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REPARATIVE SOCIAL MEDIA: RESONANCE 
AND CRITICAL COSMOPOLITANISM IN 
DIGITAL ART

Rochelle Gold 

A young woman wearing a hijab while sitting on a bench in front of 
downtown Minneapolis glances up from her open book and turns to 
face the camera. Born in Somalia, sixteen-year-old Maryan Mohamed 
Ali arrived in the Twin Cities just five years before the photograph was 
taken. Her facial expression is difficult to discern because of the small 
size of the image, which takes up only a fraction of the interface, but 
this moment of interrupted reading amidst a cluster of urban high-rise 
buildings conveys a sense of local belonging. The photograph appears 
surrounded by a web of sinuous, colorful lines on Minneapolis and St. 
Paul Are East African Cities,1 a 2003 experimental hypermedia proj-
ect documenting the everyday lives of East African teenagers living in 
the Twin Cities.2 Minneapolis and St. Paul contains images, audio and 
text contributed by Maryan and eighteen other Twin Cities-based East 
African young adults, ages 17–21. Browsing through this digital archive, 
the user explores a maplike interface in order to uncover the individual 
and communal stories of the teenage contributors. As the user interacts 
with the project and discovers more about the varied habits, memories, 
and histories of the contributors, colorful trails tracing the user’s reading 
path proliferate and accumulate in a dense network. These visual traces 
of the user’s reading history add yet another layer to the rich social net-
works and lived histories mapped throughout the project. Through its 
innovative deployment of social media composition as a compilation of 
historical and reading networks, Minneapolis and St. Paul raises complex 
questions about digital literacy, urban mobility, and social belonging in 
the twenty-first century.

Minneapolis and St. Paul was commissioned as part of the online 
portion of a 2003 Walker Art Center exhibit on art in a global age. 
Artist-in-residence Julie Mehretu gave the teen participants cameras, 
audio recorders, and notebooks to chronicle their everyday lives over 
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a two-week period, and design team Entropy8Zuper! then created 
Minneapolis and St. Paul by using the self-ethnographic images, audio, 
and text provided by the participating teenagers. As the contributors 
grant us fleeting glimpses into their everyday lives, from a shopping 
mall to ceramics class and everywhere in between, the project high-
lights the heterogeneity both of the Twin Cities population in general 
and, more specifically, of the large, diverse population of East African 
immigrants who reside there. Although the initial audience for this 
work was a relatively small, digitally aware, museumgoing public, the 
reception of this work by art blogs and academics informs my argu-
ment that, despite its limits, Minneapolis and St. Paul makes a key con-
tribution to how we conceptualize digital sociality in the twenty-first 
century.3 The project subtly interrogates post-9/11 popular discourse 
on immigrant youth in the United States and offers an alternative 
vision of digital social networking that differs in important ways from 
the data-mining strategies that tend to dominate both corporations and 
states’ digital agendas. Falling in the historical period between 9/11 
and the rise of ubiquitous social media, characterized most familiarly 
by sites like Facebook and Twitter, Minneapolis and St. Paul provides, 
at this remove, a critical cosmopolitan vision of both local belonging 
and transnational mobility.

Figure 1. Minneapolis and St. Paul, screenshot, Twin Cities Are East African Cities, designed 
by Entropy8zuper! and Julie Mehretu, commissioned by Walker Art Center, 2002–3.
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Minneapolis and St. Paul thus exemplifies a genre of new media art 
that I call reparative social media because it uses the tools of social media 
in order to make a complex political intervention. I borrow the term 
reparative from Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s work on queer reading.4 In her 
germinal chapter, Sedgwick argues that most politically progressive aca-
demic scholarship embraces a paranoid hermeneutic in the sense that the 
main aim is to expose the workings of power. While paranoid reading has 
been crucial in bringing injustices to light, Sedgwick points out that it has 
problematically become the dominant credible framework for engaging 
with power because any other approach “has come to seem naïve, pious, 
or complaisant.”5 The limitation of paranoid reading, then, is that it can 
offer us only a kind of knowing hopelessness because the paranoid reader, 
even before beginning to read, already knows that he or she will find 
the oppressive workings of power in any given text. In this way, para-
noid reading can interfere with the opportunity to experience a range of 
affects, particularly any positive affect, as paranoia comes to dominate our 
experience of reading. Later in this essay I discuss two clever political new 
media art projects, September 12: A Toy World and They Rule, which both 
exemplify the paranoid perspective as they deliver a clear, concise political 
message at the expense of circumscribing meaning and forestalling the 
potential for any long-term engagement.

Moving away from the “tracing-and-exposure project” of paranoid 
reading,6 Sedgwick ultimately advocates for “reparative reading,” which 
might include a wide range of affective modes of reading beyond the per-
vasive paranoid one. In particular, Sedgwick notes that reparative read-
ing might offer surprise, both “terrible” and “good,”7 and hope, which, 
although “often a fracturing, even a traumatic thing to experience, is 
among the energies by which the reparatively positioned reader tries to 
organize the fragments and part-objects she encounters or creates.”8 A 
key question for my purposes thus becomes this: Can a reparative her-
meneutic, which contains potentially contradictory affects and discourses, 
have any political relevance as a means for rethinking our relationship to 
the forces of hyperindustrial neoliberal globalization or is it simply a naïve 
excuse for opting out of engaging in a substantive critical art practice? 
Through a close reading of Minneapolis and St. Paul, I argue that politi-
cally oriented new media art modeling a reparative approach through its 
openness to surprise and to positive affect offers the user a more complex, 
ambiguous, and long-term engagement. Reparative reading then shifts 
our notion of political art by foregrounding multiplicity, surprise, and 
positive affect, and by proliferating uncertainty and contradiction rather 
than by narrowly delimiting meaning.
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I suggest that new media art becomes reparative through its use of 
self-reflexive and historically situated social media composition. Whereas 
user-generated content is most frequently associated with Web 2.0, and 
particularly with popular commercial social networking sites like Facebook 
and YouTube, rather than with digital art, reparative social media com-
bines the two so that the relatively obscure genre of experimental hyper-
media and the relatively ubiquitous everyday practices of social media 
composition comingle to create new digital forms. In this way, reparative 
social media differs substantially from many popular social media practices 
because it places user-generated content into a critical context. Unlike the 
Web 2.0 version of social media that frequently presents user-generated 
content out of context and for commercial gain, all of the reparative social 
media discussed in this essay point toward the powerful, and often unre-
alized, political potential of user-generated content when it is critically 
archived and publically presented as historically situated knowledge.

Reparative social media, as exemplified by Minneapolis and St. Paul, is 
able to do this through its self-reflexive and historically engaged display of 
user-generated content documenting teenagers and their everyday move-
ments through urban and digital networks. Furthermore, Minneapolis and 
St. Paul asks us to reflect on our own digital reading strategies as we read, 
offering the user a limited but meaningful opportunity for digital interac-
tivity that further opens the way for resonance and unexpected affinities. 
Through its critical display of multimedia user-generated content from 
immigrant youth, Minneapolis and St. Paul demands that we rethink the 
very nature of literacy, mobility, and sociality in the early twenty-first cen-
tury as the overly utopian false promises of cyberspace give way to a messy 
assemblage of everyday life lived at once both on and off the Web. In the case 
of Minneapolis and St. Paul, the self-reflexive, reading and data-generating 
subject represents herself or himself in relation to a networked community 
with local and transnational ties; the historically situated knowledge of the 
East African teen participants manifests itself as a critical cosmopolitanism, 
which remains open to inclusive social relations even as it embraces differ-
ence, and, finally, the multiplicity of identities, desires, habits, and memo-
ries depicted in the project might move and surprise the user, ultimately 
offering the potential for a sustained engagement.

Political Digital Art

Minneapolis and St. Paul should be read within the larger context of politi-
cally oriented Net art beginning in the early 2000s and continuing into the 
present day. During this time, a number of artists and writers have used 
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Web-based art to critique and disrupt oppressive, hegemonic political and 
cultural narratives, particularly those coming from the United States after 
9/11. Among a number of treatments of these new media projects,9 which 
are commonly known as tactical media, Rita Raley offers the most com-
prehensive account.10 According to Raley, tactical media relies on a “mic-
ropolitics of disruption, intervention, and education” in order to reveal 
or temporarily disable systems of hyperindustrial, neoliberal oppression.11 
With a strong focus on visualizing and critiquing power, tactical media 
tends to enact what would be a paranoid reading in Sedgwick’s terms.

September 12: A Toy World (2003),12 a short game simulation that cri-
tiques global US military intervention, is perhaps the most well-known 
example of tactical media. In this self-consciously unwinnable simulation, 
which borrows from the visual language of video games, the user has a 
bird’s-eye view of a Middle Eastern city populated by moving figures 
identified as either terrorists or civilians. The user can try to kill terrorists 
by pointing and clicking the cursor; however, the subsequent explosion is 
always delayed, causing the user to miss his or her target and, frequently, 
to kill civilians. As the user drops more bombs and increases the collat-
eral damage, more terrorist figures begin to emerge out of the rubble to 
populate the city. Aside from bombing the city, there are no other options 
to explore; the highly constrained, repetitive interactivity of the interface 
therefore leaves no opportunity for the user to make meaningful naviga-
tional choices, which, of course, is by design. The message of September  12 
is clear: the only rational action is military inaction. While it effectively 
makes its point about the futility of war, as bombing campaigns within 
the logic of the game only breed more terrorists, September 12 does not 
allow for a more sustained, long-term engagement with its ideas because 
the user figures it out relatively quickly. September 12, like a number of 
other tactical media interventions, offers a clever and succinct political 
message but ultimately tells the reader what he or she already knows.

Likewise, Josh On’s data visualization They Rule (2004) embraces a 
paranoid approach in order to stage a political intervention.13 They Rule 
maps the social networks of the boards of directors for major transna-
tional corporations in order to offer a visual critique of the consolidation 
of wealth in the United States in the hands of a miniscule portion of the 
overall population. Although the user can choose to create maps by using 
data from a range of different companies, including Wal-Mart, Bank of 
America, and Verizon, all of the different maps ultimately tell the same 
story about the closed social networks of the powerful: “they rule.” Like 
other examples of tactical media, They Rule encourages users to interac-
tively make by building a social network; however, the results of the user’s 
efforts are always the same even if the details are different. In this way, 
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both September 12 and They Rule use repetitive interactivity in order to 
emphasize the powerlessness of the user in the face of violence and trans-
national capitalism, respectively. The link between ostensible interactivity 
and political impotence problematizes some recent scholarship in digital 
media studies and the digital humanities that valorizes building, mak-
ing, and interaction as the key to digital literacy.14 The limited scope of 
the paranoid reading offered by tactical media suggests that hypermedia 
interactivity must be linked to a range of ways of seeing and knowing, 
particularly historically and culturally embodied ways of knowing that 
Donna Haraway has referred to as “situated knowledges,”15 in order to 
allow for a more complex approach to socially engaged literacy.

Defining Reparative Social Media

Reparative social media potentially offers us a historically situated and 
socially engaged literacy that resonates with, but ultimately has different 
priorities than, tactical media. By borrowing from everyday digital prac-
tices, particularly social media composition, reparative social media goes 
beyond the worthwhile, yet limited, aims and representational strategies 
of tactical media in order to offer a more inclusive vision of digital art. The 
increasing importance of user-generated content in new media art in the 
early part of the twenty-first century has been noted by Marjorie Lovejoy, 
Christiane Paul, and Victoria Vesna, who contend that user-generated 
content is now central to new media art because artists are transforming 
themselves from content providers to context providers who use their art 
to critically frame user-generated content.16 Some scholars might debate 
the extent to which user-generated content needs critical framing. For 
example, many media theorists have been generally enthusiastic about 
the potential of everyday practices of social media composition to create 
positive social change. For instance, Henry Jenkins highlights inventive 
content created by fans of Harry Potter, Star Wars, and The Matrix in order 
to demonstrate how everyday social media use enables sophisticated and 
potentially subversive engagement with popular culture.17 Jenkins thus 
proposes that critical fan engagement “may be preparing the way for a 
more meaningful public culture.”18 Similarly, Yochai Benkler advocates 
for the value of “peer-production” as a means to “improve the practiced 
experience of democracy, justice and development, a critical culture, and 
community.”19

On the other hand, based on her experiments researching and teach-
ing through YouTube, Alexandra Juhasz contends that critics have 



www.manaraa.com

	 REPARATIVE SOCIAL MEDIA	 129

overemphasized the critical and creative potential of user-generated 
content and that opportunities for self-reflexive social media compo-
sition are highly limited on commercial social networking sites. In her 
innovative digital book Learning from YouTube (2011),20 Juhasz suggests 
that social media is most often characterized by trivial, uninteresting, 
and unimaginative content instead of the more innovative and critically 
engaged contributions identified by critics like Jenkins. For instance, 
Juhasz gives her students an assignment to create a viral video, offering an 
automatic “A” in the class for the creator of the video with the most views, 
which she hopes might lead to creative appropriation of the capabilities of 
YouTube. Instead, Juhasz describes the resulting videos as mostly “god-
awful rehashes of paltry popular culture. A few—the highest rated among 
them—are stolen music videos that were reuploaded.”21 From this assign-
ment and others, Juhasz shows that YouTube, on its own, is not especially 
conducive for learning, community building, or knowledge production. 
Nevertheless, through her digital book Learning from YouTube, Juhasz 
ultimately concludes that, under the right circumstances, YouTube can 
become a site for self-reflexive, critical media interventions. She writes, 
“Information cannot become knowledge without a map, a structure, and 
an ethics.”22 The form of the digital book then does what the architecture 
of YouTube itself cannot easily do: it offers a critical map for reading. In 
this way, Learning from YouTube underscores the need to modify overly 
optimistic claims about the value of everyday social media use, as the proj-
ect points to the difficulty of producing critical knowledge within com-
mercial platforms. At the same time, by modeling how YouTube might 
be remixed for educational purposes, Learning from YouTube resonates 
with Benkler and Jenkins’s claims for valuing potential opportunities for 
agency on the part of users within Web 2.0 social networks, in spite of the 
limitations.

Moreover, Marxist media scholars have also problematized the posi-
tive rhetoric around social media by showing that user-generated con-
tent and labor exploitation are often closely linked. For instance, Tiziana 
Terranova argues that user-generated content is a problematic euphe-
mism for “free labor.”23 Playing with this idea, Aaron Koblin’s browser 
art project The Sheep Market (2006) self-reflexively takes advantage of 
free labor to critique the assumptions of neoliberalism.24 Using a Web 2.0 
program geared toward employers trying to access cheap, flexible work-
ers, Koblin solicited over 10,000 images of “a sheep facing left” for $.02 
each and then sold the images for a substantial profit. Thus, The Sheep 
Market reveals how contributors of user-generated content are also an 
exploited labor force. At the same time, the images, which range from 
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mundane to subversive, reflect Terranova’s succinct characterization of 
the contradictory nature of user-generated content where the user’s “pro-
ductive activities” are “pleasurably embraced and at the same time often 
shamelessly exploited.”25 In this way, the commissioned sheep aptly sym-
bolize both the unthinking user being herded along in the information 
economy and the capitalist takeover of the web while simultaneously 
reflecting the creative potential of user-generated content, with some of 
the sheep facing the wrong direction, having sex, or riding in rocket ships. 
Moreover, the unique interactivity of the project, where users can view 
a flash animation of any of the sheep drawings in process from start to 
finish, at times points to the pleasure of imaginative labor even within 
exploitative regimes.

The Sheep Market then complicates the dichotomy I have established 
between tactical media and reparative social media because it provides 
both a paranoid critique of neoliberal capitalism and a glimpse at the 
heterogeneous workings of affect within networked culture. As a result, 
The Sheep Market contains elements of both tactical media and reparative 
social media; however, whereas a tactical media reading would empha-
size the role of artist Aaron Koblin as an active social agent intervening in 
digital labor exploitation, the reparative social media reading that I pro-
pose here prioritizes the experience of the reader encountering the self-
reflexive and imaginative user-generated assemblage of sheep. This is the 
key distinction between these two models for understanding new media 
art: tactical media emphasizes the role of the artist, while reparative social 
media prioritizes the experience of the user. Both Learning from YouTube 
and The Sheep Market point to the value of bringing everyday social media 
practices in contact with experimental hypermedia in order to transform 
the potential for social media composition to offer meaningful critical 
agency. This does not necessarily devalue the potential for some everyday 
social media practices to become critical acts as Henry Jenkins has sug-
gested; rather, it demonstrates the concerns shared between new media 
art and critical social media use.

Other browser art projects, which I refer to as reparative social media, 
also employ user-generated content in a similarly reflexive manner, but 
they do so with the specific aim of giving voice to politically marginal-
ized communities that do not historically have access to new media and to 
embracing the messy, unpredictable assemblages of user-generated con-
tent without trying to flatten out difference, contradiction, or uncertainty. 
In addition to Minneapolis and St. Paul, which displays self-ethnographic 
content from the everyday lives of East African immigrants in the Twin 
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Cities, the following are examples of reparative social media: Public 
Secrets (2007), which documents the experiences of women in a prison 
in California;26 Ka Fitfitu Feetu (2003), which contains images and first-
person accounts of Ethiopian people living with HIV and AIDS;27 Border 
Film Project (2005), which juxtaposes images taken both by migrants 
and law enforcement around the US–Mexico border;28 and Flight Paths 
(2007–), which tells the story of a migrant from Pakistan falling out of 
a plane bound for England.29 These new media art projects show the 
everyday survival strategies of people living under difficult conditions, 
particularly those who are unable to move and those who are compelled 
to do so. The projects that I have mentioned here generally diverge from 
the short-term interventionist approach of tactical media, which tends to 
focus on revealing the wide-reaching networks of economic, political, and 
social power; instead, reparative social media projects turn to imaginative 
archiving as a response to injustice. Digital media, then, primarily func-
tions as a self-reflexive technology of memory and self-composition. By 
combining art practice with digital archiving functionality, these projects 
suggest that remembering and building social affinities are meaningful 
political acts.

All of these projects harness user-generated content in hyperme-
dia formats for political critique in a way that would not be possible 
by using only the tools of commercial social media. The posed, smil-
ing pictures of the contributors with their friends appearing again and 
again throughout Minneapolis and St. Paul could easily appear on popu-
lar social media sites like Friendster, MySpace, and Facebook, which 
were all launched between 2002 and 2004, just around the time that 
Minneapolis and St. Paul was completed. However, Minneapolis and St. 
Paul depicts a social network that bears only a small resemblance to the 
aforementioned commercial social networking sites for several reasons. 
First, as a small-scale, collaborative project, it offers an alternative to the 
opaque, undemocratic governance of large-scale commercial social net-
working sites. Rebecca MacKinnon argues, “[C]orporations and gov-
ernments that build, operate and govern cyberspace are not being held 
sufficiently accountable for their exercise of power over the lives and 
identities of those who use digital networks. They are sovereigns oper-
ating without the consent of the networked.”30 Although individuals 
willingly sign up for social media accounts, MacKinnon points out that 
they are guaranteed no voice in how these sites are governed and that 
the governance can have serious consequences for privacy, free speech, 
and human rights.
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Collaborative small-scale reparative social media like Minneapolis and 
St. Paul that bring designers, contributors, and artists together potentially 
allow contributors to have more of a voice in how and to what ends their 
data are accessed, presented, and archived than can be found on large-
scale social networking sites. Reparative social media thus provides an 
alternative to Web 2.0 as it attempts to deploy user-generated content 
ethically rather than for commercial or political gain. However, the not 
insignificant downside of collaborative, experimental hypermedia is that 
it circulates among only a very small set of individuals unlike the widely 
circulated, so-called spreadable contents of commercial social networking 
sites.31 In this way, reparative social media resolves some issues around 
governance at the expense of scale and circulation.

A second key distinction between reparative social media and commer-
cial social media is the level of interactivity that each affords. Minneapolis 
and St. Paul is interactive in a minimal way as compared to commer-
cial social media. The project displays only content contributed by the 
nineteen participants over a two-week period without allowing users to 
upload their own content or to comment on the site; as a result, users are 
invited to become readers rather than contributors. On the other hand, 
commercial social media sites encourage users to be as active as possible 
in the production of content, and they constantly prompt users to “write 
a comment” or to “share your thoughts.” The core mechanic on popular 
social networking sites often involves collecting as many friends or fol-
lowers as possible, and the interface is frequently organized based on an 
easily digestible, linear chronology. José van Dijck emphasizes that these 
functionalities are not technologically inevitable, but rather that “they 
are firmly rooted in an ideology that values hierarchy, competition, and a 
winner-takes-all mind-set.”32 On the other hand, when we read through 
Minneapolis and St. Paul, the rhizomatic structure of the project asks us 
to consider social ties not in terms of quantity of friends but rather in 
terms of connections between individuals and asks us to look at the ways 
that the present and the past are inextricably entangled with each other, 
thereby opening up the possibility for an alternative, potentially more 
community-based and socially engaged sense of social media.

Interactivity and the Production of Resonance

The complex interactivity of Minneapolis and St. Paul, then, is a crucial 
element for fostering reparative reading and creating a new vision of 
social media. To access the project’s content, users must experimentally 
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manipulate nineteen small circles that each represent one of the nine-
teen East African contributors. The user is likely to be disoriented 
immediately because there is no map of the site as a whole, no clear 
sequence to follow, and no beginning or end. In addition, by design, 
Minneapolis and St. Paul reconfigures differently each time it is opened, 
making it likely that each user will experience the content in differ-
ent sequences based on the reconfiguration of the interface and on his 
or her navigational choices. User disorientation is common among 
experimental hypermedia compositions, and, although some critics 
like George Landow have suggested that disorientation can become “a 
source of pleasure,”33 others like Kathleen Fitzpatrick point out that 
disorientation is often a source of frustration. Fitzpatrick describes her 
students’ process of reading experimental hypermedia in this way: “[T]
hey stab randomly at it, trying to find their way somewhere; they wan-
der aimlessly, trying to make sense of their paths; they finally give up, 
not at all sure how much of the text they’ve actually read, or what they 
should have taken from it.”34

Minneapolis and St. Paul self-reflexively plays around with the recur-
ring issue of disorientation, thereby transforming the potential diffi-
culty, ambiguity, and uncertainty associated with hypermedia into an 
opportunity to read digital self-ethnography reparatively. The inter-
face itself, an abstract map representing the Twin Cities with blocks 
of color rather than with highways, neighborhoods, or major build-
ings, serves as an apt metaphor for the move from disorientation to 
reparative reorientation that the project demands of the user. By not 
mapping directly onto an aerial photographic map like Google Maps 
or MapQuest, Minneapolis and St. Paul underscores the constructed-
ness of all apparently objective representations of space and offers a 
map that stresses what Donna Haraway has referred to as the “his-
torical contingency of all knowledge claims.”35 Other feminist critics 
of science and technology like Johanna Drucker argue that “the ideol-
ogy of almost all information visualization is anathema to humanistic 
thought” because of its fundamental reliance on the assumptions of 
scientific discourse about temporality and spatiality.36 By not mapping 
the contributors’ lives onto an easily legible Cartesian map, Minneapolis 
and St. Paul posits a relationship to space that defies the boundedness 
of a photorealistic map. At the same time, since the imaginative geog-
raphy represented on the interface cannot be used to pinpoint the pre-
cise routes and whereabouts of the contributors, the user’s viewing and 
reading practices are not oriented toward surveilling or tracking the 
contributors.
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Because of the initial disorientation, the core mechanic of Minneapolis 
and St. Paul becomes exploratory navigation: the user must experimentally 
click and drag icons to gain a sense of the content and to try to discover 
a strategy for reading. Disorientation, then, is an important characteris-
tic of Minneapolis and St. Paul because it gives the user the opportunity 
to remain open to surprise and positive affect through the open-ended 
interactive process of exploration. While Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s afore-
mentioned students perhaps find frustration in this process because many 
examples of literary or artistic hypermedia are slow to offer a payoff for 
the disorientation they cause, the users of Minneapolis and St. Paul can still 
access substantive content even as they work to understand the interactiv-
ity. The concept of interactivity itself is highly contested, and, as Espen 
Aarseth has argued, claims for user empowerment through digital inter-
activity tend to be vastly overstated.37 In this case, Minneapolis and St. Paul 
is interactive in the sense that users can make some meaningful choices 
about how to read the text even as other choices are highly constrained. 
For instance, there is no way to pause or to end an audio clip before it is 
finished, so the user is sometimes compelled to listen to over a minute 
of white noise from a school hallway or to a full conversation in an East 
African language before being able to continue exploring. In compari-
son to new media projects like September 12 and They Rule, which each 
allow users to either make or destroy, the user of Minneapolis and St. Paul, 

Figure 2. Minneapolis and St. Paul, screenshot, Twin Cities Are East African Cities, designed 
by Entropy8zuper! and Julie Mehretu, commissioned by Walker Art Center, 2002–3.
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who interacts by exploring, might appear to be in a more passive posi-
tion. However, while the aforementioned tactical media projects use their 
interactivity to produce a specific response in the user, the open-ended 
exploratory navigation of Minneapolis and St. Paul ultimately offers a 
more significant interactivity because it is not intended to create any sin-
gle response on the part of the user. Instead, exploratory navigation of the 
rich, complex user-generated content has a reparative potential because it 
might have a range of effects on the user.

The apparent limitations on the level of interactivity of the site effec-
tively position the user as an outsider to the social network of the nineteen 
contributors, even as the user’s navigation of the site resonates with the 
fraught mobility portrayed in the content of the project. James Tobias 
contends that the divide between the interactivity of the site, which is 
experienced by the user, and the user-generated content, which was 
contributed in 2002 by the East African participants, enables an “ethi-
cal address of the interfacial subject.”38 This ethical address thus occurs 
because of the resonance between the user’s interactivity and the teen con-
tributors’ content. How does the project establish this resonance? In order 
to access the images, audio, and text associated with each teenager, the 
user needs to manipulate the placement of the circles, which each repre-
sent one of the teenagers. The haptic engagement exerted by the user to 
access content mirrors the numerous local and transnational circuits of 
mobility displayed within the user-generated content. For example, con-
tributor Ifrah Jimale relates that within 1989–2002, she has astoundingly 
“lived in 38 houses, 7 countries, and traveled in 3 continents.”39 Images of 
Ifrah’s voluntary, everyday mobility in the local setting of the Twin Cities 
is juxtaposed with the nonvoluntary hypermobility of Ifrah’s experience 
as a refugee. Ifrah depicts herself in the present day as extremely mobile, 
knowledgeable, and capable of navigating the space of the Twin Cities 
downtown. At the same time, her fragmentary memories tell a story of 
repeated displacement, separation from loved ones, detention, despair, 
and adoption. The user’s exploratory navigation of the interface, as well as 
the haptic motion required to call up each piece of Ifrah’s user-generated 
content, resonate with Ifrah’s complicated relationship to mobility.

Although the contributors frequently include photographs of them-
selves and others walking through crowded school hallways, traversing 
city streets, and riding in cars or on buses, images of Ifrah and other young 
women in hijabs moving through the city are particularly striking. These 
images push back on post-9/11 discourse about Muslim women in the 
public sphere that paradoxically problematized Muslim women’s garb for 
being hypervisible while at the same time apparently making the wearer 
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invisible. Not only do the young women who appear in Minneapolis and 
St. Paul wearing clothing that identifies them as Muslim demonstrate 
their everyday belonging in urban US public space, but the interactiv-
ity of the project and the urban mobility portrayed in the content might 
create a feeling of affinity between the user and contributors like Ifrah. 
In her work on race in digital art, Jennifer González argues that, rather 
than striving for an ill-conceived digital race-neutral utopia, digital art 
might become a space to work out how to ethically encounter differ-
ence by embracing conflict and difficulty.40 Although Minneapolis and St. 
Paul does not seek to create conflict, it does resist a tendency critiqued 
by González where the user of digital art tries on the visual appearance 
of the racial other. González asks, “[W]hat are the conditions for ethi-
cal relations that entail encounters with racial difference?”41 and, in this 
case, the interactivity of Minneapolis and St. Paul paired with the user-
generated content offers resonance as one possible mode for doing so.

As the user moves the dots and accesses the user-generated content, col-
ored lines tracing the user’s path through the material begin to crisscross 
the interface.42 The user’s experience of reading thus becomes visually 
intermingled with the content of the project, and apparently passive digi-
tal reading is recoded as active since reading is visualized as a process of 
writing oneself onto a text. The interface then offers multiple perspectives 

Figure 3. Minneapolis and St. Paul, screenshot, Twin Cities Are East African Cities, designed 
by Entropy8zuper! and Julie Mehretu, commissioned by Walker Art Center, 2002–3.
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and temporalities: the present of the user whose reading choices generate 
colorful lines, the present of the individual contributor represented by the 
small circles, the past of the individual contributor represented by black 
stars, and the past of East African political history, extending as far back 
as the Middle Ages, represented by dates and descriptions appearing at 
the margins of the interface. Through the process of reading, these layers 
interpenetrate one another as the history and culture of East Africa and 
the experiences of the contributors emerge inextricably intertwined. This 
strong link between the present and the past is vital for the reparative 
effect of the project because it belies any attempt on the part of the user to 
look for a straightforward historical narrative. Whereas paranoid reading 
demands a narrative with a sense of cause and effect, reparative reading 
allows for openness to multiplicity and uncertainty in relation to the past, 
present, and, perhaps most significantly, the future.

Networked Critical Cosmopolitanism

The complex relationship not only to temporality but also to local and trans-
national spaces surfaces throughout the content of Minneapolis and St. Paul. 
One instance of this is contributor Gada Beshir’s interview with his class-
mate Iveplag about his background and future plans. The lengthy audio 
recording is accompanied by descriptive text that reads “Friend from Togo 
(West Africa)”43 and a photograph of the two young men sitting in a class-
room facing a desktop computer, with a world map and a US map mounted 
on the wall behind them. Iveplag relates his story of growing up in France, 
where his mother and sisters still reside, before moving with his father to the 
Twin Cities. Gada seems taken aback at several points in the interview that 
Iveplag’s life experience does not necessarily conform to his expectations for 
West African identity. For instance, Gada prompts Iveplag, “Wow, you’re 
lucky, you speak more than how many languages?”44 and seems startled to 
learn the answer: French and English. Iveplag speaks European languages 
rather than a language specifically originating from West Africa, and, in 
doing so, he potentially unsettles Gada’s and the user’s expectations about 
West African social identity. Gada also seems surprised upon learning that 
his friend from Togo has visited West Africa only a handful of times and 
that he claims, presumably hyperbolically, to “know nothing about Togo.”45 
In this way, Gada discovers that Iveplag has ties to three continents and that 
his identity includes but also exceeds the West African label. This moment 
of Gada’s surprise and learning potentially resonates with the reader’s sur-
prise at experiencing the content.



www.manaraa.com

138	 Rochelle Gold 

This small exchange between Gada and Iveplag further sheds light 
on Minneapolis and St. Paul as a whole, as the user-generated content 
often exceeds the tongue-in-cheek limits set by the title, Minneapolis and 
St. Paul Are East African Cities. Throughout, the user-generated content 
signals that the Twin Cities might be East African cities, but that they are 
also more than that, as well, especially as evidenced by the appearance of 
West African, Hmong, Latino, and white individuals, among others. The 
declarative statement in the title, then, highlights East Africans in the 
Twin Cities even as it ironically points to the mutability and contingency 
of the American urban landscape.

Transnational movement characterizes Iveplag’s life, and while on the 
one hand, Gada exclaims, “[Y]ou get to go to France whenever you want?”46 
on the other hand this kind of mobility is typical of the experiences of many 
of their friends and classmates. In fact, both young men are invested in a 
cosmopolitan vision of their lives in the Twin Cities; Gada proposes the idea 
of their high school being full of “brothers from all parts of Africa,”47 and 
Iveplag responds that he has friends from “all countries: Somalia, Ethiopia, 
Sudan, Egypt, Morocco.”48 The young men rewrite the presumably white, 
homogeneous space of the Midwestern city as a cosmopolitan gathering of 
diasporic African communities where East Africans like Gada and West 
Africans like Iveplag tie their identities to various transnational sites outside 
the bounds of the nation-state and imagine a social network based on affin-
ity rather than on shared ethnic or national identity.

A critical cosmopolitan sensibility then becomes visible as the East 
African young adults self-reflexively represent both their experiences 
of diaspora and their connections with groups and individuals spanning 
multiple transnational sites. A number of scholars have critiqued the con-
notations around the term cosmopolitanism. Timothy Brennan has argued 
that the discourse of cosmopolitanism tends to be Eurocentric and apo-
litical,49 and Lisa Nakamura has characterized some strands of cosmo-
politanism as “cosmetic” because they commodify so-called exotic bodies 
and places primarily to offer the American consumer a digital, colonial-
ist gaze.50 However, Rebecca Walkowitz convincingly contends that the 
adjective “critical” can subvert the potentially negative or superficial con-
notations around “cosmopolitan,” as the former “tends to imply double 
consciousness, comparison, negation, and persistent self-reflection.”51 The 
cosmopolitanism emerging in Minneapolis and St. Paul enacts Walkowitz’s 
notion of critical cosmopolitanism through its representation of the hetero-
geneous social networks, multiple literacies, and complex identities and 
social interactions of the participants whose everyday lives it documents. 
Minneapolis and St. Paul thus functions reparatively as Gada and Iveplag 
look for affinity with each other without obscuring their differences. 
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As all nineteen contributors position themselves in relation to the user, 
to one another, to a set of overlapping and fragmentary histories, and to 
the urban space of the Twin Cities, they collectively demonstrate a critical 
cosmopolitan sensibility where belonging is hopefully imagined as par-
tial, contingent, and ultimately possible, if always fraught.

This critical cosmopolitanism takes on new meaning in light of the 
events of 9/11, which occurred not long before the collection of user-
generated content for Minneapolis and St. Paul. 9/11 visibly intensified 
xenophobia and militarism directed against Muslims, immigrants, and 
people of color within the United States, who became subject to increased 
profiling, surveillance and detention. In this way, 9/11 might affect con-
tributors to Minneapolis and St. Paul doubly, as individuals with ties both to 
the United States and to apparently newly suspicious foreign regions. The 
contributors to Minneapolis and St. Paul negotiate this potential binary by 
expressing grief, surprise, and fear even as they also implicitly and explic-
itly place the events of 9/11 in a broader context of global conflict and dis-
placement. For instance, Farhiyo Ahmed and Maryan Mohamed Ali both 
include images of student art and writing displayed in their schools that 
respond to 9/11. Farhiyo’s photograph includes an image of an American 
flag with the words “God Bless America” on top, and Maryan’s contribu-
tion shows an image of the World Trade Center. In both photographs, the 
iconic images of the American flag and the World Trade Center are each 
respectively framed by student writing. As a result, the visual rhetoric 
of American nationalism implicit in each image appears but is also sub-
verted because it is located in a broader context of what Farhiyo describes 
as students’ “thoughts and feelings.”52

The words of another contributor, Abdulahi Hussein, resonate with 
these images as he reflects that 9/11 “affected me because I am American 
and I feared a second attack since.”53 Abdulahi then firmly identifies him-
self as American in the same way that the image of the American flag 
and the words “God Bless America” taken by Farhiyo articulate a sense 
of both national belonging and national mourning. Nevertheless, these 
images and identifications are complicated by other non-US nationalist 
discourse throughout Minneapolis and St. Paul, including an image con-
tributed by Shamso Ahmed of a Somali flag surrounded by the words 
“Whatever happens Somalia is my country” and glossed by a caption stat-
ing, in reference to Somalia, “I cannot imagine what to say except I love 
you forever.”54 US and East African nationalist discourses, then, coexist 
throughout the project, thereby complicating the notion that the contribu-
tors might have a unitary sense of national or transnational identification.

Another contributor, Edao Dawano, proudly expresses Oromo nation-
alist sentiment throughout his contributions to Minneapolis and St. Paul. 
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Nonetheless, his response to 9/11 extends beyond Oromo nationalism as 
it gestures toward resonance with US nationalism. Edao reflects on 9/11 
in some detail, recalling feeling “seriously disturbed” as he witnessed 
the collapse of the World Trade Center on TV. He explains, “I used to 
think that America is the safest place to live. However, what happened 
on September 11, 2001[,] reminds me of the life of fear of the refugee,”55 
thereby expressing sorrow without resorting to rhetoric of American 
exceptionalism. Rather than echoing a “with us or against us” rhetoric, 
Edao finds resonance between his experience as a refugee and his experi-
ence of 9/11 from within the United States. Through a critical cosmo-
politan lens, he thus rewrites the experience of 9/11 as part of his own 
history of displacement, and 9/11 becomes a site for empathy rather than 
for paranoia. In this way, the complex and competing discourses of local, 
national, and transnational belonging emerging in response to 9/11 and 
the ambiguity they create provide the potential for reparative reading, 
where surprise, resonance, and affinity are possible, as opposed to a para-
noid reading practice that tends to be more clear, predictable, and easily 
digestible. The reparative hermeneutic in Minneapolis and St. Paul allows 
critical cosmopolitan belonging to emerge, both from the individual 
contributors and, perhaps most importantly, from the way that they col-
lectively articulate overlapping, but contradictory, discourses of social 
belonging.

The content of Minneapolis and St. Paul, then, demonstrates how social 
media composition in the context of new media art can lead to meaning-
ful knowledge production. The fact that Minneapolis and St. Paul does 
not focus on teaching the East African contributors how to write code but 
instead allows them to critically annotate their surroundings points to the 
need to prioritize critical knowledge production over technical literacy. 
For Christopher Kelty, the former and the latter tend to be closely inter-
twined. Based on his ethnographic research, Kelty suggests that knowl-
edge of code enables individuals to create “recursive publics” where the 
individuals who comprise a public sphere are “vitally concerned with the 
material and practical maintenance and modification of the technical, legal, 
practical, and conceptual means of its own existence as a public.”56 In this way, 
Kelty’s solution to issues around Internet governance raised by critics like 
Rebecca MacKinnon is to encourage individuals to develop the technical 
skills necessary to create and maintain digital tools and spaces operated 
through consensus rather than through a corporate top–down approach. 
As promising as this model of the technically savvy recursive public may 
be, it threatens to establish technical literacy as a prerequisite for develop-
ing critical communities through digital networks.
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Other scholars emphasize critical knowledge production over code as 
a way for a wider range of communities to access meaningful forms of 
literacy in the twenty-first century. Adam Banks argues that narrow con-
ceptions of literacy and composition are insufficient in the twenty-first 
century because they tend to exclude an array of formal and informal, 
imaginative and historically situated, African American practices that 
produce valuable forms of knowledge. In particular, Banks suggests that 
the African American figure of the DJ, who has a deep familiarity with 
historical music genres and expertly composes by creatively combining 
sound to produce new musical formations, offers a model of multimodal 
literacy that encompasses a “wide range of cultural practices, multiple lit-
eracies, rhetorical mastery, and knowledge of traditions.”57 Like Kelty, 
Banks argues for the importance of networked sociality as a key to digital 
literacy; however, unlike Kelty, Banks demonstrates that technical fluen-
cies are only a small part of a spectrum of skills, literacies, and knowl-
edges that we may use to interact with others and to build community. In 
this way, meaningful knowledge production in digital environments goes 
far beyond simply using social media or learning to code; instead, it comes 
from using the tools of digital media to address issues of importance to 
individuals and communities.

New media art like Minneapolis and St. Paul that relies on user-
generated content, then, offers an inclusive model for digital literacy that 
avoids prioritizing the ability to code above all else. It also provides a cor-
rective to the relative invisibility of female and nonwhite digital media 
users in a number of scholarly ethnographic accounts where white male 
users are frequently presented as the norm. In Minneapolis and St. Paul, 
the ability of young East African men and women to position themselves 
in relation to a networked public is not contingent upon belonging to a 
technologically savvy recursive public; instead, it comes from a histori-
cally situated practice of self-reflexive media composition based on the 
presumably preexisting skills and interests of the contributors, who did 
not code or design the interface, but who nonetheless play an indispen-
sible role in the project. The contributors to Minneapolis and St. Paul 
document their own emerging, informal literacies and critical knowl-
edges as they depict themselves studying the Koran with their friends, 
practicing skits for their English class, writing one another notes, and 
sharing cultural traditions at after-school programs. In these depictions 
of everyday life, the user-generated content on Minneapolis and St. Paul 
overlaps considerably with content typically available on commercial 
social media Web sites, thereby complicating the boundaries between 
social media and art.
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Just as commercial social media sites can become spaces for questioning 
social norms or developing a political critique, a number of the contribu-
tors to Minneapolis and St. Paul use social media composition as an oppor-
tunity to interrogate the practices of those around them and, at times, to 
upend established social relations. For example, Gada Beshir thoughtfully 
questions his teachers so as to better understand their perspective on East 
African youth. Just as the teen contributors offer a range of perspectives, 
memories, and affects, so do the teachers being interviewed. In all of the 
interviews, Gada insists on knowing what the teacher has learned about 
East Africa through his or her experience teaching in the Twin Cities. One 
teacher is East African, and the interview is conducted entirely in an East 
African language punctuated only by dates and Midwestern place names. 
The other teachers are not East African, and their responses reflect their 
different level of engagement with and interest in East African culture: 
one teacher fondly recalls her participation in women-only celebrations 
before an East African wedding, another teacher talks about reading 
about East African warfare, and a third teacher jokes that he’s learned 
some East African curse words. The teachers’ individual relationships to 
East African culture and history are as varied as those of the contributors 
themselves. By insistently questioning his teachers about their knowl-
edge of East African culture, Gada reverses traditional roles and dem-
onstrates the value of informal modes of knowledge production. In this 
way, he asserts the significance of cross-cultural literacy; at the same time, 
his untranslated interview reminds the technically savvy user who has 
figured out how to navigate the site that technical literacy has its limits. 
More important, perhaps, than the question of technical literacy raised 
by work in the digital humanities is the question of public being or criti-
cal cosmopolitan belonging surfacing in reparative social media projects 
like Minneapolis and St. Paul. The opportunity to ask these questions as to 
how to design and compose the image and actuality of a variegated public 
sphere is this hypermedia text’s reparative effect. Minneapolis and St. Paul 
thus reveals the potential of digital media to expand our very notion of 
literacy and composition as public practices or as practices of composing 
critical cosmopolitan publics.

Toward a Model of Networked, Transnational Literacy

The reparative model of belonging emerging in Minneapolis and St. Paul 
contrasts sharply with the dominant modes of transnational knowledge 
formation of our time. Rey Chow aptly describes our contemporary 
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historical period as “the age of the world target” in order to convey how 
knowledge about global cultures within the United States is typically 
positioned instrumentally, as preparation for future military conflict, as 
any world region might become a future target.58 The value of a project 
like Minneapolis and St. Paul, then, is that, instead of appearing as targets 
who are vulnerable to surveillance and unable to represent themselves, 
the contributors are able to position themselves as self-reflexive, critical 
subjects, and the project, although self-ethnographic, defies an instrumen-
tal reading due in part to its experimental, imaginative composition and 
to the fragmented, partial nature of the user-generated content. Instead 
of lending itself to an instrumental reading, then, the critical display of 
user-generated content has the potential for resonance, where the user 
can be moved in a number of different ways, but, at the same time, it 
offers no guarantees of what will resonate or how it will do so. In this 
way, reparative social media invites the user to develop a reading practice 
characterized by curiosity, openness, and a willingness to be surprised—
characteristics that might avoid reinforcing hegemonic narratives onto 
historically marginalized communities. In Minneapolis and St. Paul, this 
becomes particularly relevant in the case of the Muslim women, who, 
contrary to the typical US and European discourse of hypervisible, face-
less victims, present themselves as visible subjects with complex, overlap-
ping ties to a larger networked public so that communal representation 
and self-representation become feminist acts of reimagining the stakes of 
media literacy.

As we have seen, media literacy, as demonstrated by Minneapolis and 
St. Paul, involves reading user-generated content in conjunction with 
the formal features of hypermedia. This is especially significant because 
imaginative hypermedia composition has been written off by many as 
esoteric experimentation with form that lacks any wider audience beyond 
those immediately concerned with the problems of digital design. This 
notion is reinforced by the fact that, beyond its enthusiastic proponents 
like George Landow and Katherine Hayles, hypermedia is not widely 
studied by critics of contemporary culture, and, in fact, according to 
Katherine Hayles, some literary critics, including Jerome McGann, have 
argued that the quality of “the most complex and interesting” electronic 
literature pales in comparison to “even modest works in the print tradi-
tion.”59 Regardless of how convincing or not McGann’s sentiment may 
be, looking at hypermedia through the lens of reparative social media 
demands that we reassess its value, not necessarily as literature in the tra-
dition of print culture but instead, especially in the case of Minneapolis 
and St. Paul, as a model of formal experimentation that might lead to 
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politically engaged practices of digital, transnational literacy. In this way, 
reparative social media projects are more than just apparently opaque 
experiments with new media poetics; rather, they attempt to develop a 
new formal language that emphasizes multimodal and radically inclusive 
literacies and that resonates with concerns around self-representation, 
mobility, embodiment, and globalization as articulated by postcolonial 
and feminist critics. These efforts are not always fully realized, but they 
are suggestive of future possibilities for communal self-composition that 
take advantage of digital affordances.

Rochelle Gold is a lecturer in the Writing Program at the University of Southern California.
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