


to change our discipline’s standard protocols for writing about media. And here,
whether our methodology is historical, theoretical, or critical, we can still benefit
from writing in the language of images and sounds. Instead of writing criticism, I
learn multimedia authoring . . .

Hybrid Practices
by Sharon Daniel

As a digital media artist, my work is located at the nexus of historically distinct prac-
tices and modes of knowledge production: art and activism, theory and practice.
Underlying all of my research is a commitment to participatory culture. In my
scholarship, I trace a thread through social theory that ties the potential for self-
representation to social change. In my creative practice, I take hold of this thread.
I think of the Internet as a public space and see my work online as “public art,”
but I want to expand the definition of who constitutes the “public” in this context
and create a more inclusive public sphere—both in the digital domain and in the
physical domain. To this end, I establish ongoing project collaborations with non-
profit organizations that empower participants from marginalized groups to repre-
sent their own experiences in information space.

In this passage from “The Author as Producer,” Walter Benjamin precisely
describes what I see as my artistic vision and my position as a practitioner.

What matters, therefore, is the exemplary character of production, which is able first
to induce other producers to produce, and second to put an improved apparatus at
their disposal. And this apparatus is better the more consumers it is able to turn into
producers—that is, readers or spectators into collaborators.1

I see myself as a context-provider stretching the concept of artistic creation from
making content to making context. Context provision comprises both Benjamin’s
“exemplary character of production” and his “apparatus.” A context-provider does
not speak for others, but “induces” others to speak for themselves by providing
both the means, or tools, and the context where they can speak and be heard.

What connects all my recent projects is a desire to effect social change—first,
by providing technologically disenfranchised communities with the means or
tools and access to information spaces, and second, by facilitating collective self-
representation across socioeconomic, cultural, and linguistic barriers. For exam-
ple, for a number of years, I have worked in various ways with the HIV Education
and Prevention Program of Alameda County (HEPPAC) in an effort to engage
injection drug users in a process of self-representation. The first phase of this
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collaboration involved training the organization’s staff and clients to use disposable
cameras and author Web sites populated with their own images. During the sec-
ond phase of my work with HEPPAC, I have recorded many hours of conversa-
tion with a number of injection drug users who use the needle exchange and other
services provided by HEPPAC. These recordings provide much of the media for
a forthcoming new media documentary work on addiction titled Blood Sugar, a
companion piece to Public Secrets.

Public Secrets emerged from my work with the nonprofit human rights or-
ganization Justice Now and with twenty women incarcerated at the Central Cali-
fornia Women’s Facility (CCWF) in Chowchilla, California, the largest female
correctional facility in the United States. My collaborations with HEPPAC and
Justice Now are motivated by our collective desire to create a context in which the
voices of marginalized and disenfranchised persons, their stories and their per-
spectives, can be heard in the public domain. Our objectives are:

1. To expose the social and political implications of the “war on drugs,” includ-
ing the disproportionate incarceration and subsequent political disenfran-
chisement of impoverished people of color.

2. To empower the participants to represent themselves in the media and, thus,
to participate in and shape the public discourse around the social conditions
and material circumstances they face on a daily basis.

For both injection drug users living outside the norms of society in the shadow
of the criminal justice system and women trapped inside the prison system, our
recorded conversations are acts of juridical and political testimony. By giving
evidence—by acting as witnesses to their own experience and making their state-
ments public—they become the source of their own resubjectification and stake
out a claim to dignity. This claim to dignity and subjectivity enables the partici-
pants to challenge the alienating effect of poverty, the inequitable principles of
distributive justice, and the dehumanizing mechanisms of the prison industrial
complex.

Public Secrets
I’m saying that people do commit wrong—I know that. I know that, but the majority
of the women that are in here, it was survival, just survival, you know survival. For
whatever reason they had to survive like that they just survived like that. They haven‘t
done anything horrific—they haven’t been on TV or anything like that. They’re just
nobodies that have committed a nobody’s crime and ended up in a nobody’s prison.
OK, it’s stupid—they had a “rock” in their hand so they’re doing 25 to life. Come on,
you know, I mean it doesn’t deter them from smoking rock ’cause people are still out
there doing it. So what is the point of taking a mother, a woman, somebody’s child and
putting them away because they had a nickel rock? When you really look at it and you
go to everybody’s cases three percent of the people here should really be helped—not
so much as locked up but helped—because there is definitely something wrong. They
need professional help.2
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The injustices of the criminal justice system and the prison industrial complex
are public secrets that the public chooses to keep safe from itself, like “don’t 
ask, don’t tell.” Public Secrets (http://www.vectorsjournal.org /index.php?page
=7&projectId=57) provides an interactive interface to an audio archive of over five
hundred statements made by current and former prisoners that unmask the secret
injustices of the war on drugs, the criminal justice system, and the prison indus-
trial complex. Visitors to the site navigate a multivocal narrative that links indi-
vidual testimony and public evidence, social theory and personal statements, in an
effort to engage the public in a critical dialogue about crime and punishment and
challenge the assumption that imprisonment provides a solution to social prob-
lems. The public perception of justice—the figure of its appearance—relies on
the public not acknowledging that which is generally known. When faced with
massive sociological phenomena such as racism, poverty, addiction, and abuse, it
is easy to slip into denial. This is the ideological work that the prison does. It al-
lows us to avoid the ethical by relying on the juridical.

The expansion of the prison system is possible because it is a public secret. As
the number of prisons increases, so does the level of secrecy about what goes on
inside them. After a series of news stories and lawsuits documenting egregious
mistreatment of prisoners in 1993, the California Department of Corrections im-
posed a media ban on all of its facilities. This ongoing ban prohibits journalists
from face-to-face interviews, eliminates prisoners’ right to confidential correspon-
dence with media representatives, and bars the use of cameras, recording devices,
and writing instruments in interviews with media representatives. Women incar-
cerated in California are allowed visits only from family members and legal repre-
sentatives. Inmates are not allowed access to computers, cameras, tape recorders,
or media equipment of any kind. Such restrictions preserve the public secret.
Given the ban on conversations with the media, I would not have had access to the
women who have contributed to Public Secrets without the support of Justice
Now. I visit the prison as a “legal advocate,” and as such I am allowed to record
my conversations with the women and, under the cover of the recorded deposi-
tion, solicit their stories, ideas, and opinions.

The visits to the prison require adherence to Kafkaesque regulations and ac-
ceptance of invasive search and surveillance procedures. I am registered for each
visit in advance and searched on entry. I am allowed to bring in only a clear plastic
baggie with a clear ink pen, my driver’s license, a blank legal pad, and my minidisc
recorder. The recorder has to be approved weeks in advance (the serial number
is registered and checked) and the device is inspected on entry and exit. Only
factory-sealed discs are permitted in.

After our interviews, the women are subject to strip search and visual body
cavity searches that may be performed by male guards.

I refused to be strip searched with men in the room. I have a 602 in Sacramento be-
cause I was strip searched and, in a room with—she tried to strip search me that way.
I—I refused. At that time it was three men in there. And I insisted that you ask the
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men to leave—it’s behind a little bitty curtain, but so what? They—they may not be
able to see, but they could still hear you tell me bend over, cough—bend over, spread
and cough. And they can hear me coughing. And that, um, alone for me was humili-
ating, and I refused to strip with them in there. So after about five minutes of debat-
ing, she went on and asked them to leave and had a female staff come. But I felt like
I shouldn’t have had to do that.3

An atrocity is an act that is shockingly cruel and inhumane. Feminist legal scholar
Catherine MacKinnon has analyzed the cultural pattern by which we are able to
deny, ignore, and assimilate the atrocities that occur locally and globally on a daily
basis: “Before atrocities are recognized as such, they are authoritatively regarded
as either too extraordinary to be believable or too ordinary to be atrocious. . . .
If it’s happening, it’s not so bad, and if it’s really bad, it isn’t happening.” Thus,
MacKinnon considers how denial and resignation normalize the atrocious and ren-
der its victims less than human. This is the way the public thinks about the prison.
In the United States, the human, systemic, economic, and political abuses of the
prison are atrocities that are both too violating and too ordinary to be accepted.

The women who have participated in Public Secrets are highly politicized and
are seriously committed to this endeavor. They are quite literally historians and
theorists who speak out in an effort of collective resistance. I collaborate with them
first as a witness and then as a “context provider.” It is my responsibility to create
a context in which their voices can be heard across social, cultural, and economic
boundaries. My conversations with these women over a period of five years led to
the development of Public Secrets, which in turn brings their voices into dialogue
with other legal, political, and social theorists such as Giorgio Agamben, Michael
Taussig, Walter Benjamin, Fredric Jameson, Catherine MacKinnon, and Angela
Davis. While this is a dialogue that I have constructed between interlocutors
whose perspectives originate from very diverse social locations, for me, all of their
voices emerge out of a shared ethos and converge in critical resistance.

The linking of these voices originated in an essay, “The Public Secret: Infor-
mation and Social Knowledge,” which I wrote for a special issue of the online jour-
nal Intelligent Agent. This essay also provided a point of departure for the design
of the meta-level data structure that organizes the content of the online project
Public Secrets. In all of this work, I see the public secret as an aporia, an irresolv-
able internal contradiction between power and knowledge, between information
and denial, and between the masks of politics and the goals of an open society (one
in which the state is expected to act for the people as guarantor of human and civil
rights). Building on this concept, we created three main branches within Public
Secrets, each structured as an aporia; inside/outside, bare-life/human-life, and pub-
lic secret/utopia. Each aporia frames multiple themes and threads elaborated in
clusters of narrative, theory, and evidence. Together, they explore the space of the
prison—physical, economic, political, and ideological—and how the space of the
prison acts back on the space outside to disrupt and, in effect, undermine the very
forms of legality, security, and freedom that the prison system purportedly protects.
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Technically, Public Secrets is a Web site with a “Flash” interface that provides
access to a MySQL database. The interface employs an adapted version of a
“treemap” algorithm. Public Secrets was originally published in the Vectors Jour-
nal of Culture and Technology in a Dynamic Vernacular. As a Vectors Fellow, I had
the opportunity to collaborate with Vectors’ artistic director, designer/programmer
Erik Loyer. During the conceptual design phase of the project, Erik and I explored
the idea of using treemap visualizations. Treemaps display rows of data as groups
of rectangles that can be arranged, sized, and colored to graphically reveal under-
lying data patterns. This visualization technique allows end users to easily recog-
nize complicated data relationships that are otherwise not obvious. To generate a
treemap, one provides the algorithm with the dimensions of a rectangle and a list
of items to be laid out within it, along with a value for each item. When given this
information, the algorithm is able to create a rectangle for each item, the area of
which is proportional to the item’s value. In addition, the algorithm calculates the
position and dimensions of each item so that all items taken together exactly fill
the larger, enclosing rectangle. As Erik put it, “If I’ve got a box and a bunch of
things to put in it, the treemap algorithm makes all those things fit in the box per-
fectly, while preserving their relative size relationships.”

We used treemapping in Public Secrets more as a metaphor than as a visual-
ization; in other words, the proportional relationships between our rectangles are
randomly generated or, in some cases, fixed. They do not quantitatively represent
patterns or relations of scale within the database, but instead allow us to graphi-
cally organize topically structured data that is dynamically pulled into each screen
or view. Therefore, each new screen or view is unique as a visitor navigates through
the site. Erik also developed a typographic riff on the treemap, in the form of an
algorithm that dynamically arranges type (fragments of quotes selected to represent
each of the audio files or texts) to fit the dimensions of a rectangle as closely as
possible while retaining visual interest and beauty. Much of the power of Public
Secrets is in this device—the dynamic generation of arrays of quotations from all
of our authors (incarcerated women and social theorists alike) that are nonhierar-
chically generated and displayed, with each screen or view constituting a kind of
emergent and transient, multivocal, hybrid narrative/theory text.

While many of the authors who are selected as Vectors Fellows are humanist
scholars who are, in their Vectors projects, exploring new modes of scholarly pro-
duction and means of address through the use of information technology, I am pri-
marily a digital media artist. I have written as a way of theoretically contextualizing
my own work. My essays have engaged questions concerning how art can respond
to and act on our most troubling social problems, how access to information tech-
nology and the opportunity for self-representation might assist those without rights
in the physical public domain, and what constitutes the “ethical position” of the
context provider. Public Secrets represents a unique integration of theoretical and
artistic production for me—one that will be further extended in Blood Sugar.
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In my writing and my creative practice, I refuse to stand outside the context
I provide. As a context provider, I am more immigrant than ethnographer, cross-
ing over from the objective to the subjective, from the theoretical to the anecdotal,
from authority (artist/ethnographer) to unauthorized alien. As an academic I was
once reluctant to include my own story when theorizing my work. But my position
is not neutral; in theory or in practice, that would be an impossible place. So I have
crossed over into what theorists such as Jane Gallop and Michael Taussig call “the
anecdotal,” where theorizing and storytelling, together, constitute an intervention
and a refusal to accept reality as it is. By employing a polyphony of voices, includ-
ing my own, in order to challenge audiences to rethink the paradoxes of social ex-
clusion that attend the lives of those who suffer from poverty, racism, and addiction,
my work fulfills the role that new media documentary practices—practices of con-
text provision—must play: empowering speech, changing perceptions, asking tough
questions, and making radical demands. To understand my projects as works of art
(or scholarship), one must move from questions of aesthetics (what is beauty?) or
ontology (what is art?) to questions of pragmatism. In other words: what can art do? 4
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