
Innovation Student Research Fellow with the National Center for
Supercomputing Applications, he will be starting his PhD at the
Institute of Communications Research this Fall. Adrian draws
on semiotics, discourse analysis and ethnography to explore how
transnational agents undermine and reconfigure cultural and
legal understandings of intellectual property and the control of
information as a resource. Intimately engaged in the practice of
classical music, Adrian performed around Los Angeles with Midori
Goto’s community outreach quartet while studying at the University
of Southern California as a Presidential Scholar, and has collaborated
with orchestras across the United States, Spain and France. Adrian
learned meditation from his father–who had been a Buddhist
monk for ten years — and weaves elements of mindfulness and
concentration practice into his life and work. In his free time, he
daydreams about hiking high mountain passes, and offers lessons in
math and Kundalini Yoga.

R U O B I N WA N G
SPIN Intern

RUI LIU
SPIN Intern

J O R G E R OJA S -A LVA R E Z
Graduate Assistant
Graduate Student in the Ph. D. program at the Institute of
Communications Research in the University of Illinois at UrbanaChampaign. His background is Computer Science and History of
Technology. Have taken part in the design of public history exercises
in national libraries in Colombia within topics of media memory of
rural literacy programs based on a radio broadcast. In these exercises
of public history, the libraries emerge as spaces of dialogue between
historical documental archives and memories of users. My main
pursuit is to find ways and places for co-construction of collective
memory where the inquiry of the past empower communities to
imagine diverse futures.

JUSTIN TU
Research Affiliate
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came together to form an interdisciplinary learning community and class structure
for UIUC students and faculty. With the support of the President’s Office, the Fiddler
Innovation Fellowships, NCSA Culture & Society, the Illinois Program for Research in
the Humanities, Humanities Without Walls, and the Data & Society Institute, we’re able
to demonstrate a history of innovation across the campus and address the conditions
of community research on today’s campus. We function as a hub for developing
community-centered solutions for a data-driven world, focusing on:
•
•
•
•

I NT RO D UC T IO N

Community-based research utilizing data
Locally-launched community-tailored surveys
Evolving community archives
Diversifying data sets

The Community Data Clinic first launched Community Innovation as a course in
Fall 2017 in the Media and Cinema Studies department, and serves as a touchstone
for the foundation of an expanded learning experience that provides engagements
with innovative research and creative practice methods on topics centered around
innovation and technology.
In 2019 we expanded the course to integrate a cross-disciplinary teaching team and
focus “from accessible design to supercomputing cultures.” It enriches students’
experience through interdisciplinary teamwork and collaboration, fosters direct
engagement with diverse campus sites, and engages with community partners. Each
student creates projects through a demonstration of creative practice that will illustrate
how students can use arts, humanities, and STEM research methods to prototype new
innovations in the spirit of past case studies.
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Designed to study past and present cases of community-campus partnerships’ impact
on innovation, these classes illuminate new potentials for class spaces to be generative
of future campus-community partnerships and sustainable relationships around civic
scholarship. Robust community research collaborations would benefit from dedicated,
continued campus investment and, in turn, could provide invaluable material and
guidance for future study.
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The Community Data Clinic

PROJECTS

IS266: Community Innovation
Explore how local histories of Illinois innovations
help us understand today’s innovation trends
and processes, from contemporary accessibility
design and wheelchair sports and kneeling buses,
to computer-composed music, online education,
public media, and the popular Internet browser.

211

MACS265: Innovation Illinois
What are the social foundations to innovation
practices? How do they emerge? Who’s behind
them? What makes them transformative?
Innovation Illinois introduces the histories of
the varied, world-changing interdisciplinary
innovations from the University of Illinois.

CCCC

MACS590: AI+Democracy
In a world of “big data” and artificial intelligence
systems, how can we reimagine data practices
and pedagogies that are aligned with democratic
values, processes, and institutions? Mixed
methods will interrogate the development of AI in
the global context of neoliberalism.

IS590: Community Data
Data has emerged as an essential stake for
contemporary knowledge institutions and
governance practices, with potentials for
knowledge sharing and learning across diverse
data stakeholders in a range of domains in urban
policy and civic infrastructures.

C RC

Champaign County 211
The United Way, Champaign County Mental Health Board, Cunnigham
Township, PATH Crisis 211, and the Community Data Clinic are working
together to develop an intuitive web interface and robust data infrastructure to
encourage use and feedback for the directory. We study how service provision is
enhanced through access to a real-time web application designed to improve the
accessibility, accuracy and accountability.

Champaign County Community Coalition
Working in collaboration with recognized Champaign County community
leaders, the Clinic has worked to highlight the insight, agency, and expertise that
civic and community organizations hold in their approach to local challenges.
Equitable partnerships demonstrate how the use of data designed around
community-based needs and scaled for local action can empower researchers
with new forms of decision-making and agency.

Community Research Cooperative
This research cluster brings together an interdisciplinary and intergenerational
group of scholars from the U of I to address and explore theories and methods
in community-engaged research for research justice. By creating an inclusive
network that invites the core participation and intervention of leading
Champaign County community organizations, we produce flagship projects for
community-centered, socially engaged research practice.
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CO URSE S
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3 C HA L L E N G E S

SI LOI NG

It’s increasingly
difficult for
faculty and
students to
reach across
departments.

O F THE CURRE N T C AMPU S C L IMATE

AND O UR AP P ROAC H

D I S C I P L I N ARI T Y

LA ND GRA NT

Students rarely
experience
problem solving
outside of their
own disciplines.

A long history of
innovataion with
social impact
has been
obscured.
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design and wheelchair sports and kneeling buses,
to computer-composed music, online education,
public media, and the popular Internet browser.

211
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In a world of “big data” and artificial intelligence
systems, how can we reimagine data practices
and pedagogies that are aligned with democratic
values, processes, and institutions? Mixed
methods will interrogate the development of AI in
the global context of neoliberalism.

IS590: Community Data
Data has emerged as an essential stake for
contemporary knowledge institutions and
governance practices, with potentials for
knowledge sharing and learning across diverse
data stakeholders in a range of domains in urban
policy and civic infrastructures.

C RC

Champaign County 211
The United Way, Champaign County Mental Health Board, Cunnigham
Township, PATH Crisis 211, and the Community Data Clinic are working
together to develop an intuitive web interface and robust data infrastructure to
encourage use and feedback for the directory. We study how service provision is
enhanced through access to a real-time web application designed to improve the
accessibility, accuracy and accountability.

Champaign County Community Coalition
Working in collaboration with recognized Champaign County community
leaders, the Clinic has worked to highlight the insight, agency, and expertise that
civic and community organizations hold in their approach to local challenges.
Equitable partnerships demonstrate how the use of data designed around
community-based needs and scaled for local action can empower researchers
with new forms of decision-making and agency.

Community Research Cooperative
This research cluster brings together an interdisciplinary and intergenerational
group of scholars from the U of I to address and explore theories and methods
in community-engaged research for research justice. By creating an inclusive
network that invites the core participation and intervention of leading
Champaign County community organizations, we produce flagship projects for
community-centered, socially engaged research practice.
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CO URSE S
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CONTEXTUAL
Paying attention to the
environment to make
appropriate actions.

SOCIAL
Focusing on grassroots
leadership in contrast to topdown models.

PROTOTYPING
Learning by doing while
remaining accountable to
community stakeholders.

P EDAG O GY

We focus on a context-based, socially-driven
prototyping experience to:
1. Lay a foundation for students when they are
developing academic/intellectual competence.
2. Introduce fundamental artistic development,
creative practice, and humanities research methods to
students early in their careers.
3. Establish rich interdisciplinary relationships that
can shape student experiences well beyond their time
on campus.
4. Provide an interdisciplinary community between
students, faculty, and staff that can serve as a basis for
future undergraduate involvement in campus research
projects.
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DATA C L I N I C
CO U RS E M E T H O D S

Course pedagogy promotes student engagement, ensuring that they see diverse forms
of leadership in the class and provide opportunities for meaningful engagement with
each other.
Students hear perspectives from different parts of campus and share their views on
developments in and around their academic communities.

“Although these initiatives have made strides in progress for the Black
student experience at UIUC, the work is not complete...students
at the University of Illinois are still fighting for their rights from what
was proposed from administration over 50 years ago. Student
organizations are continuously creating initiatives to push for diversity
and inclusion on campus through educational programs, protests,
and social gatherings.”
- Media Undergraduate
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Intersectional Engagement
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Multi-Disciplinary Problem Solving
From early on in the class, students work together to define and explore common
problems—and pool perspectives from diverse discipines to ideate potential solutions.
An assignment asked students to observe the strategies and services that the cultural
houses use to address barriers of representation for inclusion and diversity today.
How do the center’s building and physical design assets represent that work, or
address a “politics of visibility” faced by the organization in the past or present? What
interdisciplinary partnerships are developing today that further those aims?

“I hadn’t heard any promotion about this cultural center until
this assignment...I didn’t know they had a house dedicated
for Asian American Culture. As an international student, I
[want to be] informed about this during my freshman
orientation and have a...field trip to this...special place.”
- Industrial Design Undergraduate

“They are both spaces that allow for an escape
from the stresses of daily college life, places
where you can sit for five minutes and just
clear your mind, or spend an hour and reflect
on where you are in life or see how others are
living and how their experiences are similar or
different to yours...It is easy to get lost in your
class material and the other stresses in college
student life, but by going to these spaces you
are reminded that other people are living their
own lives which are just as complex as your
own or that while you spend hours trying to fix
a bug in the basement of Siebel there is still a
whole world of things going on outside of that
computer lab.”
p. 22

- Computer Science Undergraduate

Another prompt asked students
to map their typical day on
campus and describe a favorite
spot in their college, and one
outside of it. By pooling those
selections together, they could
see consistencies in what
defines students’ favorite
spots on campus – what’s most
useful and user friendly from a
contemporary UIUC student’s
point of view? This is relevant for
the campus especially as it’s in
this new growth phase – which
spaces are used, and how?

UIUC has a long history of interdisciplinary innovation on the campus,
but there’s concern that these are harder to reproduce as students and
faculty become more “siloed.” One of our solutions in the class is to
intentionally enhance public engagement with students through:
•

Regular site visits to campus archives and research and design
hubs like DRES.

•

Participation in novel interdisciplinary events and spaces across
campus.

History of Inclusive Social Innovation

•

Working with off campus civic and community partners.

The project deepens explorations of UIUC’s long history of interdisciplinary
innovations that changed the world through inclusive and accessible design.

•

Partnering with Cunningham Township, a unit of the CIty of
Urbana that works with low income and below-the-poverty line
families, and aims to develop a data-driven approach to end
Homelessness in Urbana.

The case studies show how innovations developed via social collaborations
between STEM, humanities, arts and civic groups, demonstrating how one
technology product alone didn’t produce transformation, but how social
innovation was necessary to enable transformations to occur over time and
be sustained. This was true in the case of creating and empowering Landgrant
models, DRES, PLATO, the BCL, Project 500, and many other University
success stories.

p. 25

Sustaining Diverse Community
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LO C A L
COL L A B O R AT IO N S

Working in collaboration with recognized Champaign County community leaders,
the Clinic has worked to highlight the insight, agency, and expertise that civic and
community organizations hold in their approach to local challenges. Equitable CDC
partnerships demonstrate how the use of data designed around community-based
needs and scaled for local action can empower researchers with new forms of decisionmaking and agency.
We underscore the fraught histories and need for repair in the Midwest as the setting
for some of the most devastating acts of US racial dispossession and violence, from
genocide in the nation’s formative years to today’s rise of white supremacist militias
and predictive policing systems. Seeded in the Midwest, these tactics for oppression
spread to new uses to surveil workers in factories and fields, and patrol borders by ICE.
Our interdisciplinary team grapples with the complex histories and infrastructures that
reproduce racism in the Midwest, the nation’s “quiet” engine of white supremacy. We
will build public literacies and interventions on the specificities of white supremacy
outside cities, and the role non-urban zones in the US have played as resources for
racial capitalism, the carceral state, and the technological infrastructures for racialized
surveillance.
We co-designed two projects with local leaders to address these community needs in
Central Illinois by studying:

• 2-1-1 Social Service Provision in Champaign County
• Champaign County Community Coalition Evaluation Models
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Champaign County Community Coalition
We are working with the Champaign County Community Coalition and
the City of Champaign to evaluate community engagement models in
our neighborhoods and utilize that knowledge to generate more effective
and equitable programming.

Screenshot of the Champaign County Community Coalition website.

Organized in response to the police shooting of a local youth in
Champaign in 2009, the Champaign County Community Coalition
(CCCC) operates as a System of Care Network that includes local
government, law enforcement, social justice workers and communitybased service providers. Led by the City of Champaign Community
Relations Manager, Tracy Parsons, it addresses community issues
impacting the lives of youth and families around community violence,
trauma and mental health,and race-relations. Over the past decade, its
efforts have generated programs such as:
•

Goal Getters and Self Made Kingz: two groups that connect youth
to team building resources in underserved communities

•

CU Trauma and Resiliency Initiative: to increase the community’s
understanding of trauma and provide trauma-informed care

•

CU Fresh Start: a community-led effort to deter gun violence

While the CCCC has been able to develop robust community-responsive
programming, few resources or time is left to dedicate to collecting data
for its own institutional archives and self-assessment work.
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Tracy Parsons, Community Relations Manager, during an interview session on the history of CCCC.
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The research collaboration with the Clinic was launched to assess the
impact of CCCC since its founding. This partnership will create and
implement a research-driven model to record, measure, interpret,
assess and communicate the impact of CCCC’s efforts across
Champaign County. This will involve the collection and assessment of
qualitative data (interviews, archival research, survey-work) as well
as quantitative data (government open-data sets). The partnership
will build a model for historic archiving and assess the organization’s
growth and impact in other micro-urban contexts. We have initiated
data collection and collaborative evaluation of the impact of CCCC
initiatives, and plan to design and implement: survey and interviewing
tools to engage diverse organizational stakeholders and participants,
including in the greater community; analysis of civic open data to
interpret CCCC-related impacts on violence, educational or mental
health support in communities; and content analysis of media reports.
This interdisciplinary assessment model will provide CCCC with tools
to enable their own sustainable impact measurement, and strengthen
their ability to support effective programming, as well as amplify
arguments for new staffing for continued work.

Champaign-Urbana Fresh Start, part of CCCC and a community-led organization working to reduce gun violence.
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Community Violence Response Task Force, part of CCCC and aimed at holistic neighborhood safety and care.
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Champaign County 211
The Community Data Clinic is working with Cunningham Township, Champaign
County Mental Health Board, United Way, and PATH Crisis to develop and prototype
new features for online service provision.
Many social service agencies are dedicated to vulnerable populations in crisis,
but communication between them is irregular, with few resources for centralized
information and referral. With multiple volunteer-based public and private non-profits
supporting low-income residents while addressing homelessness, unemployment,
mental health, domestic violence, and other crises, it is no surprise that coordination
between all involved entities poses a challenge. The 2-1-1 service provided by United
Way and PATH Crisis is the closest thing Champaign County has to a central “do-itall” information and referral system, but it’s designed to work across Illinois and
couldn’t be expected to respond to all of our local needs perfectly. It was also originally
conceived as a phone hotline, with the online service directory receiving less attention
despite increased demand as more individuals turn to the web seeking information
(including providers like crisis line volunteers and case workers). Unfortunately, some
of these lapses in information have affected how local service providers and crisis
networks utilize 2-1-1, reducing it’s usage and impact here in Champaign County among
both organizations and folks in need.
To approach the problem, the Community Datta Clinic joined with Cunningham
Township and the Champaign County Mental Health Board (CCMHB) to develop a
prototype and pitch an updated version of the 2-1-1 directory. This led to research
and development sessions with PATH Crisis, United Way, and other social service
stakeholders, and ultimately the collaboration developed a plan for a new system. The
new 2-1-1 system would be housed in an intuitive web interface and data architecture
that would organically integrate user feedback, automatically update the database
through comments and notifications within the application, and reduce the overall
administrative burden.

PATH Crisis 211 at www.navigateresources.net/path in September 2020.

An initial round of collaborative work resulted in an overhaul of the PATH Crisis 211
online database navigator, with the redesign receiving significant positive feedback
from the service provision community. Specific features include a mapping feature
for locating services geographically; advanced filtering options for results; a new
protocol for service provider administrators; and the removal of mandatory exclusive
categorization by gender and other demographics.
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Our community and state-wide partners.

•
•
•
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To continue improving the service provision landscape, the Clinic arranged further
community partnerships to conduct interviews and data analysis with provider staff,
researchers, seekers and the greater community to continually assess conditions and
needs around 2-1-1 and social service provision at large. These findings have already
informed new designs aimed at:
Decreasing the steps needed to access accurate information
Tailoring information for seekers
Enabling seekers to provide real-time feedback to report incorrect information

The Clinic’s partnership with CT has gained seed funds for an undergraduate CS intern
to begin drafting the web application this summer, but will need advanced research
assistance and additional programming to finalize a proof-of-concept. Research plans
also aim to assess data from other 211 models in sites like Atlanta, Seattle, Washington
DC, Peoria, and Puerto Rico, to develop best practices that scale to the sites with
resources of Champaign county.
The screenshots reflect the recent updates to PATH Crisis’s online database. The
web page at the top reflects the functionality and interface of the system before our
collaboration, while the site on the bottom features the design changes and user
experience updates generated during our focus sessions.
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Mesibov, Marli. “Designing Experiences to Improve Mental Health,” Smashing Magazine, Oct. 2018.

Gathering feedback at NCSA
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Working with the SPIN Program
Ruby Wang is working with us to design a platform that is:
•
•
•
•

effective
easy to learn
efficient
safe

We have successfully deployed a new platform and are collecting
feedback from users, communities, and services providers.
Some of the problems we are trying to solve currently are:
•
•
•
•

Getting communities and user groups more involved
“Closing the loop” between seekers and providers
Encourage service providers to update actively
Empowering users to report problems

These are not problems that only our community is facing but
also all the other communities that are trying to provide useful
information and help users to find the local resources they want.
It is precious as a designer to have the chance to work along with
users, to ask their needs, design the prototype, then test out how
well the prototype is. Even it supposes to be the process of user
experience design on ideal textbooks, it is different in reality cases.
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Champaign County Resources current prototype based on Open Referral
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The advantage of the project is that we are able to
get in touch with users and information providers
of the application before making decisions and also
after finishing prototypes. There is always a gap
between user needs and actual designs, either caused
by lack of understanding, inability to implement
certain features or contradiction in communications.
We are working towards narrowing down the gap,
implementing novel ideas and providing new possible
features in our project.
We have successfully deployed the current platform
and are working on great ideas collected from users,
communities, services providers and also our team.
What our community is facing has the potential to
help all the other communities that are trying to
provide useful information and help users find the
local resources they want.
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C A M P US
IN IT IAT IV ES

Data, which has energized a variety of scholarly and industry research initiatives for its
potential to unlock new action-oriented insights, also undoubtedly extends potentials
for generating new civic insights around community research. This is particularly true
because data frequently represents activity within complex human-engaged systems
(whether state, municipal and public systems, privately run communication platforms
or research-related documentation), and involves various stakeholders—including
civic organizations and local communities whose lives and activities are touched and
impacted by the records represented.
Yet, community and civic groups have traditionally been overlooked as key data
stakeholders, research practitioners, or experts as the concerns of the IT industry have
come to dominate framings around “data,” and as data research norms increasingly
pivot around corporate-scaled “big data” needs (evidenced, for instance, in the forms of
data extractivism routinely practiced by industry researchers that not only raise privacy
alarms, but that arguably extend a politics of data colonialism). Data, in short, provides
a rich while largely under-utilized resource on which to:
1. Redress the need for strengthened research methods in civic scholarship as a
contrast and critique to traditional research practice

Community Research Cooperative:
Methodologies for Research Justice
This research cluster brings together an interdisciplinary and intergenerational
group of scholars from the U of I to address and explore theories and methods
in community-engaged research for research justice. This cluster aims to bridge
the campus-community divide by creating an inclusive network that invites the
core participation and intervention of leading Champaign County community
organizations, and that takes the U of I 2018-2023 strategic plan as a point of
departure to address the critical need to design and implement accountable models
for community-centered, socially engaged research practice.

2. Explore research methods to ensure reciprocal community-campus research
relationships
3. Leverage the shared expertise of community and campus researchers in
mutually-benefitting research partnerships.
We frame this approach as Research Justice.
Our plans for the 20-21 year include initiating a new book project—publishing an edited
volume on inclusive community research methods—and an invited speaker series for
Spring 2021.
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Strategic Research Initiatives:
Just Infrastructures
We have invited Mary Gray, MacArthur Fellow, to present in our series.
Mary L. Gray is an anthropologist and media scholar investigating the ways
in which labor, identity, and human rights are transformed by the digital
economy. Gray undertakes ethnographic research to explore the intersection
of personal lived experience with technology and digital culture, building
detailed and nuanced portaits of the societal impacts of technology on the
daily lives of nontraditional users and marginalized online communities.
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Her book, Out in the Country: Youth, Media, and Queer Visibility in Rural
America (2009), is a groundbreaking study of queer rural youths’ use of
digital media to negotiate emerging identities and to find community. Gray
uncovers new insights into how these processes play out specifically in
rural contexts and presents a powerful corrective to assumptions that the
only viable option for queer individuals to live with visibility is in urban
centers. She demonstrates that the multilayered strategies used by queer
youth to organize, support, and build community with one another traverse
online and offline spaces; the young people she observes not only consume
media texts but also create and share media inspired by their face-to-face
interactions and activities. In her most recent book, Ghost Work: How to Stop
Silicon Valley from Building a New Global Underclass (2019), co-authored
with Siddharth Suri, Gray reveals the underlying human labor that seemingly
automated systems require in order to function. She traces the historical
antecedents of this gap between what machines can and cannot do—what
she calls the “paradox of automation’s last mile”—from the piecework of the
textile industry prior to the Industrial Revolution, to practices of outsourcing
in the twentieth century, and, finally, to the invisible droves of individual
workers undertaking tasks via on-demand crowdworking platforms.
The work of this last category ranges from the mundane (tagging images of
furniture to optimize search engine performance) to the treacherous and
consequential (deciding if an image is pornographic).

“How we account
for one another
and the planet is
reflected in the
technologies we
design, build, and
abandon.”

Through her timely examinations of the ethical and societal implications of
technological advances, Gray sheds light on overlooked or intentionally hidden areas of
the digital economy and on the potential to shape more inclusive digital futures:
“Technologies have become de facto public squares that connect and envelop us.
They shape how we see (or fail to see) ourselves and one another. But there is nothing
about the nature of technology itself that can define us or foreclose our actions.
How we account for one another and the planet is reflected in the technologies we
design, build, and abandon. We animate and deploy technologies to express our
social, cultural, political, and economic realities. Technologies cannot replace our
humanness. They can only amplify and stifle what and who comes to matter.”
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