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Chapter 1:  Web Design, Culture, and Gender  

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

At the beginning of the spread of the World Wide web, utopian theorists assured 

the public that the web would offer people, previously marginalized from producing mass 

media, an opportunity to create and distribute their own media products.  Already a 

movement was underway for indigenous and minority peoples to communicate through 

other forms of technology to respond to the visual misrepresentation of their groups by 

filmmakers, television creators, and other media producers (Ginsberg, 2002).  The web 

seemed to be an antidote to these inaccuracies and exploitations. 

However, as Lisa Nakamura (2007) notes even though demographics show that 

ethnic and racial groups have gained increasing access to the Internet, it is inaccurate to 

equate this exposure with control over media representation.  Since “visual capital is 

created, consumed, and circulated on the Internet…rather than focusing on the idea that 

women and minorities need to get online, we might ask: How do they use their visual 

digital capital?”(p. 26). In terms of creating and circulating visual capital, the answer to 

this question is "sparingly."  In fact, eighteen years after the introduction of Mosaic, the 

first visual web browser, there is a dearth of designers in the United States who are not 

white and male. 

Recently, the disparity of gender and ethnic diversity has become a prominent 

topic of discussion for web designers themselves. According to one blogger, “If you’ve 
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been doing your rounds, you know that the big names in web design have been having a 

heated debate about the issue of gender and ethnic diversity in web design” (Dawson, 

2007). 

This discussion first began to circulate because of the glaring lack of ethnic and 

gender diversity among speakers and panel members at web design conferences. Jason 

Kottke listed the number of women speakers vs. men speakers for web conferences 

during the 2006-2007 time-period.  The most recent conferences listed are The New 

Yorker Conference 2007 May 6-7, 2007, 3 women, 21 men, 13% women speakers. 

(updated 2/28/2007); Dx3 Conference 2007 May 15-18, 2007, 5 women, 48 men, 9% 

women speakers; and An Event Apart Seattle 2007 June 21-22, 2007, 0 women, 9 men. 

0% women speakers.  (For the whole list, go to http://kottke.org/07/02/gender-diversity-

at-web-conferences retrieved Oct. 9 2011).  Clearly, there is a lack of women speakers in 

professional web conferences.  If, in fact, we trust the conference producers who say they 

are seeking gender and ethnic diversity in speakers and panels, we can only conclude that 

the cause is a lack of women web designers in the professional field. An underlying buzz 

is that the explanation for this gap is proof of an innate difference between men and 

women.  However, even Greg Papadopoulos (2006), chief technology officer for Sun 

Microsystems, one of the most successful technology companies in the world, refutes this 

argument.  Instead, he speaks to the ways women are kept out of engineering and science 

fields because of lack of support in the industry and further adds that lack of diversity 

will hurt the industry as a whole. 
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Although more attention has been paid to gender than ethnicity issues, some 

studies have demonstrated the difficulties that diverse ethnic groups face in terms of 

creating both conceptually and visually on the web.  For example, Mark Warschauer 

(2004) researched and helped teach web production to Hawaiian high school students and 

found cultural discrepancies between the students’ goals and the design constraints of the 

web. The first issue was that the ACCII system only allowed specific marks needed for 

the Hawaiian dialect by the students downloading an inconvenient software fix.  Other 

issues that emerged included what was considered private and what could be put on the 

web and how.  For instance, one student saw that original oral chants were written on the 

web, but no music accompanied the words.  The student wanted to add sound so that the 

chant could be presented in a culturally appropriate way; however, he also had to 

consider that these chants were meant for intimate settings and not mass media. Finally, 

the students encountered stereotypical images and discussions, such as women in grass 

skirts, and the problem that hotel owners had produced the majority of Hawaiian websites 

for tourists. The lack of accurate representation of Hawaiian culture on the web suggests 

a lack of Hawaiian designers expressing the Hawaiian culture. 

One web blogger surmised as an American Indian that the dearth of websites 

produced by American Indians comes from the fact that the culture is not one of self-

aggrandizement, which is the motive for so many websites today.  Perhaps this insight 

applies more generally to the lack of ethnic diversity in social websites. 

In fact, many areas of study can contribute to understanding why web designers 

are homogeneous: for example, educational avenues, the digital divide in terms of access, 
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attitudes of people towards technology, and recognition of the utilitarian value of the 

web.  However, here, I am interested in how the visual expression of the Internet, 

specifically as part of the interface, circulates a scopic regime that favors white males and 

minimizes both professional and non-professional web production by women and people 

of color.  I also investigate how one web designer from a minority group uses digital 

visual signs to respond to this scopic homogeneity.  As Nakamura notes, “women and 

racial and ethnic minorities create visual cultures on the popular Internet that speak to and 

against existing graphical environments and interfaces online” (p.72).   Yet there have 

been few studies about this cultural production struggle. 

Martin Irvine (2003) argues that in these postmodern times, “master narratives” of 

agreed-upon artistic standards have less value for individuals than the alternative 

aesthetics that come from the subcultures from which the designer emerged.  

Nevertheless, when I use the web, I mostly encounter visual design based on modernist 

systems that embrace consistency, rationality, linearity, Cartesian Geometry, and an 

expert point of view.  Many web designers defend these normative, visual standards as 

necessary for efficient web usability (See Binder & Helman, 2000; Nielsen, 2007; 

Weinman, 2003; Willard, 2001; Williams, J., Rohr, & Tollett, 2002).  However, these 

same principles have marginalized women and people of color.  Mary Klages states: 

 Modernity is fundamentally about order: about rationality and rationalization, 

creating order out of chaos. The assumption is that creating more rationality is 

conducive to creating more order, and that the more ordered a society is, the better 

it will function (the more rationally it will function). Because modernity is about 
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the pursuit of ever-increasing levels of order, modern societies constantly are on 

guard against anything and everything labeled as "disorder," which might disrupt 

order. Thus, modern societies rely on continually establishing a binary opposition 

between "order" and "disorder," so that they can assert the superiority of "order." 

But to do this, they have to have things that represent "disorder"--modern 

societies thus continually have to create/construct "disorder." In western culture, 

this disorder becomes "the other"--defined in relation to other binary oppositions. 

Thus anything non-white, non-male, non-heterosexual, non-hygienic, non-

rational, (etc.) becomes part of "disorder," and has to be eliminated from the 

ordered, rational modern society. (Klages, 2003) 

According to Olav W. Bertelsen and Soren Pold (2004), design that relies mostly 

on rationality overemphasizes the technical and cognitive aspects and under emphasizes 

the cultural and aesthetic qualities of the interface. As a result, the web hails a limited 

modernist subjectivity that disregards a user’s hermeneutic and interpretive processes and 

severely constrains a designer’s individual aesthetic.  Thus, even though, Nakamura 

(2007) argues that the diversity of web users has removed the idea of a normativity in all 

parts of cyberspace, Bertelsen and Pold explain how the web’s dependence on rational 

thinking restricts each user’s subjectivity and limits the range of web experiences. 

Design based on this strict modernist paradigm appears throughout the World 

Wide web and replicates through inclusion in web design books, seminars, classes, and 

electronic learning sites.  As in all fields, some people have more influence than others 

do.  In terms of longevity and publishing, some of the most respected educators of web 
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design are Jacob Neilson, Robin Williams, and Lynda Weinman.  By examining some of 

their work, there support of a modernist (and therefore exclusionary) design becomes 

clear. 

Neilson is the most overt in terms of constructing a scopic regime.  “Consistency 

is one of the most powerful usability principles: when things always behave the same, 

users don't have to worry about what will happen.  Instead, they know what will happen 

based on earlier experience” (Nielsen, 2011, Section 8, para. 1). In fact, “This means that 

they form their expectations for your site based on what's commonly done on most other 

sites.  If you deviate, your site will be harder to use and users will leave” (para. 8).  In 

other words, all web sites should look alike.  This statement is equivalent to telling 

everyone to dress the same way.  Certainly, these rules are fine if this design reflects the 

identity the designer wants to express or if the designer is attempting to interpolate an 

ideal subject position, such as a specific type of consumer.  Nielson, for instance, is part 

of the Norman Neilson usability group that works to teach business how to design e-

commerce websites.  But, consider peoples who embrace an aesthetics that celebrates 

disorder, pastiche, discontinuity, non-linearity, etc. or even art forms such as quilting that 

incorporate diverse styles, materials, and even time periods.  According to Nielson, 

people who express themselves in these ways are not visually welcome on the web.  

Nielson further eliminates a wide variety of aesthetic preferences in his “Top Ten 

Guidelines for Homepage Usability.”  Consider, Rule 9, “Don't Over-Format Critical 

Content, and Rule 10, “Use Meaningful Graphics” (Nielsen, 2011).  In Rule 9, he 

explains that designers should use graphics sparingly so as not to create unnecessary 
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distractions from the content delivered through written language.  The particular irony of 

that statement is that computer communication, of course, relies on visual icons for 

communication in terms of usability.  (In fact, the dominance of Microsoft and Macintosh 

Computers Companies occurred because of their use of icons.)  Computer icons do not 

have phonetic structure, instead they communicate visually, similar to hieroglyphic 

systems (Honeywell, 1999).  Additionally, when words do appear, they rely on 

typography, which is a visual aesthetic form itself.  Typography expresses connotative 

meanings using 10,000 fonts, which can be formed into more than two thousand type 

families (Honeywell, 1999).  It is absurd to suggest that computers meant for sighted 

individuals use visual aesthetics sparingly as no choice exists.  (Of course, computers are 

accessible for visually impaired people and a study of the use of audio aesthetics in these 

instances would be both important and fascinating!)  Furthermore, certain aesthetic forms 

rely on decoration and bricolage – visuals not attached linearly to linguistic content or a 

monolithic message.  In terms of Western Art, the use of decoration and accessories has 

been historically attached to women’s visual culture (Buckley, 2001).  It is not a far leap 

to make that Neilson is continuing a structure heavily entrenched in the visual art world: 

that the worth of women designers or artists is ignored (Chicago & Schapiro, 2003).  

Clearly, the elimination of visual imagery dissociated from text on the web is a method 

for discouraging certain aesthetics and, perhaps, even subtly suggesting that web 

Interface design is not for women who wish to remain attached to their aesthetic 

predecessors.   
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Although many people use the web for personal instead of professional reasons, 

traditional design rules that reify the status quo still apply.  As a case in point, Williams 

(Williams, 2000, & Williams, 2002) who teaches web design to people building personal 

websites) states that the principles of all websites are and should be “alignment, 

proximity, repetition, and contrast” (2000, p. 106) and argues for the creation of unity 

through the rules of alignment.  “Alignment simply means that items on the page are 

lined up with each other.”  When more information is on the page, the rules for alignment 

become stricter.  Alignment, she writes, creates “a unifying force” (Williams & Tollett, 

2000, p. 109).  Unity as an aesthetic concept expresses the modernist value of rationality; 

however, strict rules of alignment leave no room for something as internationally 

widespread as the aesthetics of Carnival.  Mikhail Bakhtin writes that Carnival embraces 

disconcerting juxtapositions and “rejects formal harmony and unity in favor of the 

asymmetrical, the heterogeneous, the oxymoronic, the miscegenated” (Shohat & Stam, 

2002, p.25).  It seems that Williams’s insistence on strict alignment would alienate the 

thousands of people who identify with alternative aesthetics throughout the world.  

Furthermore, as if to be certain of exile, Williams and Tollett (2000, p. 154) 

recommend that the “hierarchy of information is perfectly clear!”  (her exclamation 

mark).  In contrast, Donna Haraway (1997) argues for a feminist aesthetics for the web. 

Yet designers predominantly favoring hierarchical arrangements reify a modernist 

philosophy on the web that supports the status quo and veers away from any “subverted 

order, loss of centralized control, and fragmentation” (Irvine, 2011, Modern and 

postmodern: contrasting tendencies, para. 8). 
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A final troubling aspect of Williams’s instructions is her use of vague words to 

describe the goals web designers should try to achieve: “professional” (Williams 2000, p. 

105), “sophisticated,” “appropriate” (Williams, 2000, p. 110).  These terms are not 

universally agreed upon. Besides employing rules that all designers should follow, 

overtly excluding some people from using an aesthetic comfortable to them, the use of 

vague words (with a tacit – “we all know what these mean”- message) alienates people in 

subtle, yet effective, ways.   

Weinman seems to understand the inherent problems with sole reliance on the 

Cartesian Grid when she suggests that people avoid what she labels as rectangle-itis.  

Avoid Rectangle-itis 

We do a lot of site critiques for students who attend our school.  It didn't 

take long to realize that there was an undiagnosed disease on the web—rectangle-

itis!  This is a result of too many rectangles on web sites.  Rectangles are 

everywhere:  

Frames 

Tables 

Images 

Browsers 

 Rectangles make your users feel boxed in.  They divide the small amount 

of real estate that you have into smaller pieces.  They make everything on the 

page feel the same: predictable, boring, standard.  Sites that use too many 

rectangles feel generic and templated.  (Weinman, 2003,  17).   
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Yet, for some reason she suggests using a grid to avoid rectanga-litis.  She writes, 

“The grid itself is not a visible component—it just helps you align your text and images 

so your design has a sense of security and order” (Weinman, 2003, p. 17).  Like Neilson 

and Williams, Weinman returns to the modernist principles of order and rationality.  She 

does not even seem aware that she cannot move beyond this concept of framing the 

world.  Her advice does little good for individuals or groups who do not see rectangles as 

the most effective way to communicate in all instances.  

Faye Ginsburg (Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, & Larkin, 2002), argues it is not merely 

the visual product that influences real world relationships, but the visual technologies that 

produce hegemony by relying on Western ideas of reality that include “perspective, 

objectification, and surveillance” (p. 26).  As a result, the cultural context in which the 

technology is created excludes non-western, indigenous, and minority groups.  Haraway 

(1999) also emphasizes the need to look beyond visual design and to examine how vision 

itself has been used by patriarchal systems to reify power: 

 The eyes have been used to signify a perverse capacity honed to perfection in the 

history of science tied to militarism, capitalism, colonials, and male supremacy – 

to distance the knowing subject from everybody and everything in the interests of 

unfettered power.  (Haraway, 1999, p. 191) 

Considering a scopic regime exists through design, technology, and possibly even 

vision, it is unlikely that people who embrace an aspect of a marginalized identity would 

create web sites that express their identity.  In fact, this problem appears all over the 

World Wide web through Interface design based on already rigid rules and a dearth of 
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alternative aesthetics.  However, some individuals combine aesthetics from marginalized 

groups with dominant interface design.  My research question is how do individuals 

choose aesthetics on the World Wide web to express their identification with and support 

for a group generally marginalized from creating mass media?   

To begin answering this question, I provide a literature review to demonstrate 

how aesthetic signs and formatting that reflect gender and culture affect the participation 

and preferences of web users and designers.  Without evidence that aesthetics outside of a 

scopic regime have different effects than conventional web design, I would not have a 

foundation to argue that there is a need for more visual diversity on the web. 

In Chapter 2: Web Design: Signs and Practices, I extend the point that aesthetics 

affect individuals by introducing visual culture theory to explain how signs also influence 

the dominant society and non-dominant social groups.  I conclude my discussion on 

visual culture theory by describing how cultural resistance theory and theories of practice 

enable visual and creative responses to social inequality. 

After using these theoretical frameworks to describe the cultural context of my 

study, I explain the theories that I use to understand how an individual can become a 

media activist.  These theories explain how a person can navigate the constraints of social 

structures to forge an identity that enacts a poststructural agency to actively resist 

oppressive conditions.  I conclude Chapter 2 by explaining the life history research 

methodology that I use to discover how an individual who identifies with groups 

generally misrepresented by media and disenfranchised from web production created a 

website to advocate for these groups. 
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In Chapters 3 and 4, I apply the theories that I have described to the data I 

collected using life history research.  I create a narrative to explain how my respondent, 

who picked the alias Lucia, drew on her life experiences to choose a stance about her  

Latina and female subject positions and to acquire identities of an activist, artist, and 

entrepreneur.  In Chapters 5 and 6, I analyze how Lucia’s activities and choices as a web 

designer advocate for her ethnicity and gender and support the goals of her acquired 

identities.  Chapter 7 concludes by showing how my research provides insight into areas 

of digital resistance, media education, digital aesthetics, and new media production. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Although some studies (Oh, Cho & Leckenby,1999; Zhao, Massey, Murphey, & 

Fang, 2003) argue that a homogenized, transnational, web interface and communication 

style is developing, others (Fernandez, 2003; Haraway, 1999; Helfand & Maeda, 2001) 

assert that a non-hybrid state is no longer possible.  Jessica Helfand emphasizes that even 

the yearning for a universal web design shows the desire to reproduce power structures, 

“Minimize difference, maximize reproducibility.  Make it easy, accessible understandable 

to all.  This is the univernacular ultra homogenized and distinction free, the international 

language of the status quo” (Helfand & Maeda, 2001, p. 42).  Furthermore, Helfand 

embraces a metaphor based on the recognition that the Internet limits our peripheral 

vision through the square shape of the screen thus, “keeping us in the box” (Helfand & 

Maeda, 2001, p. 37).   

Helfand’s theoretical argument along with similar platforms by Klages (2003), 

Irvine (2003), and Bertelsen & Pold (2004) show that visual homogeneity based on 
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modernist principals reifies power structures and marginalizes some identities.  To 

support their position, I have created a literature review of empirical research to 

demonstrate how visual signs on the web affect the performance and preference of web 

users depending on their cultural and gender identities.  As a result, both theoretical and 

empirical research reveal that the push for and acceptance of the homogenization of web 

design is misguided and that what is actually needed is increased diversity of digital, 

visual culture. 

Cultural Diversity 

 

Albert Badre and Wendy Barber (1998) conducted the pioneer study about culture 

and interface design and attempted to find patterns of cultural elements within the web 

interface.  They eventually coined the term “cultural markers” to describe specific form 

and content within an interface that demonstrated an expression of culture.  According to 

Badre, 

Cultural markers are interface design elements and features that are prevalent, and 

possibly preferred, within a particular cultural group.  Such markers signify a 

cultural affiliation.  A cultural marker, such as a national symbol, color, or spatial 

organization, for example, denotes a conventionalized use of the feature in the 

website, not an anomalous feature that occurs infrequently. (p. 1) 

In order to discover which cultural markers appeared in websites and how they 

related to specific countries, Badre, Barber (1998) and their colleagues collected 

hundreds of websites by country, language, and genre (such as shopping, government, 
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and entertainment).  They then studied these sites to identify prevalent design elements, 

after which they looked for patterns of use within websites according to culture, 

language, and genre.  In the final analysis, they discovered that  

Cultural markers, or indications of belief systems, institutions, religion, customs, 

habits, preferences, biases and the like, are embedded in international WWW 

sites, both deliberately and subconsciously (i.e., the creator of the site is not 

necessarily cognizant of his/her own cultural phenomenon playing a role in how 

s/he designs the site) (Badre & Barber, 1998, p. 1).  

This finding was important because Badre’s goal was to find ways to make web sites that 

appealed to international users.  Discovering these cultural markers was the first 

indication that indeed culture, language, and genre are represented in interface design. 

Because of these findings and follow up studies, many cultural markers have been 

identified and matched with regional areas.  For example, cultural markers in the Middle 

East include menu columns on the right, elaborate text fonts, and green backgrounds.  

The government websites of Brazil are multicolored with no one color dominant while all 

other countries adhere to the colors already associated with that country i.e. red, white, 

and blue for the United States.  In the Middle East where sites in Hebrew or Arabic orient 

text, graphics, and links from right to left, as opposed to left to right or in the center, 

occur. 

Recognizing the web is a media with particular characteristics, other studies have 

found how culture affects specific elements of web design.  For instance, Radrnila Juric, 

Inhwa Kim, and Jasha Kuljis (2003) compared twenty South Korean websites to twenty 
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sites from the United Kingdom and found that the Korean sites used horizontal scrolling, 

while the UK sites were vertically oriented.  Wenyong Zhao, Brian Massey, Jamie 

Murphey, and Liu Fang (2003) compared 100 Mainland China sites to 100 United States 

sites and discovered that the Chinese used more animation and floating banners, and their 

home pages had larger file sizes.  The United States websites, however, had more options 

for personalization by the user.  

Of course, aesthetics inherent to regions and countries must be considered even if 

these aesthetics do not dominate cyberspace.  For example, European cultures associate 

black with death while many Asian cultures associate white with death.  Although green 

is associated with money in the U.S. and the Middle East, it is associated with criminality 

in France and certainly restrained Finnish interfaces would not appeal to people 

immersed in the Bollywood culture of India. 

While these studies demonstrated that culture does affect web design, other 

studies asked if and how these cultural markers affect the users.  In fact, Bertelsen and 

Pold (2004) argue that analysis of human computer interaction must include cultural 

effects of the interface to consider the users unexpected interactions, evolving 

experiences, and changing interpretations of their engagement with the interface.  For 

example, Dieter Fink & Rick Laupase, (2000) wanted to understand if culture affected 

interface preferences.  To conduct this research, they asked sixty Australian and 

Malaysian subjects use eight actual sites from service and retail industries.  Ultimately, 

the study results demonstrated that Australians preferred the Australian sites, and the 

Malaysian preferred the Malaysian sites.  Victoria Evers and Donald Day (1997) also 
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demonstrated that cultural design preferences affect user acceptance of an interface.  

Badre and Barber (1998) analyzed data collected from the 8th GVU (Graphics, 

Visualization, and Usability Center) WWW User Survey (Cultural Issues Questionnaire) 

and found that, indeed, the users’ cultural background affects both preference of and 

performance on a website.  

For conceptual purposes, Badre and Barber (1998) coined the term “culturability” 

to describe the combination of cultural markers with usability issues on the web.  In 

1999, Charles Shepard and Jean Schultz conducted empirical research using a computer 

program they had created called NIST webVIP (Visual Instrumenter Program) that 

tracked web users' paths to prove culture affects performance.  After contacting Badre, 

who became a consultant on the study, they decided to compare Middle Eastern and 

United States web sites since Badre had found that these sites had distinct differences.  

They then used cultural markers, identified by Badre and Barber, to create a Middle 

Eastern version of a shopping site created for United States users:  Edmonds.com (which 

sells cars).  The aesthetic elements and structures that they changed related to color, 

layout, ratio of text to images, visual emphasis, composition, and balance.  Specific 

modifications included  

• Green background, 

• Green borders,  

• Green text for links, 

• High volumes of text, 

• Colors used for highlighting instead of bolding, 
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• Low volume of graphics,  

• Text lines of 70 characters,  

• Text oriented right to left,  

• Bullets positioned on the right,  

• And links without underlining.  

They then had five people from a Middle Eastern background and five people 

from the United States use both the original and modified version of the websites in a 

number of different tasks.  After a statistical analysis of the results, they concluded that 

cultural markers do affect the users’ performance.  For example, they found that “on the 

United States site, the North American subjects responded correctly 96% of the time 

versus on the Middle Eastern site, they responded correctly only 76% of the time. In the 

case of the Middle Eastern subjects, they gave a correct answer 80% of the time on the 

United States site versus 85% of the time on the Middle Eastern site" (Sheperd & 

Schultz, 1999, para 2 under Discussion section). 

Although these previous studies examined culture, they did so by focusing on 

fairly superficial and traditional visible cultural symbols.  There are, however, some 

exceptions.  Wenyong Zhao, Brian L. Massey, Jamie Murphy, and Liu Fang (2003) 

adapted ideas from information theory to apply to Interface Design.  They compared 50 

of the most popular Chinese and 50 of the most popular United States websites and found 

that four measures of website design could be related to “informativeness.”  Kyu-Won 

Oh, Chang-Hoan Cho, and John D. Leckenby (1999) define “informativeness” as the 

amount of information the sender chooses to send to the receiver.  They then applied E. 
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T. Hall’s (Zhao et al., 2003) ideas about high-context and low-context communication 

cultures to their analysis of the content analysis.  In general, the Chinese are considered 

high-context communicators, while Americans are considered low-context.  High-context 

communication is often vague and indirect and relies on the context of the 

communication to give information.  Low-context cultures believe that communication 

relies mostly in the message, and more information should be put into the message itself.  

As a result, low-context cultures would be considered elevated in informativeness, while 

high-context cultures would have a low amount of informativeness.  Additionally, low-

context cultures are considered monochromic--people focus on one thing at a time--while 

high-context cultures are polychromic: people focus on many things at once.  

Zhao et al. (2003) found a statistically significant difference in terms of the use of 

animation and floating banners, elements that could be considered distracting, between 

the Chinese and U.S. websites.  As predicted, the polychromic culture, China, where 

people focused on many things at once, included these things on every web site, while 

only half of the U.S. websites did.  Additionally, the home pages of the Chinese websites 

were much larger in terms of file size than the American ones, which would also support 

the idea that the website is delivering information through context more than the 

American sites. 

Marcus and Emile W. Goulde (2000) also applied a previous theory about 

cultures to web design by relying on Geert Hofstede’s (1997) theories of culture.  

Hofstede studied IBM offices in 53 countries and identified 4 groupings that affect 

behavior in organizations 
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• Power-distance 

• Collectivism vs. individualism 

• Femininity vs. masculinity 

• Uncertainty avoidance 

Later, after developing a survey instrument for a Chinese company, Hofstede added a 

fifth group: long vs. short-term orientation. 

Marcus and Goulde (2000) compared websites from countries that had been rated 

in terms of Hofstede’s combinations. For example, Marcus and Goulde took the grouping 

of Power and Distance (PD) and used it to analyze a university site in Malaysia and one 

in the Netherlands.  Countries that score high on Power Distance have centralized 

political power and strict hierarchies, and obedience and authority are highly regarded.  

In low PD countries, hierarchies are more flexible, there is less difference in status and 

salary, and people may consider themselves equal.  (On an interesting note: low PD 

countries tend to have smaller populations, higher geographic latitude, and better 

economies).  In Hofstede’s rating Malaysia has the highest PD score and the Netherlands 

has the lowest. 

Marcus and Goulde (2000) found that Hofsetde’s theory held true when 

comparing the two sites.  The Malaysian site used symbols of hierarchy, such as the 

official seal of the university, photographs of people in power at the university, strong 

axial symmetry, and impressive buildings.  A top-level menu linked to explanations about 

the status symbols used on the site also appeared.  Comparatively the Netherland’s site 

focused not on status but on community, with pictures of students, photos of both sexes, 



 20 

an asymmetric (i.e., less rigid) layout, and the option of using a webcam for visitors to 

create their own tour. 

Marcus and Goulde (2000) then used these findings to extrapolate how Power-

Distance characteristics of a culture could affect interface design.  They included 

• Access to information: highly (high PD) vs. less-highly (low PD) structured. 

• Hierarchies in mental models: tall vs. shallow. 

• Emphasis on the social and moral order (e.g., nationalism or religion) and its 

symbols: significant/frequent vs. minor/infrequent use. 

• Focus on expertise, authority, experts, certifications, official stamps, or logos: 

strong vs. weak. 

• Prominence given to leaders vs. citizens, customers, or employees. 

Importance of security and restrictions or barriers to access: explicit, enforced, 

frequent restrictions on users vs. transparent, integrated, implicit freedom to roam. 

•  Social roles used to organize information (e.g., a managers' section obvious to all 

but sealed off from non-managers): frequent vs. infrequent 

 Marcus and Goulde (2000) continued their analysis using the rest of Hofstede’s 

groupings and compared websites from countries that were high and low on a particular 

scale.  As a result, they identified a variety of ways in which culture could affect interface 

design beyond choices of color, language, time formats, and preferences for shapes. 

The studies in this section can be divided into three types.  The first type, 

completed by Badre and Barber (1998) and Juric et al.  (2003), used a content analysis to 

understand cultural and aesthetic signs of websites.  These articles justified my decision 
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to include a content analysis when I considered the use of non-stereotypical icons on 

Lucia’s website.  In the second type of investigation, the researchers applied cultural 

frameworks developed by scholars from other disciplines to conduct a visual analysis of a 

website.  These include the web analysis by Zhao et al. (2003), who used ideas about 

culture from Oh et al. (1999) and Stuart Hall (1977), and the study by Marcus and Goulde  

(2000) who used cultural categories developed by Hofstede (1997).  This research 

inspired me to consider previously defined cultural attributes particularly when thinking 

about aesthetics that are associated with Latino culture.  The third and final category of 

study that was exemplified by Fink and Laupase (2000), and Shepard and Schultz (1999) 

relied on interviews of web users to discover if their cultural background affected their 

web experience.  Although I did not interview the users of Lucia’s site, I did have 

extensive conversations with Lucia about how her aesthetic choices related to her Latino 

cultural background.  In the end, all of the studies in this section were useful for my 

analysis because they demonstrated that cultural attitudes and traditions are expressed 

through the visual signs and multimedia in the web interface and they provided models 

for analyzing the web interface.   

Gender Differences 

Another aspect of the social environment that I examined in terms of its impact on 

interface design and web creators and users is gender.  However, it is first necessary to 

explain how third wave feminism allows me to use gender as a category of identity while 

avoiding the monolithic definition of women created during second wave feminism.  

Susan Archer Mann and Douglas J. Huffman (2005) describe third wave feminism as a 
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mass movement that is both a response to and an outgrowth of second wave feminism.  

They break third wave feminism into four chronological areas: identity politics, 

postmodern and poststructural theories, feminist postcolonial theory, and the interests of 

young feminists.  Though each of these perspectives approach feminism in unique ways, 

all of them are reactions to the homogeneous definition of woman used by second wave 

feminists.   

For instance, women of color introduced identity politics and the intersection of 

different aspects of identity to counter second waves focus on the concerns of white, 

middle-class women (Collins, 2000).  Identity politics considers the intersection of 

oppressions to demonstrate how a variety of identity constructions, such as class, sexual 

orientation, and race, affect the experience of individual women and specific groups.  As 

a result, unlike second wave feminists, third wave feminists acknowledge, support, and 

champion the qualities and goals of a broad range of women.   

Other third wave feminists used postmodern and poststructural theories not only 

to counter a homogenized description of a woman but also to critique even the idea of an 

essentialized self (Butler, 1999; Grosz, 1990).  The application of a postmodern 

psychoanalytic framework to feminist thought revealed that human beings become social, 

gendered subjects through discourse.  Consequently, gender and identity are not essential 

constructs waiting to emerge but are instead mutable and shifting discursive positions.  

Such a concept of identity has enabled third wave feminists to embrace multiple 

expressions of gender. 
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According to Mann and Huffman (2005) feminist postcolonial theory also 

undergirds third wave feminism.  This point of view challenges second wave feminists to 

understand their own “imperialist” positions and to recognize the diversity of women’s 

experiences and identities.  Through these challenges, white, liberal feminists have had to 

become reflexive and more open to a variety of female subject positions. 

According to Gaytri Spivak (1988), it is within postcolonial theories that women 

truly come to recognize their inability to speak.  Therefore, when white, liberal feminists 

claim to speak for all women, they are enforcing a double colonization on third world 

women that is both political and gender based.  Certainly, this is a serious charge and 

needs to be addressed, yet it also manifests a paradox that has lead to an important 

question that has challenged third wave feminism.  How can “women” address male 

oppression and dominance and still maintain positions and identities relative to each other 

as women? 

The final perspective that Huffman and Mann (2005) assert launched third wave 

feminism is that of young feminists who have seized upon and redefined feminism.  

Many of these young women, born after second wave feminist successes, are less 

concerned with structural problems and more focused on an individual woman’s desires 

and choices (Tong, 2009).  As a result, third wave feminism can easily embrace roles and 

behaviors rejected by second wave feminism, such as sex trade workers or full time 

housewives.  As long as an individual woman has made a choice that leads to feelings of 

empowerment, these women are feminists as defined by young women of the Third 

Wave. 
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Third Wave feminism calls for the understanding that women cannot be 

subsumed under one identity.  In other words, one type of women does not have the only 

access to all resources and cannot speak for others.  Because the Internet is a place where 

a variety of identities circulate, it is a reasonable to examine how ideas from third wave 

feminism can support the emancipation of women in “real” space in whichever 

intersections of identity they claim. 

A rich group of studies have already considered the relationship between women 

and communications technology.  This research has demonstrated how communication 

technology is definitely gendered and often this gendering leads to exclusion.  For 

example, historically, new technologies developed language to arbitrate technology and 

create a closed group of people (how many people really understand geek)?  

One of the first of places where gendering communications technologies appeared 

was with the introduction of radio, which had its first commercial broadcast in 1920 

(Anonymous, 2000).  In the mid 1920s, the creation of programs further gendered radio 

and re-enforced the image of women avoiding the public world to focus on private home 

activities: housework.  To that end, radio programs were developed about cooking and 

cleaning.  Alternatively, programs meant for men were about current events, politics, 

hobbies, and careers (Shade, 2002).  The late 1920s was also the time-period when 

women as audiences were ghettoized into the daytime entertainment hour and constructed 

as consumers of household cleaning items (i.e., soaps).   

When the next communications technology, television, entered the homes in the 

early 1950s, gendered themes similar to radio appeared.  The television industry 
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addressed women as consumers and workers within the domestic economy through 

advertising and special programming.  The frame of the television, like the computer, was 

the window from which the private world could see the public world, thus emphasizing 

the split between public and private.  In the twenty-first century, television has become a 

fruitful medium for scholars to investigate a variety of gender issues from genres 

targeting women to women’s depiction on television and women working in the 

television industry.  As Lynn Spigel (2001) has observed, television was welcomed into 

the home through existing social structures; currently it has become a space in which 

these social structures can be investigated.  

In fact, feminist methodology has been applied to a number of studies about 

communications technologies.  On the one hand, in terms of computers and the Internet, 

Leslie Shade (2002) wrote that she is not even interested in trying to make the Internet 

friendly to women because it primarily constructs women as consumers instead of 

producers or thinking beings.  On the other hand, Faith Wilding, Marie Fernandez, and 

members of subrosa asked women to examine critically the virtual glass ceiling and 

reimagine goals for cyberfeminists now that the utopian glow of digital technologies has 

begun to fade (Fernandez & Wilding, 2002). 

Fortunately, some people who agree with Wilding have applied feminist theory to 

new communications technologies, such as use of email and chat rooms, video games, 

computer science, and, of course, television and radio.  In terms of finding relevant 

research that applied gender theory to web Interface Design, I found a textual application 

of Hofstede’s cultural theory on gender by Marcus and Goulde; qualitative research by 
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Denise Agosto (2004); and a study that theorized how a woman used a specific visual 

metaphor to produce an empowering site by Tyrone Adams and Andrew Wood (1998). 

Nakamura who is well known for her scholarship on the intersection of race and 

the Internet, also considered gender and visual culture in her book Digitizing Race: 

Visual Cultures on the Internet.  She was mostly interested in how the interface both 

constructs and is constructed by the user.  In one study, she researched how adolescent 

girls chose “aim buddies” and other Internet messaging (IM) icons to represent their 

online identity.  Though the girls had to navigate aesthetic and technical constraints, 

particularly the small size of the IM window, their choice of buddy icons often addressed 

gender, race, and nationality.  A website was even created to offer choices beyond the 

corporate produced icons that never addressed race or nationality.  The corporate icons, 

however, did offer traditional feminine imagery such as “kittens and flowers” (p. 44) and 

the site badassbuddies.com responded to these by offering girls buddies that portrayed 

alcohol and drug use, passing gas, sexual acts, and other imagery generally associated 

with adolescent boys.  Nakamura, however, warned that although IM sites are potential 

places for visual resistance, girls usually engage with these sites to build relationships 

with other IM users.  Nevertheless, she concluded  

Aim buddies reflect a particular moment in our collective digital history in which 

mainstream youth culture is beginning to present a challenge to the corporate and 

hacker/engineer/hippie countercultures that preceded it.  (Nakamura, 2007, p. 52)  

Like Nakamura, Mary Kearney (2006) also researched how girls used the World 

Wide web to respond to their misrepresentation within a patriarchical, capitalist culture.  
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Kearney’s methodology combined surveys of twelve female web producers with a textual 

analysis of their products.  She interviewed young women who produced websites within 

the context of Zine culture, an underground self-publishing movement that bypassed 

corporate structures and circulated youth produced magazines.  Youth feminist culture 

identified by the moniker of Riot Grrls proliferated in the mid 1990s when the last 

corporate produced feminist leaning youth magazines stopped publishing.  In their place,  

magazines such as YM, fed female youth a stream of images and messages instructing 

them to embrace conventionally feminine attitudes and behaviors. 

Similar to the motivation behind my research, Kearney was interested in how 

members of a group not generally associated with media productions created web sites 

despite cultural and technical obstacles.  In order to understand this process Kearney 

researched female web producers who ranged in age from 18 to 29 with an average age of 

22.2, but had been actively engaged with the World Wide web for an average amount of 

7.1 years.  Kearney asked girls about their previous web experiences to find out how they 

developed the necessary skills and commitment to produce websites.  All but three of the 

respondents had taught themselves HTML by studying the code of sites they visited.  

Similar to my respondent, none of them had learned web production in school.  

The girls said they were motivated to learn how to make web sites because they 

wanted to help spread messages about girls that countered the dominant ones.  Like my 

respondent, they saw the web as a way to promote the goals they had defined for 

themselves outside the virtual world.  Additionally, like Lucia, they not only used their 

websites for communication, but for entrepreneurship.  These purposes were adequately 
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addressed by web created distros, sites that sold zines and products promoting Riot Grrrl 

and other female powered alternative movements. 

Although the philosophy behind the cultural production was alternative to the 

dominant, all but one of the distro owners embraced conventional visual principles in 

service to navigation and an uncluttered aesthetic.  The designers complained about 

experiences on other sites where they felt frustrated by confusing navigation.  They 

preferred web site styles that embraced the visual principles espoused by the influential 

web designers, Nielsen, Williams, and Wollet that I wrote about above.  They described 

their aesthetic preferences using terms like clean, neat, put together, accessible, 

uncluttered, appropriate, pleasing, and related to the content (Kearney, 2006 p. 275 and 

276).  Kearney herself refers to design rules that include alignment, unity, consistency, 

and professionalism.  Along with these modernist aesthetics, the girls used conventional 

visual principles by using pink and pastels to make a nod to their gender. 

Of course, none of these principles are wrong and may be the most effective ones 

to use to support their entrepreneurship.  However, when considering the aesthetics of the 

non-virtual zines that were the motivation for as well as sold on the distros, these visual 

choices are surprising.  For instance, Kearney constructed a fascinating description of 

zine aesthetic history in which she links zine aesthetics to previous counterhegemonic 

visual strategies such as Dada, the Situationists, Punk, and Carnival culture.  She 

described how these practices were meant to differentiate cultural products that 

communicated a dominant capitalist ideology.  
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These aesthetic choices included hand written text, the juxtaposition of printed 

letters from various sources to create words mimicking a stereotypical ransom note, and 

the use of archaic technology such as typewriters and generic typeface.  In terms of 

images, many of these zines used unconventional images of women, an appropriation and 

queering of commercial feminine children’s culture, punk inspired aggressively hand 

drawn illustrations, and the inclusion of women of color.   

Kearney labeled these aesthetics transgressive (2006, p. 167), and it can be argued 

that these visual signs did not translate to the web because of navigation issues.  

However, this circumstance brings up some significant questions.  For instance, what is 

the actual potential of a mass produced medium to effectively support alternative 

aesthetics?  Also, are virtual and electronic conventional aesthetic spaces simply better at 

hiding hegemonic structures than print and other material representations?   

As with any research about technology, Kearney’s study occurred before the 

advent of many innovations that may now change the aesthetic approach of girl zine 

producers.  Unfortunately, electronic zines seem to have lost some of their popularity, 

though printed zines are still distributed through do it yourself websites like Etsy.  What 

is significant about Kearney’s work for my study is that she historically situates female 

cultural production intended for emancipatory purposes, identifies transgressive aesthetic 

signs and practices, and considers the transition from print to electronic scopic practices.  

As a result, Kearney’s observations and insights produce a foundation for my research 

that justifies an in-depth study of recent, female cultural production that employs 

alternative aesthetics on the web for libratory purposes.  
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Although, Marcus and Gould (2000) were not focused on the relationship of 

gender to the World Wide web for emancipatory purposes, they were interested in the 

possible effects of gender on the web interface.  As they had with culture, they referred to 

Hofstede (1997) who divided gender into the traditional roles, not physical 

characteristics, of masculine and feminine.  Traditionally, men are assigned roles of 

competition and aggression while women are assigned to nurturing children and the 

home.  He found that countries that scored high in more feminine characteristics 

challenged and collapsed these distinctions while masculine countries retained rigid 

gender roles.  Customary masculine work roles include challenges, advancements, and 

recognition while customary female work roles include creating good relationships with 

peers and supervisors, job security, and comfortable working conditions.  

Marcus and Gould (2000) then took these distinctions and applied them to web 

design.  They thought that higher masculinity cultures would have websites with the 

following characteristics (p. 16): 

• Traditional gender/family/age distinctions 

• Work tasks, roles, and mastery, with quick results for limited tasks 

• Navigation oriented to exploration and control 

• Attention gained through games and competitions 

• Graphics, sound, and animation used for utilitarian purposes 

Whereas, feminine cultures would emphasize: 

• Blurring of gender roles 
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• Mutual cooperation, exchange, and support, (rather than mastery and 

winning) 

• Attention gained through poetry, visual aesthetics, and appeals to unifying 

values 

Marcus and Gould gave examples from countries to demonstrate that countries high on 

the masculinity scale design around issues of gender while countries low on the 

masculinity scale do not strongly consider gender difference in terms of aesthetics on and 

functions of websites. 

A 1998 study by Adams and Wood related gender to technology in a different 

way than Marcus and Gould by focusing on how design historically immersed in 

feminine culture enabled Kath Daliberti to build a site to achieve a specific personal goal.  

In March, 1995, Daliberti’s husband, David, and Bill Barloon, who were working in 

Kuwait, inadvertently stepped into Iraqi territory and were captured by the Iraqi 

government.  Daliberti continuously heard conflicting media reports about the status of 

her husband while the U.S. government instructed her to leave matters to them and to 

wait at home. 

According to Adams and Wood (1998), this wait turned her home environment in 

to one of anxiety and confusion.  To combat this anxiety and try to help her husband, 

Daliberti created “The Yellow Ribbon Project” to invite people (through her home page) 

into her “home” to work with her to help her husband.  The site had press releases, 

archived emails, and created links where people could write to officials.  Daliberti’s goal 
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was to have the Iraqi government read the site and to bypass the gatekeepers who tried to 

limit her ability to communicate with them directly. 

Adams and Wood (1998) were very interested in how technology could be 

appropriated from a tool designed to keep women home (as in the 1950s) but instead 

could be used for female empowerment.  They situated their analysis of Daliberti’s site 

within feminine visual culture by focusing on a quilting metaphor as a way to express 

multiple narratives and create community.  For them quilting provided a metonym for 

community, liberation, and safety, a sign also chosen by AIDs activists. 

Though more focused on the information architecture than the visual interface, 

Adams and Wood (1998) do note the inherent connection between these two parts of web 

design.  For example, the interface had separate panels where people could upload 

information; therefore, no one dominated the narrative and no one was controlling author.  

Without having a visual structure to support the growth of community, people outside of 

the dominant power structure could not voice their opinions.  However, through the 

connection of their computers and stories, the “quilters” had a voice.  

In 2001, Diane Agosto (2004) conducted a study and found that, like the women 

who used Daliberti’s site, girls used technology as a tool for communication rather than 

information.  In terms of site architecture, the girls liked flexibility in site navigation 

(again like the women in Daliberti’s site), whereas boys preferred a linear structure.  

Agosto built on these findings by examining whether gender differences also affected 

preferences for content.  However, for this study, Agosto did not divide participants into 

male or female by physical characteristics but instead gave eleven girls the Bem Sex-
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Role Inventory (BSRI) to determine feminine or masculine leanings.  The girls were then 

interviewed about their experiences using specific sites.  Agosto’s study revealed that the 

girls who scored higher on the feminine scale focused on visual aesthetics, specifically, 

graphics and multimedia, while the ones who scored higher on the masculine scale 

gravitated towards subject content.  Agosto’s studies clearly make a case for further 

examination about if and how a girl or woman’s embrace of traditional gender roles 

affects her relationship to the web and, if so, how that can support her production of 

empowering web sites. 

Although actual studies of gender and interface design are rare, the historical 

context and pattern in which women are involved with communications technology 

suggests that, in fact, gender bias would likely be inherent in computer technology and 

the Internet.  The few studies that have examined the relation of gender to the Internet do 

show that gender differences appear in a variety of ways including target audience, visual 

design, and navigation.  As a result, examining gender as a construct that could affect 

Interface design and Internet uses would likely reveal instances in which women become 

dissuaded from using the Internet for empowerment, and perhaps reveal other examples 

where girls and women used the Internet to accomplish political, social, economic, and/or 

personal goals. 

CONCLUSION 

The above studies employ extremely useful categories from which to examine 

websites constructed by people normally marginalized from creating mass media, 

particularly those identities based on race, ethnicity, and gender.  Recent statistics show 
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that women make up 51 percent of the population in the United States, yet women own 

only 6 percent of radio and television stations.  Additionally, ethnic and racial minorities 

make up 33% of the U.S. population, yet only own 7.7% of long-range radio stations and 

3.26% of television stations.  It should be noted that the percentage of ownership for 

women and minorities in the communication industries is far less than in other industries 

(Turner & Cooper, 2007).  Because the web is not prohibitively expensive, is not 

dependent upon gate keepers for distribution and content, and is accessible through 

libraries and Internet cafes, it seems that the most viable way to hear from women and 

minorities through mass media is to encourage their production of websites without 

losing their own voice and desires.  Although the above studies make a coherent 

argument in demonstrating that, in fact, each culture and sub group relates to specific 

types of aesthetics on the web, only Adams and Wood (1998) focused on a site by a 

specific member from a disenfranchised group who used the web to reach a particular 

goal.  Because the web is a space for potential empowerment for marginalized identities, 

it is important to build on these studies to find out how more members from these groups 

have effectively used web design, specifically visual aesthetics, to communicate through 

the web.  By discovering patterns that make these sites successful in terms of design 

choices, a foundation can be constructed to make web design appealing and meaningful 

to a wider variety of people. 
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Chapter 2: Web Design: Signs and Practices  

VISUAL CULTURE THEORY 

This chapter examines how the visual interface on the Internet exacerbates the 

digital production divide by constructing a colonized visual space and how postmodern 

authorship practices can resist this marginalization.  I argue that aesthetics based on a 

modernist, rational paradigm inhibits women and people of color from using the web for 

cultural resistance.  I apply visual culture theory to understand how visual signs can 

circulate power relationships.  I also introduce cultural resistance theory to explore the 

concepts behind a potential reaction against these arrangements.  I then explain the 

history behind the Cartesian grid, a dominant visual framework on the web interface, and 

how it has circulated hegemonic structures through the evolution of visual technologies.  

Finally, I examine the potential for someone to escape determination by visual structures 

and produce a personal visual vocabulary by enacting a postmodern agency and claiming 

authorship. 

Nicholas Mizzerof (1998) breaks down the three parts of visual culture theory to 

the images, the context within which we see images, and the subject position from where 

we see these images.  Using this framework as a base for my research, I will establish the 

images as the interfaces on the World Wide web and the context as cyberspace.  In this 

section, I will further embed my research in visual culture theory through an examination 
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of how subject positions are constructed for viewers on the web and eventually explore 

the subject positions of some visual producers in cyberspace.  

Visual culture theories assert that complex social relations produce all visual 

artifacts (Jeffries, 2001) in service of maintaining or challenging social hierarchies.  The 

term visuality describes the intersection of power with visual representation (Mirzoeff, 

1998).  Hence, visual culture theory is not a subset of art history or criticism.  It does not 

look for ways to judge visual artifacts in terms of aesthetic qualities but rather to 

understand the social production and effects of images.  The goal is to unframe 

hierarchies and differentiate cultures through the various rules and codes used to produce 

visual objects and images; it is not to create a visual status system (Rogoff, 1998).  Visual 

culture asks about “how bodies of thought produced a notion of vision in the service of a 

particular politics or ideology and populated it with a select set of images, viewed 

through specific apparatuses and serving the needs of distinct subjectivities” (Rogoff, 

1998, pp. 21).   

For example, Bertelsen and Pold (2004) use a visual culture perspective to explain 

that as part of an Office suite, Microsoft Word defines its interface as a writing tool that 

controls the page and the user as a worker in charge of content.  Of course, the user can 

make changes to margins, indents, spacing and other areas of the layout, but because 

these formatting changes hide under menus and jargon, Word creates a hegemonic and 

potentially frustrating interaction with the page.  More than once, after spending too 

much time trying to change a layout element in Word, I have discovered multiple Internet 

threads created by other frustrated users dealing with the same issue.   
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Besides describing users as workers with limited control, Word also limits the 

definition of writing as ether business or academic.  As a result, the writer is offered 

tables, bullet points, and lists.  But, as Bertlesent and Pold (2004) point out writing 

supports many genres and notes that Word does not offer 

Support for creativity in the cultural, literary domain.  It does not offer 

inspirational hints (e.g. by implement Brian Eno’s Oblique Strategies), it does not 

help poets or songwriters by suggesting words that rhyme or fit into the meter and 

rhythm, and for contemporary poets and playful souls there are neither algorithms 

for combinatory poetry. (p. 29) 

Bertelsen and Pold’s example demonstrates how a visual culture perspective can explain 

how an interface can hail subject positions, create power relationships, and mediate 

aesthetic interpretations.  Their analysis supports the foundational principals of visual 

culture that assert there is no such thing as a neutral object nor an “eternal definition of 

art and design” (Barnard, 1998, p. 125).   

However, it is necessary to explain that visual cultural theorists do not use this 

concept to slide into relativism, but instead focus on how an individual culture at a 

specific time and space constructs and uses rules of art and design.  Visual culture 

theorists and researchers attend to local and partial knowledge which can then be 

contextualized within the larger social, political, and economic world (Haraway, 1999).  

As a result, visual culture theory situates research about visual artifacts within a 

perspective that recognizes how visual culture can construct and reproduce power 

relations and how people can use visual artifacts to challenge and remodel this hierarchy.    
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In this section I will demonstrate how interface design, and even computers 

themselves, are stuck, more often than not, within a rationalist, modernist paradigm that 

produces and reifies a visual scopic regime.  This scopic regime, often labeled the 

Cartesian perspective, developed during the fifteenth through seventeenth centuries out of 

the evolution of central perspective, the increased popularity of the camera obscura, and 

the acceptance of the philosophy of René Descartes.  As a result, these historical 

developments embedded an acceptance visually, ideologically, and philosophically of the 

Cartesian perspective as the framework for understanding and signifying material reality.  

A variety of scholars including Jonathan Crary (1998), Martin Jay (1998), Lev Manovich 

(2002), Brenda Laurel (Garvey et al., 1995), and Allucquére Rosanne Stone (Garvey et 

al., 1995) have analyzed and challenged the hegemonic effects of the Cartesian 

perspective within western culture.  However, this perspective has many adherents 

among software and graphic designers, as attested to by Anna Munster’s (2006) account 

of people wearing “I heart Descartes” t-shirts at a 1995 SIGGRAPH panel.  Nevertheless, 

as popularly acknowledged, the Cartesian grid is embedded within computer software, 

design, and technology.  Using visual culture to examine the relationship between the 

visual and social power reveals that the hegemonic effects of the grid must discourage 

individuals in non-dominant groups from using the web for empowerment. 

The Social, Cultural, and Mathematical Development of the Cartesian Grid 

Basic elements of perspective had been used as far back as the ancient Greeks, but 

thinkers in the Renaissance introduced central perspective.  The discovery of linear 

perspective within a systemic body of knowledge is attributed to the Florentine sculptor 
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and architect Filipo Brunelleschi around 1413; however, the conceptual foundations were 

not written until 1425 by Leon Alberti (Bell, 2008). 

Alberti describes a step-by-step procedure for the portrayal of parallel lines 

passing to the centric point (later called the vanishing point) and determination of the 

correct intervals for horizontal lines at progressively deeper positions in space (see fig. 

2.1).  On the basis of the resulting construction (a kind of tiled floor), any given form can 

be drawn in space in due proportion (Arnheim, 1974). 

Rudolph Arnheim (1974) argues that only one culture at one time created central 

perspective because it only reflected the cultural beliefs of one culture, specifically 

fifteen-century Europe.  During this time, Europe moved away from relying on spiritual 

explanations and the monarchy to explain lived experience and instead became interested 

in scientific explanations and the reasoning of the individual (at least, the individual, 

white male).  Similarly, central or one-point perspective came out of a search to represent 

the physical world in the way that the individual human eye saw the world according to 

scientific principles.  Arnheim asserts that other cultures did not discover central 

perspective because they lacked interest in the mechanical exactness produced from a 

scientific worldview.  However, for Europeans mechanical exactness laid the foundation 

for representation of an objective truth that would not be spoiled by the artist’s hand or 

vision.  

Essentially, lines were drawn from points of an object’s frontal side towards the 

eye of the artist creating a pyramid shaped cone.  The eye of the artist was the apex of the 

pyramid and the apex of the symmetrical pyramid lay at the vanishing point in the picture 
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plane.  (For a more complete explanation of the history of perspective, see 

http://www.handprint.com/HP/WCL/tech10.html.)  For viewers to see the image through 

the artist’s perspective, they had to stand where the artist had when creating the image. 

 

Figure 2.1: Giacomo da Vignola (b. 1507, Vignola, Bologna, d. 1573, Roma).  This 
illustration shows how the observer’s point of view is for understanding and 
reading the image as the artist intended. 

A glass grid mediated the lines between the plane and the human eye so the artist 

merely had to draw the lines that appeared within the grid.  “The squared grid was the 

key to the Renaissance invention of linear perspective, a conceptual tool by which 

painters could represent an abstract model of the world” (Talbot, 2010, para. 1 ).  Figures 

2.2 and 2.3 show artists using such an apparatus.  
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Figure 2.2:  From Albrecht Dürer Underweysung der Messung (Durer, 1532) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Man Drawing a Lute (Albrecht Dürer 1525) 

In order to see central perspective in a way that most approximated the “reality” 

the painter tried to express, the viewer had to stand in the exact place the artist had in 

relation to the canvas.  However, despite the constrained positioning of the viewer, 

central perspective was not a faithful representation of reality, and in order to fool the eye 
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into seeing three dimensions, many visual distortions had to be made (Arnheim, 1974).  

As a result, expression of material truth in fifteenth-century Europe relied on a foundation 

of visual distortions (Jay, 1998; Panofsky, 1924). 

For example, Renaissance perspective relied on medieval ideas about vision 

“creating a visual pyramid in order that the ’intentional essences’ could enter the eye.  

The point of this pyramid was thus to be located at the eye of the spectator, giving one 

point perspective its name” (Mirzoeff, 1998, p. 54).  Another distortion was the belief 

that the mechanical and therefore the measurable and controllable could reveal “reality,” 

and so human feeling, imagination, and situated knowledge were all disparaged. Finally, 

linear perspective was based on the idea that an objective truth could be discovered and 

represented through geometric rules.  The goal was to show a space as if the viewer were 

looking through a window or a rectangle, which is also the shape that has been carried 

over to today’s computer screens.  Hence, the grid helped lay the foundation for a scopic 

regime based upon three philosophical beliefs: a single, correct point of view; mechanical 

knowledge as superior to human knowledge (Arnheim, 1974), and one observable and 

understandable objective truth. 

The Grid as a Tool of a Marginalization 

By examining the social structure of the countries during the time in which linear 

perspective was developed, we can see how the ideas represented by the grid kept women 

from producing art.  [I have already commented on the relation of linear perspective to 

other cultures, who had little interest in it (Arnheim, 1974.)]  For instance, one point 

perspective was assumed to be from the perspective of a male (Pollock, 1998). 
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Additionally, Alberti’s treatise relates the system of representation to the proportions of 

the male body (Chadwick, 1990).  The goal for one-point perspective and the grid system 

was meant to show the material world, which could be understood by eliminating error 

from the human eye through the use of scientific and mechanical intervention (such as the 

camera obscura).  Furthermore, the way to understand truth was through math and 

science.  During this same time, women were forbidden access to the scientific 

community and, thus, became conveniently ostracized from access to constructing 

relevant art or thought. In fact, as feminist theorists have demonstrated, both the ideas of 

objective truth and an impartial observer were meant to marginalize women (Anderson, 

2007; Haraway, 1999). 

In “Modest Witness@Second Millenium.FemaleMan©Meets Oncomouse” 

(Haraway, 1997), Donna Haraway traces the history of the objective, male perspective in 

a historical narrative about experiments with an air pump.  Acting as objective witnesses, 

men certified the truth of scientific experiments.  It was believed political or personal 

environments did not distort the witness’s visions.  According to Haraway (1997), the 

modern, European, masculine, scientific individual embodies such a witness.  What is 

more, this witness has an impersonal relationship with language and representation so 

that he can represent the truth and his authority in transparent terms.  Hence, in modernity 

men know the truth and have the right to construct and circulate symbolic representation 

to express it.   

It is important to note that during the fifteenth century, art based on these 

principles was elevated to the position of fine art.  Meanwhile the arts that women 
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participated in such as embroidery were “Redefined as a domestic art requiring manual 

labor and collective activity rather than individual genius, mathematical reasoning, and 

divine inspiration, embroidery and needle work came to signify domesticity and 

‘femininity’ ” (Chadwick, 1990, p. 68).  It should be noted that this categorization was 

not because there was anything inherently feminine or masculine about the work, but that 

when women were associated with labor, the value of the activity decreased.  For 

example, in the early 1900s as the gender ratio of teaching changed from male to female, 

both status and wages decreased (Boyle, 2004).   

Additionally, linear perspective focused on some visual experiences but not on 

others.  

Linear perspective simplifies the world in order to create a coherent visual 

representation of the world.  It includes some facts that determine our view of the 

world (three dimensional space, light, surfaces) but excludes others (movement, 

atmosphere, texture).  It includes some features of visual experience (recession in 

space, convergence of parallel lines) but not others (color, optical fusion, 

binocular parallax). (MacEvoy, 2007, under four perspective facts)  

Hence, even in its earliest incarnation, the grid created a hierarchy of aesthetic and visual 

techniques or a scopic regime. 

While artists began using the grid in the beginning of the 1500s, by the end of the 

century, representation underwent two drastic shifts to support and enhance the scopic 

regime constructed by this apparatus. One change was the increased popularity of the 

camera obscura.  Jonathan Crary (1998) writes that towards the late 1500s the camera 
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obscura supported ideas that fit the visual regime when it moved from one possible visual 

mechanism to becoming the most important visual apparatus.  The camera obscura 

physically separated the act of seeing from the body and instead acted as a mediator 

between the observer and external reality to construct the most “truthful” image. In other 

words, it allowed the subject to perceive more readily the truth of the outside world by 

relying on the camera obscura to represent the exterior world before this world is 

misinterpreted through the senses, specifically vision.  So it was similar to linear 

perspective by favoring the mechanical over the sensual, but it added to the ostracizing of 

the feminine by introducing the disembodied viewer, another concept contemporary 

feminist theory challenges (Haraway, 1999).  It also introduced a new type of subjectivity 

by isolating the viewer from other people and the exterior world.  This isolation currently 

appears by the arrangement of computer hardware, which also isolates the viewers/users 

as they look through a mathematical representation of the (cyber) world.  Additionally, 

this isolation is reminiscent of the contemporary lone, male hero and discards women’s 

more collaborative ways of knowing.  (For a further exploration of the hero and visuality, 

see “On Visuality” by Nicholas Mirzoeff, 2006).  Furthermore, since subjects can discern 

the accuracy of the correspondence between the exterior world and the representation, the 

subject enters into a regime of disciplining vision by means of rational, even 

mathematical, thought.  Crary (1998) uses metaphor to clarify this distinction: “The 

orderly and calculable penetration of light rays through the single opening of the camera 

corresponds to the flooding of the mind by the light of reason, not the potentially 

dangerous dazzlement of the senses by the light of the sun” (Mirzoeff, 1998, p. 248).  
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The other shift that supported the scopic regime was the advancements of the 

understanding of vision as well as the creation of the coordinate system (visually 

represented through the grid) by Descartes.  Descartes (Robinson & Garratt, 2001) 

explained vision as a process where rays of light created an inverted image in the retina 

and also figured out the mathematical calculation that demonstrated how vision worked.  

By doing so, Descartes moved the understanding of visual objects from the eye to the 

brain that needed to interpret the images created through the refracted rays of light 

(Mirzoeff, 1998).  Descartes further believed that math could explain reality.  Once 

understanding moved from the senses to the brain, rational thought solidified its position 

as the superior path to understanding. 

Additionally, Descartes and the camera obscura supported a belief in one “right 

perspective.”  Crary (1998) demonstrates how the camera obscura reflected Descartes’ 

search for an objective understanding of the world since it limits vision to a single, 

mathematically defined point.  The camera obscura allows the subject to see as if from 

the eye of God.  Descartes’ theory, along with this popular device, constructed a 

conceptual foundation for a “right” way of “seeing,” an expert vantage point, an orderly 

exterior world, and a support for an objective truth.  Clearly, this concept of vision cannot 

reflect the postmodern condition in which we have progressively become more 

ensconced.  Nevertheless, it is within these social conditions that the grid was both 

created and began to be venerated. 

These same social conditions influenced the art of painting, and so painters, and 

later photographers, embraced Descartes’ coordinate system (Broglio, nd) in order to 
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perfect their ability to depict scale.  Whereas with Brunelleschi’s method, painters 

focused on objects and their relationships, Descartes’ philosophy influenced them to 

think about space itself.  Erwin Panofsky, one of the founders of modern art criticism, 

demonstrated the relationship of perspective to culture in his foundational essay 

“Perspective as Symbolic Form” (Panofsky, 1997).  He argued that perspective evolved 

as a reflection of how a culture thought of space.  He wrote that the Greeks saw space as 

an aggregate made up of distinct objects.  As a result, their idea of perspective relied on 

the angles of objects instead of the inherent qualities of space itself.  Panofsky argued that 

linear perspective developed as the idea of space was evolving where space existed 

before objects, was infinite (expressed through the linear perspective idea of a vanishing 

point), and was systematic.  Consequently, perspective relied on the space itself as 

opposed to the objects within it.  

According to Descartes (Chicago & Schapiro, 2003), objects in this conception of 

space became apprehended only through the intersection of the human mind with the 

algebraic foundations of space.  Hence, Renaissance painters moved from relying on their 

own perceptions to ensure that representation matched their sense experience to a rational 

and intellectual experience of space expressed through algebra and constructed using a 

geometric grid.  Once painters embraced this system, vision, representation, and 

understanding the world all became entrenched within rationalism.  These perspectives 

became more firmly rooted in the following periods.  Michel Foucault labels the time, 

1660-1800, following the years where this point of view was developed and popularized, 

as the classical era.  He describes the classical period as when a powerful mode of control 
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developed to manage human beings (Horrocks & Zoran, 2000).  The period following 

that was the modernist period where the tools of domination became more sophisticated 

(Armstrong, 2006). 

As a result, the understanding of representation that dominated through these eras 

influenced the development of visual technology such as photography, cinema, 

computers, and virtual reality.  Though I have already discussed the relationship of the 

camera obscura, which was the predecessor to photographic cameras, from the beginning 

of its history, photography itself became a way to capture, industrialize, and mass-

produce linear perspective.  Lenses, in fact, were developed to represent this episteme.  

Later, cinema, which used these same lenses, continued the naturalization of perspective 

as a tool of representation.  Once more, the frame is rectangular, and the eye is centered, 

though as Martin Lister (2003) explains, it is mobile and multiple as spectators focus on a 

projection from seats in the theater, identify with the gaze of the protagonist, and let the 

camera  movement dictate their gaze.   

A discussion about the potential hegemonic effects of the Cartesian Coordinate 

System on computer technology and graphics occurred in the 1995 SIGRAPH Panel 

"Grids, Guys and Gals: Are You Oppressed by the Cartesian Coordinate System?” 

(Garvey, Laurel, Tow, Staveley, & Stone, 1995).  The panel discussion was in response 

to a statement made by the artist Joan Staveley about how computer tools that are 

constructed in cooperation with the Cartesian system result in imposing rigid limits on 

individual computer users.  The panel discussion suggests, among other things, that 

perhaps physical characteristics of users should be taken into account when designing 



 49 

computer tools (Garvey et al. 1995), such as computers designed for women, seniors, or 

children. 

The panel discussion (Garvey et al., 1995) is particularly useful to my study 

because it breaks down the visual and cultural effects of the Cartesian system on 

computer technology and offers ways to circumvent these results.  It refers to a work by 

Char Davies called OSMOSE to highlight uses of the computer that challenge Cartesian 

philosophical and visual conventions.  For instance, it describes the Cartesian coordinate 

visual system as “static, solid, hard-edged objects in empty space” (Garvey et al. 1995, p. 

503) and describes OSMOSE as constructing a space of “ambiguous relationships 

whereby distinctions between figure and ground, interior and exterior are dissolved” (p. 

503).  The OSMOSE system confronts the Cartesian maxim of mind over body by using 

interactivity to situate working with the computer in the user.  Interactivity also 

challenges a hierarchical, competitive framework by having the person working with the 

computer (Garvey et al., 1995, p.503) 

Although I have used this section to explain how the grid or Cartesian visual 

perspective can limit design choices and alienate potential web producers, it is important 

to end by referencing Martin Jay’s essay “Scopic Regimes of Modernity” (Jay, 1998).  In 

this article, he argues that in modernity, though there may have been a dominant scopic 

regime, it was not an all-encompassing scopic regime; the environment consisted of 

competing visual subcultures.  There are, in fact,  many examples from a variety of times 

and cultures where people from subordinate classes used specific aesthetic signs for 

personal and community empowerment in the public sphere (see McRobbie, 1994; 
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Cosgrove, 2002; Hebdige, 2002).  Similarly, the foundation for my study is that, though 

numerically limited, a variety of visual subcultures exists and should be encouraged 

within the Internet.  The ethical and practical basis of this support is found within theories 

of cultural resistance, particularly visual cultural resistance. 

Cultural Resistance Theory 

By applying cultural resistance theory to cyberspace, it becomes apparent that for 

marginalized identities to use the web to their full advantage, visual aesthetics from non-

dominant cultures could be useful.  One of the foundational concepts of cultural 

resistance theory is hegemony, a concept that refers to a total social authority whereby 

the subordinate classes support the interests of the dominant class, not only because they 

are coerced, but also because their consent is won (Gramsci, 1997).  Hegemony 

constructs and enforces the dominant ideology through strategies by circulating specific 

signs and installing the subordinate classes into institutions and social structures that 

perpetuate dominant beliefs and values (de Certeau, 1984).  Hegemony does not define 

ideas as much as it restricts the parameters in which ideas are lived and discussed. Hence, 

hegemonic structures “frame alternatives and contain opportunities” (Clarke, Hall, 

Jefferson & Roberts, 1993, p. 38) so that it appears that these values and relationships are 

natural and therefore indisputable.  Recognizing the web as a hegemonic space can help 

explain why people believe in a limited number of acceptable (i.e., natural) ways to 

design with the result that ideas and subjectivity not reflected in these condoned designs 

become silenced.  Hegemony, however, is not natural and the consent of subordinate 

classes must be won.  In fact, many theorists now claim that hegemony describes a 
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system where subordination is never overtly contested but is negotiated and resisted in 

numerous ways.  

Michel de Certeau (1984) identifies such an activity as a “tactic.  Tactics always 

come out of the environment they are enacted in, as opposed to a place where people of 

power can orchestrate events in places other than their own.  A tactic is essentially 

seizing a moment where the oppressed can challenge the dominant.  The space of a tactic 

is the space of the other” (p. xix).  Therefore, although subordinate individuals must 

operate within institutions, such as familial, judicial, and educational, they can act in 

ways that offer resistance and subversion.  Cultural resistance theory is the framework 

from which to consider how actions and discursive practices perform as tactics.  

Visual Cultural Resistance theory focuses on visual signs and objects.  Nicholas 

Mizrhoeff (1998) divides cultural objects into either strategies or tactics.  Some cultural 

objects express the dominant ideology while others challenge and reveal inequities.  

There are many examples of cultural objects as tactics; however, it is important to 

distinguish objects used for cultural resistance from objects reflecting a “bland pluralism” 

or “hybrid objects” as defined by Nestor Canclini (1995).  Objects as tactics perform 

hybridity, meaning the author consciously produces aesthetic artifacts that challenge 

traditional artistic conventions with the goal of critiquing hierarchical structures.  In other 

words, these objects do not come as a “natural” response to a polyphonic society. 

Using Mizrhoeff’s adaptation of DeCerteu’s concept of strategies and tactics to 

categorize visual choices and building on research about established web design practices 

(Arnston, 2006; COLOURlover, 2010; Honeywill, 1999; Nielsen, Top 10 Mistakes in 
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web Design, 2007; Nielsen, Top Ten Guidelines for Homepage Usability, 2002; 

Weinman, 2003; Williams, J., Rohr, & Tollett, 2002), cultural markers (Marcus & 

Goulde, 2000; Hofstede, 1997, Juric, Kim, & Kuljis, 2003; Oh, Cho, & Leckenby, 1999; 

Zhao, Massey, Murphey, & Fang, 2003), and intercultural responses to websites (Badre 

& Barber, 1998; Fink & Laupase, 2000; Shepard & Scholtz, 1999), I have developed a 

table that divides aesthetic forms into dominant, or strategic, and non-dominant, or 

tactical, aesthetics on the web.  Ultimately, I believe that most sites would lie on a 

continuum between these two designations with some sites leaning more in one direction 

than the other.  I imagine that many sites developed by marginalized peoples that are for 

empowerment would fall towards the non-dominant paradigm.  In this dissertation, I will 

examine Lucia’s personal website that strongly falls on the non-dominant side of the 

chart because of her use of color and decoration and her choice to move away from the 

constraints of the Cartesian grid.   
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Dominant/Strategies Non-Dominant/Tactics 

Cartesian grid Not based on a grid 
Geometric forms Organic forms 
Central perspective Multiple perspectives 
One point of view More than one point of view 
Mechanical Evidence of designer’s hand  
Measurable Not measurable 
Fixed Fluid 
Design planned Design relates to chance 
Dominant Syntagms Alternative Syntagms 
Signs from Dominant Paradigm Signs from alternative and minority 

paradigms 
Masculinity Femininity 
Non-domestic Domestic 
Space is created prior to objects Objects are created prior to space 
Rectangular frame Non-rectangular frame 
Clear difference between figure and 

ground 
Figure and ground not so clearly 

differentiated 
Hierarchical Non-hierarchical 
Limited Color Palette Broad color palette 

Table 2.1.  Dominant and Non-Dominant Web Design Aesthetics.  

Because cultural and visual cultural resistance theories consist of both signs and 

acts, those signs and acts must be considered within both discursive practices and theories 

of practice; both the signs themselves and the making of these signs must be examined.  

Discourse theory provides a framework for studying the signs themselves.  One of the 

foundational concepts of discourse theory states that cultural elements do not have one 

meaning but are socially constructed through institutions and daily life (Best & Kellner, 

1991).  The exchange of discursive elements, such as signs, “objects, narratives, 

technologies” (Ginsburg, 2002, p. 5) creates subjectivities, social groups, and power 

relations in these groups.  Some examples of signs creating subjectivities include 

sixteenth-century England where laws restricted what classes could and could not wear, 

the culture of India that has colored dots to indicate caste, and contemporary Western 

society in which wedding rings designate marital status..  All of these signs suggest a 
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particular social identity, hegemonic limitations, and appropriate communications 

(Dunscombe, 2002).  Discourse produces power structures; discourse can be used either 

for hegemonic control or for resistance, liberation, and empowerment (Wood & Smith, 

2001).  

Theories of Practice 

Like theories of discourse, theories of practice also explore how power is 

circulated and resisted, but instead of a sole concentration on signs, the focus is on the act 

and use of materials for making these signs as well as the material conditions in which 

these acts occur.  de Certeau (1984, p. 474) defined practice as “ways of operating” or 

doing things.  He explained that practice should be examined so that “modes of operation 

or schemata of action” are revealed because it is through these schemas that the concepts 

of power are inscribed into concrete and material realities.  This examination can also 

reveal slipages and fissures in dominant ideologies where resistant activities can evolve 

(Ortner, 1996).  Sherry Ortner (1996) encourages studying “making” from the actor’s 

perspective and uses practice to discover how people negotiate, contest, or resist the 

construction of the world.  She advocates a reworking of “practice theory” so that not 

only are dominant reproductions structurally reproduced, but also the demonstration of 

individual agency that produces multiple and contradictory forms of power and 

resistance.  

Specific areas of practice where the distribution and subversion of power 

structures occur include ownership, materials, identities, exchange value, spaces of 

production, and consciousness.  One of the major foundations of Marxist theory is the 
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examination of ownership and materials.  For example, are the materials expensive or can 

everyone afford them?  Do the workers or a capitalist own the material?  If we are 

speaking of mainstream mass-media technology, then it seems clear that people who 

already have economic and social power own the material (which is too expensive for the 

average person to buy) and therefore control the means of production and the signs that 

are circulated.  Mainstream mass media not only includes hardware such as cameras, 

studios, etc., but also the airwaves and broadband upon which the media travels.  

Currently, in the United States the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) and 

Congress must decide whether to agree to the demands of the cable and telecom 

industries that argue they should be able to decide which sites are put on a faster internet 

connection than others.  Such a move would disenfranchise content producers that are not 

already part of Comcast, AT&T, Verizon, or TimeWarner or do not have the funds to 

“pay for play.”  The result would be to continue to marginalize the people who were 

supposed to be given a voice at the beginning of each new mass media--radio, television, 

and then cable television--but were then shut out by lobbying, powerful corporations, and 

the FCC.  Although cultural resistance in cyberspace is difficult to accomplish in terms of 

materials and ownership, it does exist.  Some examples of this include bittorrent, 

Youtube, downloaded and edited work from the mass media, sampling, and hacking.  

Many of these actions, of course, are illegal which allows policy makers to maintain the 

control of the modes and materials used by certain groups of people.  

Power is also circulated through production by creating an identity for the 

producer and relating that identity to the value of the product for consumption.  For 
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instance, what is the value of a product made by a worker versus one created by an artist?  

According to Malcolm Barnard (1998), art is an ideological tool that serves the interest of 

a specific class.  Of course, Pierre Bourdieu (1990) has written extensively about how art 

and taste are used for social control.  Additionally, as art became associated with experts, 

it was less available for ordinary people.  For this reason, Walter Benjamin (1968) argued 

art should never be too specialized.  Nevertheless, art did move away from the realm of 

labor, and the artist became a creator instead of a producer or worker.  What is more, the 

gender of the producer often dictates whether the worker is an artist, worker, or 

craftsperson.  Working with textiles produces craftspeople while working with clay 

produces artists. So even labeling the person who acts is fraught with inherent 

construction and reification of power structures. 

As labels and categories become standardized within production, then the 

question of who is allowed to produce, as either an artist or producer, becomes important.  

For example, 

• In 2007, women comprised 15% of all directors, executive producers, 

producers, writers, cinematographers, and editors working on the top 250 

domestic grossing films (Lauzen, Celluloid Ceiling, 2008). 

• Women comprised 24% of all creators, executive producers, producers, 

directors, writers, editors, and directors of photography working on 

situation comedies, dramas, and unscripted programs airing on the 

broadcast networks during the 2005-06 season (Lauzen M., Boxed in, 

2005). 
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Women filled only one in four communications/media jobs created between 1990 and 

2005.  The only area where the share of women increased was in the newspaper industry-

-the lowest-paid industry in the sector, where many of the women are employed in part-

time telephone sales positions (Research, 2006). 

Because of the inequalities of representation among producers of mass media as 

compared to the actual diversity in the population, who can produce demonstrates that 

certain groups are marginalized from these practices.  As a result, when people from 

marginalized spaces express themselves as cultural producers in these areas, they raise 

questions about who can culturally produce (Gerstner, 2003), and the outcome is a form 

of cultural resistance.  Not only who acts but also where cultural resistance occurs must 

be considered to discover what kind of space enables a particular performance (Kesby, 

2005).  Sadie Plant (1995) finds similarities of conditions faced by immigrant and 

minority women in textile industries with immigrant women who work in electronic 

assembly jobs.  Both groups of women work for low wages, are not unionized, and do not 

have a voice within the industry.  Although economic and political activity must 

challenge these conditions, cultural resistance can work discursively.  Patti Lather (1991) 

argues that in order for economic and political resistance to occur, informal spaces where 

workers can talk to each other must exist.   

In addition to the physical space of production, psychological space of the 

producers is also examined within cultural resistance theory.  Karl Marx (Bottomore, 

1991) wrote about the damaging effects of alienation that came from not having 

ownership of or input in labor or its products.  Marx also developed an idea of practice 
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that is not utilitarian or economic that he termed praxis. For Marx, praxis distinguished 

acts done by necessity and material production from acts that exist in the “realm of 

freedom.”  Within this latter realm, people produce beyond the dominant structure.  It is 

here, Marx insisted, that people reconstructed the world, history, and self.  Gramsci 

(1997) defines praxis as an event where a person develops a critical consciousness of the 

practical activity.  When critical consciousness begins to develop and theory and practice 

are one, individuals have a single coherent expression of their actions in the world.  It is 

this expression that can also be communicated through visual culture.  Although visual 

culture theory is already concerned with power relations, by combining it with cultural 

resistance, I can use both theories to focus on the subversion of power through visual 

signs.  Indeed, as my life history will show, Lucia developed a praxis as she became 

conscious of where the dominant culture located her minority subject positions in the 

established social and economic hierarchies. 

Of course, previous studies have used visual culture theory and cultural resistance 

theory as a foundation (Mirzoeff, 1998).  For instance, Stuart Cosgrove (2002) focused 

on how the Zoot suit became a site where ethnicity and politics intersected.  He noted 

how the choice of material, wool, to make the Zoot suit raised questions about the 

patriotism of the wearer since wool was rationed during the war.  Barnard (1998) wrote 

about how some subcultures used materials and forms discarded by the dominant culture 

and that the visual artifacts are produced, not consumed, or if consumed then altered.  

Some examples of these actions are the use of garbage to make art, scraps for quilts, and 

tin drums forged out of barrels. 
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Objects and styles normally contextualized within the realm of high art have also 

been used as statements about the social order.  Designers even came out with verbal 

statements to explain exactly how the visual artifacts they produced were meant to affect 

the social order.  Walter Gropius (Barnard, 1998) designed modular housing units with 

standard sizes, colors, and finishes to flatten hierarchy.  The Bauhaus architects used 

mass production, so everyone could have access to the same design, and the Italian 

futurists even produced a manifesto for clothing that attacked the bourgeoisie’s penchant 

for “good taste” and promoted dress that would disturb and shock (Barnard, 1998). 

Besides class, other areas of identity can become sites for resistance.  For 

example, Teal Triggs (2001) suggested feminist visual production would include practice 

methods of collaborative work and social interactivity while discursive elements would 

embrace juxtaposition of elements from different places to create a collaboration of 

cultural codes.  

Liz McQuiston (1997) suggested that ezines and websites already use a graphic 

subversion built upon earlier guerilla graphics from small press and posters that appeared 

during second-wave feminism but with more reflexive and pop culture references.  Leslie 

Shade (2002) divided feminist cultural resistance on the Internet into types: mailing lists 

by feminist academics, websites by global women’s movements for policy changes, 

cyberfeminist use of the Internet for artistic creation and political critique, and teen girls’ 

creation of ezines and websites (and now, of course, blogs and Facebook). 

Certainly, groups other than feminists use the Internet for cultural subversion. For 

example, Anthony Fung’s (2002) study of Hong Kong Net (Hknet) lead him to argue that 
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the mass media as a tool of hegemony can be resisted in localized media on the web such 

as listservs and web pages since these are decentralized spaces where discursive 

production can occur through the voices of marginalized people. He pointed out 

techniques that encourage people in these spaces to create subcultural meaning, such as 

the absence of moderators, was the practice in HKnet.  Steve Best and Douglas Kellner 

(1991) also argued that not having moderators supports localized resistance. 

However, there are definite challenges to this utopian idea of the Internet as 

subcultural space.  For one thing, by far, the majority of studies of cultural subversion on 

the Internet focus on textual discourse, discounting any other symbolic interaction or 

possible active oppression of sites that have expressed a progressive agenda.  For 

instance, I had to stop reading the letters of one of my favorite websites, 

www.rawstory.com, because of the sexist, anti-Semitic, and racist rants that permeated 

every discussion.  As a result, Rawstory editors switched to a moderated discussion, 

though contrary to Fung’s suggestion about how culturally resistant spaces should run. 

The reality, as Stephen Dunscombe (2002) notes, is that hate groups also use cultural 

signs for subversion, too. 

Another issue that influences the understanding of the relationship of cultural 

resistance and cyberspace is that postcolonial studies and electronic media theory rarely 

converge (Fernandez, 2003).  This collision is important to this discussion since 

postcolonial studies focus on people who are constructing identity against a history of 

extreme cultural oppression and because it can be argued that, as a result of the reliance 

on Western Renaissance aesthetics and the heavy influence of white, male programmers, 



 61 

the Internet is, itself, a colonized space.  For instance a universal aesthetic on the web 

could marginalize certain aesthetics, which was the issue that postcolonial theorists 

confronted when art historians tried to universalize a specific aesthetic based on Europe 

and the United States.  

Maria Fernandez (2003) does recognize that both postcolonialism and electronic 

media theory define identity as multiple and flowing.  However, postcolonialism 

emphasizes an identity that is historically rooted and political and encourages people to 

tell their stories, while electronic media theory views the construction of identity as a 

place for self-development and recreation and where the only important history is a 

digital one.  Additionally, most electronic theory focuses on disembodiment while 

postcolonial studies emphasizes the lived bodies where oppression is inscribed through 

“torture, rape and physical exhaustion” (p. 524).  The comparisons that Fernandez made 

between aspects of postcolonial theory and electronic theory are striking because they 

emphasize the challenge that marginalized people involved in cultural resistance have 

when functioning in a poststructural space where both identity and agency are suspect.  In 

addition, because cultural resistance theory moving into the context of poststructuralism, 

new questions arise about issues taken for granted when cultural resistance theory first 

appeared.   

As I have written in this section, cultural resistance theory examines how power is 

constructed, circulated, reified, and resisted through cultural products and practices.  The 

application of discourse theory to the exchange of signs, institutions, narratives, and 

identity can reveal hegemonic and resistant social relationships.  Additionally, production 
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theory based upon Marx (Bottomore 1991), de Certeau (1984), Gramsci (1997), and 

Ortner (1996) reveal the exchange of power in a variety of areas including materials, 

practices, labeling, and physical and psychological spaces.  When visual culture theory 

combines with cultural resistance theory, visual culture theory can magnify how visual 

cultural products and practices become counterhegemonic.  The application of the 

combination of visual culture theory and cultural resistance theory has already 

illuminated prior social practices and can now explain cyberspace.  However, cyberspace 

exists within a postcolonial and poststructural era that raises important questions about 

the nature of the producers of culture, whether hegemonic or resistant. For instance, if 

individuals do not have rigid, stable identities can they achieve agency?  What is the 

relation between agency and visual culture?  What is the relation between authorship and 

empowerment?  These questions must be addressed not only in order to justify using 

visual culture theory and cultural resistance to examine cyberspace but also to explore 

further the discursive conditions and production practices in web design.  Therefore, I 

will explore these and other related questions in the next section on theory. 

POSTSTRUCTURAL CULTURAL THEORY 

The definition of the postmodern subject rests upon the understanding that 

individuals construct a variety of different subject positions from the social structures in 

which they exist.  Social structures that influence subjectivities include sex, gender, race, 

ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, and class.  Poststructuralists maintain that social 

structures will repeatedly and interchangeably shift dominance within a subjectivity, and 
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as people acquire different identifications, their understanding of self and the world 

change.  As a result, subjectivities become fluid, unstable, and multiple.  

Postmodernity not only challenged modern definitions of subjectivity but also the 

relationship among subjectivities, symbols, and representation.  This new way of thinking 

began when semiotics gained prominence in linguistics and emphasized that the 

relationship between the signifier and signified is not based on a transcendent or intrinsic 

truth but rather on an arbitrary designation by human beings.  As a result, 

poststructuralists suggest that human beings must take responsibility for their own 

interpretations and be open to new ways of exploring and understanding the symbolic 

world. 

In modernity, semiotics was linked to structuralism so that signifiers referred to 

signifieds in an external “reality.”  However, in postmodernity, semiotics links to 

poststructuralism and signifiers refer to other signifiers.  As a result, there is never a fixed 

identity or culture because representations never rest on a stable foundation. Instead, 

signifying chains create unstable, multiple selves and realities as people use arbitrary 

signs to forge identities and culture.  When a person is positioned to accept a signifying 

chain that he or she finds unacceptable, this subjectivity retreats to the unconscious.  

Hence, subjects cannot have full control over their interpretations because whatever 

beliefs or attitudes remain in the unconscious constantly interrupt the conscious mind.  

The unconscious also challenges the idea that structures over-determine subjects (Flax, 

1993). 
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If representations no longer rely on “reality,” identities are not stable, and the 

unconscious rests control away from the conscious mind, then how exactly can someone 

take responsibility for his/her use of representation?  In other words, how can a person 

use representation to achieve agency and authorship that resists dominant structures in a 

postmodern and poststructural world?  

To explore further how a subjectivity can create texts of resistance, I consider 

three areas that affect this development.  I have divided these topics into Social Structures 

and Identity, Agency, and The Postmodern Author.  Although I am presenting these 

themes in a sequential order, they are in fact iterative and rarely chronological. 

Social Structures and Identity 

Dorothy Holland, William Lachicotte Jr., Debra Skinner, and Carole Cain (2001) 

name the places and social spaces where people enact identity as “figured worlds.”  

These worlds are “historically contingent, socially enacted, culturally constructed 

‘worlds’ and recognized fields or frames of social life such as romance, mental illness 

and its treatment, domestic relations, academia and local politics” (p. 7).  As a result, 

unlike cultural studies where identities are created through major structural features of 

society such as gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, race, class etc. and are ubiquitous in 

the larger culture, Holland et al. argue that identity occurs within smaller, more specific, 

and concrete worlds as a person is positioned to accept a particular persona. 

Pierre Bourdieu’s (1990) use of the term “field” is a similar construct to Holland’s 

figured worlds.  He brings in the concepts of power and prestige to these spaces and 

recognizes that each field has its own laws, rules, and criteria for value.  A field describes 
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a world of relationships that defines criteria through a self-referential system. For 

instance, writers are judged within literary fields.  However, fields or figured worlds do 

exist within a larger cultural space.  This cultural space either presents a route to enter a 

specific world or does not.  In other words, not everyone can enter all worlds.  

I argue that Foucault’s discussion of the effects of discourse is very similar to 

Holland et al.’s figured worlds and Bourdieu’s fields.  For Foucault (Storey, 2006) 

discourses are practices that constrain and situate subjects.  Discourse appears through 

social and cultural structures such as family, school, psychiatry, law etc.  Separate 

discourses can work together to situate an individual or “objects of knowledge” 

(Horrocks and Zoran, 2000).  Holland et al.’s figured world, Foucault’s discourse, and 

Bourdieu’s field,--all describe social and cultural constructs that assign subjectivities 

through the circulation of signs; these terms can be used almost interchangeably.  In 

general, when referring to these ideas, however, I will use Holland et al.’s term “figured 

worlds.” 

To understand fully how social structure and signs affect individual identity, work 

has been done that examines the interaction of cultural representations and individual 

psychology.  Poststructural psychoanalysis based on Jacques Lacan’s work has applied 

theories of semiotics to the structuring of the unconscious.  Lacan (1977) asserted that 

when infants are born, they do not conceptually separate between self and other.  When 

the infants start to realize their separation, they feel a sense of loss as they sense their 

needs are not automatically met.  In order to try to meet these needs, children learn, use, 

and manipulate the symbols of their environments.  Since these symbols only gain 
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meaning through arbitrary relationships between signifier and signified, the infant 

assimilates an understanding of reality based on the relationships of signifiers to other 

signifiers instead of any transcendental truth.  Additionally, as infants learn to represent 

themselves to themselves, they use these same symbols.  Thus, the subject and the 

subject’s relationship to the world are based on socially constructed representations.  

Additionally, poststructural psychoanalysis uses the idea of the unconscious that holds 

certain signifying chains that the conscious rejects.  Hence, subjects cannot have full 

control over their interpretations because of the interruption by the unconscious mind.  

Here poststructural psychoanalysis attempts to construct a relationship among the subject, 

reality, and representation that produces fragmented subjectivities who relate to the world 

through signs that distance them from a universal truth, if there even is one. 

 Lev Semyonovich Vygostky (1978) also believed that cultural forms and signs 

affect the construction of human identity and that people use socially produced signs 

(either external or internal) to control their own behavior.  Holland et al. use Vygotsky’s 

work as a basis to argue that cultural objects and signs offer specific subject positions to 

individuals (Holland et al., 2007).  For Holland et al., episodes of positioning create what 

we might think of as a “laminate.” Holland et al. have embraced the term laminate to 

describe how identities evolve into “hybrid social/psychological entities” (Holland et al., 

2001, p. 131) (Mertz, 2003 notes that Kaja Silverman uses the word sediment to describe 

the same process.)  Laminating describes a process of layering whereby an individual 

layer retains its wholeness, but its arrangement changes.  
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They [laminates] leave memories laced through feelings, bodily reactions, and the 

words and glances of others.  Besides these traces in the minds/bodies of the 

participant, the incidents also leave behind tangible artifacts, such as a notation in 

a school record or a photograph of an angry logger in a newspaper (Holland et al., 

2001 p. 131). 

These artifacts then become part of a contemporary situation that can affect the 

original or other identities.  As a person has new experiences, episodes of positioning 

create new layers that laminate on top of other ones.  Foucault (1988) also commented 

that discourse leaves traces in the present through written documents and other artifacts.  

However, he cautioned against using these traces to try to recreate the “truth” of a 

historical epoch and instead emphasized focusing on these objects and artifacts as 

valuable in themselves. 

Agency and Resistance 

Although the above explanations strongly support the idea that social structures 

have profound effects on identity, Foucault (1988), Holland et al. (2001) and Manuel 

Castells (2003) do make a case for agency.  Their ideas about agency begin by examining 

the construction of human identity.  Holland et al. (2001) argue that the first stage of 

agency is “authoring the self,” or the meaning we make of ourselves, and this stage 

occurs when a person has an ability to understand how he/she is perceived, categorized, 

and narrativized by others.  The degree to which a person’s sense of him or herself is 

conscious and objectified “permits the person, through semiotic mediation described by 
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Vygotsky, at least a modicum of agency or control over their own behavior” (Holland et 

al., 2001, p. 40). 

The categories assigned to individuals from the social world are internalized and 

guide future action.  However, these internal voices also include contradictory directives 

that have different power and status attached to them.  Self-authoring is choosing how to 

negotiate these messages and claiming an internally persuasive voice.  In order to reach 

this self-understanding and be able to make choices about how to integrate social 

messages, Foucault suggested a series of practices that he labels “technologies of the 

self” (1988).  Castells (2003) argued a similar explanation of identity in that social actors 

construct identity by choosing which cultural attributes and signs to embrace over other 

cultural signs that make meaning.  These negotiations and choices however, are not fixed 

and are improvised within each context and activity.  One could argue that they are 

interpellated within each situation. 

For instance, people may feel hungry.  However, they express their hunger 

differently in different contexts: a prisoner would express hunger one way; a person in a 

fancy restaurant would express hunger differently than one in McDonalds; a person late 

to a job would express it in another way.  Research (Blanchflower, Oswald, & 

Landeghem, 2008) has recently demonstrated that even other people can provide a 

context that will alter how hunger is expressed and that having overweight friends means 

a person is more likely to become overweight.  These contexts construct different 

identities, and if the social relations and external conditions change, then old responses 
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might have to change to these new situations and understanding about self may become 

undone. 

For Foucault, the path to agency was through technologies of the self in which we 

“examine, evaluate and classify our experiences” (Hutton, 1988, p. 137), so that we can 

take care of ourselves.  He argued that these activities reshape our past to support our 

creative needs which allows us to understand how we are linked to historical and cultural 

forces, and, unlike Freud whose goal for self-understanding was to find a true identity, 

Foucault demonstrated options for identity among which we are free to choose.  Foucault 

(1988) used the term “technologies of self” to describe processes that are codified for 

self-understanding and lead towards choice and action.  

Holland et al.’s (2001) trajectory towards agency is similar to Foucault’s by 

linking agency to history and culture.  They combine Vygotsky’s (1978) theory that self 

develops from the interrelations of environmental and internal collective symbols and 

Bakhtin’s (1981) idea that the self can take a certain stance towards the identity offered 

by these symbols.  In this way, the power of signs or discourse is recognized as the 

vehicle for offering a particular social position, yet opens a space for the person to 

conform, resist, or negotiate that positioning (Holland et al., 2007).  As a result, self-

authoring rests upon the interweaving of cultural forms, social positions, and disposition. 

Specifically what happens is that signs are linked physically or semiotically to an 

individual or group repetitively.  These cultural forms then become heuristics for guiding 

the next moment of activity, and to the extent to which these forms are used over and 

over, an opportunity for agency directed at either self-discipline or change exists.  When 
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people accept positions and embrace these signs, they inhabit a cultural persona. For 

example, a cultural persona of a biker is made up of, stereotypically, (among other 

things) leather pants, motorcycles, and tattoos.  If a person either accepts or has these 

signs forced upon him or her, then he or she begins to construct identity in relation to a 

persona.  A cultural persona then elicits certain responses from other people that further 

support the identification with that persona.  However, there are often discontinuities in 

the interpretation of an identity from the outside and the inside.  It is in these spaces that 

the potential of agency may exist.  

So, although both Foucault and Holland et al. argue that cultural signs arrange 

structures for people to act a certain way, they also argue for a possibility of 

improvisation or agency that can lead to new subjectivities and identities.  For instance, 

some biker groups now embrace the aforementioned semiotics but may also engage in 

charity work, religion, or twelve-step recovery programs which are a mix of figured 

worlds. Hence, although figured worlds can create identity, these identities are never pure 

because they bump into each other.  It is the space between the worlds where agency is 

enacted through, what Holland et al. call play, and worlds can be combined.  

A potential for resistance does exist within this theory.  Foucault (1988) argued 

that not only subjectivities but also truth and power circulate within discourse.  

Discourses for Foucault are practices that not only dictate what is said, but who is 

allowed to say what.  Some examples of such discursive practices are the law, family, and 

education.  By examining or deconstructing these discourses, it becomes obvious how 

power is naturalized and circulated in daily practices.  Anthony Fung (2002) pointed out 
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that identity acts as a conduit for power that extends through social and cultural practice.  

The respondents he studied on HKNet acted from at least three interrelated areas: Hong 

Kong citizens, ethnic Chinese, and visitors to U.S. society.  Consequently, individuals 

linked these power structures together and externalize these categories by taking action. 

Because power is circulated within discourse, a possible subject position is one 

that is potentially culturally resistant.  For instance, certain laminations may produce an 

identity that does not fit neatly into the dominant culture.  These people then may end up 

refusing the positions offered by the dominant and, if empowered, create a desired 

identity and take an activist stance (Holland et al., 2001). 

Castells (2003) defined an identity of resistance as a person in a position devalued 

by the dominant.  This person has principles different from or opposed to society; 

sometimes this type of subjectivity falls under the rubric of identity politics.  As Ofra 

Goldstein-Gidoni (2003) noted, self-definition that relies on opposition may dramatize 

differences between disenfranchised and dominant identities.  Using signs in this way 

appears in such representations as gangsta rap and other oppositional subcultures.  

However, Castells (2003) also described a different form of identity that enacts a more 

empowering resistance as a “project” identity.  In this identity, “social actors” (Castell’s 

term) do not just highlight differences but also actually build identities that redefine their 

positions in society.  These identities do not so much produce subjects but attitudes or 

stances towards a changing society.  This returns to Holland et al.’s theory of agency that 

allows for choice among stances and supports Kesby’s retheorizing of empowerment 
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where marginalized groups can challenge forms of power that are less reflexive (Kesby, 

2005). 

Fung’s (2002) application of genealogy (based on the methodology of Foucault) 

to users of HKnet, a listservs for people from Hong Kong living in the United States, 

reveals a clear example of a resistant identity with some agency as the users’ goal is to 

change their positioning.  Fung studied and participated in emails in an electronic 

discussion group Hong Kong Net.  This was a group made up of people from Hong Kong 

living in the United States.  Fung argued that users could construct their own actions and 

subjectivities outside of the dominant through electronic practice and in a specific 

historical time.  Through his research, Fung discovered three types of resistance 

expressed through a restated identity: 1) one that exposed power and forces behind 

discrimination, 2) one that denied the norm, 3), and one that was actively searching for 

subjectivity.  Using Foucault’s theory that identity is understood as a node where power 

structures meet and appear through social practices, Fung recognized that the identity of 

the users of HKNet were Hong Kong Citizens, Ethnic Chinese, and their temporary 

residence in the United States.  Similarly, to Holland et al., agency and resistance 

occurred because of the combination and spaces between the identities.  Furthermore, 

Fong saw the electronic discussion board as a device that created a discourse where 

people could support each other as they offered resistant identities. 

Social psychology has theorized how the relationship between the individual and 

a group can lead to agency and resistance through the concepts of social identity and 

locus of control.  Social identity theory addresses the relationship of the individual with 
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the social group in terms of individual self-concept, social group behavior, effects of 

social status on collective action, and categorizing oneself into groups (Huddy, 2001; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  Since its beginning formulation by Henri Tjafl and John Turner, 

social identity theory has been adapted by numerous disciplines, such as psychology, 

sociology, and anthropology (Brewer, 2001; Huddy, 2001).  There is not a consensus 

about this theory, but it has produced substantiated ideas based on empirical research that 

provide insight for my study. 

According to social identity theory, identity is always related to being a member 

of a group: a collection of individuals, who see themselves in the same social category, 

agree on the evaluation of the group and the place members occupy in it and emotionally 

invest in the group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) original 

theoretical assumptions still form the underpinnings of understanding why someone 

would choose group membership.  

1.   Individuals strive to achieve or to maintain positive social identity. 

2. Positive social identity is based to a large extent on favorable group 

comparisons that can be made between the in-group and some relevant out groups. 

Internal cognitive processes and intra- and intergroup situations influence these 

choices.  Once in a group, a person can respond to situations from a collective 

consciousness or return to a more personalized response.  How much influence the 

individual or the group has in this choice of response is a constant debate between social 

identity and identity theorists (Hogg & Williams, 2000).  Often investment in a particular 
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group stimulates political action in support of that group, particularly if the group is 

stigmatized (Brewer, 2001).   

Because I am asking how someone becomes a media activist for a marginalized 

group, I need to consider how someone becomes strongly identified with a group and 

then is motivated towards advocacy.  The five areas of social identity theory I will use to 

explain and explore these choices are acquired and ascribed identities (Huddy, 2001); 

motivation to acquire an identity, (Tajfel & Turner, 1979); self categorization (Huddy, 

2001; Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994); activation of an identity (Turner, 

Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994), and motivation to raise group status (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). 

Social identity theory makes a distinction between ascribed and acquired 

identities that is useful because it allows one type of identity to face oppression and 

another type of identity to advocate for it.  Arguably, people could choose to acquire a 

stigmatized identity, but generally, it is the assigned identities that face oppression.  

Although researchers and theorists use different labels to describe these two types of 

identity, they tend to agree on the meaning.  Ascribed identities are given at birth and 

include large categories such as ethnicity and gender.  Acquired identities are chosen by 

individuals and range from a job choice (teacher) to a family role (father) to a perspective 

(cynic) (Huddy, 2001).  

People must be motivated to choose to join a group and acquire an identity.  

Originally, social identity theorists ascribed this motivation to self-esteem (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979) because studies had shown that strong in-group identification, within a 
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group an individual has deemed positive, boosts self esteem (Huddy, 2001).  Over the 

years other motives have also been theorized such as group self esteem, self knowledge, 

self consistency, self efficacy, uncertainty reduction, and self regulation (Burke & Stets, 

2000).  

In order to acquire an identity, a person must use signs from and develop 

relationships with people from the group.  Each individual must also find someone from 

the group with whom he or she can use as a role model.  The individual must share 

enough similar characteristics with the role model so that group membership is attainable.  

At the same time, the role model must present prototypical characteristics of group 

membership.  Social identity theorists identify this process as self-categorization (Huddy, 

2001; Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994). 

In addition to aiding group membership, self-categorization also sets up a process 

that enables a person to activate an identity in appropriate situations.  A person decides 

which type of identity to perform based upon comparisons of other potential identities 

and consideration about which identity has fared best in a similar external situation.  This 

decision is also influenced by fit, which is the idea that a particular identity matches with 

the environment (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994).  For example, though a 

familial identity might be the most effective in a situation, it may not “fit” if the situation 

is in a professional environment.  The next cognitive process after activation is 

depersonalization, which is where the person focuses more on how he or she represents a 

group than on his or her own unique characteristics.  Burke and Stets argue that “When 



 76 

depersonalization occurs, the person behaves in ways that are consistent with prototype” 

(2000, p. X).  

For resistance to occur, four specific conditions must exist for both ascribed and 

acquired identities.  One, the individual must strongly connect to group membership; two, 

the person must easily compare his or her group to others (this is why people choose 

comparisons on race or language differences as these are surface variations easy to spot), 

and three, the individual must be able to compare groups that are from the same culture 

and geographic environment.  The fourth condition addresses the individual’s assessment 

of the larger social structure as illegitimate and changeable.  When individuals determine 

the social structure cannot be changed and/or is illegitimate, even members of a low 

status group will rarely rebel against the hierarchy (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).   

Social psychology uses the term “locus of control” to describe the cognitive 

process that underlies an individual’s belief in whether or not he or she can affect the 

environment.  Locus of control describes a person’s general expectation that his or her 

success and failure should be attributed to internal actions such as talent or hard work or 

to external events such as luck and geography.  Certain developmental and environmental 

conditions such as socio-economic status, the parent’s interest in the child’s education, 

and academic achievement affect where a person falls on the continuum of expectations 

(Flouri, 2006; Lefcourt, 1982).  However, this orientation is not fixed, and depending on 

the situation, a person can shift his or her locus of control.  In terms of activism, a person 

would need to use an external locus of control to understand how external events affect 
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his or her social group and simultaneously use an internal locus of control to believe that 

he or she could affect change through personal or collective action.   

THE POSTSTRUCTURAL AUTHOR 

As the above section demonstrates, it is possible to theorize agency in a 

postmodern world within a poststructural framework.  Furthermore, this agency can 

support emancipatory and resistant goals.  However, in order to apply these ideas to 

interface design, another subjective positioning must be examined, essentially the idea of 

authorship.  Similar to the HKnet users, individuals can use discursive tools to express 

identity.  When individuals speak their identity, they use voice; however, when 

individuals create a text or work that can be experienced by others when the individuals 

are not present, then the individuals embrace an identity of authorship.  The concept of 

authorship is complex and has evolved through time.  (For an excellent history of the 

concepts of authorship see Staiger, 2003).  For the purposes of my research, I must 

demonstrate how authorship fits into a poststructural framework and can be used for 

culturally resistant purposes. 

First of all, like the postmodern concept of self, the poststructural author is not a 

stable, unified identity as in modernity. Instead, the subject must produce the author, or 

claim the author position.  Foucault quotes Epictetus to demonstrate how using 

technologies of the self can lead to authorship.  “Self examination is so you can have 

control over representations, not so you can find the truth” (Foucault, 1988, p. 37-38).  

There are three specific strategies for becoming an author: investing in an 

authorship identity, understanding how a field of authorship is culturally and historically 



 78 

constructed, and repetition.  Stuart Hall (1977) argued that to move into a subject position 

a person must be committed to the position being hailed.  Janet Staiger argued that one 

becomes an author by making choices that the culture considers authorial or by 

positioning oneself in an identity that allows authorial choices.  “The individual believes 

in the author-function, and this works because the discursive structure (our culture) also 

believes in it” (Staiger, 2003, p. 36). 

In order to be invested in an authorial position, agency is assumed, though Kesby 

(2005) reminds that agency is always partial because it exists within a specific and 

historical point. Therefore, in order to enact agency circumscribed within over-arching 

structures, an author must be able to analyze where in a field authorship occurs, such as 

literary, musical, or architectural, and how it fits into cultural and historical intersections. 

Once this understanding develops, the author can choose the appropriate semiotic and 

technical materials that will confer authorship status.  

In other words, the reconceptualized author does not create from divine 

inspiration or personal expression but by building with the preexisting materials within a 

discourse. Authorship then becomes an act of reiteration. Foucault stressed repetition as a 

vital technique of the self (Foucault, 1988) while Staiger clearly stated “what an author is, 

is the repetition of statements” (Staiger, 2003, p. 37). 

The function of the author is also reinterpreted in postmodern times.  Staiger 

(2003) warned that authorship should not reproduce humanist or capitalist authorial 

functions. Since the postmodern author cannot be separated from his or her historical and 

cultural circumstances, by appropriating signs from a variety of figured worlds, the 
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author can construct a text that is supportive or resistant to a particular discourse.  These 

forms then influence the figured worlds and the cycle continues as “we are condemned to 

a quest for meaning where meaning is that our human nature is continually being 

reconstituted by the forms that we create along the way” (Foucault, 1988, p.140). 

Therefore, an author who creates forms resistant to the dominant both empowers the self 

and can construct a space for the empowerment of others.  In fact, Foucault (1988) offers 

a definition of the author as a model for circulating discourses.  

Kesby (2005) also provided a definition of authorship of resistance by 

retheorizing the concept of empowerment so that it “is not a linear process of 

enlightenment, but a repetitive performance in space” (p. 21).  For example, authors can 

repeat signs and structures that are reserved for minority or resistant identities.  This 

citational practice has an effect that moves away from the dominant (Staiger, 2003).  

Bakhtin comes close to Vygotsky’s notion of mediating signs when he discusses the 

potential of literature and art to model different possibilities so repetition would occur, 

but the combination of disparate discourses can also offer a response to the dominant 

(Wilson, 2003). 

Long before Foucault focused on the relationship between self-discipline and 

representation, Vygotsky’s primary interest was in the process of semiotic mediation and 

the development of voluntary control over behavior.  He thought that the ability to use 

cultural devices to self-discipline reflected “higher mental functions” (Holland et al., 

2001, p. 35). He believed that humans could be emancipated through the creation and use 

of symbols that would then change the stimulus in the cultural environment to affect their 
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own mental states.  A student of Vygotsky’s, A.N. Leontiev even took this concept 

further by stating that human activity is not a response to the external world, but the 

activity actually constructs the meaning of any stimulus (Holland et al., 2001). 

Considering these explanations from Vygotsky, Bakhtin, Kesby, Staiger, and Foucault, 

the value of the poststructural author is not just to explain subject positions but actually to 

change and give meaning to subjectivity itself.  

METHODOLOGY AND SUMMARY OF RESULTS 

Life History Research 

In my research, I am specifically interested in the internal motivation of 

individual web designers that has lead them to use alternative aesthetics to create a site 

for political, social, economic, or personal empowerment.  L. R. Shade (2002) implores 

human computer interface designers and researchers to evaluate the digital divide by 

thinking of users as inhabiting a holistic system that influences motivation through both 

the internal characteristics of the individual and the external variables of the social 

environment.  Some of the areas that she suggested that would be fruitful to consider are 

network literacy, geography, disability, knowledge, age, skill level, gender, income, and 

language.   

The methodology most suited to answering the question that I am asking is life 

history research.  Life history research is concerned with linking the informant’s story to 

social and cultural circumstances.  Therefore, life stories from marginalized individuals 

should reveal issues of diversity and conformity that are relevant to understanding broad 

social and political forces.  By giving voice to people who are generally marginalized, 
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this methodology mirrors the purpose of the study that means to demonstrate how 

marginalized individuals express themselves in an arguably unfriendly environment (the 

web).  For instance, one of the goals of life history research is to help give voice to 

people generally silenced or ignored (Labaree, 2006).  

Life history research also embraces the poststructural and postmodern reflections 

on self that I use as a theoretical basis of my study.  Life History methodology assumes 

that the “self” is fluid and focuses on the construction and reconstruction of identity.  By 

recording how a person narrates self, life history can reveal how this narrative develops 

and changes over time in response to culture and representational forms. 

In a life history discussion, the respondent not only tells the story but also gives it 

structure or plot.  The genre in which I am interested is one of expression and possible 

liberation, and I want to discover how the informant narrates his or her life to construct 

such a story.  This type of story is commonly known as a narrative of struggle.  In these 

stories the author/respondent speaks from a position of a member of an oppressed group 

who comes to a consciousness that produces an activist identity.  The experiences in the 

narrated life may reveal gaps where the positionality imposed by the dominant becomes 

clear and can be challenged.  In other words, life history encourages representations of 

self other than an acceptance of prescribed identities circulated through institutions and 

other discursive structures.  Again, this method elegantly mirrors the goal of my study, 

which is to find how people use alternative representation (visual aesthetics) to refuse an 

expected position.  
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Recognizing the limitation of a modernist research identity, life history attempts 

to have the researcher and respondent co-construct a narrative that does not present the 

truth but instead offers a narrative rich with multiple interpretations that can be useful for 

specific readers.  Ultimately, the hope of my research is not to say this is the only way to 

create alternative websites or construct a resistant identity but to open up interpretive and 

representational spaces in three ways: 

1) By bringing more exposure to individuals marginalized from technology, 

2) By offering additional constructions of subjectivity for web designers, and 

3) By offering additional strategies for negotiating a variety of subjectivities 

between marginalized and dominant paradigms and representations. 

Life history research has specific procedures to achieve these goals that I will 

explore below. 

Life History Procedures 

Data Collection. 

 Life history methodology employs the human as instrument of measurement, 

which means that the interviewer will be the primary data gathering instrument (Lincoln 

and Guba, 1985).  The reason behind this choice is that no other instrument would be able 

to perceive and process the complexities of relationships within a social system (Lincoln 

and Guba, 1985). In addition, the human as instrument will allow for knowledge other 

than verbal constructions, such as tone of voice, silences, laughter, facial expression, etc.  

Life history focuses on depth instead of breadth.  Consequently, it is suggested 

that a life history research only revolves around one or a few individuals.  Certainly cases 
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occur where teams work together for a broader sample, but some of the most successful 

life history researches have focused on only one person, such as Translated Woman by R. 

Behar (2001) (Cole and Knowles, 2001).  Since people are ultimately unique, it is not 

possible to find how all or even a statistically significant number of people produce 

media to fight against oppression. 

Instead of looking for common ground across cases, the most productive way to 

learn about this process is through qualitative analysis that can provide details and 

insights.  In order to write an analysis with sufficient depth and detail to answer a 

question that relates an entire life to a finished artifact, I chose to write about one 

respondent about whom I found vast amounts of information beyond our interviews.   

I found my respondent, who has chosen the pseudonym Lucia for this report, after 

many hours of searching on the Internet for sites with an unusual interface design that 

advocated for a marginalized group or groups.  Since I was most interested in how one 

person conceptually negotiated alternative aesthetics and content in a proscriptive space, 

it was not necessary that the person I interviewed had the technical skills to create her 

own site.  I did want to interview someone who, with whatever limitations she had, chose 

some unusual web design aesthetics, advocated for a marginalized group through her site, 

and could articulate her reasons for these decisions.    

Some websites that appealed to me had a link to the company that designed and 

created the site.  One of these links led me to the website of Lucia’s company.  I found 

the names of the principals of the web design company through their “About Us” page.  
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When I read about Lucia, I recognized that Lucia’s gender and ethnicity fit the profile of 

my ideal respondent.  I also found a link to her personal website, which I visited.   

I immediately saw that the aesthetics of Lucia’s page differed from many of the 

dominant principles of web design that I had identified (See Fig. 6.2).  Additionally, her 

site advocated for marginalized groups.  Because of Lucia's subject positions and 

the purpose and aesthetics of her website, I believed that she could help 

me understand how someone becomes a media activist.  On June 24, 2009, I emailed an 

interview request to Lucia, and on June 25, 2009, Lucia agreed to the interviews. 

Lucia and I spoke on three separate occasions using Skype and a webcam so we 

could see and talk to each other in real time.  With Lucia’s permission, I audio recorded 

each interview.  The first interview was on July 13, 2009, and lasted 44:41 minutes; 

the second interview was on July 22, 2009, and lasted for 58.44 minutes; the third 

interview was on July 25, 2009, and lasted for 54:38.  In January 2010, I attended 

a gallery exhibit of many of Lucia’s prints and one installation.  Here, I studied her prints 

and artwork in a non-digital form.  I also listened to Lucia’s gallery talk for the 

exhibition.  I spoke with Lucia after the talk, but I did not make any recordings. 

Lucia’s status as an artist and activist was evident in a number of ways.  For 

instance, over 1,800 people follow her on Twitter, Utne magazine recently chose her as 

one of the top 50 visionaries of the year, and she played a formative role in the 

organization that started a successful boycott of Lou Dobbs.  As a result of all the 

attention on Lucia, instead of my merely collecting data from three interviews, a gallery 

talk, and some personal artifacts, I amassed news videos, journal and magazine articles, 
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podcasts, and art reviews about her.  Thus, in addition to analyzing Lucia’s interviews 

and website, I also examined her original artwork, Twitter account, Facebook page, a 

book that she co-authored for Soft Skull Press, and numerous articles she has published 

through the web.  In addition, I attended another gallery exhibit of her work and 

examined websites of institutions she co-founded.  These texts and experiences 

culminated in a collection of over 43 primary documents and my coding of 659 discreet 

pieces of information.  Adra L. Cole and J. Gary Knowles (2001) list important principles 

that must be adhered to in order to conduct an effective life history research interview.  

These are: relationality, mutuality (the interchanging roles of the researcher and 

informant), empathy, care, sensitivity, and respect.  Unlike traditional research, the 

relationship between researcher and informant is not distant but somewhat personal.  

Cole and Knowles suggest possible ways to achieve an appropriate relationship such as 

self-disclosing, giving the respondent access to transcripts, and demonstrating empathy.  

Robert V. Labaree also gives four specific techniques for achieving the appropriate 

researcher/informant relationship: “being well prepared throughout the research process; 

utilizing unstructured, open-ended interview protocols; practice active listening 

techniques; and conveying an understanding of the respondent’s experience” (2006, p. 6). 

Careful planning is important because although the researcher is building a 

relationship, the purpose of the study must always be in the forefront.  The interviews did 

not include a list of questions but rather had a few well-constructed questions (see 

Appendix A) that encouraged Lucia to tell and structure the relevant experiences in her 

life.  The goal was not to sacrifice the relationship for the purpose, nor to do a full 



 86 

biography of Lucia; rather the biography was focused on information that relates to the 

goal of the study. 

Validity, Credibility or Believability 

Three terms describe approaches that assure that the data being collected 

addresses what is being researched and that it is credible:  validity, credibility, 

believability.  Although many qualitative researchers try to transfer the term validity from 

positivist research to their own designs, some fundamental issues trouble this attempt.  

Validity in positivist research means true; since qualitative research is based on the 

theory that no ultimate truth exists in social science, but rather multiple and unstable 

interpretations, the concept of validity in the positivist sense does not apply.  So for 

qualitative research the goal is not to describe reality but discover and describe an 

individual’s construction of reality. 

A variety of methods that I use attempt to insure that this life history research is 

valid, credible, and believable.  One is for the researcher to acknowledge bias so that the 

reader can interpret how this bias might affect the results.  An important way to examine 

assumptions, bias, and emergent analysis is to keep a reflexive journal (Cole & Knowles, 

2001).  Another is to have the respondent verify and critically examine the data of the 

study.  The final technique I used is triangulation, which is a technique that supports 

credibility by providing the researcher with multiple sources of information, methods, 

researchers, and even theories (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  I achieved 

triangulation through holding interviews, examining my informant’s artifacts (such as 

photographs, clothing, artwork, and letters or journals that reflect or describe a period 



 87 

described in the interview, and conducting a semiotic analysis of the website produced by 

the informant that employs alternative aesthetics.  Semiotics offers three useful 

categories--metonymy, metaphor, and myth--to use signs to connect the respondent to his 

or her story.  Since life history is also about connecting personal experience with broader 

cultural sources, semiotic analysis enabled me to support, contradict, or interpret what I 

had concluded from parts of the interview.  

Analysis and Presentation of the Data. 

After the data is collected in life history methodology, the process of coding 

begins.  Donald Polkinghorne (1995) applies Jerome Bruner’s definition of cognition to 

coding life history data by paradigmatic concerns and narrative.  Paradigmatic cognition 

or coding recognizes how data fit into categories and themes, while narrative combines 

the data into a coherent whole.  Paradigmatic inquiry looks for similarities while narrative 

analysis focuses on the complexities and uniqueness of a story.  Paradigmatic inquiry 

collects stories to find data while narrative analysis focuses on “events, happenings, and 

actions” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 21) to produce stories.  While writing my analysis, I 

realized the best way to address my research question was through a narrative-type 

inquiry that uses events and data to configure a plot to explain the final result (in my case, 

a website).     

I used Atlas.ti to code my discussions with Lucia, other people’s video and audio 

recordings about Lucia, and Lucia’s personal and institutional websites.  I studied and 

took notes about three of her prints at a gallery in Chicago, Illinois, and on a book, 

published by an established company, that Lucia had co-written.  During the time, I was 
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collecting data and coding, I would occasionally email Lucia for clarification about 

certain points.  At the completion of my data collection and coding, I had analyzed forty-

three primary documents and coded six hundred and forty-nine discrete pieces of 

information. 

After separating out this data, I needed to synthesize the information, so I 

could understand it through theoretical frameworks.  To achieve this organization, I 

created visual relationships through the “Families” function of Atlas.ti. 

This function enabled me to group quotes, images, videos, and audio that shared a 

common code.  Afterwards, I visually mapped different types of relationships between 

the families and the information within each family.  I then applied theoretical 

frameworks to the data. 

Life history research is open to presentation of data in a variety of forms, and, 

though a paper limits visual presentation, it will fit the requirements of the dissertation.  

R. V. Labaree (2001) suggested guidelines for the presentation of data that expresses 

personal stories that stimulate multiple interpretations, link to broader cultural discourses, 

and provide personally useful information to readers.  Labaree (2001, p.9) suggested 

considerations for using an informant’s words when writing a life history:  brief length 

(long quotes are difficult to read); relevance (the data should be linked to the purpose of 

the study); readability (excerpts should make syntactic sense and not disrupt the overall 

flow of the text); comprehensibility (the underlying meaning of a statement should be 

able to be understood), and anonymity (any information that could reveal the identity of a 

respondent must be excluded).  Finally, because a life history project is a collaboration, I 
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must present my own voice within the paper.  One way, I did this is by using the word “I” 

so I do not refer to myself in the third person and as a disembodied voice.   

Life history research, though not new, is still considered somewhat controversial.  

However, it is difficult for me to base my study on the concept of a poststructural 

description of identity in a postmodern time by using modernist concepts and 

methodologies.  An advantage to life history research is that it mirrors the goal of my 

study which is to give voice to the marginalized and offer different subjectivities.  In 

many ways, life history research is full of challenges such as transcribing, wading 

through a tremendous amount of data, and carefully developing an authentic relationship 

with the respondent.  Nonetheless, this methodology has enabled me to meet the ethical 

obligation of practicing within the poststructural/postmodern paradigm I am using to 

support my research, and though it has not revealed measurement, it has uncovered depth 

and meaning. 

Summary of Results 

Lucia’s life history revealed developmental experiences that influenced her 

feelings about her ethnic and gender subject positions in a society that often stigmatizes 

Latinos and females.  A semiotic analysis of her website also showed that by holding a 

positive opinion about maligned subject positions and acquiring identities that confer 

authorship, a person could use aesthetics and technologies, in Lucia’s case, the Internet, 

as tools to support and raise the status of a marginalized group.  The results that emerged 

by combining my examination of Lucia’s life history with the analysis of her website 
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offers insight into four areas: digital resistance, media education, digital aesthetics, and 

the use of social psychology to understand new media production. 

To address digital resistance, my dissertation shows creative pre-production, 

production, and post-production processes that are challenges to technological, economic, 

and social constraints of web design and production.  For example, in pre-production, 

instead of defining a fixed stable purpose for her site with a limited target audience, Lucia 

plans a flexible and multi-use site that presents diverse possibilities of engagement and is 

intended to attract activists, immigrants, and people from marginalized groups.  In 

addition, she confronts traditional production practices by working with a team of women 

and Latinos, both subject positions that are poorly represented in most web design 

businesses.  Then, in post-production, instead of traditional marketing avenues, Lucia 

tries to reach her target audience through gallery talks, social media, activist gatherings, 

and community centers.  Finally, she offers many of the images on her website as free 

downloads through Creative Commons licensing.  

Lucia’s educational experiences enabled her to develop and embrace these 

unorthodox web production processes and suggests that for people to access multiple 

environments, education should simultaneously inspire critical consciousness while 

teaching a craft (whether technological, mechanical, or plastic) or other skill sets.  

Lucia’s education consisted of a combination of conventional schools in Mexico and the 

United States, community workshops, mentors, books, media, and museums.  Some of 

these areas encouraged her to reach her potential while others put forth limitations.  For 

example, museums and teachers exposed her to artwork made primarily by white men 
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while community workshops and mentors introduced her to work by women and artists 

of color.  One arena discouraged and one area encouraged her dreams of becoming an 

artist.   

Ultimately, Lucia chose to become an artist, but her awareness of environments 

that discouraged girls of color from this career direction stimulated her desire to change 

these environments.  As a result, Lucia often took a critical and resistant position in her 

own artwork.  Using her life history to follow her responses to these diverse educational 

experiences demonstrates that messages encoded in art works could have their foundation 

within the artist long before production begins.  These instances suggest that arts and 

media education should take an interdisciplinary approach that teaches how techniques 

and tools fit into a broad cultural context.  Such a curriculum would encourage students 

to value both the form and content of aesthetic products.   

In a similar vein my research shows that the study of an aesthetic project, in my 

case a web site,  must include an analysis of the broad cultural context in which the 

artifact was developed.  For instance, Lucia’s web design and content can be easily traced 

to previous protest movements in Paris, Mexico, and the United States and to women’s 

art history.  By situating web aesthetics in established but diverse practices, a gravitas is 

offered to aesthetic choices that have been summarily dismissed by conventional and 

popular web design theorists.  Many of these rejected aesthetic choices come from 

cultures and subject positions that are not well represented on the web.  For instance, 

conventional web design strongly advocates against any visual marks that do not directly 

support or enhance the verbal content.  Yet, the use of decoration is situated in the history 
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of women artists who for years could only respectably make art that was considered 

decorative.  This art became an important part of "Arts and Crafts” movement, and it 

enabled women to earn a living in one of the few professions considered appropriate.  

Because this aesthetic supported women’s independence, the women suffragists at the 

turn of the twentieth century also embraced the “Arts and Crafts” movements by 

sponsoring exhibits, appearing at galleries, and financially supporting women artists.  By 

showing how alternative aesthetics relate to broad artistic history and can be used 

effectively on the web, my work demonstrates how diverse aesthetic signs can support an 

inclusive environment for web designers, producers, and users.  

Finally, by applying theories from social psychology to the study of the 

development and choices of a media activist, my results show that a choice to use media 

for advocacy for a marginalized group emerges from complex and dynamic dialogic 

processes.  It confers support for attention to individual activism outside or inside of an 

activist group.  My dissertation shows that media activists are made, not born, and that 

environmental conditions can encourage pride in marginalized subject positions, critical 

consciousness, and desire to use technology for empowerment.  This understanding could 

lead to the construction of educational and social media circumstances that propel people 

towards using technology for their own purpose, and in their own style, as opposed to 

embracing a limited number of prescriptive designs and purposes for technology.  

Ultimately, I would hope that such awareness would encourage diversity, not just in 

aesthetics and technology, but also personal and social identity.  
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Lucia embraced a fluid, poststructural identity that incorporated multiple 

perspectives.  I considered each identity within a typical Aristotelian three-act structure: 

what obstacle did the protagonist encounter that stimulated a desire to reach a goal?(She 

met with oppression and injustice.)  What did the protagonist do to reach her goal? (She 

acquired various identities.)  How did the protagonist know that she reached her goal 

(The success of her authorship distributed alternative figured worlds that did not reify the 

original oppression.)  Lucia’s story thoroughly shows how an individual can learn to 

overcome stereotypical messages and then produce media that confronts these distorted 

claims and enhances the status of marginalized subject positions.  The following pages 

reveal how significant people, events, texts, and insights gave Lucia a belief in 

empowerment for marginalized groups, the motivation to take personal action, and a 

drive to help create a just world through technology.  Chapter 3 examines how Lucia’s 

early childhood and adolescence presented her with experiences that helped her form 

opinions about her gender and ethnicity.  Chapter 4 shows how she acquired activist, 

artist, and entrepreneur identities to support this stance.  Finally, chapter 5 demonstrates 

how these identities work together through her web designer identity and by producing a 

personal web site.  
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Chapter3: The Evolution of a Media Activist 

My concerns about lack of diversity in web production lead to many questions, 

but the one I am most interested in here is, how does a person from a social group 

traditionally silenced within the dominant discourse and marginalized from technology 

and media become a media activist?  In order to answer this question, I rely on a 

theoretical foundation that considers how social structures constitute individuals who, 

nevertheless, can perform a postmodern agency.  I then use this framework to 

contextualize interviews gathered through life history research.   

This study focuses on my interviews with Lucia (a pseudonym), a 30-year old,  

Latina woman from an immigrant family, whose websites and blogs mean to further 

opportunities and gain resources for disadvantaged groups.  Lucia has exhibited her art all 

over the world, spearheaded nationwide protests, and co-founded community 

organizations.  As an entrepreneur and technology professional, she has established a 

successful web and graphic design firm dedicated to working with socially conscious 

businesses.  Additionally, she teaches young people in the community programs she has 

developed and mentors young artists.   

I interviewed Lucia on three separate occasions during the summer of 2010 for 

about an hour each time.  We spoke with each other through Skype using their video 

services.  I recorded and transcribed each interview.  Later, I met Lucia in person, and 

took notes about her gallery talk that I attended as well as some informal conversations.  I 

did not record these encounters.  I also collected data by reading articles written about 
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Lucia, listening to recorded audio interviews, and watching video interviews that other 

people had produced with and about Lucia.  I gathered visual information by studying her 

web presence including her website, Twitter feed, and blog.  

I express my analysis and findings through a narrative inquiry that focuses on the 

complexities of “events, happenings, and actions” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 21) in Lucia’s 

life to construct her story.  Lucia’s story fits what is commonly known as a “narrative of 

struggle,” in which someone from a subjugated position arrives at an activist 

consciousness.  The purpose of the following chapters is to describe a “narrative of 

struggle,” consider agency and authorship, provide insight about the relationship of lived 

and virtual cultures to media activism, and create a portrait of one media activist’s 

uniqueness and complexity.   

In this chapter, I show how Lucia chooses attitudes about her gendered and ethnic 

subject positions by navigating among social configurations such as family and 

community, institutionalized environments such as schools and museums, and 

representational influences that include media and art.  To accomplish this analysis, I use 

the concept of a subject position to distinguish between a person’s culturally assigned 

roles, such as race or ethnicity, and the roles someone has had more choice in acquiring, 

such as a professional or political affiliation.  I examine these developments within 

figured worlds.  Unlike cultural studies, where ubiquitous social structures such as 

gender, race, and class constitute identity, Holland et al. (2001) assert that specific and 

material figured worlds create the conditions for a person to forge a self or selves.   



 96 

Because individuals internalize assigned subject positions by engaging in multiple 

figured worlds, they must negotiate any contradictory messages that originate from 

within one figured world or in the dialogic space between figured worlds.  Self authoring, 

a form of poststructural agency, occurs when the individual chooses one figured world 

over another to internalize collective symbols and chooses a stance about a subject 

position.  In this way, the power of signs or discourse is recognized as the vehicle for 

offering a particular social location, while permitting a space for a person to conform, 

resist, or negotiate that positioning (Holland et al., 2007). 

Before examining Lucia's maturation into a media activist, I will identify and 

briefly describe the figured worlds that Lucia links to her current understanding of self 

and to her own agency.  I will present these figured worlds in the order most children 

encounter them when progressing from a self-centered to a worldly orientation.  These 

include Family (with the sub areas of parents and immigration), Community, Education, 

and Art and Media.   

EARLY FIGURED WORLDS 

Family 

Both of Lucia’s parents were from Peru, but left to find better job opportunities.  

Lucia’s father came to the United States, where he already had family, in 1966 when he 

was twenty-two years old.  Lucia’s mother arrived in the United States on September 11, 

1969 when she was twenty years old.  Lucia does not know names of specific people, but 

she is convinced her mother had contacts because, “Everyone always knows someone 

when they immigrate.”  
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Lucia’s parents met in the United States in 1969.  In, 1970, a year after moving to 

the United States, Lucia’s mother became pregnant (Lucia’s father was not this baby’s 

father) and because of her lack of resources, the Department of Social Services took the 

child away at birth and placed him in an adoption agency.  Her limited language skills 

and unfamiliarity with the culture prohibited Lucia’s mother from doing what was 

required to have her son legally returned to her.   

In 1971, Lucia’s parents began dating.  Between 1971 and 1978, Lucia’s mother 

was briefly married so she could get her citizenship papers.  Lucia does not know the 

exact years of the marriage because her mother does not like talk about that the situation.  

After Lucia’s mother divorced, she married her Lucia’s father on April, 8, 1978, and 

Lucia was born on September 26, 1978.  Lucia’s younger brother was born November 21, 

1979.  She describes her younger brother as conscious and supportive of her activism 

though he focuses on earning wealth through real estate. While, she was growing up 

Lucia’s parents held a number of jobs. 

My parents had so many jobs.  They did janitorial work.  My mom, ok my mom 

worked for a clinic and she also was the first few years, I think till I was like 5, 

she worked for a clinic in the daytime and in the evenings she would work on 

setting up her own business.  And, after I was 5, she transitioned full time into 

running her business, but she would run a few different offices in three different 

cities.  She would do services for immigrants, so you know translating papers for 

Spanish speaking immigrants or do their taxes, help fill out their immigration 
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papers.  She also ran a travel agency, so it was all services geared towards 

Spanish speakers.  So, that was my Mom.   

My Dad for many years worked as a dental technician and as a janitor.  I think 

when I was like ten or eleven, or something, he started helping my Mom running 

her businesses.  So, they both were in their own businesses.  Then at nights my 

Mom had this answering service where she would answer the phones for this 

clinic that needed Spanish language answering.  So, my Mom has always been 

working, literally like day and night. 

Thirty-one years after his birth, the son Lucia’s mother had been tricked into 

giving up for adoption, found his birth family, and they are now a part of each other’s 

lives.  Lucia knew her older brother was gay at their first meeting and mentioned it to her 

mother who, along with her father, attended workshops to accept his sexuality despite 

their Catholic beliefs.  Lucia still lives with both her parents in the same house where she 

grew up.   

Community  

Another significant figured world throughout Lucia’s life is her community, 

which consists of extended family members, family friends, and the people in the 

neighborhoods in which she lives.  As immigrants, her parents learned to navigate 

different aspects of life in the United States from other immigrants in the community.  

Until she turned ten, Lucia lived in a predominantly white suburb of San Francisco; the 

family then moved to Fruitvale, an urban, working-class, neighborhood in Oakland, 
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California.  Many other Latino immigrants as well as a large African American 

community lived in Fruitvale at that time.    

Since the 1970s, the Latino population has become the dominant population in the 

neighborhood.  In 2004, the per capita income was under $ 12,000 a year and 25 % of 

families lived below the poverty level, 47% of the population was foreign born, half the 

adults have graduated from high school, and only 10% of the population have a college 

degree.  The area is also part of Oakland; a city that has one of the statistically highest 

murder rates in the country because it is plagued by gang violence (Hughes, 2004).     

Nevertheless, because of strong Latino community organizations, Lucia’s 

neighborhood has grown economically and culturally making it a model of success for 

other low-income areas (Hughes, 2004).  Lucia describes Fruitvale as a place with a lot of 

activity, culture that is not visible in other places, and many politically and socially aware 

adults.  For instance, activists, who heavily populated Oakland in the 1960s and 1970s, 

have established free community workshops in Fruitvale.  As a girl, Lucia attended free 

art classes in, among other subjects, mask making, screen-printing, and mural painting.   

Although the environment had many positive aspects for Lucia, some people in 

the neighborhood were also using drugs and behaving violently.  So, when Lucia was 

twelve, she moved to Mexico to live with her Aunt and then later rented a room from 

another woman.  Lucia remembers her mother disciplining her over the phone.  She 

returned to the United States when she was 15 because her mother “missed her too much” 

and Mexico “was getting old.”   
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Education 

Lucia attended junior high school in Mexico.  In the United States, Lucia did not 

go to her local public high school but instead commuted to schools with honors programs 

outside of her district.  She also received tutoring in math from her Uncle.  Besides her 

formal education, Lucia worked with people in the community who taught her skills such 

as managing programs and writing grants and curriculum.  Additionally, Lucia 

participated in a variety of free afterschool workshops in her community.   

Lucia received scholarships from a variety of universities and went to a 

prestigious school where she encountered printmaking.  After her first year, she decided 

to leave school to work on her art and learn from artists in her neighborhood.  Although 

she intended to return to school, she did not go back. 

Art and Media 

I have designated the fourth figured world, which had a considerable impact on 

Lucia, as "Art and Media."  Lucia connects her encounters with these representations to 

her subjectivity.  Lucia learned about art in community workshops and her short time at 

college.  She also educated herself because she visited museums and read books about 

art.  She emphasizes that she never went to art school or spent time in strict art 

environments.  Occasionally, her public school teachers would show her prints and teach 

her about famous artists.  Although Lucia rarely watched television, she was surrounded 

by music, films, billboards, magazines, and other media.  The media in the United States 

repeatedly exposed Lucia to a white, heterosexual, patriarchal, Christian, culture.   
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FIGURED WORLDS AND ASSIGNED SUBJECT POSITIONS 

Lucia’s salient figured worlds offered stances on a Latina subject position 

marginalized by the dominant society.  Norman Denizen (1989) defines epiphany as the 

point in time when a person develops increased awareness.  Lucia describes these 

experiences in relation to physical spaces.  The first three are "The Suburbs," "The Move 

to Fruitvale" where Lucia has her first epiphany, and "The Move to a Latino Country" 

where Lucia has a second epiphany.  In the fourth space, "The Return to Oakland," Lucia 

responds to these epiphanies by beginning to construct acquired identities. 

In each of these, I will show how the figured world offers both demeaning and 

dignified stances on her assigned subject positions and corresponding social groups.  At 

the end of the section, I will identify elements of Lucia’s figured worlds as well as 

personality traits that primed her to choose pride in her subject positions and become a 

political activist. 

Suburbs 

Lucia lived in the mostly white suburbs of a mid-sized city until she was ten years 

old.  During that time, she interacted with the figured worlds of family, community, 

school, and media.  These worlds gave two contradictory messages about her assigned 

ethnic and gender subject positions.  The media and her suburban community implied she 

would not be successful because Latinas were ‘other.’  Simultaneously, her family and 

family friends assured her that, as a second-generation Latina immigrant, she would excel 

in school and her future career.  For example, in terms of seeing herself in the media, 

Lucia remembered, “I mean everything around me, billboards, books, everything was 
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very white. It still is.  It still is T.V., mainstream media, pop culture is still very 

white….so it’s just in visual culture around us and in the k-12 curriculum.”   

Lucia describes how she internalized messages about Latinas from the media and 

the suburban community. 

Up until maybe I was ten, I still felt like.  I wished I was white or I wished my 

skin was lighter because I didn’t really see.  We were in the suburbs, so we didn’t 

move to the mid-sized city until I was 11 or something, no actually maybe like 

nine.  I think more like nine, up until I was nine, I kind of felt very self conscious 

about being a Latina, and I didn’t like my Mom speaking to me in Spanish.  I 

didn’t really know my people’s history, so I wasn’t proud of it.  And, the students 

I was surrounded by were white or black.  I just didn’t have the self esteem.   

Lucia also remembers experiencing direct racism from members of her 

community.  She recalls one incident:  

My mom was filling gas and this white guy in a big truck drove up to use the 

pump and he started talking to my Mom.  I think my mom answered him, and her 

English was a little weird.  I could tell he was getting ready to spit at her. We 

were already in the car, and you know my Mom was like scared of everyone, you 

know what I mean?  She’s always been worried about men who look weird or 

aggressive.  So, I remember, we got into the car.  The guy was in his truck right 

across from us facing the other way, and he was getting ready to spit at us.  My 

Mom was raising her window really fast, so when he spit, I don’t remember if it 

hit her or it hit the window, but I remember that he did it. 
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In the suburbs, a significant challenge Lucia faced while internalizing her Latino 

identity was that while she was developing a group consciousness about Latinos 

subordinate status, she did not have a strong in-group association with Latinos to 

challenge this designation.  At this point in her life, the figured worlds of her community, 

formal education, and media were implying degrading messages about Latinas.   

However, at the same time, she was receiving information from the figured world 

of her family and family friends emphasizing her potential to raise her personal and 

family status in the United States.  After all, her parents had moved to this country to 

develop their economic opportunities, and increased financial status usually enhances 

social class.  Ironically, though, for immigrants of color, moving to a predominantly 

white country may lower their social position because of xenophobia and racism.  This 

was the dilemma for Lucia.  The family’s financial position enabled them to live in the 

white suburbs while their social status was continually under attack. 

People use four principal strategies to increase social status: 1) increase personal 

status; 2) change the material and political situation of the group, which is called social 

change; 3) make others perceive the group more positively, which is labeled social 

creativity; and 4) try to leave the group (Colgan and Ledwith, 2000).  Lucia’s parents 

were highly invested in increasing Lucia’s status through education and her becoming a 

professional. 

Growing up my parents really stressed education, and they wanted me to be 

academically very successful.  They wanted me to be a doctor, lawyer, or 

something like that.  My parents emigrated here from Peru, so their perception of 
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success was something that would make a lot of money, and I wouldn’t have to 

face the hardships they faced.  So even though they saw that I was an artist, they 

really kind of saw it as a hobby.  They wanted me to do other things with my life 

like be a lawyer or a gynecologist or something like that. 

Lucia links her parent’s attitudes to a general belief among immigrants 

I think for all immigrant families, education is one of the key ways for you to 

succeed.  It’s  not like my parents have a trust fund or anything like that.  I mean 

the way that they thought of success, at least in the United States, you could only 

do it through education.  That’s it. 

In addition, because Lucia’s parents were recent immigrants and their language 

skills were limited, Lucia often translated for them.  She believes this aspect of coming 

from an immigrant family also affected her.  “My parents really didn’t speak good 

English until I was like 11 or 12, maybe a little later.  Their English was kind of broken, 

and I would help them translate a lot.”   

It was a lot of responsibility.  I think that’s one of the reasons I grew up so fast, 

because I had to help my parents with their English.  I was also very self-

conscious sometimes when they would talk because their accent was kind of 

heavy.  But, a lot of youth have to do that.  I know a lot of youth that had to 

translate for their parents.  It makes you kind of grow up fast because you have to 

be a representative to adults who mean a lot in your life like when you have to 

translate with school officials. 
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In the figured world of the family, Lucia was expected to help her parents 

navigate through the dominant culture by achieving scholastic and professional success 

as well as by helping her parents communicate with the outside world.  These 

experiences also laid a foundation for a later acquired identity of mediator that I will 

investigate further in the following chapter. 

Although Lucia had these responsibilities for her family, she does consider her 

relationship with her parents as one of mutual support and attributes her relationship with 

her parents to her current achievements.   

So, how did I get through that?  It is because my parents were extremely involved 

in everything I did.  They were very, very active parents, and they made sure that 

I got the best education.  Honestly my parents and the caring adults around me 

that made the difference for me.  

“I think that, I just had a really good upbringing. I grew up within a community of adults 

who really, really pushed me.  Because my parents were pushing me, they pushed me as 

well.” 

In addition to supporting her formal education, Lucia’s parents introduced her to a 

variety of activities including art, and although they did not want her to be a professional 

artist, they supported her artwork as a hobby.   

They’ve always been supportive; I didn’t have a lack of things to do. As a child I 

was doing things from the moment I woke up to the moment I went to sleep, even 

on the week-end, Saturdays, things like that.  I was just always occupied and that 
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helped me have a really great work ethic.  I was a really great student, like an A 

student, an honor roll student, and I was also artistic. 

The balance between support and high expectations Lucia received from her 

parents countered the degrading messages she received from the dominant society.  In 

one video Lucia says, “I was encouraged as a young person by teachers and by other 

people around me that as a woman, as a Latina, as the daughter of immigrant, I could 

really do what I ever I wanted, so I chose to be an artist.”  Here, Lucia links the adults’ 

confidence in her to her present day success.  The figured world of her parents and her 

community provides a supportive stance on her subject position at an early age. 

Lucia also received a positive message about her Latina subject position through 

exposure to her parents’ activism: “they were still very active in their community that 

was really demanding rights for Latinos and you know demanding that voice.”  Lucia 

used these supportive messages to challenge any internalized shame from her life in a 

mostly white suburb.  This model also starts priming Lucia to feel passionate about 

racism.  When speaking of the incident with the man spitting at her car: 

What it made me realize is, when you experience stuff like that, there’s a certain 

kind of anger that stays with you.  Even as a child, I knew something was really 

wrong when that guy spit at us.  It made me realize, just like that, how racism 

works.  I didn’t really have the language to be able to articulate it, but I could 

definitely see what was happening. 

The support and high expectations of Lucia’s parents and other adults acted as a 

powerful antidote to the discrimination she faced from the dominant culture.  Mikhail 
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Bakhtin wrote that when a person privileges an “internally persuasive voice” over an 

external “authoritative discourse” he or she enacts agency (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 424).  

However, Lucia had not yet chosen a clear attitude about her Latina identity.  After her 

family moved to the city, she had her first epiphany that will begin swaying her in a 

direction towards a, though not complete, positive regard for her Latina identity. 

Moving to Fruitvale 

When Lucia was ten, her family moved from the suburbs to Fruitvale, a 

predominantly Latino neighborhood in Oakland, California.  The figured world of her 

new community permitted Lucia to feel an in-group identity that supported her self-

perception.  By participating in a community that valued Latino culture, history, and, 

community, Lucia had her first epiphany that enabled her to increase her self-acceptance. 

You have to be able to see yourself in the culture around you.  Because it 

emphasizes that you are part of the community, and the only other Latinos I 

would see would be really marginalized.  So, when I started seeing more Latinos 

in my neighborhood, just being surrounded, I would feel more, I would feel 

better, I would feel safer.  Also, I would go to the Cinco De Mayo festivals and 

different events and just feel more connected to that history. 

The neighborhood’s free art workshops appreciated and taught art from diverse 

groups so Lucia also learned about aesthetics outside of the mainstream media culture.  

Again, Lucia attributes this exposure to her parents who enrolled her in these classes.  

Many of the young people in the neighborhood did not have that opportunity.  “I was in 
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the minority of youth who would take after school programs.  There was definitely other 

youth, but not a lot.  Other kids would kind of go home and watch T.V.” 

Instead of attending workshops that communicated support for their subject 

positions, these children heard repeated messages from a dominant society that 

marginalized Latinos.  This situation demonstrates how figured worlds interact with each 

other.  Because the parents of the other children did not enroll them in these workshops, 

they may have had less exposure to positive messages about Latinos and more exposure 

to negative judgments about their ethnic group.  For Lucia, the mixture of the figured 

worlds of her family with the figured world of a community that had a large population of 

Latinos and art workshops affirmed a positive stance on a Latino assigned subject 

position.   

In addition to media, other figured worlds such as educational and cultural 

institutions did infect the community with degraded messages about Latinos.  For 

instance, Lucia remembers that school field trips to museums made her feel exotic and 

"other."  She felt lost looking at objects from her indigenous ancestry and noticed that the 

museums exhibited objects from brown people only in historical, instead of 

contemporary, settings. 

Lucia still encountered bigoted individuals, but the response from the adults to the 

situation became confrontational as opposed to her mother’s defensive reaction to the 

man insulting her at the gas station.   

I remember when we went to Jack in the Box.  It was me, my brother, and my 

friend Dante.  We were all hanging out at Jack in the Box playing. This white guy 
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told Dante’s dad, who was my Mom’s best friend.  Dante was my Filipino friend.  

His dad, Ramon, he would always take the three of us around everywhere.  [The 

white guy] told [Dante’s Dad] to get his monkeys under control, and I just 

remember Ramon got totally pissed and was like, you know, how dare you.  I 

don’t even remember what he said, but Ramon definitely stood up to him.   

She also describes how her Dad responded to verbal racists attacks, not as 

frightened, the way she perceived her Mom to be in the incident in the suburbs, but as 

calm.  “White men would provoke my Dad and talk shit to him.  My Dad would never 

take the bait.  My Dad was a very calm guy.”  In both of these instances, Lucia witnesses 

the adults maintaining their individual and social status through either “standing up” or 

“not taking the bait.”  These experiences taught her how to sustain a positive regard for 

her Latina subject position by controlling her self-image in hostile circumstances.  

During the same time-period, Lucia heard this self protective message repeated by 

attending her first protest and witnessing a marginalized group fight for their rights.  “I 

must have been like eleven.  One of my friends was very active, and he would always 

listen to progressive radio.  He took us on a march about the Philippines.  I think it was 

about Marcos.” 

Marches, however, did not have a profound effect on her until high school, yet the 

idea that people could challenge their circumstances was reinforced.  Soon after the 

protest, Lucia took her first step towards changing her own situation by asking her 

mother for permission to move to Mexico. 
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We had moved and while I was surrounding myself with more Latinos, I was 

getting a bad influence because I was hanging out with people who were involved 

in gangs, people who were dropping out of school, or doing drugs.  I was hanging 

out with them because they were the only Latinos around, and it started getting 

really dangerous for me.  I knew something was really wrong.  And a few times, I 

experienced some violence. 

Once more, the figured world of community provides Lucia two stances about her 

Latina subject position.  On the one hand, the community offers pride for her heritage and 

culture, but, on the other hand, she encounters Latino youth fitting their stereotype by 

using drugs and acting violent.  “I told my Mom she should really send me to another 

country because I just felt like I needed to get out of here and she agreed and so she sent 

me.” 

You know I don’t know how I thought that.  I really wonder cause it was the best 

decision I ever made, but I was really young.  I was 12.  I was really young to 

have made that decision, but also I had already gone to Mexico and I had really 

enjoyed it.  It’s not like I thought I was going somewhere that I didn’t like.  I 

mean I knew I was going somewhere that I would like.  But it also meant leaving 

everything I knew, and young people sometimes are scared of that.  But, I wasn’t 

scared of that I was really excited; I needed to get out of here too because things 

just didn’t feel right to me.  I was kind of feeling scared too, but I didn’t want to 

let my Mom know how scared I was. 
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Lucia, who can usually connect her experiences to her attitudes and actions, 

cannot explain this decision.  Most likely, a number of factors influenced her.  For one, 

she had learned she could change her situation by watching her father and family friends 

confront racism and other problems.  For another, she was imitating her parent’s decision 

to move to another country to improve personal living conditions.  Finally, because Lucia 

cannot pinpoint her exact thought process in terms of wanting to live in Mexico, she 

possibly improvised a solution.  Holland et al. (1998) explain that improvisation is a 

novel reaction to conflicting messages about a subject position or identity, which was the 

case for Lucia in terms of the conflicting messages about Latino youth.  On the one hand, 

the Fruitvale community had encouraged Lucia to embrace her Latino heritage; on the 

other hand, she could see many of her peers engaging in self-destruction.  In addition, I 

would argue that her first epiphany where she became more accepting of her Latino 

subject position also influenced her choice to move to a Latino country where her Latino 

subject position would be inherently respected.  Though, it was true that Lucia 

experienced respite from racism in Mexico, she found her female subject position more 

constrained and devalued than in the United States.  When she had to confront this 

situation in Mexico, she was lead to a second epiphany that further increased her self-

acceptance and helped build a strong foundation for future activism. 

Mexico 

Lucia's family supported her move to Mexico.  Her mother gave her permission, 

and her aunt allowed Lucia to live with her.  When that living situation ended, Lucia 

rented a room.  Lucia believes that her independent nature enabled her to move to another 
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country at such a young age.  She noted her mother was also remarkably independent.  In 

fact, when Lucia speaks about this stage of her life, Lucia focuses on her mother instead 

of both of her parents.  She asked her mother to send her, her mother disciplined her over 

the phone, and she eventually returned to the United States because her mother was 

missing her too much.  She was clearly extremely close to her mother, who was an 

outspoken, business owner, and Lucia considers her a role model.   

Although her identification with her mother’s assertive traits helped her move to 

Mexico, these characteristics, along with Lucia being Americanized, made her behavior 

incompatible with the traditional gender expectations she encountered in Mexico.  Again, 

she received conflicting messages about a subject position from different figured worlds.  

However, this time she was clear about the stance she would take.  “I mean Mexico to 

me, I was like man, I am not going to act like that.  I’m not going to act really prissy, like 

a well behaved girl.  That’s just not me.  They wanted me to act a certain way, and it was 

just ridiculous.”   

This clarity also directed her to take specific actions to support this stance.  “I 

would hang out with all the outcasts in Mexico.  Like some of the guys I would hang out 

with later would be gay.  I mean just people who didn’t fit the mold, and when I was in 

Mexico, I was like so different from these Mexicans.’  As an adult, Lucia can look back 

at this time and put it into a socio/political context.  “It’s something a lot of Chicano 

writers write about.  That Chicanos are neither from here nor from there which means 

they do not fit either in the U.S. or in Mexico.  In both places, they’re the other, so I 

definitely experienced that.” 
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During her stay in Mexico, Lucia spent a lot of time doing art.  She visited 

museums and because the Mexican curators made different choices than their United 

States counterparts, exhibits included work by contemporary Latino artists, as opposed to 

artifacts solely from a Latino, indigenous past.  Lucia first encountered work by her 

future role model, Frida Kahlo, in Mexican museums.  By seeing a Latina artist who 

gained status in an elite art institution, Lucia learned that subject positions have flexible 

status dependent upon context and that if status is flexible, it can be changed. 

It was the blend of all those experiences that gave me a lot of security in being 

who I am because I realized that I didn’t have to fit into anything.  I realized I 

couldn’t fit into everything.  In reality I had to be my own person and understand 

the communities I was a part of, but still be able to be my own person and not be 

dictated by the limitations of those communities.  

This statement can be categorized as an epiphany because it describes an 

increased self-awareness that allows Lucia to establish a new understanding of reality.  

This new consciousness provided her the confidence she needed to resist negative 

influences she might encounter in the United States.  So when her Mom missed her so 

much, “Mexico was getting old,” she was “so Americanized,” fifteen-year-old Lucia 

returned to her family home.  

Return to Fruitvale 

Lucia returned to live with her parents in a Latino community, but she attended 

honors programs in high schools in a distant neighborhood where she again had an 

outsider position. 
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Even though I hung out with a lot of Latinos, I was like the nerd one.  You know I 

was the one who was going to go to college because unfortunately so many 

Latinos weren’t going to go to college.  And, then I would hang out with like the 

queer kids, or I would hang out with kids who smoke weed all day, and you 

know, not focus on their school.  I just feel I got a mixture of a lot of things.  I 

was on a "A student", but I would be like one of the only Latinas in my class most 

of the time. 

 She explained that she associated with other youth outside of the mainstream 

because, like them, her experience was different from most of the young people in 

her neighborhood or at school.  “I’ve been kind of moving around a lot, living in 

different cities.  I didn’t necessarily have a solid group of friends, like when I was 

in high school.  My experiences were always very unique.”   

Because, Lucia no longer felt the need to fit into a specific group, she could move 

among groups, sometimes as an insider and sometimes as an outsider.  Having developed 

a positive attitude towards her Latina subject position she could resist negative influences 

and instead consciously notice discrimination against Latinos.  In high school, Lucia 

developed cognitive awareness as well as new behaviors to respond to what she 

perceived as unfair discrimination.  At the same time, Lucia became aware of 

discrimination against Latinos, she sought out and was exposed to the historical context 

of racism and activism. 

Awareness of discrimination began when Lucia noticed the marginalization of her 

subject positions in the figured worlds of art and education.  For example, the first 
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figured world in which she wanted consciously to acquire an identity was the art world.  

After Lucia had told her teachers at high school that she wanted to be an artist, they 

showed her, perhaps inadvertently, work solely by white, European males such as Pablo 

Picasso and Henri Matisse.  Lucia knew these artists did not look like her.  Lucia has 

spoken about how an absence of role models made her hesitant about becoming a 

professional artist.  In fact, as a young girl she realized women could more easily become 

part of mainstream art institutions by being naked in a painting than being an artist.  

Fortunately, because her parents sought out places in the community where she could 

nurture her artistic identity, Lucia encountered respected third world artists who 

welcomed her into their artistic discipline.   

At the same time that she learned about the restrictions for Latinas in the 

dominant art world, she became aware of Latino youth rejected by the formal education 

system.  Because many of these Latino students came from immigrant families that 

believed in the necessity of education, schools taught these young people that they would 

probably fail in the dominant society. 

I knew something was wrong.  It wasn’t right all the Latino kids were going to 

remedial courses, and the education system obviously not preparing them to go to 

college.  I was on a college-bound track, but I was one of the only people of color 

in that track, so I knew something was wrong.  I would get really frustrated.  I just 

always knew something was wrong. 

I asked how Lucia became an exception and attended honors instead of remedial 

classes.  She referred again to her parents’ influence: “because my parents would kick my 
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butt if I didn’t bring home straight A’s.”  Her mother also hired her uncle as a math tutor.  

Lucia is quick to add that other families in her community cared for their children, but 

economic challenges intruded on their parenting decisions. 

Their parents probably had like 4 jobs as opposed to my parents 2 jobs, so yeah, 

they didn’t have and their parents probably couldn’t go speak to the 

representatives at the high school because they had too much work.  Luckily, my 

parents prioritized it, but it’s only because they were a little bit more secure. 

According to Lucia, the parents’ lack of time particularly hurts children of color 

who cannot adequately challenge institutionalized racism in the educational system 

without family and/or community support.  Even as an honors student, Lucia experienced 

this racism through eight hours a day of a white curriculum that did not tell her story and 

because her counselors made it clear they did not have high hopes for her. 

While Lucia was becoming aware of institutional discrimination, she was also 

learning about the history of the civil rights movement.  Incorporating information about 

the history of activism enabled her to contextualize her experiences of exclusion as 

inspirations for advocacy.  She learned this information from “….friends and mentors, 

not teachers.  Teachers still don’t talk about this.  The education in this state is so 

Eurocentric and male and white centric.  You don’t really learn about that stuff.  I had to 

learn about it through other people. “ 

There were a few adults that would tell me about who the black panthers were, 

show me a movie, or an article, or show me a piece of art that was done at that 

time.  So I learned from a variety of adults and reading things and watching 
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documentaries, and meeting other people who were politically active and how 

they came about their political formation.  

When I asked Lucia what influences she ascribed to her becoming an activist in 

high school, she described messages from the community, her family, and informal 

education. 

I became involved as a high school student and being politically active.  I learned 

what you could achieve in a march with a group of 500 people.  I learned if you 

do that, you could show up with 100 people and put pressure on the school board.  

I learned all the ways in which you could be politically active and that definitely 

gave me, I was able to have a voice, because of that.  

Lucia exercised her desire for social justice through her confrontations with 

school officials outside of the Latino community.  For instance, she told her teacher she 

thought the curriculum was too white, and she fought with her “racist” counselors who 

did not envision a highly successful future for her.  She also organized Latino youth in 

her communities including forming a Latino club and working with “young people who 

were fighting for ethnic studies in their schools.”  By challenging people who held more 

authority in the dominant culture as well as organizing other Latinos, Lucia demonstrated 

she had internalized a positive self-regard of her Latina subject position that would be the 

foundation for her chosen acquired identities. 

Conclusion 

From birth through high school, Lucia had interacted with the figured worlds of 

family, community, education, and art and media.  Figured worlds are different from an 
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environmental context; they are the spaces in our lives where we engage in a dialogic 

process and enact the self.  As Holland (2003) explains, “Figured worlds, like activities, 

are not so much things or objects to be apprehended, as processes or traditions of 

apprehensions which gather us up and give us form as our lives intersect them” (Holland, 

2003, 41).  While navigating through various figured worlds, Lucia has “apprehended” 

how different people regard her subject positions.  Holland et al. (2001) identifies this 

process as self-authoring and describes it as understanding how one’s subject positions 

are narrated and categorized by others.  

Foucault (1988) links this meta-subjectivity to agency through technologies of the 

self in which a person’s understanding of how her subject position fits into a political and 

historical context allows her to make decisions of self-care.  Pierre Bourdieu (1990) 

describes a similar consciousness, but uses the words habitus to describe the environment 

and defines agency as taking a stance about a subject position.  Although, slightly 

different ideas, both Foucault and Bourdieu link a person’s agency to knowledge about 

how her subject position is evaluated in a specific political and historical context.  For 

Foucault, this understanding leads a person to self-affirming actions that reflect a positive 

self evaluation, while for Bourdieu, this knowledge may lead a person to embrace a 

supportive stance.  I can adapt the relationship that Foucault and Bourdieu describe 

between agency and an evaluation of a subject position to Lucia and say that when she 

chooses a positive regard for her subject positions, the foundation of self-care, she has 

enacted agency.  Because enacting subject positions is contextually influenced, these 

attitudes and self-representations are never stable (Holland, 2001).  However, Lucia can 
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repeat the use of signs for self-regulation to ensure a positive stance about her subject 

positions becomes the dominant attitude.   

Holland (2001) defines agency, differently from Bourdieu and Foucault.  For her, 

agency is creative behavior in response to a circumstance without a script.  As Holland 

explains, “In such a diverse and contentious social world, the author, in everyday life as 

in artistic work, creates by orchestration, by arranging overheard elements, themes, and 

forms, not by some outpouring of an ineffable and central source.  That is, the author 

works within or at least against a set of constraints that are also a set of possibilities for 

utterance” (2001, 172).  In other words, in order to respond creatively, a person chooses 

signs and processes from one or a mixture of figured worlds.   

I would like to qualify Holland’s explanation by integrating it with Foucault’s and 

Bourdieu’s and say that for  behavior to be creative it must enforce a positive self regard 

or, as Foucault writes, lead to self care.  Holland, in fact, conducted an interesting case 

study about how members of Alcoholics Anonymous enact agency to move from a self-

destructive to self-care orientation (Holland, 2003).  On a semantic level, combining 

positive regard with creative behavior makes sense because actions opposed to self-care 

are self-destructive.  Self-destruction, without intervention, leads to self-annihilation, 

which, of course, removes agency.  Social Identity theory also uses the term creativity to 

describe actions that increase both group and individual esteem.  For the purpose of this 

study, I have been explaining agency by combining Foucault’s, Bourdieu’s, and 

Holland’s analyses of selecting and combining signs and practices from figured worlds to 

enforce positive self regard and achieve personal goals.  It is necessary to emphasize that 



 120 

this synthesis does not lead to an agency that reacts against a script but instead to 

decisions about which parts of which script to use, when, and where.  Once signs and 

practices are chosen, they guide agency through their use either as tools of self-discipline 

to accept the status quo or as forces of change.   

With Lucia’s personal experiences in mind in mind, we can hypothesize that 

Lucia chooses signs and practices from her “white school,” her Latino community, art 

museums, community art workshops, her family, and her experiences in Mexico.  Using 

this combination as a foundation, Lucia has an arsenal of signs to use to respond from her 

subject position.  However, if she has well defined goals for her subject position, she may 

need to enter a new figured world.  For example, if she wants to fight for Latina rights, 

she needs to join the figured world of activism.  Because she has established agency, she 

can choose which figured worlds to enter.  Social identity theory labels the behavior of 

using signs and practices to fit into a figured world as acquiring an identity.  Combining 

Bourdieu’s concept of stance, Holland’s definition of creativity, Foucault’s technology of 

the self, and social identity ideas about acquired identities, I can link agency to assigned 

subject positions and acquired identities.  Thus, I am defining the relationship of agency 

to self as choosing a stance about assigned subject positions and/or choosing signs and 

practices from a figured world to acquire an identity. 
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Chapter 4: Acquired Identities and Authorship 

By the end of high school, Lucia had begun to perform two acquired identities: 

activist and artist.  In the years following high school, Lucia added the acquired identities 

of entrepreneur and web designer.  There are two ways to apply Social identity theory to 

understand the mental process of choosing group membership and embracing the 

acquired identity that membership confers.  One is to analyze psychological motivations, 

also referred to as Social identity.  The other, which I will pursue here, is to examine self-

categorization or identification with a prototypical member of a group (Huddy, 2001).  

After making a decision, a person becomes part of a group through experiences.  

Joining a group requires that individuals repeat activities using group approved signs in 

lived experiences.  During this group initiation, the individual engages in an internal 

process of dialogic sense-making figuring out who he/she wants to be in a particular 

world as well as how to integrate disparate parts of his/her subjectivity (Urietta, Jr.  

2007). It is in this dialogic process that agency (the creative combination of signs to 

acquire an identity) occurs, first, by internally negotiating the voices of various figured 

worlds and then by deciding to act in the social group for the acquired identity. 

Where I extend from Holland and Leander (Holland, 2004) is in my analysis of 

how Lucia not only enacts identity in these worlds but also moves beyond self-authorship 

to an authorship of texts, institutions, organizations, and performance.  Admittedly, not 

every identity Lucia acquires is as an author, but the authorship identity is necessary for 
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her development into a media activist.  The foundational acquired identity for using the 

web for social advocacy is activist, which then extends authorship through the acquired 

identities of artist and entrepreneur.  Holland does acknowledge that using cultural signs 

with agency can generate new figured worlds; however, she does not do so in relation to 

a theory of authorship.  Here, I will return to the ideas of Kesby (2005), Staiger (2003), 

and Foucault (1979) to conjoin Lucia’s acquired identities with authorship. 

These theorists write that authorship is a chosen identity that depends on an 

understanding of the cultural and historical conditions of a field that offers authorship 

(such as literature, music, and painting).  Once understood, the author can use the 

semiotic and material techniques available in the field to repeat strategies that have 

already been given authorship status in that field i.e. a painter uses paint.  The figured 

worlds that are relevant here are also ones that can be fields of authorship.  For instance, 

a music conservatory can serve as a figured world that offers signs that can be combined 

for an acquired identity as well as provide a field of authorship to produce music. 

To explain how acquired identities develop, merge with other acquired identities, 

connect to subject positions, and enact authorship, I have organized the following section 

through each of Lucia’s acquired identities: activist, artist, and entrepreneur.  Because 

categorizing each identity as separate is a textual necessity more than an accurate 

reflection of how these identities emerged, I begin by addressing this contradiction.  I will 

then analyze each of Lucia’s identities through her motivation for developing that identity 

(for example, artist), and her process of self-categorization that enabled her to use a role 

model to give herself permission to embrace that identity.  Next, I will demonstrate how 
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Lucia claimed authorship for this acquired identity through her understanding of the 

historical and cultural circumstances that surround the authorship practices of this 

identity.  I will conclude by showing how her repeated use of signs and practices, which 

are traditionally part of that authorship identity, enabled her to enact authorship.  I apply 

this structure of motivation, self-categorization, understanding of historical and cultural 

authorship conditions, and the use of signs and practices as a template to examine further 

how the original acquired identity mixed with other acquired identities (for example, 

artist/activist).  Of course, I do not actually examine identities blended together until I 

have focused on each of these identities separately. 

THE MERGING OF IDENTITIES 

Before I write about specific acquired identities, it is necessary to restate that 

although I will sometimes speak about acquired identities as distinct from each other, 

these identities overlap, support, challenge, and re-imagine each other on a continuous 

basis.  In fact, one could make an argument that one of Lucia’s acquired identities is as a 

mediator among groups or, at least, that her stance on her acquired identities is one of 

mediation. 

For example, one of the characteristics that often emerges in Lucia’s work and 

words is her firm embrace in promoting the mixing of groups and issues.  Her ability to 

move among and bring together groups and roles demonstrates a postmodern embrace of 

individual identity.  In fact, she does not believe that one can meet the requirements of 

today’s society without the ability to move among groups. 
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I interact with a lot of activists, writers, and thinkers, people who are doing great 

work in their communities or who are doing policy around food or schools.  I feel 

very committed to what they are doing and excited about it.  Enough that I would 

want to integrate that into my own art practice. 

One material evidence of the enactment of these beliefs is that Lucia’s design firm 

consists of designers, techies, artists, activists, and youth advocates. 

Lucia has a cultural and historical understanding about how contemporary social 

justice issues relate to each other.  She does not believe an activist can be isolated, and 

her own activism works with a variety of people and concerns such as sweatshops, free 

trade, race, labor, and the world economy.  She says she makes art for the various 

communities she represents, and a look at her webpage shows prints about several issues 

such as black and Asian power, sexuality, environmental and food justice, and women’s 

rights. 

Although Lucia takes pride in her own identities, she does not accept that some 

groups deserve more resources, respect, and opportunities than other groups.  She shows 

that group and self-esteem do not depend on degrading other groups.  Social identity 

theory has shown that people with this attitude do, in fact, have confidence, whereas 

people who feel inadequate denigrate other groups (Huddy, 2001).  Lucia’s mission to 

raise the status for her assigned identities, Latino and female, is not about solely working 

for her groups but promoting equal opportunities and resources for all groups. 
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ANALYZING ACQUIRED IDENTITIES AND AUTHORSHIP  

It is important to first confirm Lucia’s motivations for joining a figured world to 

acquire an identity.  Then I will find the person whom she uses as a prototype to self-

categorize and gain psychological acceptance into the figured world.  Next, I will 

implement parts of the above theories of authorship to discover how Lucia understands 

the cultural and historical forces of an authorship field and how this knowledge affects 

her use of semiotic and material tools within that field.  This section will provide a 

foundation for a further consideration of how Lucia uses signs and techniques to modify 

the field of the World Wide web to increase acceptance of diversity.  I will use this 

framework to discuss the independent and then blended acquired identities.  The 

independent identities I will examine are activist, artist, entrepreneur, and web designer.  

The blended identities are different combinations of these identities.  By describing these 

identities separately and then in stable relationships, I will have imposed an artificial, 

though necessary, structure to communicate my findings.   

Holland et al.’s (2001) version of identity as a laminate layered with other 

identities and social positions more accurately describes the interrelationships of acquired 

identities.  This structure takes into account that parts of different laminates come through 

depending on the circumstances in which the performance appears.  In other words, when 

Lucia performs a blended identity in a context, not all parts of each identity appears.  I 

envision this process as similar to celluloid animation where artists drew on transparent 

sheets of celluloid and then layered the cells on top of and beneath each other.  When 

cells alternated position, the transparent film would vary according to the order of the 
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cells beneath it.  To further use this analogy, both identity and cell animation rely on 

continuous and rapid changes among the individual laminates.  

To avoid suggesting that identities blend because each one is equally used in each 

context, I will avoid the hyphen because it is traditionally used to join two words into one 

compound adjective.  I believe the best way to describe the changing and unevenly 

distributed characteristics of the relationships is through a diagonal.  For example, when I 

describe a blending of an activist and artist identity, I will use activist/artist in hopes of 

reminding the reader that laminates continually change weight and position.   

I will begin by looking at an activist identity, then an artist identity, and then the 

blended identity of activist/artist.  Afterwards, I will examine the acquired identity of 

entrepreneur and then the blends of entrepreneur/artist, entrepreneur/activist, and 

entrepreneur/artist/activist.  Once I establish how these identities work together, in the 

next chapter I will study Lucia’s acquisition of a web Designer identity.  Because the web 

Designer identity relies on the  figured world of the World Wide web, I will not continue 

the above pattern and look at how each identity separately merges with a web Designer 

identity.  Instead, I will address how the different blends of identities become activated in 

the World Wide web. 

ACTIVIST 

Acquiring the Identity 

Motivation.  

 As I showed in the previous chapter, Lucia’s motivations for choosing an activist 

identity came from her witnessing discrimination in a variety of figured worlds.  At the 
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same time, she learned how to fit this intolerance into a social and political context, 

thereby constructing a political ideology necessary for an activist identity.  Lucia 

describes how she became politically oriented, which was a precursor for her activism. 

Political formation of that means the forming of your political ideology, and how 

you identify certain things, so, for example, my experiences helped me identify 

what it was to be an immigrant, or a Latino, or a woman, or a woman of color. 

 All that started shaping my ideology. 

Lucia’s understanding of how broad structures in society maintain inequality 

motivates her to confront injustice, not just on a personal, but also an institutional level. 

For instance, she has written about how policy decisions favor the upper classes in 

housing, education, and social welfare.  She believes big agriculture harms workers, the 

environment, and animals as well as the people who eat the overly processed food.   

Additionally, she has witnessed how gender discrimination and sexual expectations have 

hurt friends and family.  In response to both structural and personal discrimination, Lucia 

has dedicated her life to social and political activism. 

Self categorization.   

Lucia cites her mother and Kahlo as role models for her of Latinas who affect 

political and social conditions.  About her mother, she says, “My mother, she has a huge 

voice; she’s just done a lot with her life.  I’ve definitely been influenced by that.”  Lucia 

describes Kahlo’s work as inherently political and that it addresses issues of ethnicity, 

gender, and globalization.  In addition to enabling Lucia to gain psychological access to 
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an activist identity, both her mother and Frida Kahlo later emerge as prototypes for 

additional acquired identities. 

Authorship Practices 

 Understanding historical and cultural conditions.  

 As an adolescent, Lucia sought out information about the history of political 

activism by interacting with activists, watching documentaries, and reading accounts of 

social movements.  Today, she strongly believes that understanding this history enabled 

her to become an activist.  “I was able to have a voice because of that.  I was really 

influenced by political history; understanding what the black panthers did, what the 

brown berets did, that all very much influenced my activism, completely.” 

Lucia also understands how the history of institutionalized oppression and activist 

progress. 

There’s institutional racism on every single level in the U.S. in education, in 

health, in prisons, in employment. Latinos and black people make significantly 

less than their white counterparts.  It’s like saying sexism still exists.  There is 

sexism everywhere and just because women are visible, but, young girls still have 

issues from the moment they’re born.  You  know because the messages fed to 

them.  It’s the same thing with Latinos.  I mean things improve a little bit, but 

there’s still a lot of work to be done, in terms of you know having real equality. 

In this statement, Lucia shows she not only understands how history motivates her 

acquired identity, but also how the temporal evolution of Latino rights links her subject 

position to her chosen acquired identity.  
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Use of signs and practices.   

In high school, Lucia expressed her activism by interacting with other activists, 

engaging in protests, and starting her school’s first Latino club.  In college, she continued 

her activism as “… a guest teacher and I would run something called Raza studies, which 

was teaching young Latina youth about their history.  I would do that with other of my 

college peers.  We were all in our 20’s, but I was definitely the youngest.” 

By repeatedly acting in ways that society designates as activist behavior (protests, 

educating others about consciousness, and using signs for political messages) and 

interacting with other activists (Holland, et al. 2001), Lucia internalizes an activist 

identity.  Lucia’s other activist practices include online petitioning, organizing boycotts, 

marching, and blogging.  I asked Lucia how she inspired others to support her activism, 

and she described a number of signs and practices linked to activist behavior. 

The strategies are sending out email newsletters, sending out email alerts, hosting 

something on my blog, asking people to take an action, whether that’s signing a 

petition, calling city councilmen, calling congressmen, you know, sending an 

email, downloading a poster. I usually have success getting people to be active 

online when I have a clear action for them to do that they not only can do 

themselves but that they can share with other people. 

Today Lucia describes herself as an activist and Chicana (a designation for a 

Latino activist).  Some of the themes in which she works include labor issues, women’s 

rights, inclusion of women artists in exhibitions, inequality in the school system, 

immigration, food justice, the environment, racism, and the impact of multinational 



 130 

corporations.  Her activism often appears more as a performance than as artifacts that 

circulate and function without her presence.  However, she turns her activism into an 

authorship position by acquiring and then blending with two more identities: artist and 

entrepreneur.  

ARTIST 

Acquiring the Identity 

Motivation.   

Because the figured world of her family disapproved of art as a career, Lucia did 

not decide to become a professional artist until she went to college.  Her parents thought 

that success in the United States meant graduating from college and becoming a 

professional such as a lawyer or doctor.  While in high school, Lucia applied for college, 

received thirteen scholarships, and chose to attend one of the country’s top universities, 

which was also geographically close to her home.  Her goal was to become an architect. 

Meanwhile, Lucia’s mother had provided a prototype for Lucia to self-categorize 

as a woman who leaves an established office to forge her own career path. 

School doesn’t really do it for me.  I mean, I feel like I can do so much more on 

my own, choosing who I learn from and choosing my own routine.  I’ve always 

been very independent, and my Mom is like that, too.  My Mom didn’t stay at her 

job because she wanted to leave, she wanted to do her own thing, she wanted to 

be independent.  So, I was exactly the same way. 

Lucia’s family simultaneously communicated that she should work in an 

established system and strike out on her own to construct a career.  This situation shows 
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that contradictory ideas not only circulate between contexts but can also manifest within 

one figured world.  In order to resolve this conflict, Lucia engaged in a dialogic process 

to determine what direction to follow. 

Self-Categorization.   

To choose art as a career, Lucia needed to classify herself as an artist.  She had 

already begun this process by connecting with Kahlo and meeting professional artists in 

community workshops. 

I was part of these after-school programs where I would go.  Sometimes there 

were only three people in the class, but they were all great.  They [the classes] 

were all offered at the local community center, and I would go and get like free 

art workshops.  I learned.  I mean it’s not so much what I learned because that 

wasn’t the point.  It’s more that I learned that I could be an artist; I had that option 

as a career. 

At college, Lucia took an art class with a Chicana painter who introduced her to 

printmaking.  After the class, Lucia left college to learn printmaking from artists in her 

community.  Meeting a professional Latina artist and working with other Latino artists 

further supported Lucia’s self-classification as an artist.  In fact, although she had 

planned to return to school, because she became a successful artist, she never did. 
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Authorship 

Understanding cultural and historical conditions.   

As noted previously, Lucia learned about the historical and cultural conditions of 

art from high school teachers and community artists.  She also educated herself by 

reading books about art and visiting museums and galleries.  Lucia thinks of herself as 

coming from a long tradition of artists who produce work to motivate people for social 

action.  She has found inspiration from the Young Lords, Mexican and Chicano 

muralists; Emory Douglas, Rini Templeton, Malaquias Montoya, Victor Jara, Emory 

Douglas, Paul Robenson, Juan Fuentes, Kahlo, Diego Rivera, Ester Hernandez, Rene 

Mederos, and Rupert Garcia.  She attributes the founding of political art in the twentieth 

century to many of these people.   

In addition, she includes the stylistic and activist influence of Cuban political 

artists, artists from the Latin American Revolution, and Chicano painters and print 

makers.  She finds similarities between her posters and the work of “old school” political 

artists and recognizes that the historical strength of poster art is not just in the graphic 

messages but in the reproductions.  She continues paying homage to arts traditions 

through a program she started that teaches young graffiti artists the history and tradition 

of mural painting and street art.  It is clear that Lucia has a rich knowledge of art history, 

and, though she knows about the Western gallery canon, prefers art that permeates and 

becomes part of community life. 
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Use of signs and practices.   

To claim authorship in a field a person must use the preexisting structures and 

materials dedicated towards authorship.  Lucia’s understanding of the cultural and 

historical aspects of her chosen authorship field, as well as her desire to improve regard 

for her own Latina subjectivity, influenced her choice of process, signs, and materials.  

Although I will delve more deeply into Lucia’s use of aesthetic signs for cultural 

resistance in the chapter examining her identity as a web designer, Lucia’s use of 

aesthetic principles and signs entrenches her in an artistic field.  

Printmaking, the technique that Lucia frequently uses, is a process in which an 

artist makes a picture and transfers the image to a mesh screen.  The artist then covers the 

image with paint that either seeps through or around the transfer to create an image on 

another surface.  Afterwards, the printmaker often combines layers of images to slightly 

change the primary picture.  Coincidentally, this technique mirrors the laminating process 

of identity construction theorized by Holland.  In both identity formation and 

printmaking, the location and properties of each layer (laminate) can vary, yet the 

original image (identity) remains. 

In addition to printmaking, Lucia uses a variety of other techniques, signs, and 

materials that situate her within the art world.  These include silk screens, paints, 

drawing, charcoal, canvas, and illustration and photographic software.  She has also 

written artist statements, put her work in portfolios, and taught art classes.  She further 

establishes her identity by exhibiting her work in places designated to present art objects.  

As humorously established by Marcel Duchamp’s “Fountain” in 1917, the relationships 
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among the art object, the exhibition space, and the artist confirm each other.  Finally, 

Lucia participates in artistic discourse.  For example, “I work in triangular compositions, 

so there is usually something standing out, primary, secondary and then tertiary.”  These 

terms fit into standard artist vocabulary.  Through a reiteration of signs and practices 

accepted as signifying an artist, Lucia has firmly acquired her artist identity.  

ARTIST/ACTIVIST 

An artist is above all a human being, profoundly human to the core. If the artist 

can’t feel everything that humanity feels, if the artist isn’t capable of loving until 

he forgets himself and sacrifices himself if necessary, if he won’t put down his 

magic brush and head the fight against the oppressor, then he isn’t a great artist.  

         Diego Rivera 

Art is one way to discuss all of these political issues.  Art is a way to dialogue.   

           Lucia 

Acquiring the Identity 

Motivation and Self-Categorization.  

The same people motivated Lucia to become an artist as became an activist.  After 

Lucia left college, she worked with local political artists.  Because of their marginalized 

subject positions and artistic success, Lucia could think of these mentors, along with 

Kahlo, as prototypes to help her self-categorize as a political artist.  

She was motivated to acquire a hybrid identity because she had not experienced 

art and artists as separate from the community.  
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I’ve never really been in an arts environment.  I didn’t go to art school.  I think art 

school can be very elitist.  I mean I’m a self taught artist.  Even when I was 

learning art as a young person, as a high school student, I learned it through 

community art workshops.  I was more engaged in the non-art world, people 

working with the Internet or people who are working in Chicano studies or 

political science.  I was more into things like that.  I was more engaged with them, 

and I was an artist, so I was able to see the intersections of that.  I wasn’t in an 

arts exclusive community ever, and I’m happy I wasn’t because when you are just 

in an exclusive art school community; you can be very narrow. 

Lucia’s description about her engagement with various communities shows that 

she views group boundaries as permeable.  Social identity theory has demonstrated that 

people who believe in fluid group boundaries think that relationships within and among 

these groups can change.  Perhaps if Lucia saw disciplines as inherently separate, she 

would have hesitated to become a professional artist so as not to dilute her activist 

identity.  Instead, because she comprehends how discourses can overlap, she found 

mentors to support this hybrid identity. 

Authorship 

 Understanding cultural and historical circumstances.  

 Lucia assured herself of the potential for art to support libratory purposes by 

studying historical art movements that had attained political and social goals.   

I read a lot of books on art and art history and the role that art plays on society.  

To me, it’s very obvious that art has a very important stake in engaging citizens in 
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politics.  It just that art is not used like that as much, but it’s always been a tool.  I 

mean throughout history, you’ve seen that relationship between art and politics.  

And so, for me it’s a kind of very natural relationship. 

She also described some historical events where the merging of arts and politics 

had profound effects. 

I would say 1968, Paris 1968, when the students did an uprising against the 

government in Mexico City, 1968…all over the world in 1968.  It was a year of 

social transformation.  You saw that with the Black Panther party, with the black 

power movement here, Native American movement, [and the] Chicano arts 

movement.  There has been many examples in the US even the anti-war 

movement anti Vietnam movement. 

Lucia believes art empowers people by promoting critical thinking, connecting 

disparate communities, and circulating stories from marginalized groups.  Many of 

Lucia’s own art pieces are about international and national issues that concern 

disenfranchised groups.  By the time Lucia started creating websites, she was convinced 

that art could support parity.   

USE OF SIGNS AND PRACTICES.  Lucia creates artistic signs to challenge the ones 

circulated in the dominant society.  For example, she responded to an invitation to a 

demonstration for immigrant rights that asked attendants to carry an American flag, 

The whole call out was saying everybody wear white and bring your American 

flags, and we’re going to say we’re Americans, too, and we’re going to march.  
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I’m not going to carry an American Flag, that symbol of genocide.  I don’t want 

to carry that.  I had to then make something about that moment in time, which is 

still going on, and that’s when this poster was created.  We handed it out at a 

bunch of immigrants’ rights rallies.  It kind of has become a symbol for the 

immigrants’ rights movement.   

Lucia uses printmaking to create posters because it enables the production of 

multiple images that can appear in street windows, on telephone poles, and at community 

centers and schools.  Displaying art outside of galleries and museums positions the 

images as nonhierarchical and democratic.  It also aligns Lucia’s aesthetic philosophy 

with the Bauhaus School and William Morris, thereby situating her work historically and 

legitimizing her artist identity.  Ironically, while publicly distributing her work 

establishes her position in the art world, it also challenges the gate keeping function of 

elite art institutions.  This contradiction demonstrates how one action can support parts of 

a hybrid identity that may conflict.   

I think artists should never live in their bubble.  I think the art world in the U.S. is 

very commercial, and it can be very elitist.  So anyone who is doing art from a so-

called community angle gets labeled as a kind of community artist.  You get 

somehow put into a lower class of arts, which I don’t think is good.  Because I 

think artists should always be engaged with the larger community.  I think art 

communities tend to sometimes isolate themselves.  Actually, a lot of 

communities do that, but art is one of them. 
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As opposed to most other contexts of inequality, where Lucia tries to change 

material conditions, in the art world, Lucia uses a social creativity strategy.  Social 

creativity is a concept in social identity theory that describes the steps people use to 

change negative attitudes about an identity, in this case community artists.  Lucia tries to 

enhance the reputation of community artists by redefining art objects and spaces.  She 

shifts the purpose of art from an object for profit to an object for inspiration and 

motivation.   

She also challenges museums codes that devalue art made for the community.  

For instance, one of the museums she has worked with has recently completed an 

extensive renovation to become part of, instead of apart from, the local community.  The 

museum hired Lucia to curate a mural outside of the museum.  She recruited artists with 

national reputations to contribute to a mural about how immigrants become 

Americanized, so that neighborhood residents could recognize themselves in the art.  In 

this way, Lucia helps transform the museum from an exclusionary, to an inclusive, space.  

The museum can become a figured world that offers a positive instead of negative stance 

on people of color.  

Another way that Lucia enacts her artist/activist identity is by creating images to 

promote positive attitudes about various women, such as African American, Asian 

American, Latin, young, senior, and queer.  Painting women as role models enables her 

to claim an authorship position for her artist/activist identity because her art presents 

prototypes to inspire other women to acquire powerful identities.  For instance, in a self-

portrait, Lucia faces a mirror and removes a blindfold that symbolizes how media 
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messages about Latinos and women did not allow her to see herself.  In this print, which 

Lucia calls her favorite, she tries to inspire other women to remove distorted messages 

about their own subject positions. 

Lucia contends that activists must use representation to teach the next generation 

to have a high regard for their own subject positions.  She especially desires a time when 

more women of color will have their voices heard.  She perceives individual success as 

inadequate and asserts that the most valuable change occurs when masses of people 

succeed.  To that end, Lucia has worked teaching and mentoring young people.  

However, she also wants to leave models and institutions that inspire future generations 

to transcend the structural limitations imposed on their assigned subject positions.  To 

accomplish this--reaching her activist goal and supporting her own artistic practice-- 

Lucia enacts another acquired identity, that of an entrepreneur. 

ENTREPRENEUR  

Lucia describes herself as an entrepreneur and an institution builder.  Both of 

these acquired identities create and manage an organization; however, the first identity 

concentrates on economic profit while the latter does not.  It has become common to call 

the acquired identity that creates for-profit institutions a business entrepreneur and the 

acquired identity that starts nonprofit institutions a social entrepreneur.  Although the 

financial goals are different, many of the practices overlap in each area, so I will classify 

each of these identities as an entrepreneur. 

Because an entrepreneur uses signs and practices to create, I will also place this 

identity in an authorship category.  To maintain consistency, I will use the same 
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organization that I used for activist and artist to understand how Lucia acquires this 

identity and uses it as a foundation for authorship.  I will look at how the figured worlds 

around Lucia inspired her to become an entrepreneur and identify the role models that 

encouraged this self-categorization.  Although I will focus exclusively on the 

entrepreneur identity, this identity, like artist and activist, intertwines with other acquired 

positions.  Therefore, in the section following this one, I will explore how Lucia 

constructs the hybrid identities of entrepreneur/activist, entrepreneur/artist, and 

entrepreneur/activist/artist.   

Acquiring the Identity 

Motivation.  

When Lucia left college, she not only wanted to become an artist but also an 

entrepreneur.  She found it necessary to become an entrepreneur because women of color 

lacked representation in the art market.  As a printmaker, she knew that she came from a 

tradition of artists who formed their own businesses to sustain themselves financially.  In 

addition, she felt prepared to start her own business because of the training she had 

received from the adults in her community.   

I had a lot of mentors around me and really caring adults.  They really mentored 

me.  I think it’s more that I had adults supporting me.  They gave me a lot of 

responsibility.  Such as teaching me how to write a grant or learning how to run a 

program. 

Growing up around a family business also motivated Lucia to become an 

entrepreneur.  Lucia’s mother had started a business working with Spanish-speaking 
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immigrants, and eventually, Lucia’s father left his job to help her mother.  Since her 

mother started and managed the business, Lucia had a Latina prototype to use for self-

categorization. 

Since leaving college, Lucia has co-founded numerous businesses.  In 2000, Lucia 

co-founded a web and graphic design firm.  In 2001, she co-founded a nonprofit cultural 

alliance to teach young people in her community the art of mural making.  Eventually the 

alliance grew and produced a spin-off workshop for young graffiti artists.  After seven 

years, the alliance bought a building to become the first cultural space in the community.  

The cultural center now includes a variety of classes in the visual arts, music, and dance 

as well as exhibitions and performances.   

In 2003, Lucia co-founded an organization dedicated to reinvigorating screen-

printing through an artist’s collective.  The names of this collective and her design firm 

refer to her Peruvian roots.  For the sake of anonymity, as well as identification, I will 

call these institutions by their generic utilitarian designations: the cultural alliance, the 

cultural center (which is the building created and funded by the cultural alliance but has 

its own purpose and mission), the print collective, and the web design business.   

Authorship 

 Understanding cultural and historical conditions.   

One of the first decisions Lucia made, in terms of authorship strategies and in 

relation to entrepreneurship, was not to develop these institutions in isolation but instead 

to work with co-founders.  This choice demonstrates strong regard for her female subject 

position as lone authorship values the single, heroic, male, whereas collective creativity 
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follows a tradition of women artists working together in sewing and quilting circles 

(Mizroheff, 2006).  Lucia has mostly formed these businesses with other Latinos, 

demonstrating her commitment to group mobility.   

While she was growing up, Lucia’s neighborhood did not include a thriving for- 

profit entrepreneurial sector; however, nonprofit community programs, created by the 

activists of the 1960s, proliferated.  Lucia attributes much of her success and maturation 

as an activist and professional artist to the youth art workshops organized by these 

programs.  She hopes the cultural center she has cofounded continues the legacy of the 

community workshops by showing that art can raise individual consciousness and lift the 

neighborhood economy.  She also thinks community organization can counter ideology 

embedded in institutions developed by the dominant culture.  When I asked her if there 

were ever any institutions where she felt silenced, she answered: 

In school mostly, in certain kinds of institutions like college.  Maybe some times 

in really elite art spaces.  Sometimes, I feel like my voice is not being heard, but 

for the most part I don’t feel like that anymore.  I really, really have a lot more 

confidence now.  If I don’t feel heard, I usually know that it’s because the systems 

within that space continue to be limited.  They are not in touch with the twenty- 

first century, and they’re going to figure it out really soon. 

As opposed to these elite art institutions, Lucia has started spaces that do not revolve 

around a hierarchy of art objects based on arbitrary aesthetic principles but instead 

encourages cross-cultural understandings and diverse cultural production.  
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Because of Lucia’s interaction with a variety of figured worlds, she understood 

the cultural and historical conditions related to entrepreneurship.  From her mother, she 

knew Latina women could start businesses.  From her experience with community 

workshops, she knew that community ventures started by a group of like-minded people 

could succeed.  From her knowledge about the lack of institutions geared towards 

education in her community, she knew the necessity of developing these organizations. 

Use of signs and practices.  

Lucia uses and repeats signs and social practices associated with 21st century 

business practices in her profit and nonprofit organizations.  The signs include a business 

name, a vision statement, branding, and logos.  Practices include collaborating with 

professionals, following legal procedure, attaining financial solvency, and attracting 

clients and participants through publicity.   

Each organization has a title that signifies it as an autonomous entity.  The name 

of the cultural center designates it as a neighborhood space for art production and events.  

The screen collective uses the term workshop in the title, which both describes its activity 

and situates itself among historical workshops that promoted political graphics.  To create 

its own identity, the workshop adds the name of a specific indigenous, Latin American 

leader who fought against an oppressive force.  The web design company is the name of a 

symbol from the same indigenous group referred to in the print collective workshop.   

All businesses need an organizing vision.  The cultural alliance describes its 

commitment to promote change in their neighborhoods through arts and culture on an 

“about us” page on their website.  The community cultural center uses a mission 
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statement, a definite sign of a nonprofit, since grant applications often require these.  The 

cultural center states the mission is “to unite art with activism to work for community 

empowerment and cultural development and to build bridges between the 

disenfranchised, racially and ethnically divided communities….”  The printing collective 

also describes a mission on an “about us” page of their website that articulates its intent 

to reinvigorate screen-printing for both artistic and political ends.  The web design 

business has an “about us” page that describes its mission as using communication 

technologies to improve conditions for community.  It also states that it builds design and 

strategic solutions for organizations working towards social improvement. 

Although the community alliance and cultural center do not seem to have a logo, 

their websites have a repeated image of an arm held straight up ending with a fist, which 

is a standard and repeated image for solidarity (MacPhee & Rodriguez, 2008).  Both the 

print collective and the design business use images of Inca warriors for identification and 

branding. 

Another important requirement of a business is to have a space to accommodate 

the practices necessary for maintaining a social or for-profit business.  Lucia’s 

organizations claim these areas through virtual and physical space.  Professional artists, 

who have trained with prominent printmakers, manage the screen-printing collective in a 

printmaking studio that holds a yearly open house.  The community cultural center 

bought a building that houses Lucia’s design firm, a gallery, performance space, and 

several low-income housing units.   



 145 

Besides using signs to author social and for-profit organizations, Lucia uses 

authorship practices to create and perform her businesses.  For example, Lucia assembled 

a team of people with expertise and similar goals with whom to work.  Her design firm 

employs people who have each worked for more than ten years in their profession as 

planners, designers, artists, and computer programmers.  The community cultural center 

has hired people of color who live or work in the community and are professional artists 

and community organizers.  These people have both expertise of a skill set and 

identification with the population that the cultural center serves.   

In compliance with the established legal practices for nonprofit business, the 

neighborhood coalition has 501c3 status and posts its yearly tax returns online.  The 

print-making collective does not raise money nor make a profit so it does not need to file 

legal papers.  The web design business is a privately held company with fourteen 

employees.  After attaining legal status, each organization can receive financial support 

or charge for services.  The neighborhood coalition and cultural center received 

approximately $135,000 in grants and donations in its first year and by 2005 had more 

than doubled that support.  Lucia’s for-profit design firm has an annual growth of twenty-

five percent,  and by 2009 had contracted with over three hundred associations on over 

five hundred projects.   

Although the design company has gained clients mostly through word of mouth, 

Lucia and her partners also use established business practices to grow and gain support.  

For example, all of the organizations have websites that link to each other.  Lucia 

distributes the address of her personal website, which also links to these other businesses, 
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when she travels around the country giving workshops and exhibiting in galleries.  She 

also refers to these ventures in interviews she gives in the media.  The cultural center 

announces its events and classes through local papers, and a link to the design company 

appears on all of sites they have created. 

Lucia’s use and repetition of signs and practices relating to entrepreneurship in 

the United States in the twenty-first century firmly establish that she has acquired this 

identity.  I have traced Lucia’s expression of agency through this identity by describing 

her motivation to become, and her self-categorization as, an entrepreneur.  Although the 

concept of entrepreneur is not always associated with ideas of authorship, I argue that 

creating a unified, autonomous entity or performance through signs and practices 

confirms this relationship.  Finally, although I have written about the entrepreneurship 

identity as separate, it is, like any postmodern description of identity, interdependent with 

other subject positions and identities.  As Holland (1998) has written, each identity 

consists of layers that combine and recombine to respond to a context.  The layers that 

integrate with entrepreneurship and support Lucia’s web design are artist and activist.  As 

I have already established how Lucia acquired and combined her artistic and activist 

identities and because these identities preceded her entrepreneurship, I will use the 

following section to explore how Lucia incorporated her entrepreneur identity into her 

artist and activist identities. 
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ENTREPRENEUR/ARTIST 

Being good in business is the most fascinating kind of art.  Making money is art, 

and working is art, and good business is the best art.  Andy Warhol 

 

Acquiring the Identity 

Motivation.   

Lucia had learned in the community workshops she attended that a person could 

earn money as a professional artist.  As I quoted earlier, Lucia explains: 

I was part of these after school programs.  Sometimes, there were only like three 

people in the class, but they were all great.  They were all offered at the local 

community center.  I would go and get free art workshops.  I learned, I mean, it’s 

not so much what I learned because that wasn’t the point.  It’s more that I learned 

that I could be an artist; I had that option as a career. 

Lucia also understood that to become a successful artist she would need to engage with 

practices common in the business world such as fundraising, audience development, and 

public relations.  Lucia’s view that art and business have a symbiotic relationship 

motivated her to approach art through business strategies and structures.  She has even 

brought business practices and ideas that she has learned about into her own art work.  By 

introducing and repeating authorship strategies from one figured world in another figured 

world, Lucia forges the artist/entrepreneur identity. 
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Self-categorization.   

At the time Lucia chose to be a business-woman and artist, she had developed a 

positive regard for her assigned ethnic and gender subject positions.  She had also learned 

she could avoid unwelcoming groups, people, and institutions.  As a result, she did not 

try to perform an artistic and entrepreneurial identity in elitist art establishments.  Instead, 

she emulated artist/entrepreneurs who worked in an organizational model that combined 

art and business with an egalitarian instead of elitist structure. 

Authorship 

Understanding cultural and historical circumstances.  

 Lucia recognizes that the established art market does not provide substantial 

financial support for women and people of color.  Additionally, she grasps the historic, 

financial vulnerability of political visual artists.  Consequently, she recognizes that artists 

must meet business demands to establish artistic and commercial viability.  In a podcast 

interview, Lucia addressed the misperception that artists spend all their time creating.  

Instead, she explained, artistic creation occurs about twenty percent of the time and the 

remaining work involves business practices such as administration, audience 

development, and planning.  She advises other artists that during a time with such severe 

funding cuts, they must devise new commercial structures within which to work. 

Use of signs and practices.   

All of the businesses that Lucia has opened revolve around art.  The community 

group and cultural center provide arts programs and workshops in dance, spoken word, 

media arts, visual arts, and music.  These activities make the center eligible for money 



 149 

through grants, tuition fees, and ticket sales.  The artist’s collective sells prints, including 

Lucia's, and the for- profit business charges clients for web design.  Additionally, Lucia 

sells her own artwork through her website that she produced and designed with workers 

in the for-profit business. 

ENTREPRENEUR/ACTIVIST 

Acquiring the Identity 

Motivation.  

 Lucia’s motivation to combine these two identities emerged from experiences 

throughout her life.  As a child, she saw her mother use her business to help establish 

rights and expand access to resources for immigrants.  As a high school student, she 

experienced the effects of this combination because organizations committed to social 

activism started the art workshops she attended.  In addition to establishing art 

workshops, these groups built a variety of institutions in her neighborhood including 

schools, clinics, and youth and health centers (Cushing, 2009).  Although not in their 

peak in the 1980s when Lucia attended art classes, these organizations still held a 

powerful presence in the neighborhood.  For instance, when she returned to her 

community to learn printmaking, many of the artists who mentored her had either worked 

in the first activist groups or been strongly influenced by them. 

The consequences of her mother’s and community activists’ work convinced  

Lucia that business could improve conditions for Latinos and other marginalized groups.   

Thus, at a young age, Lucia learned institution building could support an activist identity 
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dedicated towards increasing opportunities and access to resources for marginalized 

groups. 

Self-categorization.   

The people who motivated Lucia also provided prototypes that she could use to 

help her self-classify as artist/entrepreneur.  As previously mentioned, Lucia saw her 

mother as a role model.  People of color from her community taught her business skills.  

Third world artists who produced political graphics ran many of the organizations in her 

neighborhood and mentored her after college.  Lucia had many people around her who 

showed that people of color and women could work effectively as entrepreneur/activists. 

Authorship 

Understanding historical conditions.   

As noted in the section about how Lucia acquired an activist identity, Lucia has a 

sophisticated understanding that many of the social problems she tries to address emerge 

from institutions founded and supported by the dominant culture.  Her awareness of how 

previously authored institutions spread ideology leads her to think, “of course, you also 

need the institutions to change period.” 

Learning the history of political graphics also convinced her to integrate 

entrepreneurial, artistic, and activist practices.  There is a long history of serigraphy 

workshops forming to make political graphics for social movements.  Printmaking lends 

itself to activism because the method produces multiple copies that can circulate among 

masses of people.  Although most print-making materials are inexpensive, the financial 
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demands of the printing press as well as studio space often results in screen-printing 

artists working in collectives.  In the 1970s, there was a resurgence of screen printing in 

the United States in response to the invasion of Cambodia and the shooting deaths of four 

student protesters at Kent State on May 4 (MacPhee & Rodriguez, 2008).  Some of the 

most prolific screen-printing collectives surfaced in Lucia’s neighborhood during the 

1970s and their existence has become an essential part of the community's history. 

The use of signs and practices.   

To construct this identity, Lucia integrates activism into entrepreneurial signs and 

practices.  Lucia consciously chooses to work with people with similar social goals in all 

her institutions.  For example, when Lucia began her web and graphic design business, 

she consciously chose coworkers and employees who would further her activist vision.  

During our conversation, she described the members of her design team, “They are 

totally interested in social issues!  They’re all people of color.  They’re all Latinos, and 

we’ve been working together for years.  They’re all totally committed to social justice.”  

“That’s why I opened a business with them because I haven’t [met a lot of socially 

conscience engineers] either, and I wanted to work with people who I thought were 

aligned with what I was doing.” 

All of the institutions Lucia has co-founded include statements on their websites 

about their commitment to social change and progress.  The community center and 

cultural center focus on structural improvements for the local neighborhoods, and the 

artist’s collective has created and distributed posters about such themes as 

neocolonialism, third world solidarity, incarceration, and femicide.  The design company 
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explains in their “about us” page that they gear their services towards community action 

and global social equity.  The page lists issues the people in the company address 

including self-determination and anti-imperialism, environmental consciousness, and 

racial, class, gender, and sexual orientation equity. 

Lucia also merges entrepreneurship practices and activist goals through publicity.  

She achieves her goals of social organizing while increasing the size of the audience and 

creating opportunities that attract clients and donors.  For instance, she actively 

participates in social justice and educational forums such as a national conference about 

the role of community centers in building movements.  The cultural center attracts people 

through concerts, grassroots workshops, gallery shows, and community art projects.  The 

collective hosts open studios (at which two years ago they made tortillas with the image 

of Sonia Sotomayor) and distribute their work at large gatherings such as the Free Press 

Conference, the World Social Forum, and the National Political Hip Hop Convention.  

The collective extends its reach internationally through partnership with another print-

making collective in Mexico.   

ENTREPRENEUR/ARTIST/ACTIVIST 

I have identified motivations and self-categorizations that enabled Lucia to 

acquire the identities of activist, artist, and entrepreneur.  I have also described how 

Lucia’s knowledge about the cultural and historical signs and practices of authorship 

fields enabled her to create texts and institutions.  I repeat this organization to examine 

the identity formation of entrepreneur/artist/activist.  These identities support and almost 

seamlessly flow through each other within Lucia’s activities, performances, relationships, 
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and the artifacts she leaves behind.  As I apply the structure used previously, it will 

become clear that the inter-relationships of these identities emerge from dialogic, 

geographic, cultural, and historic contexts. 

Acquiring the Identity 

Motivation and self-categorization.   

Lucia’s entrepreneur/activist/artist identity has emerged from the integration of 

social activism, political graphics, and technology that has evolved through recent 

history.  The alignment of social activism and technology has lead some people to use the 

Internet, not just for twitter updates, gossip sites, and online consumption, but also as a 

tool for political and social communication.  After the development of the browser, the 

Internet transformed from a text to a media-based communications tool.  Internet sites 

that use visual signs to encourage social change come from a lineage of reproducible 

political graphics.  In fact, the effects of technological progress on art and activism led 

towards the use of the Internet for cultural resistance. 

Lucia believes that for the left to compete with corporate messages, political 

artists must learn their own history to understand the power of political graphics and 

avoid using hackneyed images that no longer persuade.  She attributes the concept of 

reproducible political graphics to Mexican engravers and printmakers in the early 

twentieth century.  By briefly describing the tradition in which Lucia places herself, I will 

show how her acquired identities and website come out of a long line of political graphic 

work. 
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Jose Posada (1852-1913), recognized as the founder of the great age of Mexican 

printmaking, made over 15,000 images for a variety of publishing houses, broadsides, 

newspapers, and volantes.  Volantes are inexpensive flyers made up of a single sheet of 

colored paper on a portable press.  Often illiterate citizens received their primary 

information about political and social events from these flyers (Ricker, 2002).  Their 

convenient, inexpensive, and inconspicuous production process made volantes a popular 

form of communication, and protesters distributed them throughout festivals and events. 

In 1888, Posada became an illustrator for Mexico City's penny press and  

broadsheet publisher, Antonio Vanegas Arroyo.  The broadsheet images covered various 

subjects that Arroyo thought would sell.  However, Posada's illustrations in the Penny 

Press geared towards the working class exposed "corrupt politicians, Yankee interlopers, 

exploitive capitalists, upper-class pretensions, and ignorant policeman” (Coerver et al., 

2004, 410). His satire helped undermine the political power of Porfirio Diaz, the 

President of Mexico from 1827-1911.  The political muralists Diego Rivera and Jose 

Orozco cited Posada as a key influence.  They saw his work as the connection between 

their elite art school training and the working class audience they wished to reach..  

(Coerver et al., 2004).  Numerous activists have used Posada’s poster of Emilano Zapata 

for protests, and in 1920, Jean Charlot recognizing the universality of Posada’s prints 

labeled him “the printmaker to the Mexican people”(Selbin, 2009). 

After Posada’s death in 1913, his influence continued on groups of Mexican 

artists who created collectives to address the unstable, political situation of early 

twentieth-century Mexico.  One of the first, Trienta y Trienta, or 30/30, lasted several 
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years.  This collective did touch on politics but focused mostly on the artistic history of 

the region.  After Trienta y Trienta's dissolution, the next important print collective, the 

Liga De Excritores y Artistas Revolucionarios, or League of Revolutionary Writers and 

Artists, paid greater attention to politics than prior collectives.  Many of their political 

prints addressed the growing fascist movement in Spain (MacPhee & Rodriguez, 2008). 

During the early part of the twentieth century, the integration of an artist/activist 

identity proliferated in Mexico.  Political printmakers and muralists built a foundation for 

contemporary Latino, political artists.  Unfortunately, many of the first collectives and 

printmakers failed to sustain themselves financially; even Posada died penniless.  In 

response to these economic issues, Leopoldo Méndez, Luis Arenal and Pablo O'Higgins 

created a business plan and a manifesto when they started Taller de Gráfica Popular 

(TGP) [the Workshop for Popular Graphics (or graphic art) or the People’s Graphics 

Workshop] in 1937.  TGP was the first group to promote their work commercially 

although their primary purpose remained the creation of art for political and social 

causes.  Though their financial security was often tenuous, TGP became an influential 

publishing movement in the twentieth century and lasted for thirty-five years (they exist 

today but as a small collective in Mexico) (Ricker, 2002).  The financial history of these 

artist/activists created a lineage for the current generation of printmakers, including 

Lucia, who combined art, activism, and business. 

The United States also launched artist/activist identities in the early twentieth 

century with assistance in 1939 for Federal Art Project (FAP)/ Work Projects 

Administration (WPA).  Though dedicated to promoting social justice, FAP/WPA funded 
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mostly white artists (Langa, 2004).  The FAP/WPA developed a Silk Screen Unit to 

attract people to a new technique to promote social justice.  Artists and activists like to 

use silkscreen to make the reproducible graphics needed for social activism because they 

can learn the procedure quickly and produce prints on a limited budget.  Sixty-four years 

later, Lucia’s artist collective continues this work by trying to attract the public to 

printmaking as a tool for activism. 

Although silk screening has a long history as an aesthetic practice to convey 

political messages, its popularity sometimes wanes.  After the WPA initiative, the next 

silk screen revival did not appear for thirty years.  In 1968, Parisian art students took over 

the Ecole des Beaux Arts, named themselves Alelier Populaire/People’s Workshop and 

produced one-to-two hundred posters per hour and sometimes several thousand per night 

(Cushing, 2009; MacPhee & Rodriguez, 2008).  Át almost the same time, students at 

Harvard embraced screen printing to make images for their fight against the 

administration.  Meanwhile, computerized technology intersected with art and activism 

through the proliferation of Xerox machines.  Rini Templeton introduced “Xerox art” as a 

way to reproduce political graphics by travelling to areas of struggle and making multiple 

copies of pen and ink drawings for activists to use.  Additionally, she gave workshops 

throughout North and Central America to teach people how to use duplicating machines 

for activism (MacPhee & Rodriguez, 2008). 

As mentioned earlier, the 1970s saw an increase of political graphic arts in 

response to the shootings at two universities and the ongoing war.  The greatest activity 

was around Berkeley University, geographically close to Oakland, California.  Screen 
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printing for activism appeared in many smaller movements throughout the United States.  

La Raza Silk Screen and Kearny Street Washington were two of the many community-

based, action-oriented workshops that developed.  Eventually, the smaller workshops 

gave way to larger off-set print shops, and many print makers started working with other 

media.  However, this movement left behind community art workshops like the ones that 

Lucia attended during high school. 

By attending these workshops, meeting people in her neighborhood that worked 

as political poster artists, and understanding how her Latino subject position and 

geographical context situated her in the history of political graphics, Lucia could self-

categorize as an artist/activist/entrepreneur.  These acquired identities neatly track the 

historical evolution of political and social conditions, individual artist/activists, and 

changes in technology.  As a result, Lucia ‘s biography illuminates political, 

technological, and artistic movements that transcend her personal story and emphasizes 

the fluidity between identity and context. 

Authorship 

Understanding historical and cultural conditions.   

While Lucia integrated her activist, artist, and entrepreneur identities, she also 

learned about the history and practices of these fields.  For instance, Lucia writes about in 

the artistic, activist, and entrepreneurial evolution of black and white political graphics in 

a book that she co-edited that was published by Soft Skull Press in 2008.  She has also 

studied people who previously claimed this blended identity.  
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I learned about Frida Kahlo.  I learned about artists like Yolanda Lopez from San 

Francisco, or Ester Hernandez, or even male artists like Malaquias Montoya, who 

were doing very radical work, and were getting into venues and areas that I really 

wanted to get into. 

In addition, she has chosen an artistic technique historically used by people who have 

drawn upon each of these identities.  “I work in multiples.  I don't do one painting.  That's 

why I'm a printmaker.  I do works on paper so that I can distribute them to schools and 

community centers, and just post them up in the street.” 

Besides understanding the historical authorship fields surrounding this identity, 

she has kept up with recent cultural developments.  For example, she works with new 

technology, such as the Internet, to distribute and produce political graphics.  She stated 

“when I first started, I was one of the first Latina artists to have a website.  Now a lot of 

people have a web site.  It’s normal” and that “I’ve been doing this for a few years now, 

so I know the tools, I’m on Twitter, and I’m on Facebook.”  She also has positioned this 

identity within contemporary culture through her examinations of art, institutions, and 

social worth. 

I really see my role as someone to break into the field, always demand 

accountability, and really look at, "How are these art institutions serving people in 

this country when the demographics are changing very rapidly?"  Yet, the art 

world does not reflect that. 
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As a result of Lucia’s cumulative knowledge of the historical and cultural conditions of 

the authorship fields surrounding an activist/artist/ entrepreneur identity, she is ready to 

use signs and practices from this blended identity to author her own texts. 

Use of signs and practices.   

Lucia authors artifacts by combining signs and practices from the authorship 

fields related to the activist/artist/entrepreneur identity.  An artifact can be material, such 

as a print, or ephemeral, such as a speech act.  Artifacts evoke figured worlds and derive 

their meanings from these worlds.  For example, the figured world of professional art 

would include reviews, schools, professional artists, museums, galleries, docents, and art 

objects.  Again, Duchamp’s readymades provide excellent examples of how a figured 

world gives meaning to an artifact.  Duchamp’s piece “In advance of the broken arm (En 

prévision du bras cassé),” 1915, is a store bought-snow shovel.  Because Duchamp was a 

recognized artist, all he had to do was paint the title (art works usually have titles) and his 

signature (art works usually have signatures) to make an ordinary object a valuable work 

of art.  Nevertheless, when the object becomes part of a different habitus, it can again 

shift meaning.  For instance, while “In advance of the broken arm (En prévision du bras 

cassé)” was part of a travelling exhibition, a janitor at a Minnesota Museum mistook the 

piece for an actual snow shovel and used it (Hamilton, 2002).  The practice of shoveling 

snow within a figured world of building maintenance was productive; however, the same 

practice within the figured art world became destructive forcing Duchamp to recreate “In 

advance of the broken arm” for future exhibitions.  
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Just as figured worlds can change the meaning of artifacts, artifacts can work as 

semiotic tools that modify figured worlds.  For example, when Lucia expresses her 

artist/activist/entrepreneur identity by distributing her political graphics on the street, she 

provides an alternative venue for art beyond traditional institutional spaces.  However, 

because figured worlds distribute power and discipline identities, when Lucia challenges 

the established galleries and museums, the process can be slow and difficult.  As 

mentioned earlier, Lucia notes that the conventional art world diminishes artists who 

work in the community. 

As an alternative to these segregated conditions, Lucia uses signs and practices 

from her activist/artist/entrepreneur identity to author artifacts in the forms of 

organizations and exhibit spaces open to anyone involved in a marginalized expressive 

culture.  In the quote below, Lucia explains she wants to emulate Kahlo to produce new, 

creative, and activist frameworks for future generations. 

I really want to think big with where I'm going and what kind of impact I want to 

have.  Do I want to be somebody like Frida?  Of course.  I don't think that's 

thinking too big.  I think that we shouldn't think in the context of what things have 

been done before us.  We have to think about how to do things that haven't been 

done - new models - because those are the things we leave for the generations to 

come.   

The institutions (or artifacts) she has created by using signs and practices from her 

activist/artist/entrepreneur identity give people entry into non-dominant figured worlds 

through a physical and kinetic experience.  For example, Lucia created a program at the 
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community center that teaches high school students graffiti art, a technique generally 

devalued by the dominant culture, yet embraced by urban youth.  The community center 

also offers screen printing and other art workshops, as well as performances and exhibits 

from people of color representing various ethnicities.  Such events offer a positive stance 

on marginalized subject positions as well as presenting people who can serve as role 

models for future self-categorization. 

Lucia uses a variety of signs and practices from her activist/artist/entrepreneur 

identity to author her design firm.  As mentioned previously, people of color run the 

business and their clients are socially active firms and nonprofit organizations.  Without 

the activist identity, the firm would indiscriminately approach clients, without the artist 

identity, the organization would not use design as a tool of communication, and without 

the entrepreneur identity, Lucia would not have co-created a world where people of color 

gain success through mixing engineering, art, social activism, and business.  On the 

website, they reveal that their decision to build a business in the community was to help 

reinvigorate the economy there.   

Consequently, the design firm geographically provides a figured world of success 

and growth within an area with high rates of crime and poverty.  By producing graphic 

design strategies for socially active groups who then distribute these signs as well as 

teaching others how to make political graphics, Lucia exponentially increases the 

likelihood that more signs from non-dominant groups will circulate.   

Her personal use of diverse signs from the activist, artist, and entrepreneurship 

authorship fields are visible in her artwork (see Figures 4.1. 4.2, and 4.3).  For instance, 
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her Latina culture influences the artistic choices she makes to express subversive 

commentary on a variety of issues.  Lucia uses bold outlines, shapes broken into planes 

that disregard depth (similar to cubism), bright colors, text, and objects broken into their 

simplest forms.  She often uses historical and contemporary figures as well as 

photographs in the silk screening process.  Her for-profit entrepreneur identity emerges 

because these prints are for sale in a number of venues so economic thought is inherent in 

the value of the image as a commodity.  The nonprofit entrepreneur comes out because 

the posters are meant to circulate meanings supported more by nonprofit than for-profit 

institutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1  An example of Lucia’s art.  This print show signs from the figured worlds of 
entrepreneur, artist, and activist. 
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Figure 4.2  An example of Lucia’s art.  This poster show signs from the figured worlds of 
entrepreneur, artist, and activist. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3  An example of Lucia’s art.  This commission image was reproduced only on 
postcards and t-shirts.  It show signs from the figured worlds of 
entrepreneur, artist, and activist. 

In her paradigmatic sign choices as well as the syntagmatic relationships she 

develops between image and text, she uses aesthetic signs to promote social commentary.  

Lucia's art expresses a combination of her activist and artistic interests by using aesthetic 
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choices to communicate subject matter related to social issues such as women of color, 

labor, agriculture, protests, activists (again like Posada) and immigration.  By selling this 

work, Lucia integrates her entrepreneur identity and avoids the economic problems that 

forced many former political poster artists to stop working. 

Lucia also commits to her activist/artist/entrepreneur identity through production 

practices from each identity’s authorship field.  For example, she creates political artwork 

at the artist’s collective, which is an institution that offers libratory instead of elitist 

structures from which to create art.  The collective tries to promote an artistic practice, 

screen printing, as a way to make political, instead of just commercial, art.  Because 

serigraphy easily creates multiple art objects, Lucia can use printmaking to bridge any 

gaps between art and activism. 

Lucia encourages other to use signs from artistic and activist authorship fields 

through an entrepreneurial artifact, a co-edited book of royalty-free political graphics.  

Her activist identity focuses on signs used for social movements; her artistic identity 

selects graphics and works with other artists; her entrepreneurial identity uses copyright 

law to distribute political graphics in the book. 

Copyright is, in fact, integral to the contemporary political artist movement in the 

United States.  Many political artists use a Creative Commons license so that others can 

use these images for their own protests.  Creative Commons is an excellent example of 

how people who are marginalized use “the master’s tools” but adjust them for non-

dominant groups.  It also shows how both practices and signs work in consort in each 

world.  Creative Commons does offer copyright, but copyright holders can give 
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permission to have their material used copyright free for certain purposes.  From the 

Creative Commons website:  “Our tools give everyone from individual creators to large 

companies and institutions a simple, standardized way to keep their copyright while 

allowing certain uses of their work —some rights reserved approach to copyright — 

which makes their creative, educational, and scientific content instantly more compatible 

with the full potential of the internet” (Creative Commons, nd).  Because Creative 

Commons addresses copyright law, Lucia brings her entrepreneurial identity, which is the 

part of her least resistant to the dominant system.  Because she uses Creative Commons 

to subvert standard copyright principles to distribute graphics, both her artist and activist 

identities also appear. 

In summary, Lucia claims authorship in three separate fields--activist, artistic, and 

entrepreneurship--by choosing the signs and practices from each of these fields to author 

a text.  Depending on the function of the text, she will use different parts of each identity 

to author.  By authoring texts from the blended identity of artist, activist, and 

entrepreneur, Lucia enacts agency according to the definition that I have chosen for this 

analysis.  She has repeatedly selected and combined signs and practices from diverse 

figured worlds to enforce positive self-regard and achieve personal goals.  Significantly, 

many of the artifacts she has authored have expanded or offered alternative figured 

worlds for others to own a positive stance on their subject positions, acquire identities, 

and achieve agency.  Some of her successful actions depend on the World Wide web.  

Therefore, exploring Lucia’s use of the World Wide web in detail can reveal how using 
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signs and practices from her activist/artist/entrepreneur identity modify the hierarchical 

figured world of the Internet and offer a friendly space for diverse subject positions. 

Conclusion 

In the previous chapter and in this one, I have demonstrated how Lucia was 

assigned ethnic and gendered identities from marginalized groups.  As she grew up, she 

learned about these identities through a variety of figured worlds.  Some of these worlds 

like the media, art museums, and the school system, offered degrading opinions about 

these identities.  These contexts gave Lucia messages that she could not achieve in art or 

education, that she was exotic and a sexual object, that she had the wrong hair and skin 

color, and that she belonged to the wrong ethnicity and gender.  At the same time, Lucia 

learned from her family, her community, and community art workshops that she had 

great potential for success.  Lucia absorbed the rules of these figured worlds and 

developed the subjective understanding of her social status in these fields (Bourdieu, 

1990).  By using this information, she chose a stance from which to her view her assigned 

subject positions and began to enact agency.   

At the same time Lucia made these decisions, she became aware of the underlying 

social structures that produce these fields.  Her understanding of what Bourdieu (1990) 

calls doxa enabled her to see the constructed nature of these contexts.  By discovering 

that the low status position of her assigned subject positions was arbitrary and not natural, 

Lucia realized she could challenge the social hierarchy that constrained and oppressed her 

subject positions.  Adults in her community inspired her activism by teaching her to 
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participate in protests and build organizational spaces in opposition to dominant 

institutions.  Many of these same people became Lucia’s role models, which enabled her 

to self-categorize as an activist.  

After leaving the University, Lucia worked with third world artists in her 

community who taught her serigraphic techniques that gave her the aesthetic credentials, 

tools, and materials to acquire an artist identity.  She integrated her activist and artistic 

identities by making and distributing political graphics.  Since she wanted to become a 

professional, as well as political, artist, and knew that the conventional artistic world did 

not financially support women of color, she incorporated an entrepreneurship identity 

into the artist/activist one.   

Throughout the history of political graphics, the activist/artist/entrepreneur 

identity has relied on adapting to and creating new tools and technology.  For instance, in 

the 1800s Podesta developed and used tools, starting with engraving then moving to 

block printing and then photo relief etching, to make multiple images.  The 1960s and 

70s saw a resurgence of silkscreen printing and the development of the duplicating 

machine, giving the artist/activist/entrepreneurs Xerox art.   

Some people who have embraced the artist/activist/entrepreneur identity have 

taken advantage of the technology of mass media to reach great numbers of people.  

However, because of the expense and need for extensive training, mass media has 

primarily served the dominant class.  With the increasing popularity of the Internet and 

mobile technology, artist, activists, and entrepreneurs have made progress overcoming 

the challenges of producing and distributing mass media.  By analyzing how Lucia has 
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successfully used the World Wide web to achieve the goals of her 

activist/artist/entrepreneur identity, we can discover effective strategies that people from 

marginalized subject positions can use to further their goals.  Of course, the first action 

she needed to take to start this process was to claim the acquired identity of a web 

designer. 

Chapter 5:  Web Designer   

Although, Lucia has verbally and through actions claimed an identity as a web 

designer, my interest here lies in Lucia’s creation of an artifact that affects both non-

virtual and virtual figured worlds.  Therefore, as opposed to the last section where I 

showed how each identity interacted with each other identity, here I will show how 

Lucia’s web designer identity supports her assigned subject positions by integrating 

decisions made from her activist/artist/entrepreneur identities in all parts of the web 

design process.    

I will do this first by briefly showing how Lucia has claimed an identity as a web 

designer using the same motivation-self-categorization-authorship template that I used to 

show how she acquired other identities.  Then, I will focus on how her 

activist/artist/entrepreneur identities influence her authorship on the web through pre-

production, production, and post production practices.  The point of this discussion is to 

emphasize that in addition to the acquired identity of a media producer (in Lucia’s case, a 

web Designer) a person’s subject positions and acquired identities influence all aspects of 

their media production process.   
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ACQUIRING THE IDENTITY 

Motivation.   

It is not possible to find motivation and self categorization examples for the web 

Designer identity in the same way that I could for other identities, simply because the 

web did have a populist impact until Lucia was in her early 20s.  By the time she was 

introduced to the web as a powerful tool, she had already embraced her artist and activist 

identities.  In fact, when Lucia talked about deciding to become a web designer she 

explained that she saw this identity as a way to further her activist/artist/entrepreneur 

goals.  She recalled how she saw technology as offering her another channel from which 

to communicate. 

I was kind of that college generation that really took advantage of technology that 

was being introduced to the Internet and the way it works.  When I started 

understanding the power of it, I started really teaching myself how to code.  Other 

Latino computer science engineers at the time taught me a lot about how the 

WWW worked.  It was kind of a no brainer for me that it was another tool with 

which to share my ideas. 

Though it was difficult to find incidents from earlier stages of her life that 

motivated Lucia to become a web Designer, there are two areas she has discussed that 

have supported her embrace of a web designer identity.  The first is her admiration for the 

Zapitistas use of the web to bring international attention to their local struggle.  The 

second is her understanding that “the audience [she is] trying to reach is already being 

attacked by upwards of 2000 advertising messages a day.  And most of these ads are 
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better funded and designed to circumvent the audience’s critical thinking skills.”  With 

this understanding, Lucia knows she needs to use the most effective technologies 

available that would help her reach a large audience.  

Self-categorization.   

Although Lucia did not grow up with role models who used the web, her college 

roommates, who were Latino, computer engineers, close to her age, enabled Lucia to self 

categorize as a web designer.  Additionally, because they were activists, they encouraged 

Lucia to learn to use the web for her own empowerment.  

My engineers, said if you can’t figure it [coding] out go look it up, Yahoo it, 

Google it. There was a total assumption that I could, and I should, learn it 

I think I’m in a really unique community that’s very supportive and believes in 

self determination and believes that people should know how to do their own 

stuff.  It’s empowering to know how to do that. 

At the same time Lucia learned web design, she also began to self-categorize as a 

political graphic artist.  Historically political graphic artists, such as Jose Posada and Rini 

Templeton, have embraced developing technology that improved the chance of reaching 

a large number of people.  By identifying with these political graphic artists and because 

the newest technology for political action is the World Wide web on its various digital 

platforms, even without specific Latina web designers to model herself after, Lucia has 

enough inspiration and support to self categorize as a web designer. 
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AUTHORSHIP PRACTICES  

Understanding historical and cultural circumstances.   

Since the field of the web has a limited history, it is not necessary to understand 

Lucia’s authorship practices in relation to the Internet.  However, in terms of culture, 

Lucia understood that her Latino, computer engineer, activist friends were in the minority 

because usually the virtual world, like the non-virtual world, segregated identities. 

Well, technologists don’t understand the power of art.  Sometimes people who are 

doing community work, like they're doing a youth program or fighting to get a 

better education for their kids, they don’t understand the vital role that art plays.  

Instead, they're focusing on getting better schools, teachers paid in a certain way, 

but art becomes less of a priority item. 

She further talks about how most artists she knows have web sites only express one 

identity, that of being an artist. 

Lucia also understands that the figured world of the World Wide web is 

discriminatory towards her assigned subject position.  She explains how this inequity is 

part of the foundation of web production. 

Coding is just like architecture.  The way that architects design spaces that isolate 

women when they’re cooking in kitchens.  Definitely, people who are designing 

and engineering are doing things from their perspective, and if white men are 

designing technology, they’re going to be doing it from their perspective.  Even if 

you think of the way that some engineering terms are used for computer stuff, like 

there are certain words called the master slave or male female. 
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Because Lucia had previous experience in other discriminatory places, such as the 

school system and professional art world, she knows how to function in these areas while 

protecting her subject positions.  Consequently, she decided to use the World Wide web 

as a tool to express her activist/artist/entrepreneur identity.  In order to achieve this, Lucia 

activated each of these identities and proceeded consistently to change their relationship 

to each other and their influence on her design decisions.  

According to theories from social identity and identity, Lucia brings her 

activist/artist/entrepreneur identity into the figured world of cyberspace through a process 

of activation.  In social identity theory, activation occurs after the perceiver’s interaction 

with the environment motivates the individual to compare potential identities and then 

choose.  According to Penelope Oakes (1987), people base this decision on accessibility 

and fit.  Accessibility is how easy it is for a person to pull up an identity while fit 

describes the elements of the environment that make it likely an identity will activate.  In 

fact, Oakes argues that people look for situations where an identity can be enacted.  As I 

have shown, Lucia consistently uses activist/artist/entrepreneur identities, so it is likely 

that these identities would be easily accessible.  

Identity theory also provides possible reasons that Lucia’s 

activist/artist/entrepreneur identities would guide her web design decisions.  Jan Stets and 

Peter Burke (2000) found that levels of commitment to an identity explain its activation.  

This commitment is based on the number of relationships, the nature of the commitment, 

and/or the strength of relationships with others in the group.  Certainly, Lucia has firm 
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commitments to other artists, activists, and entrepreneurs, so this theory is useful to 

explain why Lucia brings her artist/activist/entrepreneur identity to the World Wide web. 

Considering the above theories, it is likely that Lucia would bring an 

activist/artist/entrepreneur identity to the World Wide web and that these identities could 

organize the behavioral process, which would include cognitive decisions about 

technology, content, and aesthetics, to create a website.  By observing the parallel 

objectives of her identities and her website, it becomes clear a function of Lucia’s 

website is to express, support, and actualize her artist/activist/entrepreneur identities.  I 

hesitate to say this integration encompasses the only purpose because it would be 

antithetical to the flexible and evolving structure of her site.   

Use of signs and practices.  

 Because an integral motivation of this study is to understand how someone from 

a marginalized subject position creates a website to challenge discrimination, I will 

conduct an extensive analysis of Lucia’s signs and practices in web Design.  First, I will 

focus on the following website development practices: planning (purpose of the site and 

choice of target audience, site architecture), production (work with technology and her 

team), and distribution and promotion of the website, her art, and activism.  After this, I 

will discuss how she uses signs on the website. 

When a person uses tools to create a website, he or she performs the authoring 

practices of web design.  The web designer authors an artifact, a website, which creates 

or represents a figured world.  By repeating these authoring practices through updating 

the same site or making many sites, a person can claim an acquired identity of web 
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designer or technologist.  Lucia has claimed this identity not only through web design 

practices but also verbally.  

Because Lucia enacts her identities within a system that reflects a dominant 

ideology (much of which I described in the previous chapter), the expression of 

conflicting attitudes about living and producing in an inherently unequal, capitalist 

economic system infuse all of Lucia’s decisions about how to select practices and signs 

for web production.  Adapting Stuart Hall’s (Hall, Hobson, Lowe, & Willis, 1980) 

framework for how audiences respond to media to an analysis of production, I can 

describe Lucia’s website as negotiated.  Following this discussion, I will show how 

Lucia’s verbal and visual semiotic choices also demonstrate how she negotiates conflicts 

between the dominant culture, her assigned subject positions, and acquired identities.   

Pre-Production.  

 It is standard practice during pre-production to determine the purpose of the web 

site and the target audience.  Of course, people and cultures think about these issues in 

diverse ways.  Lucia does not have a single purpose for her website but, in fact, has 

several goals, many of which reflect objectives of her artist/activist/entrepreneur identity.  

My website is a place where I share my most current art work.  I talk about what 

it is I’m working on whether it’s different kinds of community projects or 

commissions or some of my posters.  I also use it as an archive.  It’s my online 

space to share everything I’m talking about.  And, I wrote it.  
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I post about women’s stuff, immigration, globalization,  gender politics, sex 

politics, gentrification, and food justice.  Anything that interests me.  And I make 

the connection to art, always. 

She also she talks about how the website is a place for self-reflection and may be 

used as a journal.   

How do I choose the information and content for my website?  Well I, see it as 

kind of like a journal and kind of like a tool I use to document my work.  When I 

write, I use different forms.  Some of it is informative; some of it is like 

journalistic and kind of self reflection. 

She continues and describes the space as flexible and multi-use, so she can integrate the 

different things she thinks about and creates.  “I see it as a very multi use space for my 

thoughts and my graphics and how it is I am thinking about  certain topics, so it’s a very 

flexible thing.” 

Lucia specifies what she wants the people visiting her site to do and experience.  

It is very similar to the goals she has for people in other figured worlds she has created 

like the cultural and community centers. 

I would like them to read my blog, and I would like them to look at my work.  I 

want them to learn about something new with the issues I’m talking about, maybe 

feel inspired to do something about those things, feel that they can be active 

around those things, feel like exploring something new or opening themselves up 

to another perspective. 
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She is interested in people who share similar struggles, but she would also like to reach 

representative members of the dominant class.  

I would say, I’m thinking about primarily the viewers who are Latinos, women,  

people of, people who are marginalized in some way or another.  I’m usually 

thinking of writing to people who already have some kind of understanding of the 

politics that I’m talking about, and even if they don’t, they can relate so it’s a very 

broad base.  I would say I’m not writing to white men like in power.  If white men 

[go to my site], they’re usually very progressive.  They maybe [are]queer, they’re 

anarchists, anti-capitalists, folks like that who are fighting for social change. 

Although Lucia is not writing primarily for a white male audience, she is 

interested in this demographic visiting her site.  “I want to reach mostly those people. 

Yeah I feel I don’t need to be preaching to the choir.  I need to be giving critical ideas to 

people who haven’t heard that before.” 

In trying to reach the largest possible audience, Lucia describes how she used to 

concentrate on aesthetics and design but now focuses on usability. 

I shifted towards a usability framework. I used to be a very design heavy person, 

and I’m not like that anymore, but it’s because I know that usability is most 

important.  I think because the usability model really says that, first and foremost, 

your users need to be able to use your site, quickly and easily to find the 

information they need.  In order to do that, you need to have good content, but 

you need to have something they can easily find. 
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Still, when I pointed out that these usability standards assumed criteria from the 

white male computer culture and that the web is constantly changing, she said, “In a way, 

I use the web so much that I kind of forget what it’s like for people you know, I mean I 

use the web so much, I’m very, I ‘m used to it in a way.  I’m used to the way it works.” 

These comments illustrate the tension that exists between mass media standards 

and culturally specific principles.  This conflict appears throughout areas of globalization 

when multinational companies infiltrate local communities, however, responses to the 

dominant can include negotiations.  In other words, people do not have to unquestionably 

cede power to global culture and systems.  Instead, they can combine signs and practices 

from global and local influences.  Castells (2003) calls this hybridity, though a more 

recent term, glocalization has appeared to differentiate negotiations brought about by 

contemporary economic and cultural forces as opposed to previous militarized and 

religious ones.  de Certeau (1984) uses the terms tactics to describe how people without 

power who must function within institutions intended to reify the status quo like schools, 

banks, and courtrooms can still practice behaviors that challenge these systems.  For 

instance Lucia used the World Wide web, which was originally created by the Military 

for government institutions, to gather 20,000 signatures for an online petition fighting for 

Latinos, a marginalized subjectivity.   

Because Lucia’s activism and art challenge the European, male, dominant power 

structure, in both virtual and non-virtual spaces, the signs and practices on her website 

become subversive in both areas.  However, below I will show that Lucia, embraces 

some of the dominant practices on the web in service of her non-virtual activism. 
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Architecture and interface.   

Lucia wants to attract a mass audience, and she believes that dominant web signs 

and practices have been the most successful in attracting viewers.  “It’s a huge audience.  

You have to adopt web standards and do things that work for the web, which means load 

fast, be readable, work in a rectangular screen, kind of things like that.” 

The reason so many people can easily interact with the website is because there 

are some general standards. You know that the nav bar is going to be on the top or 

on the side.  There should be a footer somewhere on the bottom.  You need to 

have a site map or something that is more of a text-based thing.  I realize there are 

limitations on the web, but you have to consider the variables that work for 

everyone, and so if it has to work for everyone, it can’t be that complex. 

In fact, her framework for planning the web architecture was primarily informed 

by the dominant web design paradigm that she thinks has discovered the most effective 

practices on the web. 

Architecture I think for the most part is not that different because there are best 

practices on the web.  It doesn’t matter if you’re here or any other part of the 

world, for the most part there’s things that work and things that don’t. 

In the planning of her interface and architecture, Lucia used many of the visual 

and organizational rules of the Western, patriarchical culture.  This is particularly 

significant because she creates art that specifically challenges this culture and hearkens 

back to her Latino subject position.  The need for navigation seems to convince Lucia of 

the value for universal principals.  Of course, as we know from city planning, different 
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cultures navigate through space in different ways and design communal spaces to reflect 

these styles.  Interestingly, the urban planning that relied most on the grid has resulted in 

congested and impractical spaces (IBI, 2007).   

However, one reason Lucia’s site is compelling is that she uses signs and 

practices from both the dominant society and marginalized cultures.  For instance, while 

planning the architecture and interface, Lucia studied nonprofit and musical websites that 

reflected her artist and activist identities.  “I looked at a bunch of sites, before settling on 

those curves, and I looked specifically at music sites, some non-profit sites she adds, “it’s 

all part of my experimentation.  I don’t, I’m not thinking about these things when I’m 

doing them; I’m just experimenting, and I like it, so I put it up.”   

This statement reveals that although Lucia clearly planned for her site, some of 

the web architecture and design decisions she makes are spontaneous, which is not a 

policy of dominant web design.  In typical web planning, designers arrange each detail of 

the site in a variety of forms such as wire frames and storyboards.  These documents 

allow all parties to agree on a plan and make the necessary changes before production.  

Because Lucia selects ideas from both mainstream and alternative sources, she negotiates 

with the dominant culture while planning her site.  These negotiations continue further as 

Lucia uses technology and works with her team in the production stage. 

Production. 

Technology.  Lucia’s assessment of web technology and the production process 

reveals tension between her activist/ artist identities and her entrepreneur/web designer 

identities.  To resolve this tension, Lucia says in the future she would use different 
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technology.  Lucia coded her current site in PHP, a scripting language that enables 

dynamic web pages, and designed the site using Adobe Photoshop.  She used Adobe 

Illustrator for creating images, Bbedit for HTTP editing, and FTP programs for 

publishing her site.  Although this software helped Lucia create a successful site, she 

would now build a web site through a content management system (cms) so she could 

more easily update her work.  In fact, her web design company creates content 

management systems for their clients.  Lucia admits that can limit design, but the trade 

off is worth it because content can be updated more easily.  “Because you have to code 

individual boxes instead of coding through a cms. It just adds work, the more you design, 

the more customized things get.  Customization is what gives work, is what adds a lot of 

time.” 

Lucia also acknowledges that lack of customization inhibits design; however, she 

maintains that ease of navigation for the user is more valuable than total creative control 

for the designer. 

The coding needs to provide some kind of guidelines for the design, cause I don’t 

like people who just design without thinking about the coding.  I think that’s very 

inefficient.  You have to understand there are limits to the code and work within 

those limits.  Otherwise, you’re not going to be able to update it.  You’re gonna 

get into the same issue, which is your site is overly designed and it doesn’t 

function. 

By acceding artistic control to computer engineers, who are mostly white and 

male, it is possible that the number of cultural markers on the web will stay limited. In 
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this instance, Lucia's entrepreneur and web designer identities take precedence over her 

activist and artistic ones. 

In truth, Lucia does not think she personally gives away much creative control 

because she collaborates with the web engineers with excellent technical skills.  “We’re a 

team and usually they have my best interest in mind because we have worked together for 

years, so usually I tell them my idea and they just know how to put it into a website 

thing.”  Although this is a business setting, working with team members to create an 

aesthetic product does recall the artist collectives and the Mexican Tallers (Mexican 

workshops that printed political posters) of the 1930s (MacPhee & Rodriguez, 2008).  

Like conventional art, one individual, the web designer, generally receives credit for the 

product.  Here, Lucia credits her team for creating an atmosphere where she can move 

beyond personal limitations.  Her emphasis on the community reveals the influence of her 

activist and artist identities.  It also presents a dare to the prevailing ideas about web 

design in a capitalist system that fetishizes individual achievement. 

Her activist and artistic identities also declare themselves in relation to web 

technology when Lucia expresses her desire for greater numbers of people to know how 

to code so they can  present themselves accurately in the media.   

I think people need to know how the web works and the first thing they can do is 

learn some basic html.  Everyone should know basic html. 

You basically need all wrap around groups that are not heavily represented in 

media.  You need more content then, so that people feel like they have choices.  
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They can represent their communities in a very multifaceted way, not just one 

way. 

Lucia resolves tension among her acquired identities by choosing from among 

them when making decisions about technology.  She activates her entrepreneur and web 

Designer identities to accept the dominant ideology that the priority for coding is 

efficiency and flexibility.  However, her artistic and activist identities dispute valuing 

individual effort over collaboration as well as the exclusive knowledge of technology.  

Lucia’s use of technology shows how the acquired identities work together as laminates.  

One identity is on the top, but another peers through, then the layers change positions.  

She chooses which identity to activate based on the elements that she focuses on in the 

environment.  As the arrangements of the identities shift, Lucia chooses either to agree 

with, negotiate, or resist the dominant.   

Post Production 

Distribution and publicity.  Another area of web production where Lucia uses 

both dominant and non-dominant methods is through the distribution and subject matter 

of the artwork she puts on her website.  In terms of conventional web practices, Lucia 

sells her art work online for between twenty and three hundred dollars.  She also  

advertises upcoming exhibitions where presumably more consumerism occurs.  In this 

way, Lucia enacts her entrepreneur identity.  Her activist identity appears in the art 

because the content of the images communicates political and social messages 

challenging this same system.  Topics of the posters are blatantly against multinational 
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corporatism and patriarchical values and include food justice, immigrant’s rights, 

sweatshops, and the environment. 

Some people could criticize Lucia for both exploiting and resisting dominant 

practices.  However, considering her work in a historical context where political graphic 

collectives failed because of finances, it is unlikely Lucia could communicate her 

political messages at all without some connection with capitalist activities.  Additionally, 

Lucia does confront web and cultural commercialism by offering many of her images as 

free downloads.  

Lucia uses traditional methods for promotion and exploits her artistic and activist 

identities to attract people to her site.  She is often asked to speak from her artist and/or 

activist identity at colleges, art galleries, and other public spaces.   

I speak in a lot of different places, and I share my site. I’m always hosting 

different places other blogs or other spaces on Facebook.  I share my site. I just 

constantly share it where I go, so when people take an interest in me, they usually 

take in an interest in exploring my site. 

I always tell people what my website is whenever I speak anywhere.  Also, I'm on 

Facebook, and you can Google me, and you’ll find it at this point.  It’s already 

word of mouth for the most part. 

She believes that sharing her website address at these places, plus using social 

media to promote word of mouth messaging enables her to build her web audience 

among like minded and non-like minded people.  However, it is less likely that people 

who think differently or are unaware of the issues Lucia addresses will become interested 
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in her and seek out her website.  The challenge of reaching out to people with different 

beliefs and ideologies is experienced by most activists, and the web has often been 

criticized as creating an echo chamber where like minded people interact exclusively 

(Singer, 2011). 

After publication. 

Audience response and maintenance.  The biggest problem that Lucia has with 

the website is that it is technologically cumbersome to update.  Her description of the 

update process emphasizes the technical demands. 

I have to download the file from my ftp server.  I have to open it in bbedit lite.  I 

have to recode everything, and then I have to reupload to the ftp site. If I’m 

uploading images, I have to upload those into a separate image folder. Every 

single page has about 3 or 4 html/php files, so it’s a lot of work. 

Because her blog is easier to revise, Lucia updates it more often than her website.  

She also wants to change her website to a cms system to make it easy to update. 

I need to be more automated with things because it’s just too much to maintain.  

The blog is something that is constantly changing, but I mean for my portfolio I 

haven’t put up hardly any of my work for 2008, and hardly any from 2009, so 

that’s a problem. 

The architecture is the biggest deal for me  The design is a piece of cake 

compared to the architecture.  For me, the biggest issue is how to you get an 

architecture that I could easily maintain, so that it doesn’t get outdated. 
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Because the blog is updated more regularly, she thinks that viewers are still 

attracted to it despite the design being a regular grid.  Throughout the interviews, Lucia 

emphasized her belief that updating and verbal content were the most crucial elements of 

a website. 

I think people are now much more keen on content.  I mean you can have a nice 

website, and if it wasn’t updated since 2002 or 2003, you’re going to close it 

down in 5 seconds, or if you have to wait for a really pretty site to load or for a 

flash plug in that you don’t have.  So content now plays a big role, and in 2002 

people were not thinking about content. Social networking wasn’t even around 

that much.  So now, look at sites like Facebook, the amount of activity you have 

on Facebook is crazy.  It’s just, I mean I’m on Facebook every day. I share so 

much content on there, and the Facebook design is very simple, there’s not a lot 

that’s artistic.  There’s not a lot of colors, but it’s the content.  So now people are 

attracted to content and to usability and interactivity more than anything else, I 

think. 

I think this inclination to accepting constraints on her design is an example of her 

web designer laminate taking the top level and embracing dominant practices.  There 

seems to be a false choice presented to individuals who produce web sites…usability or 

design.  However, my hypothesis is that if the most efficient websites were pink with 

flowers, the network technicians would quickly figure out how to make a more user 

friendly back end to update the content but would also change the design.   
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Since, Lucia has not had time to make any changes to streamline her site, I asked 

her if she would consider using a premade template.  She replied:  “No.  I mean I run a 

design firm and everything we have is much better.  It’s customized so it will work for 

what I need. I work with web engineers that can totally build something much better than 

type pad, Word press, stuff like that.” 

Lucia brings up an intriguing idea that architecture can be customized to suit 

people’s needs, which seems to contradict her sense of “best practices.”  Examining 

cultural and personal demands of navigation could provide an area of fruitful research.  

Although Lucia is concerned about her updating process, the audience response to the 

website has been extremely positive.  She says people say the site is beautiful, but she 

believes that most people like the site because of the verbal content.  

Signs. 

Verbal choices.  

 Lucia’s defines content as verbal and uses verbal communication in both her 

website and artwork.  She also considers content, something akin to the theme of the 

message, and sometimes she does think of it as visual art.  

Content to me is just what gets written and what are the issues.  [I am] 

communicating the issues or the themes in what I’m writing or presenting.  So, if 

I make a poster on food justice then the content is around food justice. 

She thinks she can communicate content that inspires people and actualizes her 

activist identity through storytelling.   
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I would just say the importance of being a good web communicator means 

knowing how to tell a good story.  They do that through video and writing and 

images.  But, mostly, I think through writing because video, at least, I don’t do 

video yet as much as I should.  So, part of what I’ve had to learn is to be a good 

communicator so I could be a good communicator online and be able to write 

these stories and be a storyteller in a way.  So that’s what I would add, you have 

to know how to be persuasive in what you are talking about and do the research 

and provide links to other sources, which I do a lot in my blog. 

Storytelling demands specific syntagmatic choices as opposed to presenting information 

in a table or index form.  Since Lucia’s verbal content does not challenge traditional 

narrative structure and because many web designers think that storytelling is the most 

effective way to communicate, it can be argued that Lucia adapts a dominant point of 

view through this semiotic choice.  However, Lucia moves away from the dominant and 

the majority of websites through her choice of subject matter around issues such as 

immigration, food justice, gender politics, identity, and gentrification.  Such subject 

matter resists the dominant by questioning the status quo both inside and outside of the 

Internet. 

Visual signs.  

 Unlike the visual decisions she makes about her political posters, Lucia uses the 

web interface not as an aesthetic place for communication but as a place to display and 

manage content.  Though Lucia believes in the necessity of a diverse visual culture on the 

web, she thinks the content, instead of the interface, should present this variety.  
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To be clear, Lucia is not saying the aesthetics are not necessary but that art should 

be uploaded as content instead of influencing the interface. 

All you have to do is upload a photo, you don’t have to design an interface around 

the art, you know the content is the art, the art goes in as content; it doesn’t go 

into the architecture of the site. 

I realize the key thing is to have good content, good blogs, good writing. You 

know, updating often.  In fact, I’m about to switch over to a like a very simple 

interface because I need a better way to present my content because.  I have too 

much content, and it’s getting unmanageable.  So I’m going to make that change 

very soon.  Kind of like my blog, I mean my blog is a lot simpler than my main 

page.  

However, she says that she does not use the Twitter interface, which is decidedly 

streamlined, “Because it’s boring!”  Here is the tiled, background image on her Twitter 

page:  
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Figure 5.1 Woman Image by Lucia.  This is the tiled background image  

on Lucia’s Twitter page. 

Here, her Latino subject position and artistic and activist identities defy the 

entrepreneurial focus on efficiency and conventional web design.  Latino culture 

influences this image of a female with indigenous roots.  This is an exceptional 

representation of both women and Latinos in cyberspace.  I will address the issue of 

creating non-stereotypical images of women of color in detail in the next chapter, on 

visual design. 

As I speak with Lucia further about the idea of streamlining her site, I ask her if 

she thinks she will use curved shapes, which are usually associated with women and can 

be organic instead of Cartesian.  She replied: “I don’t know if I’ll have the curves in the 

next one.  It’s an issue when you color code it cause it makes things uneven, and then you 
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have to line everything up and so it limits how much content you can have.”  However, 

she does not envision using a basic black and white grid because, as she explains, she is 

an artist.  Because of her activist identity, she also wants to reach diverse communities, 

and she knows that the different cultures do not respond to the interface in a uniform 

way.  

Every community has a different way of being attracted to what they are going to 

look at.  I also design for youth, for example, young people.  I mean I’m not 

designing to look like an ultra slick, text- heavy site.  I have a lot of content, but 

there is still a lot of imagery for people who don’t read, don’t like to read, maybe 

not English speakers. 

Yeah, visual communication is a big part of everything I do.  I think about the 

visual communication aspect and what is impactful and what would work, and 

that plays into colors, a lot. 

Lucia's comments about respecting the constraints of coding while simultaneously  

wanting to be an original artistic voice indicates common tensions in communication 

between culture and universality as well as design and usability.  There are many 

discussions about design versus content in the web design world (Archer, 2009).  It is not 

a settled matter, so it is difficult to determine if, in fact, Lucia’s attitude towards content 

and design is a dominant or non-dominant way of thinking.  However, it is certainly not a 

marginalized way of thinking about web design.  

Ultimately, Lucia believes in achieving a balance among her acquired identities in 

her Interface design.  Her artistic identity focuses on aesthetics; her activist identity 



 191 

communicates issues about social justice and the desire to reach marginalized cultures; 

her entrepreneurial identity wants to attract and be accessible to a mass audience.  I do 

want to point out that currently the pendulum between the importance of the interface 

design aesthetic and the focus on content seems to be swinging back to emphasizing 

customizable design.  One reason for this shift is the increased popularity of mobile 

technology as more people in more countries have access to online information.  I 

accidentally found an example of this shift because Lucia had told me that to understand 

her web design philosophy that I should read a book from Adaptive Paths.  “Adaptive 

Paths, I think, they’re the best usability people.  If you read that, you’ll get a sense of why 

I shifted towards a usability framework.”   

However, Adaptive Paths, a design firm, has recently discovered that interface 

aesthetics do affect the audience.  Adaptive Paths (Buhley, 2009) recommends two 

aesthetics values--evidence of the human hand and visual signs from different cultures-- 

that I previously categorized as non-dominant on the web.  Adaptive Paths remarks about 

seeing the “human hand” in web design:   

There’s an interesting shift happening in user experience design. After years of 

making documents that look like they are FEBE [for engineers, by engineers], 

we’re seeing an increasing evidence of the human hand in our own work.  Why 

are sketches and drawing suddenly so prevalent?  Well, for one, they can save a 

lot of time and mitigate the risk of building the wrong thing.  But we’re also 

finding that drawn elements magically invite people into the process and make 

ideas proliferate (Buhley, 2009). 
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I find Leah Buhley’s comment about site design for engineers, by engineers a 

useful one.  She recognizes that different interpretive groups have different semiotic 

needs.  In their March, 2009, newsletter, Adaptive Path published a series of design 

principles based on their experiences of working with different cultures.  These criteria 

included: 

Design for Cultural Relevance 
 
Support existing needs, values, networks, and experiences. 
 
Cultivate Accurate Mental Models 

Design interactions that do not rely on western conventions and metaphors.  The 

system should rely on organization  principles, communication methods, and 

iconic representations that are relevant to local experience.  Recognize the cultural 

norms of verbal communication and spatial memory. 

Emphasize Local Adoption Styles 

Create technology and interfaces that can match how people live; India is not 

discreet or quiet so a solution should be vibrant and expressive of Indian society, 

culture, religion, and way of life (Glaves, Andrejewski, & Hinman, 2008).   

I think if Lucia continues to use Adaptive Paths as inspiration, she will find that 

she was prescient and that her first instincts about expressing culture through the 

interface of the webpage will be validated.  She will also have the added experience of 

understanding web usability concepts and the importance of creating a design with easily 

updatable content.  I believe Lucia has already come to this conclusion. 
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Everything I do is affected by my experiences, in a way.  So, I don’t necessarily 

do things thinking that everyone’s going to like it.  I do really bring my culture 

into it, things I have been very comfortable with, experimenting with, such as 

color, and the way I write.  A lot of the way I design is the same way I make art.  I 

do have artistic freedom and an intersection of growing up where my experiences 

and what I identify as an aesthetic is what I’m comfortable with. 

When I ask her about these considerations and the changes they may mean to her website, 

she says “I have to really think about how I’m going to design it (change her website).  I 

want to do something innovative and that people will like and be attracted to in the first 

place.”  To my question, “it’s not going to look like every other site?”  She replied, “No, I 

don’t think so.” 

Relying on a laminate of layers consisting of her activist, artistic, entrepreneur, 

and web designer identities, Lucia has authored an artifact that merges dominant and non-

dominant elements to enforce positive regard for her assigned subject positions.  

However, one question that arises about this hybrid artifact is whether the use of 

dominant forms inhibits or works against any of her social and political aims.  Lucia’s 

website returns us to the difficulty that Fernandez (2003) identified about doing 

postcolonial work within an electronic space that embraces a post-identity, post-history, 

and disembodied theoretical framework.  I believe one way to find these gaps where 

resistance occurs can be found in a visual context.  In the next chapter, I will show how 

Lucia does in fact, challenge the colonized visual space of the Internet and asserts her 

subject position.  This analysis will demonstrate how Lucia achieves agency by using her 
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acquired identities to select signs and enact practices to author an artifact that promotes 

her assigned subject positions. 
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Chapter 6: The Promotion of Subject Positions through the World Wide 

web 

A 2009 survey of nearly 30,000 subscribers to A List Apart, an online journal by 

web designers for web designers, quantifies the massive disparity between white male 

and nonwhite and/or female web designers.  In response to a question about sex 

distribution: 82.6% were male, and 17.4% were female out of 25, 954 subscribers.  A List 

Apart notes that as in past surveys, the response is “overwhelmingly male” and the results 

are almost identical to the 2007 response and slightly lower than that of 2008.  In terms of 

ethnicity, out of 26, 079 responses, 85.6% were white/Caucasian; 5. 7% were 

Asian/Pacific Rim; 3.9% were Hispanic/Latino; 1.3% were Black/African ; 0.3% were 

Indigenous or Native, and 3.2% were other.  Here, A List Apart  notes that the results 

have not significantly changed since the survey was first conducted three years ago. 

Although more attention has been paid to sex than ethnicity issues, some studies 

have demonstrated the difficulties that some ethnic groups face in working with the web 

(Fernandez, 2002; Nakumara, 2007; Warschauer, 2004).  As recently as March 2007, the 

Pew Foundation found that Latinos “with lower levels of education and English 

proficiency remain largely disconnected from the internet” (Fox & Livingston, 2007, p. 

1).  Though there has been an increase in Internet use by the overall Latino and African 

American populations through cell phones and mobile technology, these platforms 

exclude web production and design (Smith, 2010). 
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In this Chapter, I will apply a semiotic textual analysis to Lucia’s personal 

website by considering how she uses visual strategies to promote gender and ethnic 

diversity.  I selected visual elements on Lucia’s site that fell along the non-dominant 

aesthetic side in the chart that I created in Chapter 2 (see Table 1).  A comparison of the 

visual elements on this site to commonly accepted design rules emphasizes that aesthetic 

choices on the Internet are never value neutral, and it becomes clear that visual elements 

can either promote or restrict web production by women and people of color.  However, I 

would again like to make clear that these aesthetic choices fall along a continuum, so I 

am not arguing that dominant aesthetics do not appear at all on Lucia’s site, rather that 

many of her choices fall on the non-dominant side of the continuum.  The analysis begins 

by examining the use of color, an aesthetic choice with inescapable cultural associations 

(Badre & Barber, 1998).  Dominant color choices for the web tend to use a limited color 

palette, while alternative color choices favor a broad range of colors.  A study of a second 

design element reveals how decoration, a visual aesthetic historically associated with 

women (Buckley, 2001), is discouraged on the web.  In fact, dominant design decisions 

eschew the use of decoration in order not to distract from the hierarchy imposed on the 

content by the designer.   

I then argue that the values communicated through the Cartesian grid, upon which 

most interface design rests, belong to a previous episteme, while the computer exists 

within a contemporary one.  Tension between these eras could appear in the interface and 

web design created by women and people of color who gained a voice during the 

contemporary era can reveal truths and values previously erased by the confines of the 
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grid.  Once freed from the constraints of the grid, designers gain a broader array of 

choices.  Lucia’s site reflects this expansion enabling her to make continued aesthetic 

choices that fall on the non-dominant web aesthetic side of the chart.  For example, 

dominant web aesthetics use the grid as a map to create mechanical, geometric, fixed 

images, and well defined planes whereas Lucia uses images that seem left to chance, are 

organic, reveal the artist’s hand, and obscure the boundaries between the figure and 

ground.  

Finally, this section shows how iconic signifiers that express different points of 

view and women of color as subjects instead of objects confront a hegemonic ideology 

expressed through the web’s scopic regime.  Dominant web aesthetics tend to use signs 

from the dominant paradigm, even repeating stereotypical images of women and people 

of color (Plakoyiannaki et al., 2008).  Lucia, however, chooses signs from alternative and 

minority paradigms and instead of reifying the dominant ideology expresses ideas that 

come from heterogeneous groups with multiple perspectives. 

COLOR  

In 2010, Colourlovers.com researched the most popular colors of the top one 

hundred web brands.  They were inspired to do so when after analyzing data collected by 

their Twitter theme tool, they found blue to be the most used color in people’s profile 

designs. Interestingly, they also found that blue was the most used color of the one 

hundred commercially most successful web brands.  Red was a close second.   
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Figure 6. 1 The Colors of the web.  This is the Color Lovers chart that shows the most 
popular colors for the top 100 web Brands.  For the full infographic, go to: 
http://static.colourlovers.com.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/images/top-web-
brand-colors.html. 

These findings mirrored a previous study by Wired Magazine (Rock, 2003) that 

found blue and red to be the most popular corporate colors.  Whether these colors were 

chosen before or after market research, they are the dominant colors on highly trafficked 

and therefore influential websites.   

Lack of color diversity minimizes the opportunity for colors to act as “cultural 

markers,” a term coined by Albert Badre and Wendy Barber (1998) to describe specific 
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form and content within an interface that still demonstrated an expression of culture.  

Lucia’s explanation of how she chose the colors for her site indicates that for her color 

choices do act as a cultural marker. 

I use a lot of color in my work and it’s informed by the color pallets that I see in 

my culture in Mexico, in El Salvador, and in Peru.  I pick those color pallets up 

and I incorporate them into my own work. 

I do really bring my culture into it, and things I have been very comfortable 

experimenting with, such as color. 

Lucia’s home page, from December 2009, has orange, lavender, purple, turquoise, 

white, black and green that Lucia says reflects her cultural heritage.  (See Figure 6.2)  (I 

have smudged certain areas in all of the images from her site when necessary to maintain 

anonymity.)  Additionally, the links on other web pages are in a variety of colors such as 

white, light orange, and green instead of the standard black or blue (See Figure 6.3)  
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Figure 6.2  Lucia's Home Page, 2009.  The color choices reflect Lucia's background. 
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Figure 6.3: Links.  These links are from a variety of pages from Lucia's site.  They show 
the use of non-standard colors for links. 

Lucia’s choice of colors certainly do not favor the blues and reds of corporate 

sites nor are they the subdued hues or a limited pallet of much of the web.  Instead, as 

made obvious through Lucia’s explanation of her choices, these colors fall under the 

rubric of cultural markers.  If Badre and Barber are correct that cultural markers in 

international websites are “indications of belief systems, institutions, religion, customs, 

habits, preferences, biases and the like” (1988., p. 1), Lucia’s use of color opens an 

aesthetic space on the web for diverse groups. 

In addition to cultural influences on her color choices, I also asked Lucia if her 

female subject position affects her design decisions.  She replies, “Yeah, it does. I mean it 

affects the colors that I do.  It affects the content that I select.”  I also asked about the 

changing color scheme of the pages in the site to which Lucia explained that she liked 
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variety.  When I asked Lucia about variety in the placement of images, she said she did 

not have much of a reason; she was just “alternating.”  However, this variation directly 

contradicts the value of consistency advocated by the approved voices of web design that 

I have previously discussed in the first chapter. 

As with many, though not all, of her aesthetic choices, Lucia uses herself as the 

locus of control as opposed to trying to fit into a dominant paradigm and uses variety 

because she likes it.  My hypothesis is that many other people who use the web like 

variety too. 

DECORATION  

Aaron Marcus and Emilie Gould (2000) applied Geert Hofstede’s (1997) 

consideration of gender as an influence on cultural expression to web screen design.  

Hofstede divided gender into the traditional roles, not physical characteristics, of 

masculine and feminine.  Conventionally, men are assigned “masculine” roles of 

competition and aggression while women are assigned to “feminine” jobs of nurturing 

children and caring for the home.  Hofstede found that countries that scored high in more 

feminine characteristics challenged and collapsed these distinctions, while masculine 

countries retained rigid sex and gender roles.  Customary masculine work roles include 

personal challenges, advancements, and recognition, while normalized female work roles 

include creating and maintaining good relationships with peers and supervisors, job 

security, and comfortable working conditions.   

Marcus and Gould then took these distinctions and applied them to web design.  

Although they found a number of differences, the relevant ones for this discussion are 
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that cultures with a traditional masculine bent used graphics for utilitarian purposes and 

grabbed users attention through games and competition while cultures with feminine 

leanings used graphics to gain attention and were not necessarily tied to function (2002, 

16).  Using visuals to gain attention as opposed to explaining a verbal message is often 

thought of as decoration that is visuals not attached centrally to linguistic content or 

message.  In Western art, the use of decoration and accessories has been historically 

attached to women’s visual culture (Buckley, 2001).  The denigration of visuals as 

decoration remains in web design and is circulated by people considered experts in the 

field of web design.  For example, Jacob Nielsen has published 13 books, presented at 

thirty refereed conferences, and has been called “the guru of web usability” by The New 

York Times. In “Top Ten Guidelines for Homepage Usability,” Rule 9 recommends 

“Don't Over-Format Critical Content,” and Rule 10 advises “Use Meaningful Graphics” 

(Nielsen, 2002).  He explains in Rule 9 that designers should use graphics sparingly so as 

not to create unnecessary distractions from the content delivered through written 

language; Rule 10 makes a case for always attaching visuals to a utilitarian purpose.  

Clearly, the elimination of visual imagery dissociated from text is a method for 

discouraging certain aesthetics in favor of those associated with a functional purpose and 

perhaps even subtly suggesting that web Interface design is not for those who wish to 

remain connected to a more expressive aesthetic tradition.    

Lucia, however, does use decoration, and, though it is found throughout the site, I 

will use the home page as an example since this is what Nielsen addresses specifically.  I 

put boxes around the visuals that are decoration and unattached to verbal messages.   
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Figure 6.4  Decoration.  Boxes are around the visuals that could be considered 
decoration.   

These curves and figures are not attached to any content and, in fact, appear 

somewhat outside of the frame separate from any words.  The flower may or may not be 

symbolic, but it is certainly not utilitarian or attached to any of the verbal meaning.  The 

flower remains throughout the global navigation, though its color changes along with the 

background on each page, thereby violating another dominant design aesthetic: 

consistency.  I will not delve into consistency here as I see that choice more aligned with 

Lucia’s individual control than attached to gender or ethnicity 

DESIGNING OFF THE GRID 

The Cartesian system depended on the mechanical exactness ensuring that the 

human hand did not distort “reality.”  In the 1600s mechanical drawing and painting also 

ensured the representation of the correct world view by basing perspective on the size of 

the average European white male, who was also the only type of person allowed access to 

science, the path to “objective truth” (Haraway, 1997).  This history is one example of 

how the Cartesian grid expressed a dominant ideology that excludes subject positions for 
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women and people of color and validates the ideas of expertise and one right way of 

seeing.  In contrast, designing “off the grid” creates an alternative visual culture.  

Currently, the computer relies on the grid system not just through the interface, 

but also in the algorithms of programming.  For example, vector graphics are based on 

the Cartesian coordinate system (Arnston, 2006).  Additionally, raster graphic images or 

bitmaps, are normally structured in a rectangular grid of pixels or color points that are 

viewable on computer screens and other display media (Tesfazghi, 2010).  Grids infiltrate 

Wysiwig programs, Wordpress templates and web design books and set the foundation 

for most websites.  In Lucia’s site are six examples where ignoring the confines of the 

grid allows for aesthetics that designing on a grid precludes.  The visual aesthetic choices 

suggest images left to chance, organic forms, the visibility of the artist’s hand, 

elimination of depth, and fluid design that moves off the fixed x/y axis points.   

Use of chance.  

Three visuals on the interface suggest the use of chance.  One is the appearance of 

drips, the second looks like marks made by splatter painting, and the third is the 

suggestion of floating colored smoke or air.  On the “artist’s statement” page, a 

connotation of the design choices being left to chance appears by the two orange-brown 

“drips,” reminiscent of Jackson Pollack (Figure 6.5)   
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Figure 6.5  Marks that imply painting marks left to chance. 

The second example, also suggestive of Pollock’s splatter painting technique is in 

the background of the “Artist’s Bio” page (see Figure 6.6). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.6  Splatter.  Marks that imply painting marks left to chance. 
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Of course Lucia had to plan and design these “drips” and “splatters” through 

technology so the images are not literally left to chance.  Nevertheless, the connotation of 

these visuals are of something not entirely controlled or designed of finished.  Visual 

quotations from Abstract Expressionism also connect the interface to an art style that 

connotes the unconscious, emotional, and spontaneous.  Such connotations patently 

subvert the Cartesian system’s suggestion of complete control that eliminates the 

imperfections of the human hand and eye from representation and visual culture.  

Considering the entrenchment of this philosophy, it is no surprise, then, that visual work 

intrinsically linked with chance did not appear until almost 300 years after Descartes 

wrote about the Cartesian grid.  The conjoining of chance with art returned in 1936 

through an accidental event involving Marcel Duchamp’s piece “The Bride Striped Bare 

by Her Bachelors, Even,.”  Duchamp had been complaining that he could not conclude 

the piece.  After the piece accidentally broke in transit, he repaired the broken glass that 

the piece was made from, and said he preferred the work more than before it had broken 

(Cabanne, 1998).  By declaring an event that he did not plan or control preferable to the 

parts of the piece he worked on for eight years, Duchamp forever interlocked “The Bride 

Striped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even,” with the concept of chance.    

Organic forms and visibility of the artist’s hand. 

I have modified the third example (Figure 6.7) by eliminating the website 

designer’s name at the top for the sake of anonymity.  This picture shows a woman 

blowing out a liquid or breath.  It could be possible for a person to control the first half of 

the wave, but the second part of the wave that arcs up defies the laws of physics.   
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Figure 6.7  Flow.  Marks that recollect painting marks left to chance. 

The use of organic forms such as the “floating breath” and the previously 

discussed squiggles used for decoration (see Figure 6.2) challenges linear dynamics.  

Organic and seemingly spontaneous forms legitimize representation that does not rely on 

carefully measured, geometric shapes.  When I remarked to Lucia that it was unusual to 

see curves on the web, she disagreed.  

Well, I don’t know how unusual it is because I have seen a lot of sites with curved 

edges.  I’ve seen it cause I look at a lot of design sites.  It’s not necessarily 

uncommon.  It’s just that I was using a lot of shapes in a more visual way, and 

again it’s all part of my experimentation.  I’m not thinking about these things 

when I’m doing them.  I’m just experimenting and I like it, so I put it up.  But, I 

looked at a bunch of sites, before settling on those curves.  I looked specifically at 

music sites, some non-profit sites, and I have seen those kind of things be used.  

However, I would point out that on most mainstream commercial sites curves are 

rarely seen and since these sites have the most traffic, not as many people interact with 

that sites that use many curves.  I think Lucia even supports this observation in her 

explanation in which the sites she referenced are artists and nonprofit ones.  Moreover 
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she may discontinue the use of curves in future websites because it is too difficult to 

update the text around them. 

If curves were meant for general use on the web, I think that they would be easier 

to update and consistently evident in Wysiwig and Wordpress themes.  However, these 

curved shapes suggest the actions of the human hand which is subject to error and 

challenges the supremacy of mechanical correctness over individual style.  The idea that 

the designer can express individuality as opposed to the geometric and algebraic version 

of space is another affront to the Cartesian system.  The expression of individual style 

validates multiple points of view and challenges the idea of an ultimate authority.    

Elimination of Depth and Fluid Design of the X/Y Axis 

Elimination of depth is achieved through the illusion of three-dimensional space.  

The first image on the news tab, which is also a thumbnail on the home page, links to a 

protest.  The image in Figure 6.8 is originally from a book cover. It challenges 

conventional design practices through the merging of the figure and ground because the 

background fills in shapes of the first plane.  The image also disregards Cartesian space 

representation by distorting scale such as the bicycle and the soldier in the foreground 

that appear smaller than the protesters behind them.  I have put green boxes around the 

bicycle and soldier. 
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Figure 6.8  Book Cover.  This image distorts the representation of three-dimensional 
space. 

Although it appears that a grid is behind the protesters, on closer inspection, 

shapes that should lie on the grid overlap with shapes lying on another grid with an 

independent central axis.  This makes the background appear fluid and unstable which 

challenges the notion of a clear hierarchy that follows the guidelines of the grid.  Finally, 

the image challenges the dominant by using a broad color palette and irregular line 

widths indicating the use of the artist’s hand. 

The Use of Iconic Signifiers 

There are many definitions of the word “icon,” including computer icon.  Here I 

am using C.S. Pierce’s definition of icon as a signifier that resembles the signified 

(Berger, 2011).  I will also consider connotations associated with specific icons to 

demonstrate how Lucia uses these signs to challenge the dominant visual culture on the 

web.  These images are both part of the interface and within the content of her website.  
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To begin this part of the analysis, I will show how Lucia confronts the idea of one correct 

point of view by depicting people from a variety of social and ethnic groups who express 

emancipatory messages.  Many of these illustrations are on Lucia’s page of stickers.  (See 

Figures 6.9, 6.10, and 6.11)  

 

 

Figure 6. 9  Black Power Sign: inspired by a protest in front of Huey Newton's trial. 

 

Figure 6. 10  One Land, One People: An image of a Zapitista rebel. 
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 Figure 6.12Asian Power: An image of a woman from "I Wor Kuen" (aka "The Red 
Guard"), a radical organization of Asian Americans that thrived in the 
1970's. 

Lucia supports these perspectives by offering them visibility and exposure.  She 

further confronts the dominant ideology by choosing visual symbols that overtly defy a 

conservative point of view.  

Part of this confrontation is through challenging stereotypes that exist in United 

States and European cultures.  Entering the search term “free Latino clip art,” I discover 

that Latinos dance…a lot.  About 75% of the images show people dancing.  There is also 

an image of a vaquero, an old, wrinkled man in the sun, and graffiti saying Latino.  Lucia 

is well aware of visual stereotypes of Latinos.  Her goal is to create accurate and 

empowering images of Latinas, as opposed to the ones we see on TV, who she says are 

always maids.  We discussed the danger of circulating cultural stereotypes through 

images on the web and how she confronts the misrepresentation through her art. 

 (I am a) responsible artist.  I’m not going to paint a Mexican guy sitting against a 

cactus or anything about that.  So, in that sense, I usually choose to depict Latinos 

in a very dignified and multifaceted way, breaking away from the way 

mainstream media depicts people of color. 

I’ve see them [web designers] use a lot of stereotypical stuff. 
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It (stereotyping) emphasizes messages about us that hurt us more than they benefit 

us.  It’s a hard thing because a lot of people want to have an identity, and they are 

using the wrong visual language to show that pride in that identity. 

Just because there’s a lot of kind of content available that you could use.  They’re 

not artists, so they have limited choices of what they have. 

Here, Lucia is saying that web images of Latinos are stereotypical, but because of 

artistic limitations in order to have a web presence, many Latinos distribute these images.  

Lucia is suggesting that if the dominant defines the rules of representation, people may 

sustain their own marginalization to gain visibility. 

Charles Ramirez-Berg's (2002) definition of stereotypes coincides with social 

identity theory as it recognizes the cognitive and psychological aspects of in-and out-

group thinking.  Though Ramirez-Berg recognizes stereotyping can be a way of 

categorizing that is not ideologically driven, for my purposes, as well as Ramirez-Berg’s, 

it is also necessary to acknowledge that stereotyping can be value laden.  "To sum up, 

stereotyping in the negative and derogatory way the terms is usually applied can be 

represented thus: category making + ethnocentrism + prejudice = stereotyping" (p. 15).  

This definition or equation contextualizes Lucia's brown women in the larger culture, 

where women of color are stereotyped.  The purpose of this stereotyping is to maintain 

the status quo by designating which social groups are superior to other social groups.  

According to Ramirez-Berg stereotyping in media is accomplished in ways 

specific to each group, but three representational issues seem to cross all boundaries.  

One of these considerations is visibility, which simply describes how often a certain 
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social group appears in the media.  Not surprisingly, nondominant groups have less 

visibility than mainstream identities.  Visibility is the first requirement of having any type 

of social, economic, or political power.  The second way to produce a stereotype is to 

preclude diversity or nuanced portrayals.  Stereotypical depictions show people as flat 

and one-dimensional.  In film and television, the general purpose of short handing a 

character is to move a plot line along.  However, it is difficult for viewers to empathize or 

care about someone who does not have enough qualities to register as human.  The third 

way to create stereotypes is to eliminate any of their personal or cultural history.  This 

specific narrative technique eliminates the idea that these people are a meaningful part of 

society.  Additionally, an ahistorical being cannot have access to social mobility as the 

idea of progress disappears.  Stereotyping in media does not necessarily create this 

imbalance of power but instead acts as priming agent and signifier of hegemonic 

narratives (Guzman & Valdivian, 2004).  As a result, wherever a person is shown 

stereotypically, common myths are reified.   

To explain how Lucia’s iconic images subvert stereotypes, I will describe first 

how women and then women of color, specifically Latinas and Blacks, are commonly 

depicted in media.  The visual representation of women on the web is a topic that is 

understudied (Plakoyiannaki et al., 2008).  The three published studies relevant to the 

subject of women’s images on the World Wide web indicate that the culture outside of 

the web dictates the representation of women in cyberspace (Cullity & Younger, 2009; 

Gustavsson, 2005; Plakoyiannaki et al. , 2008). 
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Emmanuella Plakoyiannaki, Kalliopi Mathioudaki, Pavlos Dimitratos, and Yorgos 

Zotos conducted a mixed method study using content and integrative analysis to ascertain 

if the stereotyping of women in online advertisements mimicked advertisements in other 

media.  They studied 1050 high traffic web pages and considered how women’s 

portrayals changed or did not change on sites intended for men, women, or a general 

audience.  They broke down these representations into four categories: women in 

“traditional roles (dependent and housewives), women in decorative roles (concerned 

with physical attractiveness and sex objects), women in non-traditional roles (non-

traditional activities, career-oriented women and voices of authority), women in neutral 

roles (portrayed as equal to men)” (Plakoyiannaki et al., 2008, p. 103). 

The researchers found that, on sites geared to women, portrayals focused on 

appearance placing women in the decorative role category.  Although men’s sites visually 

represented women in nontraditional roles, they also showed women as dependent.  

Finally, sites geared towards general audiences showed women as homemakers and with 

parity to men.  Although sites geared towards men and women did represent women in 

non-stereotypical roles, statistically the findings led the researchers to conclude that 

women are typically portrayed in stereotypical ways in online advertisements for global 

products. 

Eva Gustavsson (2005) also examined stereotyping of women on the Internet by 

researching how virtual employees are gendered and represented.  As artificial 

intelligence has developed, companies have used virtual assistants to interact with online 

customers.  The majority of these assistants are human and female.  Gustavsson studied 
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international companies that created chatbots (a computer simulation that can respond to 

and use human speech) and spoke with thirty of their chatbot employees.  She found that 

the creators of the bots said that selection of sex happened without much thought, 

although most bots were given female names and were referred to as her.  These bots 

appeared online as either photo-real (using photographic images) or photo unreals 

(cartoons).  Female bots mainly appeared as cartoons while male bots tended to be photo 

real. 

In her conversations with bots, Gustavsson found that male bots had hobbies and 

lives outside of work, spoke about leisure time, and discouraged small talk.  Female bots 

typically did not have lives outside of cyberspace, would make small talk, and indicated 

that their experiences revolved around their service jobs.  Two of the female bots had no 

personal identity at all.  These two seemed to reflect the growing trend of creating perfect 

service employees who are female without an identity or social history.  Another example 

of continuing stereotypes occurred with the promotion of the male bot to the back offices 

while the female bot remained in the front.  Once there, he could improve the product by 

using information he learned from the customers.  The female's input was not sought.   

Visually the photoreal male chat bots tend to wear business suits and glasses and 

present a serious demeanor while women bots had to be obsequious and flirtatious.  

Gustavson imagines that the overtly sexualized female bots without personalities who are 

always available will increasingly be the template for virtual assistants. Ultimately this 

study shows that not only the visual images of women are stereotyped but like the 
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research done by Plakoyiannaki et al., stereotypical roles and characteristics are also 

reinforced. 

The third study which examined women’s representation on the Internet focused 

on gender disparity in terms of international news.  Jocelyn Culity and Prakash Yonger 

analyzed the images of people on the “News Front Page” of the British Broadcasting 

Corporation’s (BBC) website.  Traditionally, women have been under represented in 

news media, and like the previous two studies, researchers wanted to see if non-digital 

bias and stereotyping were duplicated on the Internet. 

Cullity and Younger studied 2384 thumbnail images of hard news stories (they 

ignored the advertisements) on the front page of the News website in 2007 for 276 days.  

After excluding images of obscured sex, they were left with 1702 images of which 72% 

were men and 29% were women.  The research concluded that women were significantly 

under–represented not just in the longitudinal study but also in daily stories. 

Although Cullity and Younger did not conduct a systemic textual analysis, they 

say two narrative tropes were unavoidable.  The first trope was that women in developing 

countries are victims, and the second strategy congratulated these women on improving 

their rights and Westernizing their culture.  Considering that the BBC shows men as four 

times more relevant than women to world events, congratulating women on assimilating 

Western cultures is at best blatantly hypocritical and at worst a form of colonial 

messaging. 

However, Lucia does not just present women, but women of color.  Just as 

women’s representation on the web is understudied, the depiction of women of color is 
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perhaps even less researched.  Although there have been examinations of how race and 

ethnicity appear on the Internet, most have been about how these groups consume rather 

than produce (Nakamura, 2007, p. 200).  Because of this lack of research, to understand 

the significance of Lucia’s brown women, I will contextualize this analysis by 

considering how women of color have been historically stereotyped through 

representation.  First, I do want to acknowledge the inherent weakness of not having 

more research about the representation of women of color on the web; as Lisa Nakamura 

argues "Earlier modes of television and film do not suffice because of the prominence of 

the interface as a framing device; interfaces function as a viewing apparatus, and in many 

cases they create the conditions for viewing” (2007, p. 29).  In other words, the 

representation of women of color on the web may have even more powerful 

consequences than their appearances on other media.  Because most of the women of 

color represented in Lucia’s site are either Latina or Black, I will identify the most 

common stereotypes of these women throughout media representation in the United 

States.   

Latinidad refers to a heterogeneous mix of people demographically identified as 

Spanish speaking, who live in the United States and whose heritage is from more than 

thirty Caribbean and Latin American countries.  Isabel Molina Guzmán and Angharad N. 

Valdivian (2004) provide a logical foundation from which to consider the special subject 

position of Latinos by recognizing the contradictory nature of this identity; while some 

people self-identify as Latino, the term is also a hegemonic, political-economic construct. 
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One of the most popular Latina tropes is tropicalism, which includes “bright 

colors, rhythmic music, and brown or olive skin and the spitfire Latina characterized by 

red-colored lips, bright seductive clothing, curvaceous hips and breasts, long brunette 

hair, and extravagant jewelry”(Guzman & Valdivian, 2004, p. 211).  According to 

Ramirez-Berg two other common stereotypes of Latina women are the Latin Clown, who 

is highly sexualized, but not to be taken seriously, and The Dark Lady, a female Latin 

lover who “is virginal, inscrutable, aristocratic and erotically appealing because of these 

characteristics" (2002, p. 76).  In addition, Jillian Baez (2007) argues that any 

contemporary, non stereotypical images of Latinas are co-opted to sell products within a 

post-feminist mediascape. 

Besides the use of these stereotypes in representation, it is also necessary to 

understand how media fits Latinos into narratives that further hegemonic power relations.  

For instance, in the current political climate, Latinos consistently appear as unskilled and 

often “illegal” immigrants.  In many films and television shows, Latinos are maids or 

construction and restaurant workers, presented simply to move the story along.  Media 

that link unskilled labor to Latinos has created general acceptance that they are not 

socially mobile (Brayton, 2008). 

The other women of color who occupy real estate in Lucia’s site are black 

women, a group of people who have been stereotyped for centuries.  Beginning with 

“Hotentot Venus,” white European culture has paid particular attention to the body parts 

below the navel of women of color including genitalia and the buttocks.  In addition to 

hypersexualizing black women, three lasting stereotypes that began during slavery persist 
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today.  These include the Mammy, an overly anxious, obese, child-care worker; the 

Jezebel, a promiscuous manipulator of men through sex; and the Sapphire, the angry 

black woman who is both headstrong and controlling (Kretsedemas, 2010). 

In contemporary media, Gloria Billings-Laden (2009) argues that black women 

are not only stereotyped but also cast in narratives that preclude social mobility.  By 

conflating race, sex, and class, media have focused on black women obsessed with rising 

to higher social status.  Examples are the Sapphire stereotype, a husband-berating social 

climber, and the tragic mulatta who passes for white and tries to marry a white man.  

Accomplishment in a work environment is related to the stereotype of the angry black 

woman such as Amerosa on The Apprentice and Willehema in Ugly Betty or the 

successful black woman is isolated and surrounded by mostly men (Law and Order) or 

whites (E.R. and Grey's Anatomy).   

The articles discussed above offer a framework from which to analyze the images 

of women and women of color on the World Wide web.  In general, these women are not 

represented and, when visible, often lack diverse characteristics.  Instead, they are 

stereotyped as hypersexualized, sexually manipulative, or completely virginal; generally, 

they are also dependent and lack access to social or economic progress.  Looking at how 

Lucia depicts these women offers possibilities for more up-to-date, accurate 

representations of women in media.  Because, I cannot put every image from the website 

on here (there are well over 100), I chose images from the Home page or pages that are 

visible on the second level of navigation, making these images prominent on the site.    
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On the home page are five women of color, along with a farm worker, a protest 

march, and a sign for a “Women of Color Conference” (See Figures 6.13-6.17). 

 

Figure 6.13 Woman.  A woman with dark skin tone. 

 

  

Figure 6.14 Global Navigation.  An image of a Latina woman representing Lucia. 

 

Figure 6.15  Sex Positive. Make Out, Not War. 
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Figure 6.16  Sonia Sotomayor.  The first Latina Supreme Court Justice. 

 

 

Figure 6.17  Woman Protester.  This image shows action against hegemony.  

Here women are visible and, in fact, the number of images of women compared to 

men is six to one (including a photograph of Lucia that I have left out because of 

anonymity).  This ratio underscores how Lucia addresses the issue of visibility when 

considered against Cullity and Younger’s (2009) study that demonstrates images of men 

outnumbering women in a ratio of about 2.5 to 1 in web news stories.  News stories are 

an appropriate comparison because Lucia is not using stereotypical images of women.  If 

she were, it would be more useful to compare the number of images to places on the web 

where women were stereotyped, such as entertainment, pornography, and fashion sites 

where the number ratios of the images of men and women would be much different. 

Lucia challenges images of the Jezebel and Dark Lady, both of which attempt to 

assimilate into the white culture, by not presenting women with idealized-white features.  

The woman in Figure 6.13 also has dark skin, a wide nose, and wavy textured hair; 

Figure 6.14 also female has dark skin and wavy hair, but she wears no makeup or 

jewelry, thereby confronting hypersexualized and consumer-driven stereotypes of 

women.   
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Figure 6.15 also shows a woman, whose skin color and hair texture suggests she 

is not white.  She has big puckered lips and sunglasses.  The words of the poster are 

“Make Out, Not War” which is not a request or a seduction, but a political statement.  I 

want to address this image in two ways.  Generally, women shown as hypersexualized are 

not making political or social statements (though this discussion does bring to mind the 

ads by People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals that are controversial not only for the 

content of their message, but precisely because of their use of hypersexalized 

representations of women in a political/social statement).  Lucia has made a poster in 

support of the sex-positive movement, which is not about co-opting female sexuality for 

commercial use to support multinational corporations.  Here I am trying to clarify the 

difference between representations of women’s sexuality that supports subjective choice, 

instead of hypersexualized, fantasy images that objectify women.  Because one of Lucia’s 

primary missions is to support the voices of women of color as well as the conclusions 

she has drawn from her own personal struggles with cultural messages about beauty, it is 

clear she is not in favor of objectifying women. 

The images of Sonia Sotomayor (Figure 6.16) and a woman protesting for 

immigrant rights (Figure 6.17) confront stereotypes in three ways.  One, neither is 

hypersexualized nor are they defined by as footnote in someone else’s story, such as the 

stereotypes of the Dark lady, the Mamie, and the Jezebel.  Two, they signify the potential 

of social mobility for women of color.  This possibility is demonstrated by Sotomayor 

who is the first Latina on the Supreme Court and by the protester who only acts because 

she believes in the potential for positional improvement.  Finally, both women symbolize 
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historical trajectories, Sotomayor, as the first Latina Supreme Court justice, and the 

woman protester who addresses a foundational issue in this country.   

The global navigation bar has tabs from left to right that read: portfolio, 

biography, exhibitions, artist statement, shop, news, links, resume, blog, and downloads. 

All of these tabs link to pages with the same top image, though colors sometimes change.  

As I have already discussed this interface, I will not address the Resume pages because 

there are no additional images.  I am also not addressing the tabs where I have previously 

discussed the image.  These include exhibitions, download, news, and shop tabs (shop 

actually has twenty images, but the first one is the Make Out/Not War poster I have 

previously discussed).  Finally, I will not analyze the page attached to the blog tab as it is 

an external link.  The remaining tabs that are appropriate for a more in-depth analysis in 

this section are the first four links under “portfolio,” “ biography”, and “links.”  I have 

chosen to analyze the first image under each of these links because these images were 

placed for maximum visibility.  Consequently, these images are representative of the 

iconic visuals under these sections and demonstrate how visual culture on the site 

challenges the stereotyping of women of color.  

The first tab on the home page is “portfolio.”  Clicking on “portfolio” leads to a 

global navigation bar for this section that has links labeled “prints,” “offset posters,” 

“installations,” “design,” and “stickers.”  Additionally, beneath these labels are numbers, 

each of which links to an image from Lucia’s portfolio.  For instance, to go to an image 

from the “prints” tab, the user clicks on a hyperlinked number from one to thirty-two.  

The other sections have differing numbers of live links: offset posters has twenty-one, 



 225 

installations has six, and design has nine.  Stickers has only one page and links to the 

same page as the download bar in the global navigation.  

The first image on the prints page is of two women of color protesting a property 

owner who is represented with horns and a tail of the devil (Figure 6.18).  The act of 

protest shows the possibility of increased social mobility and better living conditions.  

The woman in the back is taking care of a child.  It is not clear whether this child is hers, 

but she rejects the only caretaker and child stereotype of color which is the Mamie figure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.18  Stop the Evictions.  Women of color fighting for their rights. 

The woman in the poster is not obese, nor is she is being overly solicitous.  In fact, she is 

actively protesting a person with more power.  The other woman in the picture is depicted 

speaking through a microphone.  This image supports women of colors speaking and 
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shows she demands to be heard, a challenge to the stereotype of the dark lady, a woman 

of color who never is taken seriously.   

Another page under the portfolio tab is for offset silkscreen, posters and the first 

image is Meena, the founder of the Revolutionary Association of the Women of 

Afghanistan (Figure 6.19).  Meena was killed by KHAD, the Afghanistan branch of the 

Russian KGB for her advocacy work against fundamentalist, Islamic groups and their 

government enablers in Quetta, Pakistan, on February 4,1987 (NA, 1997).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.19  Meena, the founder of the Revolutionary Association of the Women of 
Afghanistan. 

According to the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC), Arab 

women are stereotypically portrayed as "backwards,” passive, and uneducated.  

Additionally, Arab women are depicted as oppressed and as forced into actions that are, 
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in fact, often choices, such as wearing head scarves (NA, Educational Resources).  Here 

Lucia challenges the stereotype by increasing the visibility of an Arab woman who is also 

a leader.  The orange color that makes up half the image draws attention to Meena.  The 

white block letters (that I have taken away for anonymity’s sake) also make her message 

stand out combined with the close-up image of Meena’s face.  Thus, Lucia has eradicated 

any passive stereotype and replaced it with an image of the Arab woman as activist. 

The next link under the portfolio tab is “installation,” and the first image on this 

page is of a Chicano man, whom I will call D. M.  The image diverges from Latino 

stereotypes, and the story behind the image demonstrates the dangers of these labels.   

D.M.'s brother, though not D.M., was in a gang.  When D.M. was seventeen, a rival gang 

murdered his brother.  In response to his brother’s murder, D.M. organized protests 

against street violence.  When a member from the gang responsible for his brother’s 

death was killed, D.M. was arrested, found guilty of the crime, and put in jail.  The 

community knew that he was innocent, and eventually evidence exonerated him.  

Knowing the power of stereotypes, I think it is likely that stories about young, urban, 

Latinos helped convince the police and a jury of D.M.’s guilt despite the insufficient 

evidence.  The stereotype for this story is of the violent Latino or the bandito, a character 

in early films and television.  Ramirez-Berg (2002, p. 68) describes the bandito 

El bandito" is dirty and unkempt, usually displaying an unshaven face, missing 

teeth, and disheveled oily hair. Scars and scowls complete the easily recognizable 

image.  Behaviorally, he is vicious, cruel, treacherous, shifty, and dishonest; 

psychologically, he is irrational, overly emotional, and quick to resort to violence. 
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Figure 6.20  D.M.  This poster shows a non-stereotypical Latino. 

Contemporary variants are the Latin American gangster, businessman, and the inner-city 

gang member. 

While still in jail, D.M. told Lucia that he felt terrified and cried himself to sleep 

every night.  Recalling this story, Lucia painted a portrait of a man in tears surrounded by 

green plants.  His head, eyes, and tears are surrealistically large.  He is surrounded by 

purple, green, and orange, colors that are unassociated with the male, Latin stereotypes. 

In the painting, D.M. is naked from the waist down, his hand wipes his brow, one arm 

hangs by his side, and his knees bend as in a fetal position.  His body language and 

nakedness present vulnerability, far from the image of the bandito - the pathologically 

violent criminal.  Considering Ramirez-Berg’s original description of the bandito 
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stereotype, it is also worth noting that this man has all his teeth, and though not clean cut, 

has a well groomed moustache and beard. 

The next section under the portfolio tab is "design.”  The first picture (Figure 

6.21) here is for a conference on ethnic studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.21.  Ethnic Studies Poster, An example from the design page.  

Lucia depicts angry, energetic, organized women of color marching to promote 

ethnic studies programs.  This struggle, though ignored by the corporate media, continues 

today.  Above the women are smaller images of revolutionary leaders of people of color 

including Malcolm X, Sitting Bull, Angela Davis, and Dolores Huerta.  Below the 

women is a silhouette of other protesters with signs and fists raised.  The syntagmatic 
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placement of the protesters beneath the revolutionary leaders suggests that the 

anonymous masses are the foundation of social movements. 

Within the crowd of protesters  is the red star that has been a symbol for workers’ 

rights since Leon Trotsky and Vladimir Lenin used it as the symbol for the Red Army in 

the Bolshevik revolution (Figes & Kolonitskii, 1999).  By placing the red star within the 

protesters, they become aligned with this history.  Aesthetically, this insertion, as well as 

the various planes on the image delineated through color, detail, shape, and media, 

confuses the relationship of the figure and ground.  This connection is unrealistic, not 

because the shapes cannot be delineated but because materials, scale, and color distort the 

figure and ground.  As the Cartesian system explicitly defines space before shapes, so 

that the shapes must follow Cartesian rules to represent three-dimensional space, such an 

aesthetic choice also refutes the Cartesian grid. 

Now that I have examined the links under the portfolio tab, I will return to the 

links on the main navigation bar.  The image that appears in the artist’s biography link 

confronts objectification by depicting a woman of color’s subjectivity (Figure 6.22).  The 

woman in the picture blatantly takes ownership of the gaze away from any possibility of 

a central perspective initially aligned with a white European male artist.  For instance, the 

woman escapes the confines of the grid by overlapping the edges.  Additionally, although 

she appears topless, she confronts the possibility of the lone male gaze and instead looks 

out of the frame through the gaze of the five eyes in her hair that match the two eyes on 

the face.  The eyes on the face are also much larger in proportion to the rest of the body, 

emphasizing the woman looks instead of only being looked at.  To strengthen further the 
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power of her vision, we see both eyes although she is in profile.  The simultaneous views 

of the front and side of the face also defy the idea of a central perspective, as these are 

two perspectives that cannot be taken by one person at one time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.22  Self Portrait. Example from Artist’s Biography. 

Lucia also disregards the grid, by avoiding the fixed points of a rectangle and relying on 

curves that recall the feminine and transcend standard web design and programming. 

The image on the links page (Figure 6.23) is not one of Lucia's.  It is a silkscreen 

print by one of the most well known and respected Chicano artists and educators 

Malaquias Montoya. 
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Figure 6. 23  Silk Screen.  Example from the links page. 

He made this picture in 1994 as a response to the passing of the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA).  The artist explains the image is of a person who had to 

relocate to the United States because NAFTA destroyed the earning capacity of people in 

the countries south of the U.S. border.  The four images on the right side are the same as 

the large image, but the words beneath each image relate to a different NAFTA country.  

The facial expression clearly shows that the person is unhappy.   

Conclusion and Analysis 

To conclude this chapter, I will briefly summarize the analysis that I have made of 

Lucia’s site in order to show how many of the visual signs that she uses place the 

aesthetics on her website on the non-dominant side of table 2.1.  These visual signs 

include color, decoration, the transcendence of the Cartesian grid, and the creation of 

non-stereotypical representations of people from disenfranchised groups.  In addition to 
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identifying that these visual signs challenge the web’s scopic regime, I also will explain 

how someone can internally decide to enact decisions that defy a dominant system.  To 

understand how a media activist achieves resistant authorship, I shift my focus from a 

semiotic textual analysis of Lucia’s site to a social psychological explanation of human 

thinking and behavior.  The social psychological theory that I use to explain someone’s 

ability to challenge dominant thinking is called locus of control.  This theory takes into 

account that the way people define success can lead them towards or away support for the 

status quo.  It addresses the idea that a media activist must not only know how to choose 

non-dominant signs, but also be willing to use them to confront a visual context with 

strict aesthetic guidelines. 

I began my analysis of Lucia’s site by recognizing that Lucia used many visual 

signs on her website that fall along the non-dominant side of the web design chart, table 

2.1, in chapter 2 .  Lucia’s use of non-dominant aesthetics supports her activist goals by 

expressing and supporting diversity.  Because many of her aesthetics are embedded in the 

traditions of her assigned ethnic and gender subject positions, these decisions 

demonstrate her positive regard for these marginalized groups.  Finally, because these 

authorship choices are meant to support her assigned subject positions through expression 

of diversity and positive regard, they enact Lucia’s agency through the use of material 

(and virtual) signs and processes.  

For example, for one of her aesthetic options, Lucia chooses a broad array of 

colors that expresses her Latino culture and challenge the dominant web imagery of 

limited colors.  Additionally, as David McCandless (2010) of Information Is Beautiful 
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shows through his infographic “What Colors Mean Across 10 Cultures,” particular colors 

communicate ideas and emotions with respect to specific countries.  Therefore, the 

inclusion of more colors supports diversity and shared cultures across the web as opposed 

to a globalized and restricted use of color.  

The second aesthetic that I examined showed Lucia’s support for women through 

her use of decoration, an aesthetic connected to women’s history of visual creativity.  

Because the common aesthetic rule on the web is to avoid decoration and only use visuals 

with obvious ties to verbal content or other practical functions, Lucia’s choice reflects 

material support for women and diversity.  Aligning women artists with decoration in 

response to mechanized forms has historical precedence in the Arts and Crafts movement 

as I discussed in chapter 2.  Originally, a reaction against industrial products, this 

movement advocated for handmade construction and decorative design on household 

wares such as fabrics, furniture, and pottery.  Modeled after English training programs, 

Americans began educating women to create arts and crafts so they could earn a living in 

an “honorable” profession.  Ultimately, the Women’s Suffrage movement became 

intertwined with the Arts and Crafts movement, and suffragists arranged workshops, 

classes, and exhibitions of these arts.  Considering the history of women and decoration, 

the overt and multiple pronouncements against using decoration on the Internet becomes 

suspect as an ideology rather than a necessity. 

Lucia also disregarded other visual edicts about web design by transcending the 

confines of the Cartesian grid.  These choices included images that seem left to chance, 

are organic, reveal the artist’s hand, and obscure the boundaries between the figure and 
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ground.  In contemporary Western culture, the grid is normalized and provides the 

foundation for design in everything from city planning to graphic design to typography.  

Still, and although intermittently, designers have critiqued the grid as both too limited as 

well as insufficiently flexible.  Nevertheless, I am not commenting here on the 

practicality of the grid as a design tool; I am advocating for recognition of ideological 

viewpoints embedded in this visual system from the Renaissance and institutionalized 

during modernity.   

Because we are now arguably socially and aesthetically in postmodern times, by 

applying Michel Foucault’s definition of episteme, I argue that the values communicated 

through the grid belong to a previous episteme, while the computer exists within a 

contemporary one.  Lucia chooses visual aesthetics that challenge the grid when she 

suggests chance instead of full control, reveals the artist’s hand instead of erasure of these 

marks, uses organic forms instead of mechanical ones, and elides figure and ground.  

Because design is not neutral, by offering alternative images, Lucia also gestures toward 

alternative ideologies.  

Lucia also challenges a scopic hegemony by using iconic signifiers that express 

multiple points of view and women of color as subjects instead of objects.  Referring 

again to the work of Charles Ramirez-Berg (2002), three common representational effects 

of stereotyping are lack of visibility, portraits without nuance, and subjectivity subsumed 

by the mechanics of a story.  Lucia counteracts these through aesthetic choices such as 

depicting more women of color than whites and/or males and showing them in non-

stereotypical roles.  In her artwork, Lucia shows women as nuanced and complex and 
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often participating in fighting injustice.  Lucia’s own self portrait, which appears on the 

left-hand corner of every web page, enables her to claim authorship and ownership of the 

site.  This image, along with her name as the url of the site, shifts the stereotype of the 

passive Latina object to an active producer expressing agency.  Lucia’s use of iconic 

signs to represent marginalized groups as visible, diverse, and active supports her 

assigned subjectivities, activist identity, and goals for social advocacy. 

However, my original interest was not only the use of alternative visuals on a web 

site for social advocacy but also what external situations and internal dialogues would 

lead a person to choose to develop such a site.  Certainly, as expressed above, these 

choices support Lucia’s activist goals, but it takes considerable strength and 

determination to challenge conventions particularly when her website is also in support of 

her entrepreneurial side so she can earn a living.   

Here, I would like to consider another aspect of social psychology theory, labeled 

locus of control, that illuminates how Lucia’s life history supported her ability to make 

these aesthetic choices.  Julian B. Rotter originally formulated the concept of locus of 

control which Herbert Lefcourt has extended.  Locus of control is a generalized attitude 

that someone holds in terms of believing success is either internally or externally related 

(Lefcourt, 1982).  Most people fall somewhere within a continuum between these two 

positions, and a person can hold an internal locus of control in some situations and an 

external locus of control in others (Mearns, 2011).   According to Lucia’s explanations, 

many of her aesthetic choices were based on her history as an artist, activist, and Latina 

ethnicity instead of blindly following prescribed web design rules.  The ability to make 
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alternative design choices demonstrates that Lucia falls strongly on the internal locus of 

control end of the continuum while creating her site.  However, as Lefcourt (1982) 

concludes, without attributing any locus of control to external forces, an individual 

cannot critique or change unjust contexts.  Early on, Lucia learned from her support 

system and own observations that environments can and often do determine success and 

failure of individuals.  It is the ability to shift her expectations of where control lies that 

enables Lucia to assess what needs changing in the environment and what she has the 

power to affect. 

Where a person falls on the locus of control continuum has been related to many 

variables.  In general, people believe life events are determined either internally or 

externally based on reasonable expectations of their environment.  By considering the 

variables that research has ascribed to locus of control, Lucia’s life history can illuminate 

her place along this continuum.  Although locus of control is sometimes considered an 

inherent part of personality, there is evidence that childhood experiences and 

relationships with parents also influence locus of control.  For instance, parents who help 

children make cognitive links between their behaviors and consequences encourage 

internal locus of control.  Although an external locus of control consistently correlates 

with low socio-economic-status and experiences of racism, an internal locus of control 

strongly relates to school achievement (Berry et al., 2011; Lefcourt, 1982).  One of the 

big differences that Lucia continually spoke of between herself and other children in the 

neighborhood were the high expectations her parents had about her academic 

achievement.  Parental interest in a child’s education influences a child’s feeling of self-
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efficacy.  Higher feelings of self-efficacy correlate with an internal locus of control.  

There is also a strong correlation between an internal locus of control and academic 

achievement. 

Besides enabling Lucia to choose alternative aesthetics by not focusing on 

external approval for her design choices, her internal locus of control allowed her to rely 

on her own agency.  Additionally, an internal locus of control relates positively to the 

belief in the possibility and attainment of increased social status.  As discussed in chapter 

3, Lucia’s desire to increase social status not just for her, but other marginalized people, 

is a foundation of her activist identity.  Since her activist identity strongly influenced her 

design choices, the relationship between internal locus of control and alternative design is 

apparent.  

Although she does not use the words of social psychologists to describe her belief 

in her ability to make effective choices and transform an environment, Lucia expresses 

this belief through media, specifically, a print, a website, and a tweet.  In the summer of 

2011, Lucia tweeted: “Indestructible women trust their inner voice.”  This tweet then 

linked to one of her prints (see Figure 4.3) and her description about it which reads:  

The piece represents three powerful women in different stages of their lives. The 

woman on the far left has not learned how to trust herself. She does not turn to 

herself for guidance.  I depicted her looking away from her hands, as our hands 

are a place where we gain clarity. The woman in the middle is a dancer. She is 

balancing two dualities of her life. On one hand, she has the fire, the intensity of 

her life.  On the other side, she has inner peace, represented by a circle.  On the 
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far right you have the wise woman. The woman who trusts her inner voice and 

looks to herself for direction. She looks into her hands, which emit energy, 

wisdom, and light. 

To my sisters - you are Indestructible. 

Combining this concise statement with the image of these three women, Lucia 

describes the result of her life history.  She and I have traced her path away from 

degraded messages and towards positive ones.  During early childhood, Lucia believed 

some degraded messages from the dominant culture that she heard in the figured worlds 

of media, education, and art.  However, as she learned to disregard this input and instead 

embrace messages from the more supportive figured worlds of her community, family, 

and ethnic culture, she could develop an internal stance that gives her “energy, wisdom, 

and light.”  It is from this point of view that Lucia has the strength and motivation to 

choose alternative aesthetics, inside a prescribed visuality, when they most effectively 

support her goals. 
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Chapter 7:  Conclusion 

During the second wave of feminism, many feminists were stuck in a modernist 

perspective that narrowly defined a woman as white, heterosexual, married, and upper 

middle class.  In response, women of color, third world women, glbtq women, single 

women, and working-class women demanded recognition and thus ushered in a new 

perspective to the Women’s movement.  The idea that all types of women could have a 

voice was liberating and hopeful.  However, at about the same time second-wave 

feminists began to confront their error of exclusion, poststructuralism theorized that 

identity was constructed, not by the individual, but through multiple discourses (recently, 

we have added brain chemistry and genetics as establishing factors, as well.)  The timing 

meant that while women and other marginalized groups were emerging from silence, the 

academy asserted that people might be merely dummies for the ventriloquism of 

ubiquitous and institutionalized social structures.  Of course, if no one had an individual 

voice, the next step, which poststructuralists seemed to take was to declare the author 

dead.  This circumstance seemed horrific to me (and many others).  Not only were 

women suffering from oppression and marginalization, but we had no tools to change the 

situation.  This was the concern I had when I chose the research question for my 

dissertation, and it motivated me to find out how someone from an oppressed position 

found voice and enacted authorship, specifically through media.   

Nevertheless, although I did not know it at the time, when I first started 

interviewing Lucia, I, too, was stuck in a modernist framework that made me 
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unconsciously assume I would learn about Lucia as a unified identity from which I would 

draw conclusions.  It was not until I began analyzing the data that I had collected within a 

theoretical framework that included social identity theory, and newer poststructural 

theories of authorship and agency, that I understood Lucia as an expression of a variety of 

subject positions and acquired identities.  Of course, I had known about and given lip 

service to a poststructural definition of self for years, but it was not until I spent hours 

working with Lucia’s  stories and artifacts that I could intellectually assimilate how these 

selves were embodied, expressed, and experienced. 

Because of my interest in the intersection of internal dialogue and cultural 

environments, I had fortunately chosen a poststructural methodology, and so I was able to 

bring these different subject positions and acquired identities into a life history narrative.  

In fact, D. E. Polkinghorne (1995) argues that this type of research is actually more of a 

synthesis then an analysis.   

Narrative analysis relates events and actions to one another by configuring them 

as contributors to the advancement of plot.  The story constituted by narrative integration 

allows for the incorporation of the notions of human purpose and choice as well as 

chance happenings, dispositions, and environmental presses.  The result of a narrative 

analysis is an explanation that is retrospective, having linked past events together to 

account for how a final outcome might have come about.  In this analysis, the researcher 

attends to the temporal and unfolding dimensions of human experience by organizing  

Narrative analysis both attempts to explain an outcome as well as discover a plot, 

a “template.”  The purpose of the narrative is to give the reader insight and understanding 
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and to explain an outcome while maintaining the respondent’s uniqueness and 

complexity.  Because Lucia has experienced both oppression against her gender and 

ethnicity and success in supporting these subject positions through media, she could 

provide pertinent verbal and visual data from almost thirty years of her life.  This plethora 

of data revealed the multiple contexts she encountered and the shifts in her individual 

thinking that lead to her creation of a culturally resistant website.  Lucia’s story fits what 

is commonly described as a “narrative of struggle,” in which someone from an oppressed 

position arrives at an activist consciousness.   

In order to follow this evolution, I listened to Lucia tell her life story throughout 

three hour-long interviews.  I then analyzed and structured this data using specific 

theories.  Since I was motivated to find out if, in fact, someone could enact agency in 

postmodern times, I needed to find a theory that destabilized the concept of identity as a 

unified and stable position, yet argued for agency.  I found that Dorothy Holland, an 

anthropologist at the University of North Carolina, had been developing, for many years 

in a variety of international settings, a theoretical framework relevant for my work.  She 

offered useful ideas that enabled me to understand how Lucia constructed identity by 

interacting in “figured worlds,” contexts in which a specific symbolic discourse is 

practiced.   

After examining the data I collected about Lucia’s early life, I found that she 

encountered figured worlds shared by most children in the United States.  Because of my 

work in early childhood education, it was easy for me to see how Lucia encountered these 

worlds in the order that most children do.  The first figured world was the family, the 



 243 

second figured world was her community (extended family, family friends, neighbors, 

people she encountered in her neighborhood), the next figured world was school, and 

then the final figured world was representation, which for Lucia, leaned heavily towards 

art and media.  I then used Norman Denizen’s (1989) definition of epiphany, which is 

when a person develops increased awareness, to structure Lucia’s journey.  Because she 

linked her developing awareness to physical spaces, the suburbs, the city, Mexico, and 

the return to the city, I examined her engagement with the above figured worlds within 

these spaces.   

As I was interested in how Lucia developed an identity that advocated for 

marginalized people, I needed to work with additional theories that considered identity as 

a potential vehicle for resistance.  I found Social Identity theory was particularly useful 

for considering this idea because it clearly distinguishes between categories of identity 

attributed to person by society versus a person’s consciously acquired identities.  This 

distinction enabled me to understand how Lucia could form a stance about her subject 

positions that were marginalized by the dominant society and could later acquire a role to 

resist this oppression.  

As I examined Lucia’s interactions with figured worlds, I saw how she began to 

learn how others narrated and categorized her assigned subject positions of Latina and 

female.  The salient discovery here was that she received mixed messages about these 

positions.  Her family and close community tended to give her positive messages while 

dominant institutions such as schools, museums, and mainstream media gave her 

negative ones.  Of course, in Mexico, she received positive messages about being Latino 
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although negative messages about her female subject position increased.  My next 

relevant discovery was that by finding female, Latina role models and peers who did not 

fit neatly into hegemonic categories, Lucia began to understand how attitudes about her 

subject positions were unstable and could be contested.   

According to Pierre Bourdieu (1990) choosing a positive stance about a subject 

position is a way to enact agency.  Foucault (1988) links the idea of meta-subjectivity to 

the ability to choose self-care, which is complementary to Bourdieu’s idea.  Holland 

defines agency as responding to a previously unencountered situation by mixing signs 

and processes from diverse figured worlds.  Combining these theories, I could define 

agency as selecting and combining signs and practices from figured worlds to enforce 

positive self-regard and achieve personal goals.  These signs can then be used to maintain 

or challenge the status quo and to construct an acquired identity.   

Social Identity theory identifies two necessary internal processes a person must 

encounter to enter a figured world and acquire an identity.  The first is that the person 

must be psychologically motivated to choose the identity, and the second is that the 

person needs to self-categorize as someone having that identity, which means finding a 

prototypical member of the group with whom one can identify.  Since I have chosen to 

look at identities that enabled Lucia to create a culturally resistant website, I needed to 

examine her acquired identities that also conferred authorship.  These identities of media 

activist included: artist, activist, entrepreneur, and web designer.  Theories of authorship 

from M. Kesby (2005), Janet Staiger (2003), and Foucault (1979, 1988) state that in order 

to become an author, one must understand the cultural and historical conditions in the 
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chosen field of authorship.  Then, a person must repetitively use the signs and strategies 

within that field to create. 

Using the above theories, I structured the analysis of Lucia’s authorship identities 

by examining her motivation to acquire each identity and finding the prototype she used 

to self identify as a member of a group, her understanding of each authorship’s field, and 

her repeated use of signs and practices in that field.  At first, I separated each identity into 

its own category, but as I worked with the data, it became clear to me that the identities 

overlapped in consistently changing configurations.  This analysis fit into Holland’s 

description of identity as a laminate consisting of layers of selves organized through 

constantly alternating orders.  As a result, of discovering these relationships and applying 

Holland’s constructs, I not only examined artist, activist, and entrepreneur individually, 

but also as they merged in different ways to enable Lucia’s authorship. 

To examine how Lucia’s acquired and merged identities influenced her web 

authorship, I divided my research into the three web construction labor practices: pre-

production, production, and post-production.  Through this work, I discovered that Lucia 

did bring her activist, artist, and entrepreneur identities into all parts of the web creation 

process.  I also found that she used both alternative and dominant signs and practices, and 

so I carefully considered these negotiations.  

The conclusion of my study was a semiotic/textual analysis of the visual strategies 

Lucia used on the personal website that she created.  Because my original question was,  

how do individuals choose aesthetics on the world wide to web to express their 

identification with a group generally marginalized from creating mass media?,  I centered 
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the analysis around the expression of this advocacy.  To consider how Lucia visually 

advocated for her Latina and female subject positions, I returned to the chart I had created 

that compared dominant and non-dominant aesthetics.  I found the alternative aesthetics 

that Lucia chose to use in her website and explained how these supported her subject 

positions.  The visual categories where Lucia chose alternative aesthetics were color, 

decoration, and designing off the Cartesian grid, which lead to images that implied the 

artist’s use of chance, revealing the artist’s hand, organic forms, and the conflation of the 

figure and ground.  I concluded by analyzing how Lucia used iconic signifiers, 

particularly ones related to women of color.  This brought me to the end of Lucia’s story 

(so far), which began with Lucia’s encounter of degraded messages about her ethnic and 

gendered subject positions and concluded with her creation of positive images of these 

same assigned identities. 

However, having authorship skills to produce support for marginalized identities 

does not automatically mean having the courage to do so, nor does it mean being able to 

hold on to an alternative perspective in a figured world that favors dominant strategies.  

Signs and strategies are dominant precisely because they have silenced other viewpoints.  

So, to understand truly the process of becoming a media activist, I needed to consider 

how Lucia could enact and maintain her choice to use non-dominant aesthetics.  To do 

this, I returned to social psychology, the same framework from which social identity 

theory is situated and used the concept of an internal locus of control.  

Locus of control is the theory that a person falls somewhere along a continuum of 

a general expectation that events in life are affected by individual action, which is known 
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as an internal locus of control, or that the individual is essentially at the mercy of external 

events.  As an activist, Lucia believes she can affect change and therefore predominantly 

falls towards the side of an internal locus of control.  However, the same way Lucia 

negotiated discrepancies between messages about her subject positions and mediated 

acquired identities, she also navigated between an internal and external locus of control.  

Although she has tended towards an internal orientation, she has used her understanding 

of how external forces constrain the individual to fuel her activism. 

Based on this mindset, we can return to Lucia’s argument for using “best 

practices” determined by a dominant scopic regimen while also using aesthetics 

condemned by these “best practices.”  Here, Lucia exemplifies third-wave feminism as 

she can use the dominant as long as it is her choice.  The important thing for this study is 

that Lucia has enough of an orientation towards an internal locus of control that she can 

reject the dominant on a consistent basis.  Considering the elements of her life history 

that supported this orientation including her family’s interest in her academic 

achievement and an experience of academic and artistic success that reinforced her 

experience of self-efficacy, it becomes clear that her previous history has enabled her to 

make choices that conflict with the dominant aesthetic.  

I would like to address in this part of the discussion that Lucia’s ultimate reliance 

on an “inner voice” is not something everyone can achieve.  Lucia had faced oppression, 

but she had not been traumatized.  Trauma and certain mental illnesses can make it very 

difficult for some people to develop trust in an internal voice.  I, in fact, had looked into 

interviewing Sub-Saharan refugees and was told the women could barely speak about 
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their experiences much less do so on the web.  With help, some trauma victims who 

cannot hear their own internal voices, can learn to trust others to help them navigate 

between internal and external messages and beliefs (International, 2005). This study 

could be useful to such people who become interested in using the web as it is an 

example of how consistent support from trustworthy people, as well as an exposure to 

realistic role models, can encourage people to make choices to support self care.   

Many valuable studies examine marginalized peoples and media.  Some of these 

focus on the problematic relationship between these people and their representation in 

both media content and production(Billings-Ladson, 2009; Brayton, 2008; Cullity & 

Younger, 2009; Gustavsson, 2005; Guzman & Valdivian, 2004; Kopacz & Lee, 2010; 

Ramirez-Berg, 2002).  Others focus on more encouraging topics, such as the media 

production processes used by marginalized groups (Agosto, 2004; Kearney, 2006; 

Nakamura, 2007; Warschauer, 2004) and the media artifacts developed by these people 

(Carson & Pajaczkowska, 2001; Chadwick, 1990; Chicago & Schapiro, 2003; Cosgrove, 

2002; Hebdige, 2002; Nakamura, 2007).  In a way, my study builds on these two types of 

analysis and then adds information about what happens between the negative effects and 

positive outcomes.  I look at the troubling effects on an individual from exposure to the 

media stereotypes that are circulated because of the limited diversity among media 

producers.  I then explore the internal dialogue and external social structures that inspire 

someone to produce media that counteracts these stereotypes, and I conclude by 

examining the final media artifact produced by this person.   
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I have used life history research to understand how the variables of Lucia’s life 

transformed her from a victim of stereotypical media messages to an artist and activist 

determined to use the media to enhance her subject positions.  I presented my research 

through a series of narratives that show “a story of struggle,” which has a beginning, 

middle, and end; a complicated and unique protagonist; and cause and effect conclusions.  

I used thick description, which is a common expressive style in qualitative research, so 

that readers can discover meaning in the text that can apply to similar situations in which 

they are involved or are studying.  Although readers will have interpretations specific to 

their circumstances, my research also adds to the communications field in a broad way by 

providing avenues in which to think about educating and supporting diverse media 

producers and by presenting a challenge to the naturalized look and programming of the 

web.  By applying theoretical frameworks from anthropology, social psychology, media 

studies, visual studies, and cultural studies to my data, my study adds to communication 

studies in four areas: digital resistance, media education, digital aesthetics, and the 

combination of social psychology with theories of agency and authorship studies to 

understand new media production. 

Regarding digital resistance, my dissertation shows that social, economic, and 

technological constraints around production and distribution of websites can exclude the 

interests of women and people of color.  Conversely, my study also shows that although 

media organizations often reify hegemonic practices, companies can develop methods 

that counteract these power relationships.  Some of the culturally resistant practices that 

Lucia uses in her web design business are concentrating on creating websites for groups 



 250 

who share her activist goals, working and co-owning her business primarily with people 

of color, and establishing her business in a low income neighborhood.  Additionally, she 

uses Creative Commons licensing for much of her work so that people can easily use her 

art for free.  Finally, she distributes her business cards among people of color and other 

activists to invite them to engage in digital discourse.  

Addressing educational concerns, my research shows that because developmental 

experiences push people towards accepting, negotiating, or resisting the status quo long 

before planning a media product, students should learn about culture and context before 

and while they acquire technical skills.  Lucia’s life history suggests a variety of 

educational experiences that would stimulate a critical consciousness for students who 

produce and consume media.  For younger students, these lessons include exposure to 

media from diverse cultural groups, attention to successful media producers from these 

groups, and media literacy.  As students grow older, they should move beyond 

deconstructing hegemony to learning the history of cultural resistance.  In order to 

develop autonomy, so they can choose how to use computers, students should rely on 

their own problem-solving skills with minimum direct guidance from a teacher when 

learning technology.  Finally, teachers and care givers should encourage students to learn 

from a variety of social groups and institutions and not just through formal education. 

In terms of digital aesthetics, my research shows that Internet aesthetics can move 

beyond newspaper and magazine layouts and include influences from many areas of 

visual culture.  For instance, Lucia’s website shows a direct relation to historical, political 

graphics by her desire to reach multitudes of people through the reproduction of images, 
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her use of eye-catching aesthetics combined with verbal messages about a specific cause, 

and her creation of content to support marginalized and oppressed peoples.  In addition, 

like previous political artists such as Jose Posada and Rini Templeton, Lucia has quickly 

added emergent technology to distribute her political graphics such as Twitter and 

Wordpress.   

Because there are agreed upon “best practices” for web design, I was able to 

construct a two-column table to contrast dominant and alternative web aesthetics.  The 

alternative column provides a guide for enlarging web design beyond those favored by 

engineers.  As Lucia’s difficulty with updating curves that do not fit neatly inside the 

Cartesian grid demonstrates, current computer technology can inhibit diverse cultural 

aesthetics.  My study encourages programmers to design systems that easily 

accommodate diverse aesthetics and support the various cultures that have embraced 

computers and mobile technology.   

Ultimately, I am not arguing that one form of design is superior to another.  Such 

a stance would not be emancipatory but would instead reify hierarchical and hegemonic 

structures with reversed status.  However, I do assert that the ideological underpinnings 

of a corporatized and mechanized visual culture influence Wysiwig programs, Word 

Press themes, design books, blogs, and educational classes. By considering how a site 

produced by a professional designer and social activist uses visual strategies overtly to 

support gender and ethnic diversity, we see how the visual can become part of an 

emancipatory force.  As the web design industry comes to grips with relationships 

between ideology and visual design, perhaps more women and people of color will speak 
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in conferences, read web design magazines, and begin to teach and write books about 

ways to create rich, alternative, and diverse visual culture. 

Finally, by using a combination of theories to understand an individual media 

producer, my dissertation shows that the evolving relationships between an individual 

and the various social contexts she encounters become the foundation for a final media 

product.  The theories I have used for this exploration include agency, social identity 

theory, locus of control, and authorship.  I borrowed ideas from Dorothy Holland, Michel 

Foucault, and Pierre Bourdieu to insert an ethical consideration into production choices 

by aligning agency with self enhancement.  Social identity theory provided a framework 

to explain how a postmodern self can transcend the charges of relativism and express a 

strong point of view through postmodern technology and aesthetics.  I then combined my 

discoveries about social identity and agency with theories of authorship to demonstrate 

how Lucia came to support her assigned subject positions through media production.  

Locus of control demonstrated how internal psychological processes are needed to 

support such activism.   

I am particularly interested in my dissertation contributing to the use of social 

psychology in media studies.  I come from a background in education, a field where 

research often relies on social learning theory.  I was very surprised that social 

psychology, a theoretical discipline focused on meaning making and identity 

construction, was not used more often in media studies.  Here, I have tried to show the 

value in considering how internal dialogues and psychological motivations are intimately 

related to media production.  Specifically, I demonstrated that because of Lucia’s 
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childhood experiences in a variety of contexts, she could work through a dialogic process 

that lead to media activism and that affected her choices about media production.  

Additionally, I considered how an orientation towards an internal locus of control 

enabled her to produce alternative media.  Although, it is true, our culture speaks through 

us, our lived experiences are still personal and internal.  For that reason, I strongly 

believe that adding more concepts from social and even individual psychology can 

considerably enhance future media research. 

Since people are ultimately unique, it is not possible to find how all or even a 

statistically significant number of people have chosen to fight oppression through media.  

Instead of looking for common ground across cases, I learned that a productive way to 

learn about this process is through qualitative analysis that can provide details and 

insights.  Using life history research as my foundation, I have produced an in-depth, 

extended case study of an exemplary individual who has navigated hegemonic constraints 

to produce media in support of a marginalized subject position.  It is not surprising to me 

that Lucia has become an international figure in the activist and political artist’s 

communities.  It is my hope my research can support her goals by revealing ingredients 

for life experiences and media production that enable individuals, like Lucia, to transform 

oppression into justice - consistently, effectively, and passionately. 
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Appendix A 

1. Could you describe your website to me? 

2. How did you and do you choose the information and content for your 

website? 

3. Tell me about your experience with the World Wide web.  

4. Do you still live where you grew up in the same neighborhood? 

5. Can you tell me a little bit more about your growing up experiences, your 

childhood?  

6. Can you think of any people or experiences or books or anything that 

might have influenced you to feel that you had a voice and you had the 

right to express that voice? 

7. Can you remember the first time you did anything politically active, like a 

march or a poster? 

8. Do you know anyone that uses Dreamweaver or other Wysiwig programs 

to do their websites? 

9. When you were growing up did both of your parents work full time 

outside of the home? 

10. Did your parents know English already when they came over? 

11. Can you remember witnessing any acts of discrimination when you were 

growing up? 

12. What are  the nuts and bolts process that you use when working with your 

website?  
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13. When people come to your website what do you want them to pay 

attention, what would you like them to come away with? 

14. What type of responses have you gotten to your site? 

15. Have you made any changes or updates to your website in the last couple 

of weeks.  

16. When did you first put this website up? 

17. Has your web site changed a lot since then? 

18. What are some of the things you used to create the website? 

19. Did you work with other people in terms of the construction and in terms 

of maintenance? 

20. If you were critiquing your website, what would you say are some 

strengths and weaknesses? 

21. How do you get people to your site? 

22. Does being a woman affect your design choices ? 

23. Anything else you can think of? 
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