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Preface and Acknowledgments

In a seminar discussion about the touchscreen, I countered the popular
image of the screen surface as clean and dry.1 I narrated my experiences
producing and using slick-with-sweat surfaces. I also noted changes in
speed and movement, which occurred when my fingers came upon and were
slowed down by embodied traces that were stuck on the screen. More
recently, I found myself sweaty and sickened from excessive heat in the
aftermath of Hurricane Ida and the total failure of the electrical grid.
Challenged by a series of deadlines that a different organization, which
shall remain unnamed, would or could not relax, I physically and mentally
labored while crouched over my laptop and iPhone. This is a familiar and
culturally shared telework position that requires further interrogation.

The associated devices were also lubricants and impediments. They were
slippery because of the ways they “paired” and “unpaired” as I attempted to
send files and find methods of accessing local hurricane news without using
up what had become a precious resource—battery power. My body and the
devices had different demands. I could use a renewable, solar-powered
battery backup to run a fan and thus moderate my intense sense of
embodied heaviness and dissipation. However, it was slow to recharge,
even when labored over by my partner in the hot sun. The other option was
to privilege the devices’ requirements and thereby finish my work.
Everything was wet—my body, the surface of the iPhone, and the touchpad
and laptop case where it met my wrists and knees. My partner concernedly
pointed out that perhaps the laptop was making me too warm. However, I
couldn’t sense the device because other feelings, including exhaustion and
rage, predominated. I experienced an increased awareness of texture,
including the abraded leather case of my phone, which was gouged with



marks where my short nails had reached out and grabbed it. In such
instances, my nails and the devices functioned as extensions and as
reminders of the structured and sometimes misaligned conjunctions of
physically touching and emotionally feeling.

Confronted with these and other experiences with stickiness, including
the ways people are supposed to be connected to digital screens and desire
them, I increasingly considered the limits of devices and my link to them.
Companies and designers reference ties between individuals and devices as
methods of eliding hierarchizing technologies in favor of visions of magical
associations and pleasant feelings. Thus, Tim Cook’s 2021 announcement
about new devices, in a similar manner to Apple’s narratives about previous
products, insists upon an “experience” where “people love iPhone.”2 A
related graphic morphs between and conflates the Apple icon and a heart
and renders digital devices as part of people’s intimate and impassioned
feelings.3 Such texts, as this book will indicate, also convey less agreeable
digital relations and often dictate identity scripts that specify who is
acknowledged and enabled to engage.

Some of these texts, in a different manner than sweltering against
devices, allow me to think about digital objects. For instance, Conrad
Bakker’s “Untitled Project: Smartphone [Cracked Screen] [#2]” and the
associated “painted sculptures of damaged smartphones with affected
screens” depict instances where technological connectivity and personal
intimacy have been broken (figure 0.1).4 These screens are indeed affective,
with their renderings of cracks and striated patterns. Such things, as my
study of people’s narratives about damaged phones indicates later in this
book, are deeply felt. The felt “phone,” even when portrayed by Bakker’s
art and situated in his hand, reminds viewers of the produced aspects of
digital devices rather than their insistence on being transparent
intermediaries that intermingle with bodies and become a form of skin. In
one of Bakker’s sculptures, the device’s promise of “emergency” contact,
which is blurred on the painted surface, is replaced by the emergency of the
cracked and malfunctioning screen. Bakker’s phones shift between notions
of the digital window and representation and thereby question how these
devices uncritically function as a “primary interface for engaging the
world.” Therefore, his work, like my sweaty and unpaired devices and some
of the other texts that I consider later in this book, enable people to think



with technological objects and to consider who is acknowledged and how
the associated relationships are framed.





Figure 0.1
Conrad Bakker, “Untitled Project: Smartphone [Cracked Screen] [#2].”

People as well as digital texts have been key to my studies. Some of the
ideas about touchscreens outlined in this book, including my initial ideas
about wet and slippery screens, were developed in conjunction with the
attendees of the “Touch Screen Mediations: Intersectional Feminist
Theories of Digital Devices, Bodies, and Applications” seminar, which I
organized for the Society for Cinema and Media Studies (SCMS) Annual
Conference in 2017–2018. A very preliminary version of my research on
heart buttons and narratives, which is expanded and advanced in chapter 3,
was presented at the SCMS Conference in 2016. I appreciate Jason Farman,
Hollis Griffin, and Sarah Murray for including me in the associated
“Mediating Mood: Experiencing the Interfaces of Social Media” panel.

More recent research that appears in chapter 3, especially my thinking on
the link between hate and “smilies,” was developed for the “When
Individuals and Internet Systems Hate: Online Identities, Platform
Affordances, and Technologies of Power and Harassment” seminar that I
led in 2019 for the Cultural Studies Association Conference. I am especially
grateful to Jennie Lightweis-Goff for her engagement in the associated
imperative, and yet uncomfortable, subjects. It was also a pleasure to
participate in wide-ranging discussions on affect with Susanna Paasonen
and other friends at the Association of Internet Researchers conferences and
related events. Students in my “New Media Theory:
Touch/Photography/Screen/Theory” classes commented on literature related
to this project and helped me to complicate the connection between
theoretical texts about feelings and the functions of touchscreens.

As this brief list of events (and technologies) suggests, my ongoing
critical endeavors have been supported by the generosity of the Carol Lavin
Bernick Faculty Grant, Carol S. Levin Fund for Faculty Research and
Creative Projects, Newcomb College Institute, Tulane’s Committee on
Research Fellowship, and Tulane University. My understanding of the
Internet and related technologies and cultural practices continues to be
illuminated by a summer seminar on literature and information technologies
funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), which Kate
Hayles expertly directed at the University of California–Los Angeles. Her



thinking on close reading and digital culture informs my practices and
analysis in this text. Other seminar participants and friends, including Tara
McPherson, contribute to my comprehension of digital culture and theory.

Unending thanks are also owed to the other friends and colleagues who
sustained me through this research endeavor. For instance, the members of
the Feminist and Queer Theory Reading Group, and especially the
contributions of Jean Dangler, have been essential to my thinking. William
Boddy, Mary Bryson, Courtney Berger, Alex Juhasz, and innumerable other
friends have supported my academic career and proposed critical analysis of
media and digital culture. Mike Syrimis and Michele Adams have, as
always, offered steadfast encouragement. Mark Anderson continually
located important texts and advanced my knowledge of technologies. He
has also listened as I talked through my wide-ranging thoughts on this
project. I owe a great deal to Noah J. Springer at the MIT Press for his
thoughtful consideration of new media and critical guidance in developing
this book. It continues to be a great pleasure to consider these issues with
my feminist family. I have been able to write this work and other books
because of Anderson, Pauline Farbman, and Stephanie White.

Notes
1. Caleb Kelly identifies how media “technologies (computers, iPhones, tablets) are often
imagined to be pristine and clean.” He also describes a “sense of guilt” when placing
“fingers onto it (leaving the first fingerprints of many to come).” Caleb Kelly, “Dirt(y)
Media: Dirt in Ecological Media Art Practices,” European Journal of Cultural Studies
(Online First, 2021): 1–16.
2. Tim Cook, “Apple Event: 14 September 2021,” Apple, 15 September 2021, https://www
.apple.com/apple-events/september-2021/; For my methods of quoting online materials and
formatting Internet citations, see my first endnote in the introduction.
3. Apple, Twitter, 9 September 2021, https://twitter.com/Apple
4. Conrad Bakker, “Untitled Project: Smartphone [Cracked Screen] [#2],” Flickr, 13
January 2020, 19 September 2021, https://www.flickr.com/photos/untitledprojects
/49383151177/. The quoted text is from Conrad Bakker, “Untitled Project: Smartphone
[#CRACKEDSCREEN],” Tumblr, 2019–2020, 15 September 2021, https://conradbakker
.tumblr.com/post/190284659851/untitled-project-smartphone-crackedscreen. Bakker titles
his illustrated work in a slightly different manner on Flickr and Tumblr, which is quite
common with online identification.
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Introduction    The Touchscreen That “fills the
hand”: Physically Touching and
Emotionally Feeling Devices

My television and Internet provider coaxes individuals to “control” media
options “from the palm of your hand.”1 The message encourages viewers to
imagine the remote control in their hands, the weight and feel of the
technological device against their skin, and the ability to regulate the
associated technologies and screens. The referenced remote is designed
with a texture that is velvety, textured, and pliant. To pick up the remote is
thus to feel, including the movement of the individual’s hand across the
textured plastic and the visceral delight of the balanced weight and silky
smoothness of the device. Small bumps on the back of the device and on
top of some of the buttons indicate the places that individuals are supposed
to position their fingers and touch. Button bumps and fingernail grooves
articulate the shape and size of people’s hands (and fingernails), the
connection between hands and devices, how devices operate through hand
movements, the tactile functions of remotes, and the ways individuals are
supposed to feel about technologies and the associated screens. Through
such arrangements, the manufacturer of the remote and my provider
associate the physical television and other digital devices with notions of
screen power and control. They also replace conceptions of remoteness and
viewing with physicality and contact. Individuals who match my provider
and the remote’s embodied criteria are conceptually centered in front of the
screen and articulated as ideal users. Such individuals, as I indicate
throughout this book, may be directed to feel as much as or instead of
viewing due to the emphasis on touch.



Apple’s advertisements for mobile phones also highlight the links
between screens, hands, and touch. Apple asserts, “With iPhone X, the
device is the display. An all-new 5.8-inch Super Retina screen fills the hand
and dazzles the eyes.”2 Apple’s identification of its screen as the “Super
Retina” evokes eyes and expert seeing, but the company also persistently
references agile hands. Sensory experiences with iPhones are supposed to
be fulfilling, with devices fitting individuals’ hands, delighting their eyes,
and matching people’s desires. As Apple proclaims, its “vision has always
been to create an iPhone that is entirely screen. One so immersive the
device itself disappears into the experience.” Thus, Apple identifies its
iPhone 12 Pro as having “more screen than ever.”3 The company conjoins
its narrative about innovation to visceral and body-oriented experiences,
which it claims to facilitate. Apple thereby markets the ties between
physically touching and emotionally feeling the screen in a manner that is
related to and amplifies other manufacturers’ promotions. I focus on Apple
because of its articulations of technologies, especially its correlation of
physically touching and emotionally experiencing screen-based devices, in
the introduction and parts of chapter 1. I then provide a more interface- and
viewer-focused analysis of the ways touching and feeling are correlated in
the rest of the book.

Apple’s advertisements suggest that computer and network elements are
made into screens (and screen bodies). The company employs screens to
conceal and displace the functions of a wider array of technologies.
Cellphones and tablets function as moving curtains behind which people
communicate, devices enable people to screen individuals and access
information about them, and digital screens broadcast individuals’ bodies
and are connected to and collapsed with their skin. Screens, according to
Apple’s claims, fit bodies and lifestyles. I address such issues in this book
by considering how women are informed that their bodies and fingernails
are not a fit for iPhones (and how these women interrogate such embodied
norms) in chapter 1; the correlation of the skins and abilities of men and
devices (which attempt to make women into objects) in chapter 2; the ways
social networks use heart buttons and icons to seem to physically and
emotionally connect with individuals in chapter 3; how women autonomous
sensory meridian response (ASMR) video producers render tactile
addresses in chapter 4; and how touching and not touching generate



emotional feelings during the coronavirus pandemic in the afterword. As I
indicate in the title of this book, people’s engagements with screens, and
especially touchscreens, are linked to feeling. The graphic arrangement of
Touch Screen Theory is designed to convey the ways screens shape
sensations. Touchscreens also form and are formed by the individuals and
texts that analyze devices. I thus offer readers a series of theories for
considering touchscreens and for analyzing the related experiences of
touching devices and being touched by screens.

This book and my analysis of touching and feeling are based on a
multiyear study of blog posts, news articles, social media interfaces,
technology forums, YouTube videos, and the related comments. This
research is also informed by my archive of tens-of-thousands of examples
and identification of the common themes and terms that appear in these
texts, which I reference as part of my close readings throughout this book. I
consider these sites as a means of highlighting how technology companies,
devices, designers, and other individuals elide the constructed aspects of
touchscreen devices and online settings by linking physically touching and
emotionally feeling. People render technologies as accessible and
unmediated methods of feeling by correlating women with devices and
sentiments and by displacing women and other oppressed individuals’
queries about how such technologies function. By focusing on the relation
between physically touching and emotionally feeling, I recenter the bodies
and identities that are empowered, produced, and displaced by digital
technologies and settings. Part of this study thus emphasizes women and
other subjects’ methods of critiquing and reappropriating these devices. I
assert that scholars’ understandings and analyses of digital screens require
an attention to the correlation of physically touching and emotionally
feeling and the ways these purportedly unmediated practices efface
representations, screens, and the associated technologies. Since digital
screens, including mobile phones, have increasingly become media screens,
communication platforms, and information delivery devices, my call to
foreground conceptions of these screens, and articulation of theoretical and
close reading methods, are designed to influence media research and
humanities and social science scholarship more broadly.

My inquiries throughout this book suggest how digital screens are
connected to an array of cultural practices and embodied sensations. The



intermeshing of physically touching and emotionally feeling is evoked in
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy,
Performativity. Sedgwick argues that a “particular intimacy seems to subsist
between textures and emotions,” a nexus that is conveyed by the dual
meanings of the terms “touching” and “feeling.”4 I address the ways feeling
and seeing are associated with screen technologies and assist in producing
viewers’ positions. I engage these visceral and mediated concepts, including
the interconnection of tactility and emotions, through the literature on
touching, feminism, media, and digital devices and online engagements.
While I consider the contemporary literature on affect, my research
emphasizes the critical analysis of touch and embodiment because these
texts are more likely to focus on the mediated and representational aspects
of embodied contact. My concerns about cultural conceptions of digital
screens include the ways technologies are related to and made distinct from
popular beliefs about and academic studies of gender, race, and sexuality.

People continue to associate touching, especially being touched, with
disempowerment, closeness, intimacy, women, and femininity, and
ordinarily relate culturally sanctioned looking to control, distance, men, and
masculinity. The sociologist Mark McCormack describes how men limit
their physical touch to activities that are identified as more aggressive,
including contact sports and fighting, because of their fears of being
described as girlish and gay, and thus deemed inappropriately masculine.5
These correlations of ideal devices and positions with distance are
renegotiated with touchscreen media. Men, as I suggest later in this book,
tend to claim ownership of and an association with expensive and
seemingly more expert touchscreen-based technologies. These connections
also protect men from some of the features of touchscreens that are still
identified as too feminine and intimate. Thus, journalists’ concerns about
the loss of touch during the coronavirus pandemic, which I consider in the
afterword, are correlated with a purported lack of intimacy and the
inaccessibility of women’s bodies. This is meant to maintain men’s position
as the empowered touchers, or at least not bodies that are touched by other
men. These articulated positions, which are built into the designs of devices
and reporting, can be understood as a form of gender script.

Feminist Internet and science and technology studies, including literature
on gender scripts, inform this book.6 This includes studies of the sorts of



worldviews and feelings that shape online engagements and technologies. I
also continue my analysis from other research on the ways identities and
sites are rendered. While the gender scripts literature tends to focus on how
companies and designers articulate the users of devices, I advance these
studies by addressing how individuals assist in the production of digital
identities and norms. I connect people’s production of gender scripts, as I
note in more detail in subsequent chapters, to brand identities and the ways
individuals are encouraged to contribute to companies’ positions. My
research thus demonstrates how the correlation of physically touching and
emotionally feeling is designed to and does influence individuals and is a
way of defining companies, devices, and online sites. I also show how the
cultural association of touching and feeling asserts new sorts of unmediated
emotional connections while producing normative and deeply structured
forms of gender, race, and sexuality.

Apple suggests that its brand facilitates unmediated feelings when it
prompts potential buyers to “Pick up the iPad” and “it’s clear. You’re
actually touching your photos, reading a book, playing the piano. Nothing
comes between you and what you love.”7 Picking up the iPad is supposed to
displace the constructed aspects of the device in favor of the things that it
represents and to put individuals in contact with and enable them to control
the real (and a clear window and intimate, unmediated world).8 There are
cultural presumptions, as Lisa Gitelman and Geoffrey B. Pingree indicate,
that “each new medium actually mediates less, that it successfully ‘frees’
information” from deficient media.9 This effacement of the technology also
displaces the ways bodies and identities are produced. As I assert
throughout this book, it is imperative for scholars and the public to
investigate the digital production and connection of identities, relations, and
sensations because technologies are continually melded into the purportedly
unmediated everyday.

The critical analysis and cases that I offer in this book are thus meant to
provide readers with methods of addressing people’s deeply constructed
experiences with touchscreens and digital devices, especially their
experiences of physically touching and emotionally feeling. For instance, I
develop the term “to-be-touched-ness,” which I derive from Laura Mulvey’s
argument about how women are produced as “to-be-looked-at-ness,” as a
means of identifying how digital settings constitute subjects, especially



women’s bodies, as touchable and women as compliant objects.10 I further
illustrate how the concept of tactile address, and its correlation with direct
address and seeming to speak to a specific individual by using such terms as
“you,” allows for analyses of how women engage by referencing forms of
communication that are culturally coded as feminine. I also note how
women’s constitution as to-be-touched-ness may seem to be an invitation
and a tactile address, which further points to the gendered aspects of these
textured engagements. Throughout this book, my interlinked employment
of close reading and theorizing is intended to advance research practices. I
firmly believe that critical methods for studying touchscreens and the
associated cultural sentiments are vital to the analysis of broader societal
practices and the continued development of such research areas as digital
and Internet cultures, communication, gender and feminist studies,
hardware and interface analysis, science and technology studies, and screen
studies. While touchscreens are central features of people’s lives, critical
frameworks for addressing these devices and the associated promises of
engagement and embodied experiences are still underdeveloped.

Touching, Feeling, and Affect

The names of digital devices and their features are designed to reference the
experiences of touching and being touched. This is not a recent
development. Lev Grossman directed Time readers in 2007, “Look at
Microsoft’s new Surface Computing division. Look at how Apple has
propagated its touchscreen interface to the iPod line with the iPod Touch.”11

Grossman concludes, “Touching is the new seeing.” Touch was also an
aspect of earlier computing processes, including building computers,
toggling switches, moving wires on plug-in control panels, and using
keyboards. Grossman’s comments apply to how individuals’ hands and
practices of physically touching are required. He does not acknowledge the
persistent expectations that individuals see and locate visual material on
screens. Of course, Grossman references and plays with the varied notions
of looking and seeing as means of linking tactile digital experiences to
visual engagements.

Scholars’ studies of such narratives about digital and fleshy touch are
part of recent research interests in the senses. Researchers’ studies of touch



emphasize bodily and intercorporeal experiences. Touch is thus understood
as an experience that accentuates specific aspects of embodiment. Cultural
conceptions of touch also link people and things in circuits of physical and
emotional connection. Sociologist Mark Paterson notes that scholars often
incorporate touch into investigations of the senses rather than independently
addressing touch.12 This may be because experiences of touching can be
produced through other senses, such as tactile seeing and hearing. These
multisensory phenomena include horror cinema representations and
soundtracks, which viewers apprehend as skin tingling and embodied
tearing. Individuals recognize depictions of extended hands as caresses.
Paterson notes that touch is conveyed through pressure, temperature, and
position. People may thereby associate being touched with the weight of a
body or object resting against them, the sun heating their faces, being very
close to other bodies, and a mobile phone vibrating and signaling that an
intimate is messaging them.13 While touch research can produce
overarching notions of the body and sensations, I employ this literature and
analyze touch because such approaches can assert the particularities of
bodies, and thus challenge cultural perceptions and stereotypes.

People often associate touch with contact among physical objects and
corporeal entities. Nevertheless, touch is ordinarily mediated, as I elaborate
in more detail later in this introduction. Diana Adis Tahhan’s study of
intense connections and “touching at depth” indicates that touch is usually
related to physicality and what can be seen but should be more broadly
understood.14 Tahhan employs the phrase “touching at depth” to identify a
“felt relation and deep sense of connection.”15 She also proposes that
touching at depth can be a method of displacing conventional conceptions
of touch and offer a means of describing “intimate forms of touch and
feeling.” In my work, I employ this concept to consider the digital
construction and connection of touching and feeling. In a similar manner to
Tahhan, I supplant frameworks that focus on tangibility in favor of
addressing the cultural entanglements of physically touching and
emotionally feeling. As Tahhan asserts, notions of bodies as “separate,
subjective and contained” suppress the ways people feel and connect.
Related digital narratives about authentic individuality displace the ways
individuals are told that they experience things and the commodification of
their positions. It is worth considering the politics, economic value, and



ethics of the feeling cyborg and of people who are persistently informed
that technologies are part of their bodies and sensations.

Tahhan’s notion of touching at depth, like the related literature that I
detail throughout this book, is useful for theorizing individuals’
engagements with and through devices. As Tahhan notes, acknowledging
touching at depth and considering its theoretical and political implications
can change how people conceptualize intimacy, embodiment, and feelings.
The mediated, and thereby produced, aspects of touching at depth are
underscored by Tahhan’s narrative about the emotional connections that can
occur when sharing communal spaces and viewing. She describes the
enjoyable experience of collaboratively watching television with her family.
This collective viewing has “sensuous” features “where sight and sound”
link the family in the “depths of touch.”16 The family’s shared presence and
viewing are a “manifestation of intimacy here because they are a part of one
another and share the same flesh.”17 Tahhan thus articulates the ways a
variety of familiar and familial processes connect otherwise individual
subjects.

The conception of touching at depth can unfortunately advance
normative social structures. The idea that the space between people is
inherently collapsible and there is an opportunity to be in touching
relationships with everyone needs to be moderated so that it does not render
or support notions of always-empowered subjects with permission to touch,
individuals who are constituted as to-be-touched-ness and deemed to
always consent, and global access. Touching at depth is still likely to
operate within particular social groups and to be attached to cultural
conventions and norms. Yet these connections also challenge notions that
the body ends at the individual’s skin, and thereby offer methods of
considering more queer attachments. Touching at depth and the associated
connections render shared flesh, which folds between and enwraps
individuals and objects into intimate relationships. This folding and
connection between bodies and skins occur when people wrap their hands
around and extend their bodily forms into and conceptually through mobile
devices, and when they are pressed against and enmeshed with family
members (whether biological or queerly chosen), intimate partners, or
hookups.



Tahhan associates home viewing with mutual forms of touching at a
distance, or without contact between bodies, and at a depth, where people
deeply feel things. Individuals also react to the more textured features of
media, which in digital media include the cracked surfaces of touchscreens
and the distorted images they deliver, sticky keyboards, and the pixilation of
online videos. These forms of digital (and hardware) texture are associated
with and can be considered in relation to Laura U. Marks’s indication that
such features as video graininess, soft focus, and camera positions that are
close to the body evoke tactility and touch.18 Marks also argues that
representations of hands are not necessary for such haptic experiences, but
viewing them evokes touch through association, including identification
with individuals and/or with their hands.19 So too do hand-pointers, which I
discuss in more detail later in this introduction, amplify digital conceptions
of touching.

Digital devices and representations connect the viewer’s skin to the
“skin” of media hardware and texts, including interface designs and thin
plastic applications that are identified as skins, as I note in chapter 2. Thus,
the tactile and resonant aspects of spectatorship, like the remote that I
described earlier, are designed to intermesh media and embodied viewers.
Vivian Sobchack’s analysis of hand sensing and identification in the 1993
film The Piano (directed by Jane Campion) helps to explain such
connections. She describes a scene where the view is blurred because the
protagonist is holding her/our fingers in front of her/our face. Sobchack’s
fingers understood the film sequence, “grasped it,” and tingled as if
touching flesh.20 She identifies the ways screens and texts render physical
and emotional forms of skin contact. She also suggests how the experiences
of understanding and holding things are conceptually intermeshed. Kevin E.
McHugh similarly describes film as a “kind of skin-to-skin contact” in his
study of “tactile-haptic cinema.”21 I employ these expanded notions of
media-skin connections and the literature on skin when considering the
gender coding of mobile phone surfaces in chapter 2. This includes the
ways viewers’ hands are intermeshed with and recognize touchscreens. As I
also suggest in the afterword, digital forms of these connections have been
welcomed during the pandemic and prompt concerns about viral spread.
What these authors do not outline, and what I will consider in relation to the
more proximal arrangements of viewers and touchscreens, is how physical



closeness magnifies and fractures touching at depth and physically and
emotionally feeling.

The corporeal and shared experiences that emerge from connections
between things, such as Sobchack feeling through and becoming a film
character’s hands, are emphasized in humanities and social science texts on
affect. Rather than being located in or generated by individuals, affect is
often identified as the intensities that emerge from relationality. This
includes associations among humans, nonhumans (that are corporeal), and
inanimate forms. According to the psychology scholars John Cromby and
Martin E. H. Willis, affects are intense engagements that arise during bodily
encounters.22 In Ruth Leys’s review of affect theories, she argues that affect
is often associated with presubjectivity and intensities that inform but are
distinct from people’s intentionality, cognitive processing, and decision-
making.23 In mapping out these distinctions, Ley also critiques the
associated binaries.24

Scholars have employed theories of affect in considering the intensities
that occur with digital technologies. The research on networked affect by
Susanna Paasonen, Ken Hillis, and Michael Petit underscores the role of
nonhuman processes in affective encounters.25 They argue that networked
and online engagements are “underpinned by affective investments, sensory
impulses, and forms of intensity that generate and circulate within networks
comprising both human and nonhuman actors.”26 For instance, Paasonen
uses notions of intensity and stickiness in her study of a Facebook dispute.27

She demonstrates how affective forces stimulate online engagements and
link people to platforms and the associated threads and groups. Sites can be
conceptualized as “sticky” because prompts from interfaces, likes and other
reactions, and cultural conventions encourage people to continually log in,
respond, and be tied to interfaces because of their adhesive and tempting
features. Sounds that indicate that a text or email has been delivered, news
and app updates and notifications, and about-to-be live video feeds bind
individuals to their devices and the associated sites and people.

Sara Ahmed includes stickiness in her expansive theory of “affective
economies.” She identifies how emotions stick individuals together or
adhere them. Sticking produces the “effect of a collective” and
“coherence.”28 This suggests how programmed features and online
experiences bind people together and produce networks of feeling. Thus,



affect generates the “surfaces of collective bodies,” which include the
constitution of the nation as a body, because affect is not located in a subject
or object.29 The touchscreen is also rendered and experienced as a body that
is part of these circuits of feeling. Touchscreens are produced as bodies and
rendered sticky through the emotional experiences produced by networks,
the promises of connections with people and systems, and the persistent
calls for responses. Sometimes screens are also sticky and repel
associations, as I note in chapter 2, when bodily secretions and other forms
of matter have accumulated on their surfaces. These traces record
individuals’ screen engagements. However, embodied liveliness is more
generally associated with computer technologies by featuring screen-based
images of smiling computers, describing computer hacks and malfunctions
as “viruses,” and putting computers to “sleep.”

Hands and Touching Screens

Individuals are encouraged to mesh with mobile phones and other handheld
and screen-based technologies. They are also prompted to identify these
devices as fitting their bodies, and thereby suited to their interests. Apple’s
iPhone X, as I suggest, is supposed to be shaped for and to fill the hand.30

Apple thus works to amplify people’s attachments to their phones and to
assert that these devices are part of and an extension of the individual. In
Heidi Rae Cooley’s analysis of mobile screenic devices, she describes how
people respond to tactile connections when their hands and devices mold to
and interpenetrate each other.31 This conjunction renders a version of
Tahhan’s touching at depth and Donna Haraway’s networked and
prosthetically enhanced cyborg, but not necessarily Haraway’s politically
resistant subject.32 Cooley defines the links between hands and mobile
screenic devices as a “fit,” which may also be fitting. The term “fit” evokes
manufacturers’ and marketers’ claims that phones fulfill individuals’
interests; devices fit people’s computing needs and hands; and individuals
are agile in their use of technologies. When hands and devices mesh, hands
also touch screens and individuals experience screens as touching.33 As I
suggest throughout this book, the practices of touching screens are
rendered, identified, and felt as emotionally resonant.



Narratives about the intuitive fit between digital devices, sites, and finger
digits are supported by people’s employment of the terms “digit” and
“digital.” Media studies scholar Jack Bratich notes that “digital” refers to
the “informational, virtual realm of ones and zeros but also to the fingers.”34

Shaun Moores, who studies media and cultural studies, identifies the
“doubly digital” aspects of media, including the correlation of moving
through online virtual environments and moving fingers and hands across
touchscreens and other input devices.35 The hand-pointer magnifies these
connections because it is a digital representation, an element that activates
computer processes, and a reflection of individuals’ finger digits. It is one of
the many features that correlate the underlying digital encoding and
processing to particular people’s fingers. As I elaborate upon later in this
introduction and in other parts of this book, the hand-pointer conceptually
recognizes and establishes whiteness and able-bodiedness as the norm. The
hand-pointer is ordinarily a software and interface option in devices that are
not touchscreen-enabled. Thus, the hand-pointer references touching when
direct contact with the screen is not a programmed or preferred action. The
hand-pointer represents the individual’s hand “inside” and “outside” the
screen and the hand of the individual connected to the hand of the device. It
elaborates on familiar connections between people, including instances
when individuals are holding or shaking hands. The handshake is also
evoked in digital settings because it is a telecommunications term that
describes the signals exchanged between devices when establishing a
connection.

People feel further connected to other individuals, according to the
mobile media research of Sarah Pink, Jolynna Sinanan, Larissa Hjorth, and
Heather Horst, when placing their fingers on screens.36 Individuals’
presumptions about “sharing” hand positions may link people in
hypothesized networks of devices and tactile versions of social media,
which as I suggest in chapter 3 are elaborated upon with hearts and other
mood emoticons and emoji. Apple references this notion of connecting, or
even reaching through the phone, when informing consumers that its
devices directly connect people to other individuals and the things that they
love. Such texts promise to deliver the material and ideal world. Yet
people’s and manufacturers’ articulations of touching as a series of physical
actions and sensations should not displace mediated features. The



seemingly conflicting practices of highlighting and ignoring mediation are
in dialogue because individuals make hands into screens, see their bodies as
screens, and identify the hand-pointer and the screen as versions of their
embodiment, as I suggest throughout this book. Hands are also displaced
from viewers’ visual fields. This is in part a result of the ways device
designs incorporate, or even absorb, hands and render them as stands, input
devices, and pointers. More generally, hands are employed as notepads for
handwritten reminders and tattooed representations and are inscribed with
traces of people’s labor in the form of calluses, scars, engrained dirt, and
manicured fingernails. The associated fingernails screen the soft tissue
under their surface even as they may display nail art and painted messages.

Hands and fingernails are often linked to specific gender and racial
positions. For instance, Facebook represents its ideal participant as a white-
collar (and presumably white) male worker by using an icon of a button-
down-wearing and shirt-cuffed white hand. The designers of the Facebook
icon and hand-pointer avoid cultural conceptions of feminine hands by not
including fingernails in their depictions. Feminine conceptions of
fingernails are also curbed by describing men’s nail polish usage as
“malepolish” and marketing such products as ManGlaze.37 Touch is often
characterized as feminine and more corporeal than such senses as seeing.
Touch is evaluated in more positive ways when it is correlated with
normative and able-bodied hands. The long philosophical tradition of
identifying the hand, but not fingernails, as a key feature of humans is
analyzed by Peter J. Capuano. He chronicles a “hand privileging” among
philosophers and anatomists that the deconstructionist Jacques Derrida
intervenes in with his concept of cultural “humanualism,” or
“humainisme.”38 Derrida intercedes in the idea that having and employing
hands is uniquely human and provides people with exceptional forms of
handling and holding. Opposing thumbs, including their role in fine-grained
manipulations, have also been classified as characteristics that make people
markedly human. People sometimes link distinctions between humans and
animals to gender, racial, and other identificatory hierarchies, as I note in
more detail later in this book, and they use these categorizations to justify
intolerance.

The philosopher Martin Heidegger, who claims an interest in “being-in-
the-world” while downplaying the commonplace and communal, elevates



the human when arguing that the “hand is infinitely different from all
grasping organs—paws, claws, or fangs—different by an abyss of essence.
Only a being who can speak, that is, think, can have hands and can be
handy.”39 Heidegger conflates human hands with specific kinds of
handicraft, tool use, speaking, and thinking. As Capuano suggests, there is a
“deep etymological connection in German between manual grasping
(greifen) and intellectual comprehension (begriefen).”40 Such English
phrases as “do you grasp this” also link holding to understanding. It has
been suggested that Heidegger’s articulation of the hand is correlated with
his support of National Socialism.41 National Socialists have employed the
Roman or Fascist salute, with the arm extended and the palm facing down,
to specify the characteristics and force of Nazism. Labor and activist
movements have also employed raised arms and hands. Ahmed’s feminist
scholarship conceptually intervenes in normative and controlling arms when
posing the willful girl and her raised arm as part of a history of feminist and
labor resistance, including challenges to oppression. The force of
corporations and online participants, as I suggest in chapter 1 and other
parts of this book, too often refute feminist willfulness, protesting hands,
and joined arms. I develop Ahmed’s notion of the raised arm (and hand, and
fingernails) as a means of underscoring women’s critiques of the design of
iPhones in chapter 1 and assertions of differently abled hands.

The ideal hand is instantiated by some digital interfaces and features. As
I suggest in chapter 1, touchscreen designs continue to script able bodies
and archetypal hands and fingernails. They also, as in the case of the
Facebook’s thumbs-up icon and reaction button, specify hand and thumb
gestures. I relate this to Tom Tyler’s chronicle of how references to thumbs
evoke intolerance. For instance, the “rule of thumb” and measurement of
rods smaller than this metric started being used in the seventeenth century
(or possibly earlier) to identify acceptable tools for abusing women.42 In the
Roman Coliseum, spectators’ displays of thumbs were seen as support for
killing the gladiators who lost matches. The relationship between these
historical gestures, with spectators’ thumbs in any position, and online
interfaces’ employment of thumbs-up and -down gestures remains
unexplored. Tyler asserts a disability studies approach and argues for
dismissing cultural classifications of opposable thumbs as distinct. He
indicates that we should resist the model of an ideal hand and recognize



varied hands, “gripping and grasping after their own fashion.”43 I engage
with such critiques when highlighting cultural conceptions of and
stereotypes about hands throughout this book, including notions of
gendered and raced hands and fingernails. Hand typing, tapping, and
gestures are central to digital engagements and could thus use more
scholarly analysis. I provide additional frameworks for studying
representations of and references to physical hands in digital settings.

The Hand-Pointer and Other Digitally Touching Hands

Hand-pointers are probably the most common computer representation of
users. In this book, I expand my analysis of hand-pointers that appears in
The Body and the Screen: Theories of Internet Spectatorship and other texts
because hand-pointers frame our employment and understanding of a
variety of digital technologies.44 I also critique the hand-pointer because of
the ways it is designed to assert that the white material body is present.
Viewers often move their hands and change the associated position of input
devices and pointers to engage in varied digital tasks. In some cases,
interactions are achieved by manipulating the digital pointer until an image
of the previously referenced white pointing and clicking hand, which
indicates that something can be selected or manipulated, appears on the
screen. These processes are designed to reflect the imagined position of the
individual’s hand. Since they are white, these hand-pointers link aspects of
digital media to a white positionality and race aspects of computers,
interfaces, and online sites. White hand-pointers continue to be the default,
which can be changed in some cases by employing Apple’s and Windows’
“Accessibility” system preferences. This associates other color options with
disability. Whiteness is also privileged in the iPad advertisement that I have
already referenced.45 In one of the images, a white hand touches the screen
and the textured and windswept hair of a young girl. The image underscores
tactility, contact, and a white continuum because the child’s own white hand
holds a flower up to her cheek. This hand could be the hand of the device
user who is “inside” and “outside” the screen. These raced hands are key
features of how individuals are recognized and structured to touch, feel, and
experience things. They are designed to elide the limits of white bodies and



interfaces and to figure hands-on-relationships with elements that cannot be
physically touched or carefully examined.

Representations of finger clicking and manipulating hands often appear
in print and online instructional manuals for computers. For instance,
Microsoft presents a series of white grasping and pointing hands in its
development documentation for “Windows Desktop Apps.”46 In a related
manner, Apple Developer’s Human Interface Guidelines represents the
“Closed” and “Open hand” for manipulating documents as white with a
black outline.47 Lines across the back of the hand reference the stitching on
gloves, the strokes on gloves that cartoon characters wear, and the tendons
beneath flesh. Apple, Microsoft, and other companies use these operating
system and interface representations of hands to connect the hand-pointer to
the material body. This configuration is also employed as a means of trying
to resolve the problem of what Microsoft describes as the “weak
affordance” of links. Microsoft uses a bold font to strongly advise
developers that to “avoid confusion, it is imperative not to use the hand
pointer for other purposes.”48 The “hand pointer must mean ‘this target is
a link’ and nothing else.” Thus, the hand-pointer and touch are related to
and activate the web address.

Contemporary hand-pointers are associated with the hand icons that
Susan Kare developed in the 1980s as part of her work as the graphics and
font designer for the Macintosh computer.49 Her designs include icons for
the open grabbing and pointing hands, desktop icons for drawing programs,
and the pointing hand that is part of the Cairo font.50 Kare’s white hand-
pointer is also related to animated cartoon characters’ gloved hands. Early
and continuing cartoon characters, including Minnie and Mickey Mouse,
Bugs Bunny, and Pinocchio, wear white or light-colored gloves. These
cartoon characters and their “white gloves, wide mouths and eyes, and
tricksterish behaviors,” as media studies scholar Nicholas Sammond
observes, are part of a “long line of animated minstrels.”51 Blackface
minstrels employed gloves and other classed goods as means of parodying
and denigrating the aspirations of black people. As I have previously
suggested, people also use hands to distinguish humans from animals and
noncorporeal things. These connections between cartoon hands and
operating system and interface hands are supported in online queries about
“Who created the Mac Mickey pointer cursor?”52 There are also indications



that Apple called its mouse driver “mcky” in order to reference Mickey
Mouse.53 In making these references, technology companies and designers
program minstrelsy and the associated conceptions of race, humanness, and
animality into digital systems.

IBM started representing its personal computers with Charlie Chaplin’s
little tramp and his white-gloved hands in 1981. Chaplin is also referenced
in IBM’s 1983 PCjr brochure, which promises that the computer is an “easy
one for everyone.” IBM’s claims about inclusion and simplicity are
undermined by the brochure illustrations and photographs, which feature
white families and individuals. Apple appropriated and represented Chaplin
in the Macintosh “For the rest of us” ad campaign, which started in 1984. In
Apple’s representations, Chaplin’s hand is positioned like the hand-pointer
and is meant to evoke touching. This allowed Apple to reference its
graphical user interface, suggest that its technology (rather than IBM’s)
serves everyone, and produce more affective connections. Apple continually
correlates hands and digital devices, but it rarely addresses women and
other individuals’ fingernails. Instead, numerous news reporters and other
individuals refused women’s interrogations of Apple’s design of iPhones
and difficulties using the device with longer fingernails, as I note in chapter
1. Brand enthusiasts passionately refuted these women’s critiques as
methods of patrolling technological affordances and the people who are
constituted as able users.

To-be-looked-at-ness and To-be-touched-ness

People’s experiences being enabled to touch or prevented from touching, as
my consideration of women’s critiques of the usability of iPhones suggest,
have gendered and spatial implications. Media theorists frequently address
distant forms of visual engagement and looking, which are associated with
men and masculinity. However, media texts also render intimacy and
tactility. Mulvey is ordinarily associated with psychoanalytic considerations
of the more distant and empowered male gaze, especially in her
groundbreaking article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.”54 The work
of Mulvey and other critical scholarship on the gaze is concerned with how
gendered, eroticized, and controlled bodies become visible within media
and other texts. This includes the ways individuals look at, identify with,



and are structured by screens and the associated visual representations.
Thus, Mulvey argues that the cinema renders (white) women’s position as
to-be-looked-at-ness and “builds the ways she is to be looked at into the
spectacle itself.”55 Aspects of media representations, including the lighting
of women’s faces and bodies, the textures of women’s clothing and hair,
and the soft focus of scenes that depict women, heighten the associated
gendered structures and facilitate heterosexual men’s erotic interests.56 This
suggests that the representational structures that render women and
femininity as to-be-looked-at-ness also emphasize the haptic and to-be-
touched-ness. Elizabeth S. Leet briefly makes this connection in her
analysis of objectification in medieval verse. Leet chronicles how “textural
details and allusions to adornment invite” men’s interests and desires.57 The
organization of femininity as visual and to-be-looked-at-ness is combined
with what Leet describes as the haptic aspects of texts and “to-be-touched-
ness.” The cultural constitution of women and other disenfranchised
individuals as to-be-touched-ness also indicates that men can and should
touch these subjects, and it makes women and other oppressed people into
objects.

In this book, I indicate how contemporary versions of to-be-touched-ness
have been developed and individuals have been further trained in gendered
presumptions through such interface features as hand-pointers, thumbs-up
and pointing hands, and the pixilation of images that make representations
of women seem soft and ready to be touched. The link between touching
and feeling is also articulated through heart buttons and emoji, as I suggest
in chapter 3, and the ways these representations are supposed to convey
people’s love of goods, sites, and other participants. While touch interfaces
and physical enactments of touching provide people with some level of
control over digital devices and representations, being touched is still
correlated with feminine and queer feelings. It is at the site of these
purportedly excessive sentiments that critical interventions into the
replication of norms are needed. Otherwise, women and other
disenfranchised subjects will persistently be directed to constitute
themselves as to-be-looked-at-ness, including being surveilled, and to-be-
touched-ness. They will also be perpetually informed that being the object
of the touch is low and contaminating.



Digital devices and representations continue and sometimes amplify
gendered articulations of women as to-be-looked-at-ness and to-be-touched-
ness. For instance, Apple’s “Portraits of Her” video, which advertises
“portrait lighting,” emphasizes textures and an interface that allows a man
to touch and change pictures of a woman.58 The gendered features of
portraiture, including the correlation of lighting with the objectification of
women, are underscored by the absence of a “Portraits of Him” video. The
video depicts The Shacks’ vocalist Shannon Wise singing “The Strange
Effect.” Her pixie haircut, sequined top, and the camera’s focus on her
slender and shapely body associate women with tactility and to-be-touched-
ness. Wise and other women are rendered as a picture and framed
representation, while her light-skinned male partner, Max Shrager, is the
producer of this representation and the person who holds and controls our
view.59 At one point in the video, Shrager grasps the device, fingers Wise’s
representation with his white hand (which acts as a version of the white
hand-pointer), adjusts her light effects, acts as our avatar, and asserts men’s
control of and ability to touch women. He thus tactilely addresses Wise and
constitutes her as image. Apple justifies this organization by having Wise
sing that she likes this effect and position. As I suggest in more detail later
in this book, direct addresses have tactile components that are supported by
images of hands. These engagements depict addressed subjects as touchable
and to-be-touched-ness.

Shrager stands in for the company and the device user when he frames
Wise with his iPhone camera and suggests that she is interested in her
production as tactile image—showing her the pictures that he has taken of
her. She also demonstrates some power in striding through varied
environments and demonstrating a series of light effects that viewers are
expected to read. These frameworks shape how individuals understand
digital practices and technologies, as I suggest throughout the book. Digital
texts structure people’s experiences through contextualizing names and
descriptions, design elements (including gendered color options and
features), promotional promises, and references to intimacy, the body, and
the senses. Such digital configurations and technologies can be understood
through the humanities practice of close reading or textual analysis. Close
reading is not a principal academic methodology for studying digital
culture. However, the many sites where people engage with digital culture



by analyzing its aspects in detail, which include Wise’s foregrounding of
strange effects, point to the centrality of commonplace forms of close
reading, and thus the productivity of scholarly close reading in these
settings.

Close Reading and Touchscreen Theory

Throughout this book, I outline the critical practices of close reading that
can be employed in studying digital devices and online settings. I also
underscore some of the reasons that such analyses are associated with and
can enhance our understanding of digital technologies and practices. Close
reading is a productive method of digital study because it is related to
everyday technological engagements, including the ways people employ
computers and online interfaces to analyze posts and memes, the bodies of
influencers, and the veracity of Universal Resource Locators (URLs).
Reading is also mandated in personal and programmed reminders to attend
to unread emails and update social media accounts. Apple presumes that
individuals closely read its texts and emphasizes ambiguous meanings, even
though it promotes unmediated experiences. For instance, Apple’s iPhone
12 prompts individuals to “Blast past fast.”60 People may get stuck on this
conjunction of words, which asserts that the technology is speedy while
evoking fun and past digital experiences. I employ Barbara Johnson’s
attention to such ambiguities as a method of textual analysis. Johnson also
proposes a method of reading that attends to the “meanings and the
suspensions and displacements of meaning in a text.”61 She thus is not
focused on identifying an overarching narrative, a canon of eloquent works,
or authorial intent.

The new media scholar N. Katherine Hayles references Johnson in her
consideration of digital reading. Hayles also relates people’s digital research
processes to their emotional experiences and mobile and constrained hands.
She equates digital access to “the feeling one has that the world is at one’s
fingertips.”62 When technologies do not work, she “feel[s] lost, disoriented,
unable to work” and as if her “hands have been amputated.” Hayles relates
the physical position of hands placed on keyboards and other input devices
to the emotional experiences that are designed into and derive from
touching things. She also evokes a different connection between the



extended hand and digital power (and breakdown) than Ahmed’s
theorization of the raised arm. As I chronicle in chapter 1, Ahmed proposes
that willful girls and women can use their raised arms to separate
themselves from familial and cultural control and maintain determination
over their own bodies.63 Ahmed also reiterates words and concepts as a
method of doing theory and closely reading terms and events.

Hayles has chronicled the varied ways individuals read and analyze
digital texts, including close reading and theoretical engagements. In
Matthew Kirschenbaum’s study of digital mechanisms, he asserts that such
close reading practices provide exceptional explanations of devices and
texts.64 However, close reading, as I have begun to suggest, is too rarely
used as part of Internet studies. Explications of how to employ close
reading when studying digital devices and online settings are scarcer.
Hayles provides an outline of the aspects of digital comprehension that
consists of close, hyper, and machine reading. She defines close reading as
the “detailed and precise attention to rhetoric, style, language choice,” and
other literary and visual features of texts.65 In this book, I employ such
detailed, and at times arduous, analysis of textual components to support
my critical and feminist arguments. Hayles relates close reading to people’s
deep focus and acceptance of boredom as part of their study. In a related
manner, the English scholar Nicole Shukin argues that reading is a form of
time-intensive and exhausting labor, especially when trying to meet
expectations about academic acuity and scholarly coverage.66

Individuals’ reading experiences include what Hayles identifies as
“switching focus rapidly among different tasks, preferring multiple
information streams, seeking a high level of stimulation, and having a low
tolerance for boredom.”67 This hyper-positionality is associated with diverse
and fragmented self-representations, multiple windows and media,
skimming, and engaging assorted digital devices. In online settings, close
reading is supported by and juxtaposed with hyper and machine reading.68

The close reader is often understood to favor one information stream or text
as a means of analysis. Yet, as I suggest in this book, close reading can also
be employed to reveal and correlate the similarities among different sites
and processes. When starting to closely read sites, I recommend attending
to site names, URLs, logos and other identificatory images, color choices
and additional design elements, “about” and “frequently asked questions”



pages, the ways readers are addressed and represented, options for
personalization and posting, content and the ways it is arranged, emotional
and other icons, and repeated terms and punctuation. Due to these close
reading practices, I have tried to retain the unique textual and graphical
aspects of online content in quotes and consider such features throughout
this book.

People’s time-intensive and reiterative engagements with texts, including
the elements that I have outlined, link close reading to theory. Jonathan
Culler and others argue that theory is something that individuals actively do
when they employ theory in their own work or think with theory.69 Texts
become theories when other individuals find them to be useful ways of
analyzing such things as meaning, cultural production, societal beliefs, and
embodied positions. Some people use close reading to do a form of theory
and employ texts that were not designed for the purpose as a means of
considering everyday digital practices. This includes the ways memes and
other visual images are employed as techniques of interrogation and
critique. In a related manner, Nanna Verhoeff’s study of the dual screen
organization of the Nintendo DS indicates how the design of the game
console foregrounds the interface and thereby raises critical questions about
how individuals employ and can theorize with screens.70 The traces of
bodily matter, including oil, spittle, and hair, that stick to touchscreens may
also encourage people to do a form of theory when such residues
foreground the screen surface and its structures and representations. Such
visible and tactile traces can also prompt people’s feelings about how
bodies and devices are supposed to function, including cultural expectations
about clean and contained forms.

Jordan Alexander Stein expresses an interest in what he can do with
theory in his book on the topic, including how theorizing feels.71 Sections
on silly, stupid, and sexy theory foreground the intellectual, political, and
embodied struggles people engage in and feel like they are failing at when
grappling with theoretical texts. As Stein notes, the competitive stakes in
performing and citing recognizable theoretical concepts may result in
people needing to dismiss other individuals’ competencies. In such cases,
theory is too often correlated with white male bodies and the related, and
deemed appropriate, sensations. Academic directives to employ serious and
competent theoretical arguments may be part of normalizing attempts to



displace the queerness of theory and control shifts between different
registers and modes of thinking. Digital studies, including the forms of
analysis that I do in this book, can engage in the queerness of theory by
accepting the messiness and abundance of online narratives. Such methods
should also interrogate, and often refuse, the scripts of manufacturers and
devices by recognizing diverse constituencies. Queer research trajectories
can also combine everyday online texts with theory and employ useful texts
rather than ones that signal expertise. Digital researchers can further engage
with Culler’s conceptions of close reading by foregrounding the
multifaceted features of texts and their influences rather than resolving
internal conflicts and differences. Critics of my methods tend to contrarily
suggest that there should be more textual examples to support my
arguments or that there are too many and too varied forms of close reading.
In such cases, scholars risk trying to straighten and clean up my research,
which is poignant when I am critiquing cultural concerns about messes,
dirty devices, and nonnormative bodies. Of course, my appraisal risks
acting as a method of excusing unresolved writing and concepts that could
be further explored.

Stein and some other scholars chronicle their visceral experiences in
simultaneously enacting close reading and theory. For instance, Terry
Eagleton’s account of how to read a poem recenters the embodied and
material features of literature, which include how texts articulate and render
sensations. He expresses concern that student readers are no longer attentive
to form, which he indicates is not only the practice of noting the ways texts
are written, but also when they are “shrill or sardonic, mournful or
nonchalant, mawkish or truculent, irascible or histrionic.”72 When
individuals focus on these elements and experiences, feelings are addressed.
My close reading attends to such crafted and felt features as the cultural
beliefs, sentiments, identities, narratives, and structural components
associated with devices and online sites. As a means of addressing these
associations, I analyze how devices and online characteristics are connected
to bodies and feelings.

Michelle Marzullo, Jasmine Rault, and T. L. Cowan consider scholarly
ethics and their feelings as researchers. They are knowledgeable scholars
but still “felt unprepared for the methodological-ethical challenges posed by
the Internet as a queer research environment” and had “some gut feelings



about the need for better understandings of disciplinary practices.”73 Their
account, which is infused with versions of the term “feel,” underscores the
stakes in and sensations of researching, including frustration, confusion, and
exhilaration. Feelings about the extended temporal commitments to
studying texts, which I have already outlined, are also referenced in Rault’s
consideration of the connections between close reading and queer Internet
research methods and ethics.74 She asserts that while humanities scholars’
ethical practices tend to remain unidentified, they include closely reading
for long periods of time and developing a knowledge of and a responsibility
for the associated texts. Such humanities scholars of digital devices and
online texts thus offer fine-grained analysis that acknowledges digital
authors, texts, and modes of thinking and feeling about the everyday
employment of technologies. As Rault’s inquiry suggests, close reading can
ethically acknowledge people’s diverse investments in devices, online sites,
production practices, identity constructions, and collectivity building. It can
also outline how feelings are structured and evaluated through interface
designs and the responses of participants.

Marzullo, Rault, and Cowan’s apprehension about Internet research
practices are understandable. Academic guidance about Internet research
ethics offers conflicting suggestions to recognize individual authors and
groups through citation practices, to anonymize people’s texts, and to avoid
some forms of online inquiries. The guidelines of the Association of
Internet Researchers pose a variety of ethical questions and research
practices.75 Its most recent guidelines also highlight the threats that feminist
and other scholars of online cultures face, including online attempts to
sabotage scholars’ careers and threaten researchers. These efforts to silence
some researchers and forms of scholarship, as I suggest in this book,
employ and are designed to generate feelings and render feminine fragility.
Women are addressed as gendered bodies and threatened with rape and
other forms of harm that are correlated with cultural beliefs that women are
always and inherently at risk. As the philosopher Ann J. Cahill notes, threats
of sexual violence assist in the production of fragile feminine bodies and
constitute women as violable.76 It is thus the case that researchers are called
to experience their bodies, feelings, and scholarly imperatives in fraught
and normative modes that could use additional forms of critical inquiry and
political resistance.



In this book and in my other research, I attend to how individuals are
produced and threatened by online representations. I also consider the
practices that feminist, queer, and anti-racist subjects employ to critique
normative devices and online engagements.77 My attention to
representations and organizational structures is related to the kinds of
research methods that I employ in this book and my indications, here and
elsewhere, that my research is not a form of human subject research that
analyzes people. Such distinctions are made by US institutional review
boards and the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI), which
educates US researchers on human subject issues. These organizations
associate intervention and interaction, including online surveys and
interview methods, with human subject research. Despite such guidelines,
there continue to be proscriptions about the kinds of research methods and
scholarly texts that are appropriate for studying digital media. Scholarly
assertions that all Internet research is human subject research and that
sources should be elided, as I have previously contended, do not
acknowledge the deeply produced aspects of Internet settings, the
affordances of systems, and the humanities methods that offer expanded
understandings of sites and practices.78 Such elisions continue to rank
scholars and research practices and efface the critical questions and
information that are promoted through humanities scholarship, including
feminist queries about how identity scripts validate white heterosexual male
users. The associated directives to understand Internet texts as people and
research practices as human subject research should be cause for concern.
The sites that I study, and some Internet research practices, render all
representations as authentic feelings and material bodies and thereby make
it more difficult to analyze how these digital representations function, how
they instantiate normative identities and beliefs, and the ways they structure
and hierarchize feelings.

These gatekeeping practices also occur within digital studies and
humanities scholarship. There continue to be incentives for researchers to
ignore nonnormative embodied positions, forms of production, and
histories, and to engage with previously canonized critical literature and
research frameworks. For instance, research on femininity is often identified
as not rigorous enough and as not contributing to the associated field and
society more broadly.79 Such evaluative distinctions tend to be enforced and



scholarly trajectories determined through editorial and referee practices. As
anti-racist, feminist, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex,
and asexual (LGBTQIA+) analysis of academic processes suggest, white
heterosexual men and masculine-oriented scholarship are advantaged by
review practices.80 In this book, I employ a feminist framework and
research an online contestation that has not been included in the histories of
or theories about touchscreens, probably because it features feminist
critiques, femininity, and the association of touchscreens and fingernails. I
believe that performing research and generating theories in these areas
provide vital methods of highlighting the value of feminist and feminine
practices. Such queries encourage people to recognize and rethink
disenfranchisement.



Touch Screen Theory Chapter Outlines

Individuals write about their favorite touchscreens and manage critiques as
methods of maintaining their identity, association with devices, and
relationship to preferred brands. I begin chapter 1 with a study of early
reports about iPhones, including a series of articles and related commentary
about how they do not work well with fingernails.81 I study people’s
negative responses to a woman journalist—Michelle Quinn—and to
technologists who indicate that normative notions of identity, and thus
gender and other scripts, are incorporated into the design of iPhones and
capacitive screens. These women argue that iPhone scripts delimit the ways
women can employ the devices. I outline the literature on gender scripts and
define it as the ways technology producers and designers imbue devices
with their worldviews, and thus articulate the functions of objects and the
people who are expected to use them.82

People’s comments in related news stories and technology forums also
produce a gender script when they figure longer fingernails, and especially
women’s fingernails, as antithetical to the use of screen interfaces. Such
texts depict fingernails as aesthetic and frivolous aspects of women’s self-
presentations, and thereby fail to address the ways women are expected to
produce their bodies. While early and current popular writing about mobile
phones ordinarily suggests that these devices are tools that equally empower
everyone, I demonstrate how these texts about mobile phones produce
bodies and identities that tend to disenfranchise women. The gender scripts
literature identifies designers and devices as the producers of these
narratives. However, I expand the literature and its utility for critical
interventions by identifying the ways individuals who employ and comment
on technologies and identify with specific brands usually espouse beliefs
that are related to technology companies and designers. I engage with the
arguments of related science and technology researchers about how users
matter, which indicate that everyday people as well as inventors,
manufacturers, designers, and marketers decide upon the functions of
technologies.83

The articles and posts that I study render women and long nails as a
problem. I thus acknowledge Ahmed’s indication that when women point to



a problem, like the design limitations of phones, that they are identified as
the problem. I also consider the ways women reference their hands as a
means of pushing back against these frameworks and related forms of
oppression. Ahmed’s writing on the willful girl, raised arm, and feminist
killjoy allows me to study women raising their fingernails and extending
themselves as methods of protesting screen design and enacting change.84 I
also employ the scholarship on gender scripts to indicate how digital
devices and online sites extend the beliefs of and promise to prosthetically
combine with and authorize the identities of designers, corporations, and
normative individuals. However, as I argue, the term “extensions” also
describes artificial nails and the ways women employ their longer nail
length and conceptually raised arms to reach things and revision cultural
categories. I continue to theorize how fingernails function as tools, and I
employ Ahmed’s theories throughout this book as methods of thinking
about how the hand is structured by online interfaces and how the hand-
pointer and other devices are designed to link the physically touched and
touching hand and emotionally feeling.

Mobile, or handheld, devices are enmeshed with and thought of as skin,
including human skin. Yet these conceptions of skin, as I argue in chapter 2,
are often employed to validate hierarchical categories and norms and
evaluate bodies, especially the ways individuals are classified according to
gender, race, sexuality, and class. Companies and individuals employ the
term “skins” to describe digital and physical wrappers and to associate these
skins with specific identities. People also relate mobile skins and corporeal-
technological connections to sensations. Individuals describe pleasurable
feelings about and attachments to devices and uncomfortable engagements
with imperfect screen technologies, including screens that are identified as
damaged and otherwise contaminated. My analysis of people’s concerns
about dirty phones and the viral transmission of the coronavirus
demonstrates how the mobile phone is also employed as a means of pushing
away nonnormative individuals and already disenfranchised subjects. Media
theorists note the ways the ideal viewer is produced as a means of
articulating hierarchies and cultural norms, as I suggest earlier in this book
and in previous research.85 In a related manner, I identify how the
production of the skins and bodies of the mobile phone and owner render
normative users and specify how individuals should appear and act.



In chapter 2, I study the similar online formulations of touchscreens that
appear in blogs, manufacturers’ websites, news articles, and technology
forums. I focus on individuals’ distressed and seemingly indifferent posts
about phone damage and filthy phones. This allows me to expand my
analysis from chapter 1 about how notions of contamination, including dirty
nails, are dismissively correlated with excess femininity, women’s bodies,
and blackness. My analysis is informed by academic considerations of the
body, including body studies’ affiliation with skin studies. Body studies
addresses such things as the ways the body is correlated with gender and
other identity positions, more likely to be recognized when it is normative,
experienced through a variety of sensations and feelings, and deemed to be
disgusting and too fluid, especially when it is associated with women and
other dismissed subjects. I employ scholarly texts about skin, including
theorizations by Ahmed, Didier Anzieu, Nicolette Bragg, and Naomi Segal,
to consider how devices become conceptually entangled with individuals
and are impressed onto their bodies.86 I argue that the cultural association of
mobile phones with skin intensifies the connections between these devices
and corporeality and feelings. Companies, designers, and individuals also
employ these linkages to legislate identities and norms.

Sites employ gendered conceptions of heart and love to render
participants and circulate their sentiments. In chapter 3, I continue my
considerations from previous chapters and analyze how online cultures
correlate hearts and love with women and girls, femininity, excessiveness,
and queerness. These associations influence people’s employment of heart
icons, reactions to them, and understanding of how individuals use hearts
and are produced by them. This includes the ways heart icons magnify and
change individuals’ feelings. Yet hearts can also be productive elements of
social media because their cultural connotations and portrayals of feelings
encourage responses. Cultural conventions and many people’s interests in
pleasing others mean that such phrases as “I love you” and “heart you” are
directives for addressed subjects to feel the same way and to respond,
ideally with versions of the same phrase.

Etsy, Facebook, and Twitter, as I note in this chapter, use narratives
about hearting and loving and the associated icons and buttons as methods
of scripting individuals and their connections to sites. These frameworks
thus encourage individuals to love sites and to enact versions of brand love



and community. Due to the impassioned connotations of heart icons, people
experience these symbols as intense expressions and respond with similar
sentiments, including love and revulsion for sites, brands, and individuals.
Some people, especially men, identify hearts as contaminating because they
are associated with femininity. Heart icons can be part of the banal
everydayness of online expressions, which is the antithesis of intense and
specific online passions. Nevertheless, many individuals on Twitter
expressed extreme negative feelings when the site shifted from using the
star to the heart as a means of denoting favorites and likes.

I employ the continental philosopher Roland Barthes’s theory of
punctum, Steve Woolgar’s research on “configuring the user,” scholarship
on gender scripts, and the literature on brand love and community to
consider how heart buttons, emoticons, and reactions produce feelings.87 I
demonstrate how these scholarly frameworks can be employed to consider
the ways sites use conceptions of heart and love to produce participants and
broadcast their feelings. Woolgar has shown how companies, technologies,
and designers organize individuals and configure the ways they engage with
products. Barthes’s theory of intense bodily experiences with photographs
also suggests how individuals are configured. His conception of
photographic punctum, which has been identified as a form of affect and
feeling, provides me with a way of considering how people respond to heart
icons. People experience punctum when viscerally engaging with the
unexpected aspects of photographs. Barthes’s theory articulates the deeply
embodied, unshareable, and queer experiences that individuals have with
representations, such as the ways hearts directly address individuals with
extreme sentiments and spot the surface of sites and messages with
excessive feelings. Hearts are also normalized features of texts, which are
thereby sometimes distinct from the ephemeral and uncontrollable aspects
of punctum that pierce viewers and render intense feelings.

Intense embodied experiences and what is often popularly referred to as
pleasant “brain tingles” are also produced by autonomous sensory meridian
response vloggers.88 In chapter 4, I study how these online video bloggers
self-represent as ASMRtists (ASMR artists) as a means of underscoring
their own skills at rendering feelings and tactilely addressing viewers. For
instance, they produce tactile connections by reaching out as if they are
touching viewers’ faces and brushing against their hair. Visual devices, such



as angled planes and extended hands, further link ASMRtists to viewers.
Related forms of direct address, as scholars suggest, are employed in
television and other media forms.89 Individuals, companies, and sites’ online
forms of direct address constitute intimate bonds between people. They
seem to speak directly to individuals by communicating with “you,”
creating visual settings that continue viewers’ spaces, mirroring viewers’
positions, and reaching out as if to touch and connect with viewers. Since
ASMRtists rely on these addresses and the production of feelings in
viewers, I develop the concept of “tactile address,” which I mention in other
parts of the book, as a means of considering how ASMRtists advance the
functions of direct address and the video form. I also point to how my
analysis of direct and tactile addresses provides additional methods for
thinking about online sites, digital devices, and embodied feelings.

I focus on ASMRtists’ YouTube screen-tapping videos. In these videos,
ASMRtists touch, tap, and scratch digital screens and other objects in
different rhythmic sequences. They position their screens to mesh with
viewers’ screens and compare their cellphones with viewers’ hardware.
They thus appear to touch viewers along with their screens as ways of
rendering tactile addresses. ASMRtists’ frequent dialogues with viewers in
comment sections, including tactile addresses to individuals and the use of
heart emoticons and other endearing expressions, are designed to amplify
the feelings conveyed by ASMR videos and experienced by viewers. These
sensations are referenced in ASMRtists’ and viewers’ considerations of the
pleasant visual, tactile, and sound-producing aspects of fingernails. They
thus suggest that nails are ideal instruments and physiognomic features for
screen engagements. This is distinct from some early articles about iPhones,
which I consider in chapter 1, that articulate the challenges women
experienced with the shift from resistive to capacitive devices because of
their fingernails. While women with fingernails are ordinarily dismissed as
being too aesthetically self-involved, I argue that some ASMRtists offer a
positive stance on this form of women’s embodiment by emphasizing their
long and active nails in tapping videos. In doing this, ASMRtists engage
and disrupt cultural associations of women as to-be-looked-at-ness and to-
be-touched-ness.

Throughout this book, I have considered the ways the body is engaged in
and rendered as physically touching and emotionally feeling. People’s



corporeal positions are understood as screens and represented as being in
contact with other bodies through screens. Bodies are rendered as screens
when they hide devices, act as frames for mobile phones, convey facial
expressions, and project information through fingernails and other
embodied features. Screens are also re-visioned as bodies when they are
described as living and dying and identified as friends and other intimates.
These articulations of embodied screens and touch have been met with
dismay because of the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2
pandemic, which I will refer to as the “coronavirus pandemic” throughout
this book, and the associated coronavirus disease, which I will describe as
“COVID-19,” as it is identified by the World Health Organization and other
institutions.90 However, forecasts about the death of screens and physical
forms of engagement, as I suggest in the afterword, are indebted to larger
cultural frameworks. This includes the continued cultural investments in
digital forms of physically touching and emotionally feeling that I outline
throughout this book.

In the afterword, I focus on ASMRtists’ and journalists’ accounts of
touch during the coronavirus pandemic. My analysis of their narratives
demonstrates how physically touching and emotionally feeling are
correlated with socially distancing, emotionally feeling, and being
characterized as unfeeling. Cultural evocations of not feeling include
concerns that people are no longer emotionally engaging with other people
because of digital devices, indications that people are socially distancing
and avoiding interpersonal touch during the pandemic, and dismissals of
women’s agency and feelings about unwelcome touching. An unfortunate
part of this formulation is the ways reporters identify #MeToo activists as at
fault for and as a kind of prehistory to people’s resistance to touch during
the coronavirus pandemic. For instance, journalists propose that #MeToo
has resulted in people being afraid to touch other individuals. In doing this,
they fail to consider how consent and embodied agency are emphasized
through #MeToo. I indicate that the journalistic replacement of #MeToo
with an overwhelming longing for casual touch resituates women as to-be-
touched-ness and as compliant objects. Touchscreen theory offers methods
of addressing the cultural and personal implications of such structurations
of escalated moods, including sentiments about not feeling. It also provides
me with ways of thinking about how people enact and write about



physically touching and emotionally feeling while these experiences are
missed and disputed.

Throughout his book, I demonstrate how the critical literature on
touching and being touched, including the writing of Tahhan and Barthes,
offers ways of theorizing digital devices and the production and correlation
of physically touching and emotionally feeling.91 I also employ critical
literature as a means of developing theories of tactile addresses and to-be-
touched-ness. Feminist scholars have indicated that Mulvey’s consideration
of how women are constituted as to-be-looked-at-ness by classic
Hollywood cinema is related to more general cultural expectations about
women, including designations that young, normatively sized, and light-
skinned women are desirable and should make themselves available.92 The
cultural structuration of these women as to-be-looked-at-ness contributes to
their construction as to-be-touched-ness and the dismissal of other feminine
subjects. Touchscreens and other digital media’s emphasis on hands picks
up on and escalates cultural conceptions of normative femininity and
women’s to-be-touched-ness. These technologies and related social
practices also portray women as disruptive when they refuse or are unable
to become acceptable bodies, and when they demand bodily autonomy.
Thus, Ahmed’s evocation of the raised hand and women’s employment of
#MeToo to identify experiences with nonconsensual contact are methods of
critique and action. When women even momentarily join hands and point to
the inequities of device conventions, as I suggest in chapter 1, brand
consumers identify such raised hands as unreasonable disruptions. This
suggests how the action of raising hands in protest can also stall normative
everyday processes. The raised hand and #MeToo, as I indicate in the
afterword, are theories that proffer other ways of reading culture and
enacting relationality.
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1  The “iPhone fingernail problem”: The Gender
Scripts of Capacitive Phones

The MacRumors site indicates that it “attracts a broad audience” and an
“active community” of individuals who are interested in Apple products.1
The associated MacRumors icon is a sliced apple with a seeded core, which
evokes a face and thereby connects the Apple brand to its enthusiasts. This
envisioned connection between products and embodied experiences is
emphasized and disrupted when katie ta achoo inquires, “Are Long
Fingernails Compatible with iPhone?”2 She asks if she can actively use the
iPhone, and if members will engage with her query. She also asks about
women’s experiences, which “girls may face that the average male
wouldn’t.” Then katie ta achoo advises readers that she has been
successfully texting with a mobile phone. She relates feminine experiences
to technological proficiency and incorporates women into the MacRumors
and Apple brand communities. However, HotdogGiambi changes her query
to “Are long fingernails compatible with LIFE?”3 He thereby threatens to
make her undead or inhuman and rebuffs her attempts to be included.
HotdogGiambi also challenges katie ta achoo about her technological
engagements and skills. He performs a form of mansplaining when
communicating for her. HotdogGiambi suggests that fingernails are a
“ridiculous cultural stereotype perpetrated on women.” He directs katie ta
achoo to “Break free of the Matrix and trim those talons and stop painting
your face like Bozo the Clown.” With such texts, HotdogGiambi uses a
liberation narrative to dictate what is acceptable for women. He blames
women for their cultural position and for not resolving their oppression and
self-representations.



Women are also dismissed and continue to be subjugated because they
are presumed to be frivolous for engaging in beauty culture and monstrous
because of their physiognomy. HotdogGiambi suggests that breaking out of
the Matrix will free women. However, online men’s groups commonly
reference the film and the red pill that reveals the associated false reality in
the 1999 film The Matrix (directed by Lana and Lilly Wachowski) as part of
their refusal of women’s interests. They employ the term “red pill” to
identify men’s shifted awareness and the associated belief that women are
in control. MrSmith, whose member name references a software agent in
The Matrix, adds a proviso to HotdogGiambi’s commentary, noting, “But
please continue to shave those legs and armpits ;).”4 MrSmith’s gendered
stipulation, which he then nuances by using an emoticon to convey
humorous intentions and to rebut critical intervention, supports cultural
expectations that women should maintain their bodies and focus on the
interests of other people. Women are in a difficult bind because time-
intensive forms of self-maintenance are expected but also condemned, and
lead to inquiries about women’s ability to employ contemporary
technologies and be agentive subjects.

Some women’s assessments, including the writing of the journalist
Michelle Quinn and the online commenters that I study later in this chapter,
indicate that iPhone designers do not accommodate women and a range of
other people’s hands and fingernails. Women commenters identify such
refusals to acknowledge women’s embodiment as misogynistic. These
women’s comments are met with sexist retorts. Individuals’ responses insist
that women and their fingernails are the issue. I argue that this and other
occasions where people undermine women’s critiques should be attended to
because these individuals work to perpetuate hierarchical gender systems
and because their reactions are often out of proportion to the original
reports and comments. As I suggest later in this chapter, such excessive
reactions emphasize the workings of feelings in relation to digital
technologies and individuals’ desires to protect and maintain their brand. In
sustaining the technological status quo, these individuals and practices elide
the requirements of people who are not considered in technology designs.
This effacement of some women, disabled individuals, and their hands
occurs through device designs and representations. These people’s hands
are thus hindered, as computers and Internet sites promote the hand-pointer



as a common representation of individuals and screen positionality. While
the hand-pointer conveys a representation of individuals’ hands without
fingernails, popular writing about touchscreens often focuses on the actions
and limitations of gendered hands and nails.

In this chapter, I consider the ways individuals manage critiques of
touchscreens to maintain their favored brands and normative and agentive
male positions. I focus on how women’s critiques of gendered designs and
scripts, including the ways iPhones privilege men, are understood and
dismissed. I engage scholars’ research on gender scripts and define the term
as the ways technology producers and designers’ worldviews influence the
production of devices and the associated presumptions about the people
who use them.5 Gender scripts tend to associate advanced technologies and
digital aptitudes with men. While the literature on gender scripts ordinarily
relates these narratives to designers and devices, I develop this area of study
by pointing to the ways individuals who employ and comment on iPhones
espouse similar narratives. I relate people’s production of gender scripts to
their brand identities and the ways individuals are prompted to contribute to
companies’ positions. Thus, I elaborate upon the arguments of related
science and technology scholars about how users matter, which indicate that
everyday people, as well as inventors, companies, designers, and marketers,
determine how technologies function.6 My expanded study of gender scripts
offers important methods of considering journalism, online commenting,
and related practices. I analyze the ways consumers articulate the expected
gender and other characteristics of people who engage with technologies.
Yet the group of (mostly) male journalists and commenters considered in
this chapter dispute indications that gender is a factor in the accessibility of
technologies. In doing this, these journalists and commenters establish
men’s rights through technology scripts and protect their positions. They
thereby defend the gender scripts associated with iPhones. They also
establish themselves as brand experts and community members.

I provide a study of early reporting and feelings about iPhones. I begin
with an outline of how iPhones are correlated with feelings, including the
ways Apple depicts people’s hands and fingers as key to the interface. I
focus on Michelle Quinn’s Los Angeles Times articles about iPhones and
fingernails and the reporting about these texts in numerous newspapers and
online forums, including the associated comments.7 By considering these



texts together, I am able to more fully study the common dialogue about
and dismissal of women’s embodiment in relation to iPhones and the
broader notions of touchscreens. In making connections between
journalists’ articles, commenters’ replies, and people’s dialogues in forums,
I also argue for scholars and general readers to attend to the ways normative
gender scripts and the associated worldviews are collaboratively produced.
My close reading practices, which consider the varied contributors who
engage in and amplify the dispute over the iPhone design, can also be
employed when considering other instances of online contention.

When women critique designs and interrogate the associated norms, they
and their fingernails are identified as difficult. I employ Sara Ahmed’s
writing on the willful girl, raised arm, and feminist killjoy to consider how
women are dismissed when they conceptually and physically raise their
hands and nails and refuse gender norms.8 Ahmed argues that women
become a problem when they point to a problem. My references to Ahmed’s
and Sarah Sobieraj and Jeffrey M. Berry’s work also help me to outline how
people link physically touching and emotionally feeling, including their
intense reactions to the chronicled debate about touchscreen functionality.9
Ahmed and Sobieraj and Berry indicate how outrage and other feelings are
used to represent and dismiss women. In combination, these texts suggest
how women’s arguments are distorted and simplified as methods of
scripting them as straw feminists.

Popular authors render their own straw figurations by often suggesting
that mobile phones are tools that equally empower everyone. Yet their
accounts also produce narratives about specific bodies and identities,
including indications about gender, race, sexuality, and class. I consider the
ways women’s fingernails function as cultural signs and gendered digital
tools, especially in relation to their utility as styluses for resistive
touchscreens, which respond to pressure. I thus rethink the figuration of
fingernails, particularly women’s nails, as problems. In this chapter and
chapter 4, I argue that women’s fingernails can be identified as part of their
prosthetic handiness and agency. The features of women’s fingernails also
provide me with opportunities to negotiate the connection between
embodied digits and digital devices. The term “digital,” as Jack Bratich
notes, references both fingers and the delivery of information.10 The term
enmeshes hands and computer and Internet technologies. Mobile phones



highlight these connections, including in languages where they are
identified as “hand phones,” as the disability scholar Gerard Goggin notes.11
As the figuration of the hand phone suggests, Internet technologies, sites,
and online engagements proffer conflicting extensions. These devices and
sites extend the beliefs of designers, corporations, and normative
individuals and promise to prosthetically combine with and validate their
characteristics. The word “extension” also describes artificial nails and how
women employ their longer length as a form of reach and a means of
rethinking engagements.

Gender Scripts

Nelly Oudshoorn, Els Rommes, and Marcelle Stienstra study the ways
technologies convey gendered narratives and notions of users.12 Their
research extends and rethinks Steve Woolgar’s analysis of how computers
configure the user through instructions, warning labels, and other
elements.13 Oudshoorn, Rommes, and Stienstra call for genuinely
configuring the user as everybody rather than only recognizing a specific
gendered subject. Companies also tend to claim that everyone is addressed,
while supporting only some individuals. These researchers recognize the
challenges in facilitating such inclusive addresses. They note that
acknowledging everyone matters because scripts embed portrayals of the
individuals using technologies and methods of use into the associated
objects. Designers’ scripts “attribute and delegate specific competencies,
actions, and responsibilities to users and technological artifacts.”14 Through
designers’ scripts, technologies articulate the skill level, knowledge,
embodied features, social positions, and practices of imagined participants.
Oudshoorn, Rommes, and Stienstra also indicate that when the
representations incorporated into artifacts do not match all of the engaged
individuals, the associated technologies are likely to fail. Such
technological failures, as I suggest later in this chapter, may be managed by
suggesting that instances of malfunctioning digital objects occur only with
less desirable consumers and practitioners, including women. To be
recognized and accepted, individuals have to enact at least part of the
identities scripted by designers. In the case of capacitive phones, individuals



must be able to easily touch the screen with the pads of their fingers and
move their hands and wrists in designated ways in order to be recognized.

Madeleine Akrich is often credited with developing the concept of the
script, although earlier psychological literature on script theory considers
affect, personality structures, and how individuals employ a form of
playwriting to understand relationships.15 Akrich’s theory focuses on the
ways designers convey gender scripts through objects rather than how
scripts emerge through conversations and engagements between people and
social norms. She indicates that designers and innovators inscribe their
vision of the world into objects and articulate individuals with “specific
tastes, competences, motives, aspirations, political prejudices, and the rest,
and they assume that morality, technology, science, and economy will
evolve in particular ways.”16 Akrich relates designers’ inscription of
technical objects with gender scripts to film scripts. In a related manner,
Majken Kirkegaard Rasmussen and Marianne Graves Petersen’s design
research describes the script as a manual that is informed by assumptions
about how individuals will use items.17 Designers’ processes of developing
gendered technological objects shape how things are used and thereby
define the agency of men, women, and other subjects.

Rommes, van Oost, and Oudshoorn identify the pressing problems with
gender scripts, since these structures indicate how people should be
culturally understood and can societally and technologically engage. They
also argue that the “concepts of ‘user representation’ and ‘gender script’”
are useful means of studying the “extent to which the problem of under-
representation of women as internet users can be understood as a mismatch
between the designers’ image of users and the actual users.”18 I develop
these ideas of gender scripts as a method of considering iPhones and the
ways companies and individuals engage with, support, and undermine
gender norms. Gender scripts are incorporated into mobile phones and
conveyed through a variety of physical and ideological features. In the texts
that I examine, people refuse women’s critiques of the iPhone design by
asserting deeply normative notions of gender and technology use and
refuting indications that technologies convey gender scripts. Yet Els
Rommes argues that the analysis of gender scripts is a “study of who has to
‘adjust’ more, who has to pay the price for not fitting the norm that is
reproduced in the artefact.”19 In addition, as I argue, gender script research



should be an analysis of how disenfranchised individuals’ experiences and
critiques are culturally managed. In the case of iPhones, men and other
normative identity-seeking subjects benefit and retain their relationship to
the brand by negating women’s critiques. Individuals risk penalties for
refusing technological mandates and critiquing cultural dismissals, and not
all individuals are able to rebut these structures. However, feminist killjoys
and willful girls and women, as Ahmed articulates these positions and I
develop these ideas in this chapter, offer feminist methods of refusing social
control and advocating for a critical feminist life.

The Willful Subject and the Raised Arm

Ahmed formulates the willful subject through a resistant reading of the
Brothers Grimm’s “The Willful Child.”20 In the story, God allows a girl to
become ill because she refuses to listen to her mother. After the girl dies and
is buried, her willfulness continues, and she continually pushes her arm out
of the earth and raises it up. It is only after the mother comes to the
gravesite and beats the girl’s arm with a rod that the child withdraws. As
Ahmed notes, the story acts as a teaching tool that conveys how girls should
obey. She also indicates how the bad, willful girl is culturally distinguished
from the strong-willed but acceptable boy. Ahmed writes that the “girl who
is deemed willful (from the point of view offered by the fable) is going out
on her own limb; she separates herself from her family, an act of separation
that is sustained by the transfer of willfulness to her arm, which appears as a
limb on its own.”21 Despite the child being beaten down, “some thing, some
spark, some kind of energy persists” and the “arm gives flesh to this
persistence.”22 Arms, hands, and fingernails, as I suggest throughout this
book, can thus be theorized as representations and critiques of humanness
and as part of an obstinate critical project.

Ahmed indicates that chronicles of girls and women’s aloneness are
attempts to undermine the connections and power in linking arms. Women
who possess and are possessed by their arms threaten men’s expectations of
being served. These women may refuse to do the housework and maintain
“his house,” as Ahmed notes.23 They thereby decline to engage in bodily
labor for others, to be identified as passive feminine bodies, and to support
his thinking and position as a male and masculine mind. Women who refuse



to be scripted as “helping” and “right” hands are willful subjects who
maintain their own agency. Individuals’ arms personally and politically
matter because they enable people to “reach, to carry, to hold, to complete
certain kinds of tasks.” Yet laborers lose their arms when employers make
them into tools. As Ahmed argues, to “become his arm is to lose your arm”
and to free the arms of the factory owner. The act of striking against such
forces “is to clench your fist, to refuse to be handy.” Such fists have become
rallying cries and signs of the revolutionary labor movement and the black
power movement. Representations of raised arms and fists are associated
with #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo hashtags and related activist
interventions. The combination of the clenched fist and the Venus symbol is
a women’s movement icon that underscores the power of women and their
arms and hands. These images of hands thus can be traced through varied
forms of online activism and studied by applying Ahmed’s critical reading.

Ahmed considers how willful girls and women are identified as feminist
killjoys and are made into simplified and straw feminists. In Ahmed’s
reparative and positive reading, feminist killjoys indicate instances of
sexism, racism, and other forms of disenfranchisement and thereby disturb
the ordinary flows of privileged and easy behavior. Feminist killjoys are
thus culturally understood as generating and being problems. They are
blamed for destroying people’s happiness. While feminists are usually
identified as getting in the way, feminist technology killjoys are also
characterized as intervening in progress. Ahmed notes that feminists are
useful as “containers of incivility and discord” and are thought to ask for
and to deserve dismissal.24 Feminist feelings about unjust practices and
individuals’ reactions to feminist speech also result in sensations. As Ahmed
argues, “If sensation brings us to feminism, to become a feminist is to cause
a sensation.”25 Feminists and other willful subjects are contained by
indications that their resistance to norms is overly emotional, poorly
thought out, unreasonable, ill informed, and selfish. The associated willful
subjects are further dismissed, as are people who fall outside the usual
gender scripts, by rendering them as unskilled, stupid, exterior to cultural
standards, and representing beliefs that cannot be maintained. I employ
Ahmed’s narrative about the willful arm and theorize with it as a way of
thinking about the link between normative notions of mobile phone use and



individuals who speak up about design conventions and refuse to change
their bodily configurations.

The individuals who register concerns about mobile phone designs, and
many other women who conceptually raise their arms in protest online, are
made into straw feminists and killjoys. In the popular texts that I study in
this chapter, the straw person, straw feminist, and simplified versions of the
feminist killjoy are often constructed as methods of refusing interrogations
of gender scripts. Straw feminist arguments are a kind of straw formulation.
According to Jennifer Schumann, Sandrine Zufferey, and Steve Oswald,
straw arguments distort an “opponent’s view in order to make it more
extreme and therefore less acceptable, thus easier to attack.”26 Robert
Talisse and Scott F. Aikin’s research on the functions of the straw man
indicates that people render this figure to misrepresent an adversary’s
opinions and then contest the distortion rather than the adversary’s actual
viewpoint.27 Straw fallacies are also enacted by debating the weakest points
of arguments, by incorrectly conveying research and beliefs, and by relying
on people’s lack of knowledge to advance improbable positions. Such
analyses and identifications of “straw man” arguments might be better
described as “straw figures,” given how often these constructs are used to
muffle, denigrate, and displace women, and more specifically feminist
women. Straw figurations, such as the effaced targeting of women and
feminists, can also be disrupted through close reading and critical theory,
including Barbara Johnson’s encouragement to attend to ambiguous phrases
and words, inconsistencies between what texts communicate and what they
enact, texts that protest too much, and irreconcilabilities between
contentions and the associated examples.28

The columnist Ellen Goodman foregrounds the ways straw feminist
portrayals are used to discredit feminists and are “handy for scaring
supporters away.”29 Straw feminist formulations are thus designed to
control the feelings of people resistant to and interested in feminisms. They
are “handy” and accessible methods of denying women’s hands, as I
suggest in this chapter. Monica Dux and Zora Simic’s feminist text evokes
the functions of the willful girl’s battered arm and straw misrepresentations.
They describe how individuals set up a straw “caricature of feminism, built
on half-truths, oversimplifications, generalisations and stereotypes,” and
then “beat the crap out of it.”30 These manipulations of feminist positions



are heightened by the methods through which individuals generate outrage.
For instance, Sobieraj and Berry explain how people produce emotional
reactions by sharing distorted and incorrect information about adversaries.31
More specifically, methods of dismissing opponents and amplifying allies’
indignation include “Name Calling,” “Belittling,” “Mockery,” “Character
Assassination,” “Misrepresentative Exaggeration,” “Ideologically
Extremizing Language,” “Emotional Display,” “Emotional Language,”
“Slippery Slope” claims, and “Obscene Language.”32 While not always
successful, such practices are intended to generate shared anger among
instigators and their cohorts. These formulations are also designed to trigger
feelings of embarrassment and isolation among those who are disparaged.
In the online cases that I study, this generation of resentment and attempts
to remove challengers from cultural legibility include rendering the
purportedly offensive subjects as inhuman, depicting their bodies as
inadequate, indicating that they are intellectually inferior, and suggesting
that they are developmentally insufficient and do not recognize the
progressive advantages of technologies. Many of the journalists and forum
commenters that I study employ these practices when responding to
women’s technology use, including women’s concerns that iPhones did not
and do not address their physiognomies and interests.

Apple’s iPhone

People’s emotional experiences, including excitement and irritation, have
accompanied the release and employment of iPhones and related mobile
technologies, as I suggest in more detail later in this chapter. Steve Jobs
introduced the first iPhone in a keynote address on 9 January 2007 at the
Macworld Conference & Expo in San Francisco. Apple then released the
first-generation iPhone in the United States on 29 June 2007. It featured a
touch-based user interface. Only four male writers—Ed Baig of USA Today,
Steven Levy of Newsweek, Walter S. Mossberg of the Wall Street Journal,
and David Pogue of the New York Times—were given review models of the
original iPhone.33 This helped to amplify the desirability of the device that
was initially inaccessible and to associate it with empowered men. Pogue
conveys the related cultural anticipation when noting that the mobile phone
was the subject of “11,000 print articles” by 27 June 2007, even though it



had not yet been released.34 As this suggests, Apple products have been of
great cultural interest, and the features of the iPhone and its impact have
been widely considered in the popular press.

A large number of reports about iPhones consider the touch interface,
including the ways people text and input other information by employing
the simulated and screen-based keyboard. According to Pogue’s early
review, “Tapping the skinny little virtual keys on the screen is frustrating,
especially at first.” He thus connects physically touching the screen, the
somewhat ephemeral features of the represented keys, and feeling irritated.
Walter S. Mossberg and Katherine Boehret’s review indicates that generally
the keyboard “works,” but “you have to switch to a different keyboard view
to insert a period or comma, which is annoying.”35 Mossberg has more
recently suggested that during his initial three days of use, he “was ready to
throw this thing out of the window for trying to type on glass.”36 The
limitations of shifting between different keyboard configurations and
persistent typing errors are also issues with contemporary versions. In 2017,
about 50 percent of the emails Levy was receiving still indicated, “Typed on
phone, forgive typos.” Thus, the design of screen-based keyboards results in
typos and a culture where such limitations may be excused. Certainly,
individuals’ varied forms of online communication, including their
synchronous text-based chats, acknowledge and grapple with typing errors.
People’s vernacular online texts incorporate references to teh (the) and pron
(porn) and thereby acknowledge the limitations of interfaces, the inabilities
of members, attempts to circumvent filters, and particular interests.
Quotations of online texts with typos represent the ways fingers work (and
do not work) on touchscreen and other keyboards.

Many early reviewers of the iPhone underscored the limitations of its
keyboard interface. However, Jobs asserted in his Macworld keynote that
the “iPhone does not use a keyboard, nor does it use a stylus, as many
smartphones do.”37 He thus differentiates between screen and button inputs.
He continues to distinguish the iPhone by arguing that the device features
the “best pointing device in our world.” He elaborates, “We’re born with 10
of them, our fingers.” Jobs thus figures the iPhone and ten-fingered
embodiment as natural and an inherent part of an intuitive interface.
Embodied digits are represented as tools for phones and connected to digital
devices. Through such notions, Jobs and the designers of the phone produce



a script that asserts what constitutes a body and how the body functions.
They configure the user by providing a framework and instructions on how
to engage. These instructions may already cause misdirection because few
people use all of their fingers with touchscreens. In 2010, iPhones still often
only recognized three fingers being used simultaneously. The different ways
individuals employ phones are compressed and exaggerated by the idea that
iPhones are best, and that they are best activated and experienced with ten
fingers. Yet constituting this everybody, which is actually a very specific
kind of body, obscures different embodied configurations and life stories.

Jobs’s claim that fingers are the best pointing device is challenged by the
many people who have sought iPhone styluses and by Apple’s sale of an
Apple Pencil. This pencil was marketed along with the iPad Pro in
November 2015, and a second-generation pencil was promoted in
November 2018. Apple describes the second-generation pencil as setting the
“standard for how drawing, note-taking, and marking up documents should
feel – intuitive, precise, and magical.”38 Apple thus continues to suggest that
individuals will have a “magical,” effortless, and unmediated experience
with its products. According to the company, the pencil is a “comfortable,
natural tool” that has a “seamless design” and can be “engraved to really
make it your own.” Apple renders its varied styluses and interfaces so that
they negate the technology in favor of natural and personal experiences.
The associated advertisements depict a dark-skinned hand rather than
Apple’s ordinary emphasis on light-skinned proficiency (figure 1.1).
However, the very white pencil conceptually displaces this hand. The pencil
is demarcated in this instance as the “ideal tool” and more digital than the
hand. The dark-skinned hand may itself be marked as configurable and
already replaced because a color palette below the hand provides an array of
possible skin tones to choose from and shows the lightest flesh color
selected. These representations of configurable bodies, and the associated
need for close readings and other scholarly interrogations, also appear on
clothing, exercise, and gaming sites, including the marketing of hand- and
body-extending peripherals.



Figure 1.1
Screenshot from the “Apple Pencil” advertisement.

Jobs’s emphasis on fingers is echoed in Quinn’s 2007 Los Angeles Times
article about Apple’s initial iPhone release. She reports, “Jobs pinched his
fingers together on the screen to shrink a photo, then spread them to expand
it.”39 Fingers are further foregrounded because the article is titled, “Latest
technology is at your fingertips.” Quinn mentions fingertips as a means of
conveying availability and access, as well as individuals’ processes of
activating touchscreens with their hands and fingers. She distinguishes
between stylus and touch-based phones. Quinn also cites the Apple
representative Natalie Kerris’s dismissal of the “penlike pointer as
‘inconvenient’ and ‘easy to lose.’”40 Kerris echoes Jobs’s claims when
asserting that it is “more natural to use the pointing device we were all born
with -- your finger.” Kerris supports the embodied script established by
Apple, and conveyed by Jobs, and helps to configure the normal body and
the ways it works. Such able-bodied figurations echo the structures of
Apple’s interface in suggesting that there is no mediation between bodies
and the delivered information. Apple’s varied references to finger-pointers
and their functions as part of the digital interface evoke hand-pointer icons,
which appear at varied junctures when employing computer and Internet
programs and interfaces. The hand functions as an embodied, branded,
digital, and representational device to connect different Apple experiences
and products. While Jobs and Kerris claim that fingers provide the best



pointing device, reviewers like Pogue have resisted this finger (and hand)
pointer and identified typing as “tapping” and exasperating.41

Quinn and the “iPhone fingernail problem”

Quinn’s 2008 article, which is titled “Finally, Steve Jobs unveils iPhone 2.0
and iPhone 3G,” conveys anticipation for and positive cultural sentiments
about iPhones.42 The title and Apple’s sequential numbering frame the
device as a development and an upgrade, which, as I suggest later in this
chapter, works with other narratives to render women with nails as
undeveloped. In the comments section of Quinn’s article, Erica asks why
designers persist in ignoring the needs of people with fingernails.43 Her
comment indicates that the promises of upgrades and advancements have
not been delivered. EWC, who Quinn cites in a later article as Erica
Watson-Currie (and as a different commenter than Erica), declares that she
wants an “iPhone with Stylus!!!”44 Her “husband LOVES his iPhone, but
with fingernails,” she finds it “frustratingly difficult to use the keypad.” She
adds that there are instances where her nails function as useful tools. With
her iPAQ, she does not even have to employ the “stylus: just tap with
fingernail & it’s gold!” However, her relationship to Apple is one in which
she “waited - patiently, G*D**IT! - wishing & hoping that Apple in it’s
infinite goodness & wisdom would just open up a stylus option” but “NO
LUCK! :(.” She waits for and desires recognition and a device that is better
configured for everyone. Watson-Currie’s interrogation of Apple’s lack of
recognition should also be applied to other technologies and to culture more
broadly.

Watson-Currie’s critique is in response to a situation where the gender
script of iPhones fails to recognize certain individuals, and where the design
actively stymies the interests and skills of women, other people with
fingernails, and individuals with other embodied differences. She references
failed brand attachments as a means of trying to get readers to emotionally
engage in and support her critique. My close reading of this and other texts,
including my study of hearting in chapter 3, is informed by the ways
passionate expressions like “LOVES” and “G*D**IT!” and the
employment of uppercase and punctuation for emphasis are intended to
amplify the argument and associated sentiments. People’s use of all



uppercase letters online is often identified as shouting. As Your Uncle
Cordelia dismissively suggests on Urban Dictionary, uppercase is rejected
because it is thought to be performed by “tweenie girls, newbies and the
mentally unstable.”45 People’s employment of uppercase thus functions as a
form of Ahmed’s raised arm, which other individuals dismiss by associating
uppercase communication with identity stereotypes.46 They reject persistent
capitalization, and the emphasized visibility of the associated people as
means of discouraging different expressions and sentiments.

Quinn references sentiments when describing the “much-anticipated
iPhone” and the associated finger gestures. She then provides an
intervention into Jobs’s, Kerris’s, and Apple’s establishment of the finger-
pointer as inherently human and intuitive. Quinn notes that “for many years,
researchers couldn’t master the finger.” While she probably intends to
suggest that researchers could not design adequate touchscreen interfaces
that worked with finger input, her employment of an ambiguous phrase,
which Johnson foregrounds in her close reading practices, positions
researchers as uncoordinated and unskilled technology users.47 Quinn’s
statement is the same as noting that researchers could not master the digital.
It also suggests that the company could not emotionally deal with
consumers who responded by giving it the middle finger when grappling
with difficult devices. These researchers are repositioned and situated at the
level of the body and rendered as unable to coordinate emotional,
embodied, and technological features.

Quinn adds that researchers’ “efforts to create sophisticated touch-screen
computers were beset with technical challenges, high costs and doubts over
whether consumers, trained to treat the mouse and keyboard as extensions
of their hands, would adopt touch screens.”48 She provides an invention
narrative about designers’ persistence. Of course, chronicles of the finger-
pointer are also accounts about technological invention because they make
hands into extensions of keyboards and devices. While perhaps clarifying
her indication about mastering fingers, Quinn’s comments still trouble
normative notions of how individuals employ technologies and how
prosthetic bodies are configured. Trained and configured consumers are
presumed to envision their bodies as extended by mice and keyboards, and
thus to refuse touchscreen-only inputs. Her comments may also indicate
that such peripherals as the mouse are understood as extensions of the body,



while touchscreens that work with finger and hand inputs efface the screen
(and perhaps the hand) in favor of an unnoticed interaction.

Quinn’s related article from 2008 is titled “The iPhone fingernail
problem.”49 She begins by arguing that there has been a cultural shift in
women’s empowerment, including the ways “Hillary Clinton broke new
ground in her race for the White House” in 2008. Quinn then suggests that
some women identify iPhones as exceptions to this advancement. Her
narrative about a recent cultural shift in women’s rights should be
interrogated in relation to varied forms of misogyny, LGBTQIA+ phobias,
racial intolerance, and the delimitation of voting rights and sexual health
options. This includes Donald Trump’s dismissals of Clinton and racist
denigrations of women of color as methods of consolidating his power and
speaking to his male and white supremacist base. Quinn’s reporting takes up
similar concerns when noting that “some iPhone users complain that when
it comes to the hot gadget from Apple, women are still being treated like
second-class citizens.” She recognizes the critique, but her word choice also
risks suggesting that women are selfish complainers who do not recognize
their own advancements. She references Watson-Currie and other
individuals who posted critiques of the iPhone in the comment section of
Quinn’s earlier article. Quinn chronicles Watson-Currie’s frustration
because the iPhone’s improvements have not resolved the “fingernail
problem” and have not included a stylus. Watson-Currie articulates a cogent
critique when asking, “why does Apple persist in this misogyny?” Quinn
quotes this text in her article about the “fingernail problem.” However,
Quinn also offers a broader account of social change that flattens such
analysis.

In Quinn’s and associated journalists’ iPhone reporting, women become
a problem. Such articulations of women and femininity as problems have
been ongoing political and cultural figurations. In his writing about
femininity, Sigmund Freud notes that to “those of you who are women this
will not apply—you are yourselves the problem.”50 Mary Ann Doane argues
that Freud “evicted the woman from his lecture on femininity” because she
is too “close to herself, entangled in her own enigma, she could not step
back, could not achieve the necessary distance of a second look.”51 She uses
women’s performances of femininity and overt closeness to their images, as
I detail in other research, to argue for critical forms of masquerade and



ways of critiquing women’s association with objects and representations.52
In writings about iPhones, women are at once too close to themselves (and
purportedly enraptured by their fingernails) and too distant from the device,
contact, and screens because their fingernails hold them at a distance. Or, at
least, women are imagined at more of a distance to the device than men’s
bodies, which are presumed to be “without” nails. While women may be
correlated with physically touching and feeling, in these cases men are
figured as being better able to touch the device and therefore empowered.
Of course, this rendition of closeness to the screen and device is different
than the usual desirable distance from cinematic screens and other
representations, which have been associated with normative men’s
masculinity.

Screens are often associated with control and power, including
buttressing the purportedly ideal position of white heterosexual men.
However, Quinn’s title may figure the iPhone as embodied and as having a
problem with its fingernails. The title also renders the fingernail as broken
and a failure. Yet her article is identified as a problem by many commenters,
as I indicate in detail later in this chapter, because it reports on women’s
concerns about phone affordances. In addition to the use of the term
“problem” in the title, Quinn employs repetition to facilitate the kinds of
emotional intensification that I discuss in the introduction, and she uses the
word nine times in her article. Many of these instances specify the
“fingernail problem.” For instance, Quinn uses the term “problem” when
conveying evaluative distinctions between functionality and aesthetics. She
writes, “Problem is, the iPhone’s touch screen responds to the electrical
charge emitted by fingertips. And pretty though they may be, fingernails
don’t emit one.” Quinn thus figures fingernails, and potentially women with
fingernails, as aesthetic objects that have no functional purpose. Of course,
most people have fingernails, so these distinctions become murky and often
are associated with gender conventions rather than nail length. Quinn and
others have argued that women should buy styluses and, more dismissively,
that they should cut their nails. Yet Watson-Currie evokes the literature on
gender scripts and designing for everybody when she refuses suggestions
that women should trim their fingernails. Watson-Currie argues, “It’s the
machine’s job to accommodate its users, not the other way around.”53 Of
course, the machine has to be inclusively designed and manufactured. Erica



(who shares a first name with Watson-Currie but Quinn identifies as
“another woman”) asks in Quinn’s previous article, “Why are they still
discriminating against those of us with fingernails?”54 As these commenters
suggest, women with fingernails are expected to adjust their bodies to the
technology because they do not meet the norms articulated by the company,
designers, and device.

Quinn indicates that women “complain,” rather than acknowledging that
their considerations are vital critiques. Women’s positions are denigrated
through the cultural identification of women as complainers and their
critiques of Apple designs as complaints. As Ahmed argues, a “complaint
brings you up against the culture of an institution; and a complaint is often
necessary because of the culture of the institution.”55 Women and their
critiques are dismissed through the emotional practices of incitement that
Sobieraj and Berry describe, including belittling women’s choices and
misrepresenting their concerns.56 Women’s critiques are turned into
complaints as a means of dismissing their queries as unnecessary and as
slippery-slope arguments that will ruin people’s attachments to the company
and its devices. Identifying women’s analyses as unreasonable objections
allows people to remove women from the category of ideal device users.
These straw figurations advance the forms of gender management that
justify the treatment of women as difficult and their technology use as
suspect. Ahmed indicates that the “experience of a situation as something to
be complained about is an experience of coming apart from a group.”
Women are informed that they could have been part of the technology and
Apple community if they just knew how to engage with devices and be
mannerly citizens, although this inclusion is always provisional and with
limits, and women are told that it is their fault that they are no longer
embraced.

Quinn updated her report with “some of the criticism” that the “coverage
of this fingernail problem has generated.” She writes, “Radio disc jockeys
have howled in derision, as have commenters and bloggers, about Erica
Watson-Currie’s critique that Apple was being unfriendly to women and
‘misogynistic.’”57 Quinn references and may further amplify the kinds of
production of outrage that I have previously outlined. She undercuts
considerations of how technologies like the iPhone perpetuate gender
scripts by putting the term “misogynistic” in quotes and thereby appearing



to use scare quotes and contest women’s critiques. Quinn’s highlighting of
the term “misogynistic” also appears in the criticism that she mentions. She
further promotes the common dismissive response: “They said: Cut your
nails! No one is making you buy the phone!” Such comments indicate that
people with longer nails, who are often women, have no rights and claims
to group membership and citizenship. They are expected to make
accommodations for or else not engage with capacitive mobile cultures.
These texts begin the supremacist process of distinguishing between people
who are understood as being fully human and having hands, as I outline
these cultural distinctions in the introduction, and women and other
dismissed subjects who are believed to be less-human creatures with nails
and claws. While women and other subjects with fingernails are disparaged,
many men, as indicated in the reports and comments about Quinn’s article,
are comfortable with the iPhone interface and the related gender scripts.

Women cannot meet gendered iPhone scripts when they follow cultural
expectations about grooming and/or embrace a number of cosmetic
practices. Sherifftruman foregrounds expectations about feminine
beautification and self-maintenance in a MacRumors thread about
“Women’s Nails vs. iPhone.” His wife works in management in a “pretty
large company so long nails are out but having nails that look good is pretty
much a must when you meet clients.”58 While she “texts fine and emails
some” on her iPhone, “she’ll never be quite as fast” as with her Blackberry.
Thus, as suggested by Sherifftruman, iPhones are not designed to recognize
and do not work well with the kinds of fingernails that women are culturally
expected to maintain. This framework allows Sherifftruman to distinguish
between women’s managerial nails and longer and unacceptable lengths. In
these instances, women are forced to be a corporate problem because of
cultural expectations about grooming, or to experience and identify the
phone as a problem.

Sherifftruman employs class distinctions when distinguishing between
acceptable managerial fingernails and nails that are too long. Quinn
promotes related gender and hierarchical scripts when describing the “age-
old struggle between tech lovers and regular people over how user-friendly
gadgets and computers should be.” Quinn’s equation renders all women
with fingernails as nothing more than end users, who are distinguished from
inventors and the technologically skilled. Of course, women can be tech-



lovers and technological experts and still have difficulties using the device
because of the ways it is designed. Science and technology studies scholars
have noted how distinctions between designers and technology users tend to
support the binary of skilled and active men and passive women
consumers.59 Such scholars intervene in distinctions between inventors and
users by underscoring the ways individuals determine the uses of
technologies.

Quinn addresses these technologically produced end users and “those
who choose their nails over the iPhone.”60 She warns them: “Discussing the
unfairness of being forced to choose between the two could invite ridicule.”
As she chronicles, there are numerous negative online responses. Many
people’s online comments dismiss Quinn’s evaluation of the interface, the
reporter, Watson-Currie’s and other women’s critiques of the device and
company, and the feminist language of demanding recognition and rights
that these women’s interrogations call upon. Quinn’s warning is mainly
directed at women and encourages them to accept design norms or
experience the kinds of incivility outlined by Sobieraj and Berry. Quinn’s
article also includes a representation of Watson-Currie’s extended arm
(figure 1.2).61 She holds a phone and uses her fingernail as a stylus. This
arm and nail, which function as a protest, echo Ahmed’s willful subject.
However, Quinn’s text acts as a version of the mother’s rod and a warning
about the cultural sanctions that batter arms that dare to resist. A version of
the image, which is titled “Woman with fingernails attempting to type on an
iPhone,” appears in her subsequent article and helps to push down women’s
protesting arms and abilities.62 Quinn’s warning about being mocked is
buttressed by the numerous negative reports and comments about Quinn’s
articles and Watson-Currie’s commentaries. Journalists’ and commenters’
adverse indications, which I consider in the following sections, are designed
to convey that women who question technological affordances and gender
scripts will be mocked and repressed. Responses to the articles and
associated women, which are out of proportion to the number or influence
of the texts, reinforce the brand affinities and gendered terms of technology
use.



Figure 1.2
Screenshot from “The iPhone fingernail problem,” with Erica Watson-Currie’s photograph.

Commenting on a “fingernail problem” in the Los Angeles
Times

Commenters take advantage of the title of Quinn’s article and her
constitution of a “fingernail problem” as a means of reinforcing behaviors
and norms. BB user writes in the associated Los Angeles Times news forum,
“that’s YOUR problem and not Apple’s.”63 BB user suggests that the critics
and critiques, as well as their fingernails, are the issue. BB user disputes
women’s interrogations of the ways technology companies and designers
fail to acknowledge different subjects and forms of embodiment. According



to the commenter, “They don’t have to design it for everyone, and just
because some women CHOOSE to have long nails and can’t use it does not
make Apple misogynistic. A man with long nails would have the same
problem. For the fat-fingered, same thing, buy something else and quit your
griping!” The commenter’s indications unintentionally underscore that
iPhone designs fail in numerous cases. The notation that other subjects
remain unaddressed by iPhones does not support the idea that such failures
are acceptable and does not demonstrate that Apple and other technology
companies script their products with all gendered consumers in mind.

My close reading of BB user’s commentary indicates the methods that
individuals use to support the existing gender order, including making false
equivalences, providing other examples as a means of suggesting that it is
women who are discriminating, and constituting an “almost everyone” that
devices satisfy and a purportedly small cohort that need not and cannot be
supported by designers and products. In addition, such texts constitute
women as whiners, render a structure where women are denigrated for
“griping” and “complaining” when they express concerns, and tell women
to shut up. Yet BB user employs capitalization that conveys shouting and
has been dismissed online as being a problem. As Ahmed’s analysis of the
feminist killjoy suggests, Quinn, and especially Erica and Watson-Currie,
point to a technological and sexist problem and are turned into the problem.
These women illustrate instances of misogyny that people do not want to
acknowledge. Individuals try to displace the critiques and associated design
issues by portraying the women as annoying and at fault, even as supporters
of the iPhone also engage in behaviors that have been culturally dismissed.

Women are constituted as the problem in the same forum when Dan M.
writes, “Get a grip lady. Another example of spoiled American women not
EVEN knowing how good they have it. Ever heard of Pakistan?”64 These
commenters try to dispel Watson-Currie’s and other women’s critiques by
distinguishing between commenters’ virtuousness and women’s purported
lack of concern about other forms of disenfranchisement. Watson-Currie
and the women she is deemed to represent are portrayed as
unknowledgeable about a subject that is not related to the article or
women’s observations. This is an attempt to misdirect the debate with straw
positions and to render the related arguments as selfish and ill informed.
Women are depicted as ungrateful, and in a move that evokes anti-feminist



men’s groups, as beholden to the men who purportedly labor without
recognition. Dan M. also stresses his reasonableness when rejecting the
“lady” who is supposed to be lacking a “grip” and mental stability. He
deploys the kind of name-calling that Sobieraj and Berry mention. Such
dismissals are part of online argumentative methods that are designed to
repress discussions and dismiss already disenfranchised people.

Xtopher distorts the argument when inquiring, “Useless for the blind!
Yes. And useless for people without any hands! What was iPhone thinking?
And the deaf! They can’t use it. iPhone should fix that. And the stupid!”65 In
these cases, commenters continue to compare straw versions of the reported
critique to what they identify as more important device limitations as
methods of rejecting the argument and rendering critics as stupid. Dan M.’s
and Xtopher’s examples do not reconcile with Watson-Currie’s critique, and
thus they enact a version of the evasive writing strategies that Johnson
suggests that readers study—approaches that are also useful in Internet
research.66 While Xtopher indicates that considering the use of iPhones by
people with disabilities is stupid, technology companies have been critiqued
for their effacement of individuals with disabilities and been mandated to
provide affordances for the disabled.67 Gerard Goggin correlates touch,
disability, and feelings when outlining how early versions of the iPhone
caused the blind community to be “enraged” because of limited access
options.68 He also describes more recent VoiceOver additions, virtual
controls that use finger gestures, and TouchID, but such changes often
require skin-to-phone contact.

Commenters do not emphasize the histories of technology and disability,
and instead work to undermine women’s interrogations of misogyny.
Historical studies of related phenomena include Carolyn Marvin’s research
on how early phone use by women and people of color was stereotyped as
unintelligent and excessive.69 Online commenters also continue to gender-
code women critics, including Xtopher’s association of women with
stupidity. Such portrayals validate the exclusion of women by depicting
them as incapable of technology use. Xtopher and others reference
disability as a means of asserting their greater attention to difference and as
methods of negating women’s critiques of iPhones, but such commenters
also employ an ableist approach that uses cognitive disabilities as a way of
rejecting women.



Quinn, Watson-Currie, and Erica underscore that iPhones do not
recognize women, who are the largest population with longer nails.
Nevertheless, George Kaplan claims, “We’ve arrived at a time when each
person expects the world to adapt itself to meet his or her needs.”70 This
constitution of the individual selfish woman is also part of the accusations
advanced by anti-feminist men’s groups, which turn feminist critiques of
social systems into the demands of privileged individuals. They thereby try
to roll back perceived losses in men’s privileges and try to prevent cultural
shifts that would provide more rights for disenfranchised groups. Kaplan
and related commenters indicate that a technology cannot meet every
individual’s needs, and such expectations are self-centered and
unreasonable. If Apple offered an array of devices that recognized a larger
group of individuals, it would not inherently influence commenters’
experiences.

Kaplan produces a common argument when writing, “She can cut her
damn nails, or she can buy a Blackberry. It is called freedom of choice.” In
a related manner, the commenter iPhone user indicates, “Don’t like it? Go
get a Blackberry, don’t turn” the commenter’s “iPhone into your
blackberry.”71 These kinds of neoliberal frameworks shift the responsibility
for providing equitable services and meeting people’s needs from the state
and corporations onto individuals. References to choices may be
particularly insidious and enact straw feminist tactics. Choice has been a
persistent feminist concern, including attempts by second-wave feminists to
intervene in the cultural repression of women’s reproductive and other
choices.72 Some third-wave feminists endorse individual women’s rights to
make personal choices. Linda R. Hirshman’s research on women and work
is associated with the term and critiques “choice feminism.”73 Feminists
have also questioned some of the associated choice feminism formulations
because they risk suggesting that women’s decisions are easily made, and
they are personal rather than influenced by cultural expectations. It is these
tactics that Kaplan and iPhone user narrow and repeat.

Commenters do not consider equal and equitable engagements when
they indicate that men’s bodies are the standard, and women and other
subjects should change to match men’s experiences and expectations. As
part of this structure, these commenters promote a series of evaluative
judgments about mobile devices, including the identification of iPhones as



masculine and the property of men, and Blackberry phones as outdated
technology, less desirable, and feminine. While there are other indications
that iPhones, and phones and their casual communicative functions more
generally, are associated with women, the continued dismissal of women’s
queries about capacitive screens and fingernails suggest the limits of such
gender coding.74 Phones tend to be rendered as feminine and the domain of
women when they are marked as social and frivolous.

Clawing at Hands in the Los Angeles Times

Informational videos about the technical specifications of devices often
render working and technologically proficient hands and suggest that these
appendages do things. Apple designers and technologists’ hands, which are
often depicted outlining technological features in Apple videos, are almost
always male and are often white. The 2018 site for Microsoft’s Surface Pro
depicts the body and hands of entrepreneur Adam Wilson using the device
to “bring his ideas to life.”75 His hands are thus associated with human
inventions and godlike skills and powers. Hands, as I suggest in the
introduction, are often used to articulate the features of humans that
purportedly distinguish people from animals. Dr. GLK uses such cultural
hierarchies when replying to Quinn’s reporting in the Los Angeles Times
and indicating that “people with claws should not buy iPhones.”76 Dr.
GLK’s “cats had the same issue, until” he “trimmed their claws.” Dr. GLK
correlates women with animals, which is a common misogynistic practice
that renders women as requiring intervention and being inhuman.

Women are often marked as ugly dogs, controlling and mean bitches,
sexual bunnies, and soft and delicate does and kittens. Figuring women’s
nails as claws is a method of representing the associated women as
animalistic, out of control, endangering, and manipulative (when women
are said to “get their claws into” people). Narratives about cutting animals’
and women’s claws are metaphorical and material attempts to diffuse their
power. Dr. GLK’s comments thus suggest that human subjects can and will
retrain women’s bodies according to the requirements of devices and what
they perceive as normative cultural specifications. These forms of gender
patrolling are designed to constrain “complaining” women and to restrict
feminine nails that would ordinarily satisfy cultural norms. Women should



be able to grow long nails and be acknowledged by Apple’s design scripts,
especially when these technologies are marketed and identified as
innovations that address everyone.

Innovation narratives are employed by emcee as a means of dismissing
Quinn and Watson-Currie. The commenter argues that it is a “sad, sad, sad
world we live in when people actually have to complain about a high tech
gadget that does infinitely more than any computer could 20 years ago.”77
By identifying technologies as forward thinking, emcee and related
commenters render women and their critiques as backward. Insinuations
that women are devolving and undeveloped also are made when emcee
writes, “If you have time to generate a story like this based on the length of
your nails you are the lowest common denominator in human evolution. Do
humanity a favor and get out of the gene pool.” The author thus positions
Quinn and her cited authors as insignificant and suggests that they be
sterilized, or even euthanized. Oz makes related cognitive distinctions when
asking, “Are you that retarded that you need to write a long article about
why they should improve the iPhone.”78 These tactics have historically been
used by eugenics movements to control nonnormative people and facilitate
supremacist worldviews. As the historians Philippa Levine and Alison
Bashford note, eugenics is based on an “evaluative logic.”79 Eugenicists
employ reproductive practices, claims about medicine and science, and
propaganda to assert that the lives of some people are more valuable. Oz
and emcee employ sexist and ableist dismissals as methods of rendering
women as technologically backward and men as evolved and appreciative
of mobile devices. emcee offers a slippery-slope argument where women’s
critical interrogations threaten cultural and biological developments, and
thereby evokes supremacist interests in white male dominance. These
commenters dismiss Quinn’s coverage of the usability of iPhones, but it is
her job to consider these issues.

RRaya also references progress when writing that “this is the future and
back in the early days it was required for women to have longer finger nails
to scratch” their “husbands backs.”80 The comment conveys a kind of
temporal distortion in the form of a contemporary future where women
need to catch up. According to RRaya, nails are part of a historical past that
should be left behind, and women with fingernails are retrograde. This may
evoke a humorous tone, but as the writing of Ahmed suggests, women’s



arms and hands are culturally demarcated to be at the service of men.
RRaya states, “those days are long gone so why are women still growing
long finger nails?” The poster thereby renders a situation where it is women
who are still supporting and offering their arms to men. RRaya also makes
distinctions between having nails and performing “real” dirty work, a false
distinction that I critique in other research and later in this chapter, by
writing, “Girls cut those nails and start getting those hands dirty the time for
change is now.” This renders women as regressive, resistant to change, and
at fault for their situation. In addition, such individuals presume that
cleanliness and grooming cannot be a part of or be related to labor, even
though aesthetic work is labor. According to such commenters, women are
responsible for damaging cultural practices and should support the
associated technological improvements, even as women’s attempts to
question related scripts are negated.

Reporting on Women in Other Forums

Quinn’s article was widely remediated, which resulted in Quinn and
Watson-Currie receiving more dismissals. Unsympathetic portrayals are
used to justify, while reenacting, the online harassment experienced by
women, LGBTQIA+ subjects, and people of color. These connections are
foregrounded when Watson-Currie reflects on the writer and media
entrepreneur Ellen Brandt’s blog post about “Life With a Twitter Stalker.”81
Watson-Currie chronicles how she “diss’d the iPhone” and ended up
“sorting the hate mail.” She originally thought that the “kerfuffle might
result in an article or other media project.” However, the “daily barrage”
affected her, and she “abandoned the field.”82 The blogger s.e. smith
explains in another forum that the point of online threats is to “silence”
feminist and other critical voices.83 Some women, faced by hostile
comments and threats, decide to stop researching online hate (as Watson-
Currie did), cease posting to their blogs, adopt practices that make their
texts less easily located (and their critiques less visible and effective), stop
using social media, and cease covering feminist subjects.

Targeted women indicate that the companies that run social media sites
and law enforcement and government agencies often provide no support.
For example, the reporter Aja Romano describes the all-too-common



experience of going to the police after receiving death threats and being
ignored. She describes the police being shown violent images, but not
appearing to understand that physical assaults can be tied to such online
threats.84 Despite such instances of police and governmental lack of interest,
online threats and obsessive attention have resulted in violent actions
against women and other oppressed individuals. For instance, a fan of the
gamer and YouTube producer Meg Turney came to her house with plans to
murder her husband, but he killed himself instead.85 The gamer Bianca
Devins was allegedly murdered by a man she met online.86 The accused
killer posted images of her dead body and livestreamed his attempted
suicide.

People use articles like Quinn’s to mobilize wide-scale gender patrolling
and to maintain the most rigid beliefs and behaviors. Commenters who
denounce Quinn’s and Watson-Currie’s considerations associate the
reporting and critique with feminist journalism. They are thereby able to
activate anti-feminist and anti-woman sentiment. Paul responds to Quinn’s
article by asking, “WTF? Misogynistic? Who was the woman? Amanda
Marcotte?”87 Marcotte is also referenced as a form of dismissal, and her
journalism is mocked in anti-feminist online men’s sites, even though her
feminist reporting appears in The Guardian, Salon, and other mainstream
publications.88 Paul employs this reference to reject the feminist labor of
women who interrogate the gender scripts that render technologies and
Internet sites as male terrain. Attempts to silence and dislodge the
associated feminist killjoys and willful subjects, including comments and
threats that are designed to upset feminist bloggers and make their posts
seem emotionally fraught, are productive for individuals who harass people
online. Feminists, LGBTQIA+ subjects, and people of color might resist
and reframe such harassment by reporting on and making intolerant
practices visible; supporting individuals who are being doxxed (having their
addresses and other personal information published so that they can be
located and physically challenged at any time); forming collectives that
offer proactive strategies for survival and resistance; informing institutions
that such attacks include attempts to discredit scholars and employees;
insisting that hateful content about other people is not an acceptable part of
online sites; and critiquing the interfaces and beliefs that enable hate.



Online hate and the associated attempts to further oppress people are
often fueled by beliefs that advanced Internet and digital technologies are
for men. People’s insistence on men’s ownership of settings are informed by
online lore and everyday practices, including the GamerGate targeting of
women game designers and critics. The “Rules of the Internet” and its
purportedly ironic indication that “there are no girls on the Internet” renders
female contributors as childish “girls” and suggests that it is funny to erase
their contributions.89 In a related manner, the journalist Nick Farrell undoes
women’s connection to technology and justifies their dismissal by titling an
article, “Apple fails to tap female market: Iphone is not for girls.”90 Quinn’s
article articulates a problem, but Farrell works to resolve the association of
iPhones with everyone by suggesting that these devices are solely for men.
He also reduces women’s authority by referring to them as “girls.” While
many of these journalists and commenters depict gender critiques as
“complaints,” Farrell escalates this dismissal by describing Watson-Currie’s
comments as “moans.” Such narratives echo cultural notions that women
are too loud, difficult, and excessive. They inform women that they should
speak less often and less confidently, and thus follow constraining gender
scripts, or be mistreated.

The writer Ken Levine also tries to curtail indications that Apple’s
design was misogynistic, and women are effaced, by indicating that he
“can’t imagine the Apple design engineers all getting together and saying,
‘Women won’t date us for some completely unknown reason. What can we
do to get back at them?’”91 Levine creates a straw scenario that is different
than women’s indications. Yet women’s interrogations of sexist behavior, as
I suggest in Producing Masculinity: The Internet, Gender, and Sexuality, are
often controlled by positioning them as heterosexual and available objects.92
Levine employs this tactic and resituates women as erotic objects that are to
blame for cruelly denying men. This is intensified by including photographs
of women in low-cut outfits that appealingly look out at “male” viewers
while holding phones. The visual argument therefore also indicates that
women’s arms, and breasts, should always be focused on men’s interests.
Levine repeats the terms “misogyny” and “misogynistic”—a tactic that I
consider in other close readings—as a method of continuing his straw
exaggeration and eviscerating the critique of Apple’s gender scripts. While
Levine creates the scenario in order to render women and their ideas as



preposterous, women are often warned and threatened with punishment for
diverging from cultural norms. Women are advised in social and online
situations, including writing by anti-feminist online men’s groups, that
women’s expectations that men should treat them as equals and not
sexualize them make women undateable and valueless. Many women are
also regularly barraged, as smith, Romano, and other feminist journalists
and scholars indicate, with rape and other violent threats.93

Forum Posts About Gendered and Raced Fingernails

Levine, in a similar manner to posters who mention oppressed subjects as a
means of critiquing Watson-Currie, tries to distract readers from her
argument. He asks, “Are contact lens manufacturers also misogynists?” and
the companies “who made rotary phones? Those couldn’t have been easy to
dial with Vampira nails.” Other critics compare fingernails to the “dragon
lady.” This stereotype is evoked when alexthechick conveys “little
sympathy for those women with dragon lady nails who also whine that this
makes practical things like typing and masturbation more difficult.”94 As
Shoba Sharad Rajgopal suggests in a critique of representations of Asian
women, the dragon lady stereotype depicts Asian women as hypersexual
animals who unsheathe their nails, expose their fangs, and growl.95 Nails
situate such women of color as external to the reasonable and human.
People’s equation of nails to the monster (and vampire) is also a gender
script because such creatures are often identified as feminine and outside
cultural norms.

FITCamaro tries to establish the similar claim that instead of women
“being a stereotypical piece of trash with long fingernails,” they should
“just get rid of those ridiculous things.”96 FITCamaro’s member name
invokes gendered interests in automobiles and the associated masculine
aesthetics, while dismissing fingernails as feminine and valueless (or
negatively appraised as lower class). And kileil concludes, “Throw these
women in the garbage.”97 In each of these cases, I attend to and encourage
readings of word choices as important parts of analyzing how individuals
code identities. Commenters associate women with “trash” and “garbage”
as methods of undermining women’s value and proposing to eliminate, or
“throw away,” the associated women. These commenters employ



dismissive, even violent, language that rejects women’s practices and the
associated women by rendering them as tasteless and lower class. They
refuse interrogations of how technologies render women as second-class
citizens while producing gendered hierarchies and class distinctions.

Commenters chide women for their taste and aesthetic decisions as a
means of controlling women’s appearance and behavior. For Tim W.,
fingernails are impediments to women’s standing because they are
associated with “Hookers, housewives from Long Island with big hair and
14 year old girls who are suddenly allowed to use makeup for the first
time.”98 Noticeable fingernails are also conflated with sex work when brian
writes, “Long nails are gross” and “make women look like porn stars.”99
brian tells women to cut their nails to a “business length and stop thinking
that the world revolves around you.” Yet such directives suggest that the
world should revolve around men who imagine themselves as judges and
arbiters. These male commenters dismiss women for being associated with
sex work, while scripting them as sexual objects that are designed for men.
For instance, Sebastian uses humor to produce a gender script when
commenting, “If their fingernails are too long for the iPhone then they are
also too long to give handjobs.”100 Such commenters perform their
normative heterosexuality and try to advance men’s power and sexual
interests. They thereby continue the cultural structuration of women’s
bodies, and arms, as designed to address and to satisfy men. Their ideas that
women’s bodies are configurable and formed for the interests of others
influence understandings of women’s fingernails.

These posters model the kinds of feelings and indignation that Sobieraj
and Berry outline, which lead to misrecognition and miscommunication.
This happens when sxr7171 suggests, “She has a lot of nerve to consider
that an issue that specifically pertains to women. Always trying to find some
way to make every problem on earth a ‘woman only’ thing.”101 sxr7171
engages in exaggeration when indicating that critics suggest all problems
influence only women. Such figurations allow posters to employ outrage as
a means of refusing women’s demands for more rights and interrogation of
the normative gender scripts that situate women as outside of or peripheral
to technology use and design. Rather than identifying the bodies that Apple
and other manufacturers have recognized and missed, sxr7171 creates a
form of straw feminist. People with an interest in revising the associated



gender scripts, including the ways iPhones cannot be used by men, could
work with such feminist critiques and encourage further inclusion rather
than repressing the debate.

There is a cultural tendency to suggest that individuals will (and should)
find ways of accommodating themselves to the gender scripts of devices
over time. The repressive reporting on Watson-Currie’s and other people’s
critiques, as I argue in this chapter, is designed to encourage women to stop
insisting that their fingernails should be acknowledged and should be
included in device design. More generally, the dismissive reporting and
commenting are meant to patrol gender norms. A quick review of
technology forums might suggest that such didactic practices, including
dismissive indications that women should cut their fingernails, result in
women refashioning their self-presentations, downplaying professional
expectations about “nice nails,” and finding that iPhones are no longer a
problem with shorter nails. However, an analysis of more recent blogs,
forums, and women’s magazines suggest that women continue to identify
problems with capacitive phones that are intensified because of their
fingernails. For example, Angela Sitilides shares her thoughts on trying the
“long nails” trend in 2019 and juxtaposes fashion and device configurations.
She chronicles that texting “has been a challenge” and searching “isn’t quite
as quick” as her previous experiences.102 Carly Cardellino’s “15 Things You
Super-Annoyingly Can’t Do With Long Nails” from 2016 describes how
“you have to change your typing ways and use the pads of your finger
more” and “be prepared to hit the wrong keys ALL THE TIME.
alsk@%$@#!”103 Her examples convey how typing with fingernails results
in and meshes errors and frustration. She emphasizes the significance of
these experiences by subtitling the article, “The struggle is real, y’all.”
However, Cardellino does not consider how device designs might address
rather than amplify these occurrences and the associated sentiments.

The Stylus for Fingernails

Forum commenters often respond to women’s critiques of the design of
iPhones by indicating that women should rethink their embodied positions.
For instance, people “suggested typing on the side” of her fingers to Noelle
Buscher, but it is “hard to be accurate.”104 Ken Levine proposes in his blog



that women “could touch the screen with the side of your finger, or the pad
of your finger, or your thumb, or new nose?”105 Levine dismisses the
addressed women as too aesthetically involved (and having employed
cosmetic surgery), while using photographs that objectify women. These
unconventional and sometimes facetious recommendations displace cultural
figurations of hands and fingers as dexterous. Such suggestions, which are
unlikely to result in speedy and facile engagements, often combine the
gender scripts of mobile devices with a more general dismissal of women’s
bodies and experiences. Yet individuals’ proposals for women to adjust their
screen-based typing methods do not account for the ways nails and fingers
hide a portion of the screen. As Lindawcca indicates, “it’s impossible to
even see the ‘pop up confirmation of the letter/number you selected.”106
Women with fingernails are scripted as ignorant, but the people who
chastise them do not understand.

A variety of companies offer peripherals that are meant to address such
quandaries and provide additional ways of engaging with touchscreens. For
instance, I have previously noted how Apple promotes its pencil as an ideal
tool. Other people address the sometimes difficult connection between
devices, styluses, and their hands. The SolidSmack site indicates that
individuals who are challenged by capacitive screens span from the “the
calloused-handed carpenter and the sodden-fingered dishwasher, to persons
struggling with arthritis or Parkinson’s disease.”107 SolidSmack concludes
that “we have all witnessed the struggles associated with touching small
screens, and most of us have had our fair share of infuriating moments.”
The site emphasizes bodily differences and underscores how device glitches
produce feelings. Rather than offering accommodations for all bodies,
digital device designs persist in highlighting and even producing bodily
disability, which includes carpal tunnel syndrome and other sorts of
corporeal pain. SolidSmack adds, “Aside from gloves, it is probably safe to
bet that long fingernails are the most common nemesis of the touchscreen,
and for that reason, Dermatologist Sri Vellanki personally funded her
brainchild innovation to give the world what mother nature could not:
stylish stylus fingernails!” Thus, SolidSmack and Vellanki propose a
counternarrative to Jobs’s insistence that fingers are the natural and best
pointers for everyone.



SolidSmack and Vellanki could fully advance an alternative gender script
by associating women and fingernails with thoughtfulness and innovation.
However, Vellanki and many of the journalists reporting on these
peripherals risk depicting nails as a kind of glitch in the bodily system that
can be resolved with technological intervention. Vellanki offers a nail-like
stylus, which slips over the fingertip, and a prosthetic nail and nail tip that
are attached in the same manner as press-on nails. In the associated
illustrations, a woman employs her burgundy nail to accomplish varied
screen tasks. The development of nail styluses promises to modify women’s
experiences with touchscreens while, in a manner that is related to reporting
on women and capacitive screens, still rendering women and their
fingernails as problems. Amanda Kooser reviews Vellanki’s Nano Nails and
notes, “Long nails and touch screens don’t get along very well.”108 As part
of Vellanki’s description of the stylus, she identifies “problems” with
“hitting the target” because of her nails.109 Vellanki “had to work around”
her “nail to hit the screen.” Her evocation of working around the nail
articulates difficult bodily relationships and distinguishes between the nail
and the targeting finger. It is as if Vellanki could move, or step, around her
nail. Many Internet commenters suggest a similar moving around and
altering of the body when they argue that women who have problems with
capacitive touchscreens should cut their fingernails or stop using the
technologies, rather than considering that technologies can be adjusted to
facilitate people’s needs.

Vellanki associates the fingernail stylus with women. Yet teepingpom
notes that the hand in the video, which demonstrates the peripheral, “looks
like a man’s hand.”110 “Disgusting,” writes Chop-Sue-Me, “Do you know
how dirty long nails are? It also makes you look like a dirty crack whore.
Not sexy at all.”111 These individuals resist the technologization of women’s
hands and suggest that the product and associated women fail to meet men’s
desires, even though the product is designed to facilitate dexterity and
activity rather than eroticization. These comments are troubling since the
individual demonstrating the technology is a woman of color. The
commenters stereotype her and more generally represent women of color as
not feminine, clean, or respectable enough. These posters thus deploy the
kinds of incivility mentioned by Sobieraj and Berry and correlate women of
color with addiction and sex work as methods of degrading them.112 Terms



like “disgusting,” in a similar manner to the earlier texts that I analyze,
imply that the depicted hand and associated woman are not fully human.
The commenters reference normative hands as a means of distinguishing
and elevating white people. Their narratives thus work with many digital
representations of hands, including the hand-pointer.

Chop-Sue-Me and teepingpom correlate women of color with the
monster, even though Vellanki’s Nano Nails are designed to resolve
embodied differences and the ways capacitive screens create problems for
people with longer nails. These renderings of women of color as inhuman is
a common racist convention that I mention in the introduction and in the
previous section. This association is then intensified by commenters’
references to bodily horrors, including feelings of disgust. For example, the
writer Buster Hein references horror texts and unstable and mutable bodies
in “Your Long Fingernails Can Now Be Transformed Into Touchscreen
Styluses.”113 While he has “no idea what it’s like to try to use an iPhone
when you have super long fingernails,” he still feels qualified to describe
women trying to “stab away at their screens like they’re Freddy Krueger.”
Hein thus articulates the status of women while distancing himself from
them and feminine behaviors. Dan Moren similarly reports, “We’re not just
talking Freddy Krueger or Sabretooth here, either. Some women with longer
fingernails are accusing Apple of misogyny.”114 Moren thus hints that
women’s critiques of intolerance are more unacceptable than the murderous
Krueger character in the 1984 horror movie A Nightmare on Elm Street
(directed by Wes Craven) and the ongoing sequels.

Hein and Moren render women as pretechnological monsters that cannot
employ touchscreens. Given the prevalence of narratives about bodily
horror in everyday culture, as I suggest in previous research on wedding
cultures, an attention to such narratives and an employment of the critical
literature on this topic is productive.115 For instance, Carol Clover has noted
that monsters, especially murderers in slasher films, ordinarily kill with
their embodied features and extensions rather than technological devices.116
As Clover and other horror scholars suggest, the monster is removed from
binary gender and functional heterosexuality, which correlates with
reporters’ and commenters’ scripting of women with fingernails as
unrecognizable and not satisfying men’s sexual interests.



Hein and Moren collapse the monstrous male and phallic body of
Krueger with women’s fingernails. Hein proposes a purportedly better
bodily configuration where women can use Nano Nails to “stop looking so
weird when you’re trying to send a text message.” The Nano Nails device is
imagined to better align women’s bodies, to make them presentable, and to
straighten them out. Like journalists’ reporting on iPhones, these
technology writers and commenters reference Nano Nails as a means of
reshaping women’s hands into a form that is more acceptable to the
appraisers. Thus, the comments about the Nano Nails attempt to constrain
women’s hands in the manner that Ahmed identifies. Commenters try to
refuse women’s interventions into iPhones and retention of the specificity of
their hands. In the next section and chapter 4, I continue to address the ways
women recraft normative cultural demands about their hands and fingernails
so that these physiognomic features favor their own aesthetic and political
interests.

Conclusion: The “extra oomph” of Fingernail Extensions

Society often distinguishes between men, who are imagined to have bodies,
and women, who are thought to be bodies, to be available for the male gaze,
and to be too focused on their own appearance. In previous research, I
demonstrate how the scientist Hope Jahren and her #ManicureMonday
hashtag hijacking have addressed gender norms, but also worked against
women’s beauty cultures.117 Jahren encouraged scientists to post images of
their fingernails to Twitter and to use the #ManicureMonday hashtag as a
means of countering what she deemed to be frivolous nail polish
applications. She encouraged women to self-identify with women scientists’
working bodies and to thereby refuse beauty aesthetics, even though the
working body is an aesthetic. Nano Nails provide some intervention into
these distinctions when it advertises “technology and beauty combined for
the modern woman.”118 Yet Emily Blake adopts a similar position to Jahren
when she responds to critiques of iPhones by writing, “Any woman who
wears her nails that long KNOWS it makes simple tasks more difficult.
That’s the choice you make to have a fancy manicure.”119 Blake employs a
version of “it’s her fault” and suggests that women have made bad choices
that take away their rights to interrogate issues. She further establishes



gender scripts by arguing that her “hands are made to do stuff, not look
pretty.” Jahren has asserted, “it’s not about how your hands LOOK it’s
about WHAT THEY CAN DO.”120 These individuals’ deceptive assertions
about choice and the best ways of self-presenting, which try to dissuade
women from choosing to have longer nails and nail applications, fail to
acknowledge different types of embodiment. Individuals’ beauty practices
are a form of doing stuff that is influenced by normalizing cultural pressures
and individuals’ desires. To choose some identities or objects should not
prevent individuals from interrogating the ways they are held back from
inclusion in cultural and design decisions.

Women with fingernails are often dismissed for their aesthetic interests,
as I demonstrate in this chapter, which pushes their hands and nails away.
Academics have also ignored this online debate and therefore elided some
of the gender scripts and normalizing features of iPhones and related
technologies. In overlooking such online contestations, scholars risk
supporting male-centered views of technologies that control and dismiss
feminine aesthetics. However, reporters and commenters, as I indicate in
chapter 2, often celebrate iPhones because of their aesthetic features. In that
chapter, I consider how the touchscreen is figured as an aesthetic device and
as a sometimes troubling skin. For instance, Allan Sampson contrasts
women’s fingernails with human touch and the human body when writing,
the “touch screen requires skin.”121 In a discussion about “Women’s Nails
vs. iPhone,” eastercat advises, “It’s a touch screen. It reacts to skin.”122
These commenters indicate that the touchscreen figures and requires a
specific kind of body, which is not facilitated by fingernails. Of course, as
some commenters have replied, nails and other body parts are capable of
and are often employed in touching.

Women’s accounts of using resistive screens and related devices with
their fingernails also contradict these descriptions of touchscreens as skin
oriented. For instance, adebaybee identifies a “Samsun Omnia” as “99%
responsive to nails poking.”123 She previously used a Hewlett-Packard (HP)
device with a screen-based keyboard and “was able to poke w/o having to
use the stylus.” ljahnke has a “cheap LG Chocolate” and “can type on the
keyboard” with “fake nails.”124 She asks, “Couldn’t Apple offer a choice of
screens for those of us that have fake nails?” Women speak back, raise their
arms, and assert the functional aspects of fingernails in narrating the ways



their bodies work with other devices. They assert that earlier and less
expensive devices were more accommodating and useful. These women
thus propose the utility of embodied extensions and fingernails. Like
Clover’s analysis of monsters and “final girls,” who fight with embodied
extensions, these women with nails render a nonnormative and active
feminine body that works with and through technologies.125

Women’s arms are unfortunately pushed down when Julian Wright
employs an exaggerated version of their narratives to mock them. He “can’t
believe that Apple can’t offer a screen that can be used with fake beards.”126
He has a “cheap LG Chocolate” and “can type on the keyboard” with his
“fake beard. Couldn’t Apple offer a choice of screens for those of us that
have fake beards?” Wright repeats and revises phrases as a means of
undermining women’s critiques. He thereby engages in a version of what
Barbara Johnson describes as “incompatibilities between explicitly
foregrounded assertions and illustrative examples.”127 By referencing and
rethinking Johnson’s reading methods, I want to suggest that Wright
engages in a persistent form of straw figuration. He and other individuals
pretend to repeat and provide examples of texts while actively revising
them as ways of undermining the associated arguments. Wright employs
such an approach to focus readers on what he sees as the normative design
and version of men’s bodies, and through this process, he asserts the rights
of men. Women provide a critical and political problem that he works to
diffuse when their narratives about “poking” disrupt the gender and genital
order enforced by iPhones and the people who use them. Thus, feminist
hands work to reconfigure hierarchies and bodily organizations.

Some of the comments considered earlier in this chapter, including
Watson-Currie’s and adebaybee’s texts, dispute indications that fingernails
are incapacitating. In Annie Kreighbaum’s article about growing her
fingernails, she argues, “Long nails not only visually lengthen your fingers,”
but also provide that “tiny bit of extra oomph you need to grab your phone
from the other side of the table, or reach for the other handle across a fully-
stuffed mesh laundry hamper.”128 The hand with fingernails may thereby be
better at grasping and employing some objects. Kreighbaum extends this
argument when indicating that nails are physical prosthetics that allow
people to perform otherwise undoable things. For Kreighbaum, the
“oomph” of long fingernails includes visual augmentation and extended



reach. It can also result in chips and painful tears. Devices and hardware are
coded as extensions and aspects of people’s bodies through buttons, bumps,
and impressions. Some mobile phones include fingernail ridges that indicate
that individuals can open the phone and thereby render fingernails as always
ready-to-hand tools.

Instructions on how to open up earlier phones often refer to fingernail
slots and grooves. For instance, Tanker Bob reviews the Samsung t629 and
advises that the “slider opens easiest by hooking your thumbnail in the slot
above the screen and pulling with the other hand on the outside rim of the
phone.”129 Wilson Wong’s review notes that the Nokia requires similar
embodied configurations, and “unless you have long fingernails or even a
spoon, trying to dig your thumb in to open the clamshell phone is difficult,
if not impossible.”130 As these reviewers begin to suggest, fingernails are
required tools for some phones and actions. These designs and texts indicate
the ways nails extend bodily functions and underscore the prosthetic aspects
of embodiment. Technological extensions are often embraced features of
contemporary society, including individuals’ online representations, the
shifted conceptual reach of people’s Internet-facilitated communications,
and the attachments that people have to digital media. Academic and
popular readings of Donna Haraway’s cyborg manifesto identify
technologies as prosthetically connected to and extending individuals’
bodies.131 Mobile devices and cars are frequently incorporated into people’s
understandings of the self and may be understood as bodily extremities.

The literature on gender scripts provides useful ways of engaging with
technology designs and intervening in the identification of digital and other
technologies as unbiased tools and bodies. The iPhone’s gender scripts
distinguish between men’s and women’s bodies, technological capacities,
intelligence, rationality, and humanness. Normative men’s empowered
positions are buttressed by the design of the device and people’s refusal of
women’s critiques. Commenters further maintain this traditional societal
structure through name-calling and other containment strategies. Sobieraj
and Berry’s research suggests how such methods coerce women and enforce
the status quo. These tactics, as I note throughout this book, also render
straw versions of feminists and women. Critical texts and popular
intercessions, including the practices that I outline and develop in this book,



are thereby important methods for studying digital culture and intervening
in the experiences of disenfranchised subjects.

People’s identification of iPhones as intuitively usable and women’s
critiques as dated and trivial are methods of denying that men’s bodies and
expectations are empowered by designers, manufacturers, and devices.
They also conceal the larger ways these texts are used to perpetuate
traditional identities and hierarchies. Due to such controlling practices,
academic and popular analyses of gender scripts should include
interrogations of claims about addressing “everyone.” As Rommes suggests,
gender scripts mandate culturally denigrated subjects to change because
these individuals do not (and by design never will) meet cultural norms.132
While the literature underscores how designers and companies produce
notions of users, my study indicates the everyday ways journalists and
commenters render technologies. This includes their association with and
support of brand scripts. My study also points to the need for academics to
further consider the ways individuals and groups support gender scripts.
Without such studies, key facets of gender scripting and their cultural
influences will continue to be normalized and elided.

Ahmed’s analysis of the raised arm provides methods of thinking about
what happens when individuals question gender scripts.133 In her figuration,
the raised arm will not consent to cultural mandates and will not change its
insistence on being recognized and maintaining its own position. Raised
arms and hands can function as protests and can refuse the schemas that
digital devices map for bodies. They do not offer their appendages for use
by managers, companies, and the state. I extend Ahmed’s notion of the
raised arm and employ it and the raised hand and fingernails as theoretical
devices when thinking about computer and online systems, because the
hand is presumed and represented in these settings. Scholarly considerations
of the limits of raised arms are also needed because, as this chapter
demonstrates, individuals rescripted Watson-Currie and other women’s
raised arms as means of maintaining cultural and technological hierarchies.
Hand-pointers, and thus key features of operating systems and interfaces,
keep hands in line. The designers of these representations and methods of
engaging presume that individuals are able to present their hands in certain
configurations and physically and conceptually take up mapped positions.
In a related manner, disability scholarship has shown how deaf and hard-of-



hearing individuals are expected to enact voice phone call norms even when
they are employing asynchronous accessibility options.134 The designers of
hand-pointers and iPhones articulate a normative subject who uses
technologies. However, they also depend on women with fingernails, people
of color, and disabled subjects as methods of indicating that these cohorts
are not ideal (or not participants) and advancing scripts that work against
these constituents.
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