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Associations between gender and technology date back as far as the pub-
lication of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein in 1818. The association between gender and tech-
nology that began with Shelley’s writing of Frankenstein continued into the twentieth 
century, emerging in subtle, often- unexpected places. For instance, as N. Katherine 
Hayles points out in How We Became Posthuman, “gender appear[s] in this primal scene 
of humans meeting their evolutionary successors” (1999, xii). Hayles draws on Turing’s 
example of a game in which a subject guesses the gender of an anonymous interlocutor 
to suggest that because there is the possibility of a wrong answer, there is a disjunction 
between bodies as enacted and bodies as represented (1999, xiii) (see Turing test).

Though Donna Haraway’s “Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Social-
ist Feminism in the 1980s,” first published in 1985, is not explicitly addressing web cul-
ture, it presents an image of the cyborg as a postgender construction which has been 
influential on web theorists because it challenges essentialist notions of “naturalized” 
gender (see cyborg and posthuman). For many early web scholars, the notion of 
disembodied posthumanism was a means of challenging essentialist gender hierarchies. 
Nongendered usernames and the creative use of avatars  were seen as a way of refusing 
the question of gender in an online environment. It was not long, however, before theo-
rists  were challenging the notion of disembodiment and the liberation of online identity. 
Theorists such as Hayles, Lisa Nakamura, Anne Balsamo, and Sadie Plant argued that 
the materiality of offline life cannot be transcended online (see cyberfeminism, mate-
riality, virtual bodies).

The tension between liberatory rhetoric and material use persists through the devel-
opment of Web 2.0 technologies. Notable among early Web 2.0 repre sen ta tion is the case 
of LonelyGirl15, a serial fiction that debuted on YouTube in 2006 (see film and digital 
media, video). The issue of gender does not typically enter into critiques of the series; 
however, the series is notable for featuring a teenaged female protagonist in what was 
thought to be a complex and thoughtful relationship with other online users. Though 
LonelyGirl15 was criticized for toying with fans, the series paved the way for other notable 
web series featuring female protagonists. Among these is The Guild, an online series 
that is produced by Felicia Day, Jane Selle Morgan, and Kim Evey.

Other early web tendencies that continue into Web 2.0 platforms include the rhetoric 
about the liberating potential of anonymity. The “virtual world” Second Life, which par-
allels early MUDS and MOOS, has been celebrated for the interesting possibilities for 
gender play in building one’s avatar (see avatars, MUDs and MOOs, virtuality). 
However, the platform has also been criticized for requiring a user to choose between a 
male or female character, thereby reinforcing typically binary social constraints on what 
could be much more fluid gender play. Despite this, users are able to code their own 
clothing, accessories, and so on, allowing them to push against social norms in a 3D vi-
sual environment. The same critiques of disembodiment still apply. However, users con-
tinue to explore identity and repre sen ta tion through these platforms.
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The questions of gender play and anonymity are increasingly surfacing in the realm 
of social media. In some sense, the real name policies of social media platforms such as 
Facebook and Google+ do not necessarily inhibit gender play (see social network 
sites [SNSs]). Though users can still play with the system by choosing plausible com-
mon names that do not match biological gender or that seem gender neutral, common 
name policies are indicative of a move toward real name policies that have the potential 
to greatly diminish the gender play potential of online platforms.

An additional digital environment in which gender play is limited is that of video 
games (see gameplay). Researchers have determined that when female characters are 
present, they are often overtly sexualized and more likely to be depicted nude or in cloth-
ing that is inappropriate to the task at hand (Downs and Smith 2010, 725). Surprisingly, 
the highest percentage of characters with unrealistic body images, both male and fe-
male, appear in games rated “E” (for everyone). Downs and Smith speculate that the 
gender repre sen ta tions in video games may have an effect on body image and relation-
ship expectations as young players are cognitively developing (2010, 723).

The rise in participation and remixing in Web 2.0 platforms has resulted in a prolif-
eration of memes, image macros, and so on that are relevant to issues of gender repre-
sen ta tion (see remediation, remix). One such mainstream meme is that of “the man 
your man could smell like,” otherwise known as “the Old Spice guy.” This series of broad-
cast commercials that promote Old Spice brand body wash took on a life of their own on 
the Internet in 2010 as the marketing company began using Twitter and personalized 
video responses to take advantage of the popularity of the commercial’s character, played 
by Isaiah Mustafa. The “man your man could smell like” campaign is directed at women 
and includes several problematic gender repre sen ta tions. Old Spice guy’s speeches always 
begin with “Hello, Ladies,” implying a heteronormative viewer. The character goes on to 
list several “wishes” or “demands” of women which he is prepared to fulfill. The cam-
paign relies heavily on satirizing women as materialistic and demanding, while simulta-
neously depicting men as uncaring and manipulative. In addition, Mustafa’s bare torso 
and highly muscled physique perpetuate unrealistic images of men’s bodies, participat-
ing in a trend toward depictions of male body image that align with unrealistic body 
images of women in the media. The proliferation of the Old Spice campaign online sug-
gests that the liberatory “nonspace” of cyberspace is inevitably going to replicate the 
gender repre sen ta tions of the larger culture.

There are, however, some memes and macros that challenge ste reo types of gender 
repre sen ta tion. One example, also stemming from a corporate producer of hygiene prod-
ucts, is the online “That’s Vaginal” campaign by Summer’s Eve. In this campaign, Carlton, 
a tuxedoed cat on a private plane, attempts to reposition “the human vagina” as a natural 
wonder. This campaign is reminiscent of a host of feminist work that attempts to cele-
brate female anatomy and empower women’s relationships to their bodies, including The 
Vagina Monologues. Bizarre though it is, its home in an online advertising campaign 
suggests that the Internet does offer some possibilities for gender play and expression 
that are excluded from broadcast media.

Danielle Henderson’s Tumblr blog “Feminist Ryan Gosling” is a noncorporate ex-
ample of Web 2.0 technologies challenging ste reo typical gender repre sen ta tion. The blog’s 
author describes the posts as “feminist flash cards.” Each post to the blog includes an 
image of actor Ryan Gosling with text superimposed, always beginning with “Hey Girl.” 
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The superimposed text generally cites a feminist principle or author and invites the 
viewer to engage in the fantasy that these ideas would make her desirable to someone 
like Gosling, an actor who currently has a fair amount of pop cultural cache. The associa-
tion is all the more powerful given the way that feminist principles are frequently ma-
ligned in pop u lar culture. Though framed playfully, the blog participates in the trend of 
increasing male objectification, similar to the Old Spice campaign. In addition, it rein-
forces heteronormativity with its “Hey Girl” tagline (Henderson has included at least one 
“Hey Boy” post, somewhat destabilizing this tendency).

As in the offline world, the realms of art and literature tend to feature more complex 
gender repre sen ta tions than those in mainstream production (see electronic litera-
ture, hypertextuality, Storyspace). Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl, a prominent 
work of hyptertext literature from 1995, takes a feminist perspective by telling the story 
of the female monster whom Frankenstein discards in Shelley’s 1818 novel. More recent 
examples of electronic literature dealing with issues germane to gender repre sen ta tion 
include Stephanie Strickland and Cynthia Lawson Jaramillo’s V:Vniverse (2002) and Ju-
liet Davis’s Pieces of Herself (2006), among others.

In contrast to the longer tradition of electronic literature, mobile applications, or “apps,” 
represent a relatively recent form of digital textuality (see mobile games). Gender 
repre sen ta tion in apps seems to align more closely with that of mainstream media than 
with more progressive digital forms. Using the search terms “girl” and “boy” in the iTunes 
app store returns results that reinforce gender binaries and essentialist notions of “gen-
dered” interests (most prominently, dress- up apps for “girl” and a game involving “goo” 
for “boy”). As with avatar creation and video game characters, gender repre sen ta tion in 
the development of mobile computing applications suggests a rigidity of gender defini-
tion that aligns with the repre sen ta tional tendencies of most pop u lar culture and main-
stream digital media.

Just as gender is a fluid category of identification, gender repre sen ta tion in digital 
environments continues to shift. Hacker communities and STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics) initiatives have recently begun to acknowledge Ada 
Lovelace (1815– 1852) as the first known computer programmer (see history of com-
puters). Lovelace’s collaborations with Charles Babbage on the difference engine have 
recently been the subject of increased attention and have led to developments such as the 
honoring of “Ada Lovelace Day,” celebrated annually since 2009. This return to the nine-
teenth century might suggest a full circle return to the nineteenth- century association of 
Mary Shelley and technology; however, one might expect that as new technologies de-
velop and others obsolesce, they will continue to be appropriated for gender play while 
corporate or mainstream uses will continue to reinforce those gender repre sen ta tions 
that are already culturally dominant.

■  See also cyberfeminism, cyborg and posthuman, gender  
and media use, identity, race and ethnicity
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Glitch Aesthetics
Lori Emerson

Glitch was first used in the early 1960s to describe either a change in 
voltage in an electrical circuit or any kind of interference in a tele vi sion picture. By the 
1990s, glitch broadly described brief bursts of unexpected behavior in electrical circuits, 
but it also more specifically was used to describe a style of electronic music that was cre-
ated from already- malfunctioning audio technology (or from causing technology to mal-
function) as a way to explore the life of the digital machine and as a reaction against the 
push in the computing industry to create an ever more clean, noise- free sound. The term 
has since been appropriated by musicians, gamers, artists, and designers as a name for 
what Olga Goriunova and Alexei Shulgin call a “genuine software aesthetics” (2008, 111) 
(see digital and net art, gameplay). Glitch aesthetics, then, involves experimenta-
tion with the visible results of provoked or unprovoked computer error. (Such glitches 
could include aestheticizing the visible results of a virus or even provoking the computer 
to take on a virus in order to explore its underlying workings; see viral aesthetics.)

Its relation, then, to an aesthetics of failure and to the embrace of chance means that 
glitch aesthetics clearly finds its roots in early twentieth- century avant- garde experiments 
in art, writing, theater, and music. These experiments on the one hand sought to disrupt 
the status quo that was supposedly maintained by tranquil, harmonious art, and on the 
other hand they reflected a search for a new realism— one that represented the noise and 
chaos of a rapidly industrializing world. Luigi Russolo, for example, wrote the futurist 
manifesto “The Art of Noises” in 1913, in which he declares that “today music, as it be-
comes continually more complicated, strives to amalgamate the most dissonant, strange 
and harsh sounds. . . .  This musical evolution is paralleled by the multiplication of ma-
chines, which collaborate with man on every front. Not only in the roaring atmosphere of 
major cities, but in the country too, which until yesterday was totally silent, the machine 
today has created such a variety and rivalry of noises that pure sound . . .  no longer 
arouses any feeling.” Russolo believed, then, that noise— random, dissonant, machine- 
based sounds as opposed to what he called “pure sound”— was fast becoming the only way 
to experience the world anew.

Glitch aesthetics also finds its roots in early twentieth- century Dada experiments to 
escape the outdated notion of the romantic, individual genius whose art and writing 
 were seen to be driven by a singular, self- reliant author with a clear intent. Dadaists such 
as Tristan Tzara attempted to open writing and art to the chaos and unpredictability of 
everyday life by, for example, advocating in “To Make a Dadaist Poem” that we cut up 
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