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Episode 4: Distributed Blackness
Published just last year (2020, New York University Press), 
Dr. Andre Brock Jr’s Distributed Blackness: African American 
Cybercultures has already become a highly influential, widely 
cited, must read text for anyone interested in digital culture and 
technology. Through a theoretically rich and methodologically 
innovative analysis, Brock positions Blackness at the centre 
of Internet technoculture, its technological designs and 
infrastructures, its political economic underpinnings, its cultural 
significance and its emergent informational identities.

Sara Grimes   0:00

Like many of you, as the fall 2020 semester was wrapping up, my Twitter feed was 
suddenly flooded with the news that Dr. Timnit Gebru had been fired from Google. A world 
renowned computer scientist, leading AI ethics researcher, and co-founder of Black in 
AI. Dr. Gebru had recently completed research raising numerous ethical concerns with 
the type of large scale AI language models used in many Google products. Her expulsion 
from Google highlights the discrimination and precarity faced by black people, especially 
black women, working in the tech industries and in society at large. 
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On the one hand, Dr. Gebru’s treatment by Google execs made visible through 
screenshots and conversations posted on Twitter was met with an outpouring of public 
support from fellow Google employees, tech workers, academics and concerned citizens. 
The #ISupportTimnit was often paired with #BelieveBlackWomen, connecting this event 
with the systematic anti-black racism and sexism found across technoculture. On the 
other hand, since December, Dr. Gebru and her supporters have also been targeted by 
Twitter trolls, and subjected to a bombardment of racist and sexist vitriol online. This 
incident and the fallout tell us so much about our current moment, and the growing 
urgency across fields and sectors to recognize, address and dismantle anti-black racism 
in our society, and in our technologies. 



Technology studies seems to be having a watershed moment in this regard. Building 
on the much broader socio-cultural movements, epitomized in the Black Lives Matter 
and defund the police campaigns. Mainstream scholarship in this area is finally paying 
attention to race and racism. This includes adopting frameworks informed by critical race 
theory, but also deferring to the black scholars who have been tracking and theorizing 
about the intersections of race and technology for years. 
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Dr. Brock’s work is widely published and widely cited. Key examples include his influential 
journal article entitled Critical technocultural discourse analysis, which appeared in 
New Media in Society in 2018. The provocative Deeper data: a response to Boyd and 
Crawford, which was published in Media, Culture and Society in 2015. And one of my 
personal favorites, When keeping it real goes wrong: Resident Evil five representation 
and gamers published in Games and Culture back in 2011. His new book, Distributed 
Blackness, African American Cybercultures, published in 2020 by New York University 
Press, positions blackness at the center of internet culture. It’s technological designs 
and infrastructures; it’s political economic underpinnings; it’s cultural significance, and 
it’s emergent informational identities. I’m Sarah Grimes, Director of the Knowledge Media 
Design Institute at the University of Toronto, and host of the Critical Technology Podcast. 
Today we’ll be talking to Dr. Andre Brock Jr. about his book, Distributed Blackness, his 
research and methodology, and his thoughts on race, racism, joy and connection on 
Twitter and across the internet. So let’s just dive right in. What is Distributed Blackness?

A key voice contributing to the current paradigm shift in media and technology studies 
is Professor Andre Brock Jr.. Dr. Brock is an Associate Professor of Black Digital Studies 
at the School of Literature, Media and Communication at the Georgia Institute of 
Technology. His transdisciplinary research reveals how race has played a powerful role in 
the shaping of digital artifacts and technocultures, since the earliest days of the internet. 
His intertwining of critical race theory, critical discourse analysis, science and technology 
studies and history provides a rich, rigorous and methodologically groundbreaking 
framework for studying and thinking about technology and society. His ideas and 
arguments are reshaping critical theory of technology and expanding mainstream 
academia understanding of digital culture. 
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Dr. Andre Brock   4:18

So part of the genesis of the idea came from when I moved to the Midwest to pursue 
graduate school. And really the best way to keep in touch with the folk I had back in New 
York, without calling them every five minutes, was the internet. And so I began to start 
thinking about how the blackness was not just located in the note of myself and the 
note of my people on the East Coast and in the South, but also through the networks 
as well. Right. And so that was the genesis of the idea. Social media has made it much 
more visible to people, but even in the early days of online communities, there are a 
number of stories that I’ve come across on bulletin boards and discussion forums 
about people being the only person in there at their job, at their faculty, and at their 
graduate program, and using telecommunication networks to keep themselves centered 
and a support system that actually values them as they tries to devalue them. And so 
distributed blackness is kind of my way of expressing that, that even though we exist, 
often as individual knows, because of the system, that we are enmeshed in, which is the 
United States, right, we still managed to keep connections and that blackness ends up 
becoming distributed across the network.

Sara Grimes   5:38

And why is Black Twitter such a perfect case study for this discussion?

Dr. Andre Brock   5:43

Black Twitter really became of interest because, as opposed to slightly synchronous, the 
asynchronous modes of discussion that we’re preeminent at the time, and social media, 
and I’m thinking of Facebook profiles, am thinking of bulletin boards, and community and 
online communities, Black Twitter was almost nearly instantaneous. So in many ways it 
function as a chat, right, but a chat that was not limited to the contacts on your phone, 
which are more intimate, it was much more of a wider to use the parlance of the field, 
weak tie set of associations, but that deeply drew from the well of black cultural common 
places. And so it still remains that way. I think. The difference for Black Twitter as opposed 
to other social networks where black people have gathered with like Black Voices, or 
AOL, or even SMS is that Black Twitter has a public facing component enabled by the 
hashtag and trending topics which allows the mainstream for the first time to see into 
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Sara Grimes   7:06

In the introduction of your book, you write, quote, Blackness operates as a cultural social 
nadir in the white racial frame, end quote. Can you explain what this means? 

the mundanity, in the banality of blackness, which I find extremely, extremely enlivening, 
vivacious, but which in many other ways, is not seen as such by academic communities or 
even mainstream media outlets.

Dr. Andre Brock   7:17

Absolutely. Here I’m drawing from Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark, which is one of the 
canonical texts for literary critical race theory. And then she says that American identity 
is really kind of limbed, right? It’s bounded by the darkness, the deviance of the African 
presence in the American context. She calls us American Africanism, where blackness 
serves as a sort of sensual, deviant, immoral, visceral, right, way for white people to 
work through their own cultural identity and personality even, right ,in a Western Judeo-
Christian context, right. And in this, Morrison is referencing Christian perceptions of the 
separation between mind and body, Manichaeism, Dualism, but all of it tied up and the 
limitations of emotion and to a lesser extent, savagery, right, that could be marked easily 
by the black body. Whiteness has to separate itself from that through ownership, and 
through segregation and distance. Western technoculture is similarly, can similarly be 
understood, because in many cases, it’s designed for the control of the natural world and 
over others, by white people. And again, to do that you have to place non white people in a 
particular context in order to justify your dominion over them. 

I’m heavily influenced by Carol Purcell, and the work that he and others have done on 
black inventors. And one of the things they found is that in many cases, either white 
patrons stole the ideas of black adventures and claim their own, claim them for their 
own, or those inventions were deemed fraudulent because there’s ... like there’s no way 
that a black person could be smart enough to have done that. Even in cases where the 
patents and inventions were acknowledged, it’s very difficult to find archival resources 
discussing, you know, how they were built, how they received and the light, because in 
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many ways the archives about technological advancement, innovation and invention 
don’t include black bodies. 

For me, also, one of the hallmarks of Western technical culture going back to my earlier 
comment about blackness serving as a nadir, right, is that anti-blackness is a significant 
part of the Western democratic experiment. Right. And you can see that not so much 
technologically, although, you could add you can see technical, technical capacities 
for but in voter suppression efforts over the last 150 years in the United States, where 
technologies such as literacy, mechanical aptitude, genetic lineage have been used to 
disenfranchise black people. And so from there I’m really comfortable at talking about 
how the denial of opportunity of invention of rationality to black people is part and parcel 
of the West. And black technoculture is my attempt to reestablish that blackness is a 
compelling, if not original, source of invention, and innovation for the West as well.

Sara Grimes  10:29

An important concept in your work is the idea of blackness as an informational identity. 
How does blackness as an informational identity manifest in online technocultural 
contexts?

Dr. Andre Brock   10:42

So for the internet, particularly as I came to internet studies in the late 90s, early 2000s, 
one of the biggest things that was being bandied about was that, one, you could play 
with identity, you didn’t have to employ the offline one that you had. And two that many 
people who employed identities were often doing it deceitfully. Right, so don’t do that ... 
canonical work, right. But what I had to argue over and over again in the first years of my 
research was that I had actually found black people online, right, they were not figments, 
they were not white people cosplaying as black people, as many white academics have 
been caught doing this year, right? They were actual black people doing black things in 
spaces. And often the way you can tell who they were, was they had to articulate through 
these communication channels that they were black in order to use that as a warrant for 
who they were in this space, and why they, why their opinions were relevant. So that’s 
where the concept of information identity came from, specifically focused on blackness. 
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What I found is I started moving towards Science and Technology Studies is that the 
default identity presumed on the internet, but also in tech industries, as well is that 
someone is white male, middle class and relatively young. Right. And that’s also an 
information identity, even though it has a very clear representation in our mainstream 
media, our televisual arts and letters of the lonely tour, right, the solitary genius who sits 
in his garage and comes up with these fantastical inventions, right? And many cases, 
there are brown people working under them, putting the machines together, or they’re 
Brown and Black engineers, and like working for them, and women, I should say, right, 
who are also doing that work, but they’re seen as outliers. 

And so I wanted to pull that together that technical understanding, technocultural 
understanding of whiteness as a default informational/technical identity, right, to say, 
what would a black informational identity be? Right? Because I think, you know, it’s 
necessary to talk about that, for my own purposes, I want to see myself represented in 
these spaces. But also because blackness is a thing in the West, right? Blackness was 
created in many ways by the West, simply based on the fact that they uprooted millions of 
people from the continent, and brought them over here and said, don’t read, don’t learn 
to read, don’t use your home language, your are part of mine now, boy, right. And so that 
blackness was created in this context. And I wanted to try to establish a black information 
identity that understood that we have been ripped from a particular indigenous 
existence, right, but has still managed to create an event ourselves, usually through the 
technologies of the day, so that you could recognize our blackness without being able to 
see our bodies.

Black Radio does that really well. Hip Hop does that really well, even before the, the music 
video was a thing, right. You still were able to recognize the black cultural components of 
black, black culture within the musical genre of hip hop, right? And I see that now on the 
internet, right? Black Twitter is really, for me the most fruitful expression of it, because 
it is nearly unlimited, except for the limitations of the frame of the technology itself, the 
280 characters, but it’s literally unlimited and how mundane people can express their 
blackness in ways that other black people will recognize, right, without people saying, 
well, how black are you, although they do that, or whether you’re black or not, right, 
which they also do, but in the main if you can establish that you are aware of the bona 
fides, the moral boundaries, the history and tragedies, right, that black people have have 
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undergone. This information of identity is immediately apparent when you start looking at 
digital properties, such as blogs such as Tik Tok, such as Twitter, such as Instagram, right? 
And I found that it’s important. It was important for me to talk about that because in many 
ways blackness is often hailed by whiteness as a deviant body. And I’m thinking here 
about this era, but also phenomenon and informational identity allows us to luxuriate an 
identity of our own making largely unrestricted by the fixity that institutions and culture 
want to impose upon us.

Sara Grimes  15:11

Another core part of your methodological approach is a theory called Libidinal Economy. 
First proposed by the French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard, which you describe 
as, quote, a conceptually rich word describing an excess of life, end quote. A word that 
includes vitality, energy, pleasure, play, joy, laughter, you present it as a sort of remedy or 
alternative to political economies’ narrow focus on labor and productivity, and the way 
you applied in your work really resonates with me. Can you talk a little bit more about the 
concept of Libidinal Economy and maybe give some examples of how you’ve used it to 
unpack key dimensions of black cyberculture?

Dr. Andre Brock   15:53

So I came across Libidinal Economy in the writings of Frank Wilderson, he wrote a book 
called Red, White and Black which looked at how blackness is understood through 
American televisual arts and letters. Right. And for Wilderson, he came to the conclusion 
that anti-blackness is the Libidinal Economy of American arts and letters. And in there 
he defines anti-blacknes; I think he’s citing Jared Sexton, as the desires, the pleasures, 
the viscerality, but also the hatreds, the dislikes, and everything that drive the production 
of cultural products, such as the televisual arts, or as Toni Morrison point outs, of letters, 
right. And that really kind of grabbed me. Anti-blackness is one of the foundational 
concepts of a theory called Afro-pessimism. Right. And Afro-pessimism also works 
through Libidinal Economy, but goes on to say that blackness in the West is really social 
death. And that blackness is incommensurable with the Western political project, 
because they denied black people, both the agency to live as human beings, and they 
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denied them the capacity to profit from their being repurposed as chattel or as objects, 
also really powerful. 

I saw these two really powerful libidinal examples of how to understand blackness which 
are very different from the political understandings, although Afro, Afro- pessimism 
does have a political valence, right, but are much more concerned with the ontological 
presence of blackness in the West. Afro-pessimism is really kind of unfruitful for me, 
because it’s at the best that Afro-pessimism can offer in terms of how we continue to 
live on an everyday basis, in such a carceral regime, is that we can take pleasure, a very 
limited sort of pathological pleasure in the fact that we continue to survive.

And I’m like, that’s not gonna work. So I turn instead to Afro-optimism. And this is Fred 
Moten’s work. He just won a MacArthur Genius Grant, for his work on Afro-pessimism. 
And one of the things Moten says, really powerfully to me, is that black lives are lived in 
the funeral. F, u n, e, r, e, a, l, right. And he says, because to really understand funerals, 
you have to understand that they are not just a ceremony. They’re not just burying the 
dead who have left us. There are moments for us to celebrate their lives. Right? And he 
says, so you should understand blackness instead of being pathologically joyful to exist 
within a Western political context. Instead, understand blackness as the moment where 
we second line, where we dance on the graveyard of political death. Right to, to, to show 
that we have care for ourselves and that we continue to repair the excesses of whites, 
right, racial supremacist ideology upon the bodies that we continue to have, and have it, 
and that really caught me, right. Because one of the things I say throughout Distributed 
Blackness is that racism is not the sole determinant of how I live my life. I often cite Katt 
Williams, the comedian. And he’s like, you know, people don’t get up gang banging on 
breakfast. They’re not mad at bacon. Right? Bacon is one of those things that sustains 
you so that you can fight the other day and you take pleasure in the deliciousness of 
bacon, right? And I was like, yes, there’s pleasure here, all right.

So let me return to Lyotard then, who Wilderson cited right very strongly. Libidinal 
Economy talks about how it prefigures the exchange values that political economy wants 
us to embrace. So, rationality and objectivity understood the Libidinal Economy or the 
suppression of emotion in order to come to certain decisions about how the world works. 
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And to me I see live in an economy offering blackness and epistemological standpoint 
to say that here we have, and cognition that is not beholden to the Western separation 
of mind and body, right. Instead, we take full advantage of our viscerality, we take full 
advantage of what Lyotard calls [French] or the excess of life. Right. And you see that, 
and everything that black folk do at any platform, and any artistic medium, I was just 
watching a colorized version of the tap dancing brothers and Nicholas Brothers, right? 
And that famous sequence where there tap dancing down the stairs and jumping over 
one another, and doing these fantastic footwork, they did that in one take. Right? No, no 
misses, no stumbles, beautiful technical execution, but they were so lively with it, they 
brought all that energy to the screen. And I see that happening over and over again in 
black spaces. And I cannot limit that to simply a resistance to a political moment, or an 
economic moment. That is simply a joy and living that I think black people particularly 
embodied, but you can find it in almost any culture.

Sara Grimes  20:41

Your methodology as a whole is incredibly theoretically grounded and deeply 
multidisciplinary. Would you mind describing your approach and how it focuses your 
analysis?

Dr. Andre Brock   20:54

The technique I use is something I crafted, I can’t say I made it up, I kind of pulled together 
puzzle pieces, but I call it Critical technocultural discourse analysis. And the key thing is 
that it’s critical discourse analysis. But the technocultural refers to the fact that I wanted 
to see how people understood themselves being hailed by the devices, the protocols, the 
software that they use on an everyday basis, how they understood themselves as people. 
And so it’s looking for power, and the exercise of power and discrimination, but within a 
technically mediated space, right. And that was really important to the book. It’s how I 
started on this path in the first place. I wanted to see what black folks were doing with the 
technologies that allow them to be themselves. 

When I first started doing CTDA, I talked about belief, I talked about whiteness from 
critical race theory, I talked about blackness from critical race theory. I even talked to a 
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lesser extent about gender and sexuality. But Libidinal Economy allows to talk about the 
beliefs that power those things. So masculinity, intersectionality, and the like, and the 
ways that people understand themselves through that way. Libidinal Economy helps 
me to add an additional, I think, really, a really fruitful way to explain what most people 
would understand as irrational. Right. They don’t see it necessarily as fitting into the 
productivity and efficiency paradigms, western technoculture. They just like, Well, why 
are women online doing haul videos? Right? How does that make their lives better? Why 
are black women doing natural haircare videos, it’s just hair, right? But these folks are 
doing things which bring them joy. And in some cases, they end up making money from 
them. But for the most part, it brings them joy, and joy, as always, has been an essential 
part of why I wanted to do this in the first place.

Sara Grimes  22:43

In the book, you outline three interrelated frames of Black Online Discourse. I’d love it 
if you could talk a little bit about these frames and how they help us understand black 
digital practice, starting with Rachetry and Racism.

Dr. Andre Brock  22:58

Absolutely. So one, I love consonants and alliteration. So the Rs worked well for me. 
The other part though, is that going back to this excess of life and joy, I wanted to talk 
about the ratchet. Right? I wrote about Black Twitter before Ferguson, which means the 
black Twitter I was writing about was largely focused on playful exchanges, and identity 
formations. It wasn’t yet a political movement. They had some stuff, because black people 
really began piling on to Twitter and ‘12 and ‘13, when Trayvon Martin was murdered, 
right, but even before, but before that, there were there are long standing Black Twitter 
memories about the things that people used to do to have fun, right. And so I wanted to 
talk about that. And I found that you could talk about rachetry in ways that highlighted 
practices which were not productive or efficient, but were very much in standing with 
a contravention of middle class norms, or desires or beliefs, right, using technical 
capacities. 



Transcript The Critical Technology

11

One of them in the book is petition site: change.org, right, where a young man said, you 
know, Nancy Reagan just died. And I think that we should have the prominent rapper 
Fetty Wap, the one-eyed wonder, do his song, Trap Queen, to memorialize her at her state 
funeral. Right. And that is a really ratchet kind of suggested: one, a rapper; two a song 
about how a man expresses his love for the drug game and the woman who supports 
them not only cooking the crack, but helping them to distribute it, to describe a woman 
whose husband presided over the CIA’s bringing of cocaine into black communities. 
Right. And had the nerve to run a drug program called D.A.R.E, a... Right. So using that 
signifying moment, right, is a very much ratchet response to something that otherwise 
would have been just treated as a normal moment of state. I was hoping to see something 
similar for RBG, but we could talk about that as another space.

So that is the ratchet. Right? Is this contravention of decorum? Right? This willingness 
to escalate beyond the bounds of propriety. And I found that to be fascinating. I wanted 
to talk about how racism affects black people, as expressed in online media, which is 
very different from the political movements of Black Lives Matter and the like. It’s simply 
people saying, I’m tired, you know, I keep getting these videos forced upon me. I keep 
having to, you know, deal with social media posts that talk about the bad things that 
happen because social media amplifies the sensationalist tendencies of broadcast media 
and just push them on you. And I need to find ways to deal with this. And so there have 
been net, ad hoc networks of self care, of community care, of mutual aid, even GoFundMe, 
right that has sprung up to deal with multiple institutional practices of racism. And so I 
wanted to talk about these two, in ways that I felt were Libidinal Economy offer me a way 
to talk about the response to belief in practice, right, that wasn’t, I didn’t see in previous 
work on either black, celebratory black culture, or political black culture.

Sara Grimes  26:15

The third frame is Respectability, which you use to describe, quote, dogmatic digital 
practitioners who legislate black behavior by promoting a specific set of moral virtues in 
and around digital practice, end quote. Where does respectability come in? And how does 
it relate to those first two frames?
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Dr. Andre Brock   26:36

So this was the fun one, because in many cases, respectable black people have been 
the avatars for blackness for modern, modern white society. And I came to this line of 
thinking through Derrick Bell’s work on Brown v. Board, where he talked about how it 
actually ended up being a failure, because it did not necessarily illuminate the interest of 
the entire black community, only a certain subset of people who want it to be interpolated 
into modern white society. Right. And those are the people who continually get 
celebrated, the professionals, the entertainers, the actors, the athletes, right, because 
they have achieved success, and the ways that white society lets them. 

And you can see this also in black professional discourses. So despite the grandiosity 
of Booker T. Washington’s vision for Tuskegee, and other associated historically black 
colleges, many of them put their respectability proponents, because they demand 
that black peoples reproduce themselves in order to prosper in white society. So the 
compelling example I’ve had, as many business schools located in historically black 
colleges that I’m thinking here of Florida A&M and Hampton require black men to shave 
their hair down to as low as possible. So they can’t come in with dreadlocks. They can’t 
come in with cornrows. The women, even today, it’s, it used to be insisted that the women 
had their hair processed so that they would look like long flowing silky locs instead of 
bushi natural hairstyles or afros because they felt that those things would trigger white 
people. That’s not something we want to do. We want to look modern and professional 
and clean, right? The concept of hygiene is something that’s really prominent and 
respectability.

And so respectability, for me, is a reaction to both rachetry and racism, right? It doesn’t 
allow folk, the black folk, the hair invoke, as the boys would say, to do their visceral 
expressive joy of life, because it’s much more concerned with making black people 
conform to this really narrative, narrow perception of what white middle class existence 
is. All right. So I say that they are dogmatic digital practitioners, because they want black 
people online to, one, learn how to use technology appropriately. Right, don’t just use it 
for fun and games; use it to get a job; or, and to have specific moral values, right? So not 
just use it appropriately, but represent yourself, pull your pants up. Right? One of the early 
responses to this was the #IfTheyGunnedMeDown following the death of Michael Brown, 
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the murder of Michael Brown, right, because one of the things that people were saying 
was if only had pulled his pants up, he wouldn’t be shot. Right, and the early responses 
to,  the, the early population of the hashtag, the posts of the #IfTheyGunnedMeDown, 
were young men and women posting videos of themselves lounging with their friends 
and their streetwear. And then a picture right of themselves in their graduation gear or 
themselves, in a business suit, doing the work that they do in corporate or wherever, right 
and so is this really interesting kind of way to react to respectability by saying I deserve 
humanity, regardless of how I’m dressed or how I act. Right. So I felt it was interesting, 
because I wanted to be able to talk about an aspect of blackness which previously would 
have not gone, hey, anybody would have paid attention to, but was incredibly important to 
formulating digital behaviors and beliefs that are articulated online.

Sara Grimes  30:06

The COVID-19 pandemic has hit black people especially hard, both in the US and in 
Canada. A result of exacerbated existing inequalities, as well as the numerous forms of 
anti-black racism found in our social structures, infrastructures and cultures. During the 
same period, there’s been a renewed focus in mainstream technoculture on systematic 
anti-black racism, and are supporting the Black Lives Matter movement, following a series 
of high profile murders of black people by police, along with the increased visibility of the 
alt-right online. What’s been happening in black Twitter during this deeply traumatic year?

Dr. Andre Brock   30:48

There are a couple of things. So George Floyd’s murder happened pretty much during 
the period where the country had nearly shut itself down. Right. And many people were 
furloughed from work, using their internet connections to continue learning about what 
was going on with the virus, but also to connect with people. And I believe that there 
grew a shared apprehension, anxiety about how the world was going to proceed as 
many people were facing unemployment, possibly eviction and the rest, right. So that 
anxiety, I think, not just for black people, but for everybody. When George Floyd happened, 
people had all that bottled up inside, and that pushed them on the streets to protest 
this particularly heinous killing. I mean, it’s a like, Dave Chappelle said, It’s eight minutes 
and 46 seconds of a man kneeling on another man’s neck for no real reason, other than 
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that he can. Right. And that combination of the casual brutality and injustice, and the 
buildup of this kind of anxiety and tension, right, led to people pouring on the streets at 
record numbers in ways that astoundingly have managed to continue. And I think the 
continuation is also due to the fact that thanks to our federal government’s lack of action, 
poor action, on the COVID, on COVID itself, we continue to see friends and loved ones 
perishing from the virus. 

And many cases for Black Twitter, they began to start talking about how many black folk 
had been turned away by hospitals, because they didn’t present with the initial symptoms 
or COVID. One particular example, a young black school teacher in Brooklyn, was told to 
come back when you’re blue in the face, she’s dark skinned, right. And so they began to 
make quickly make connections between long standing medical discrimination against 
black bodies, right, and economic and environmental segregation, which meant that 
many black people couldn’t do like a lot of white folk did, which was flee out of the city 
to smaller towns, spaces where they fled the urban environment, they fled the urban 
environments they thought was a breeding ground for germs, which is also a long 
standing belief about urbanity. Right? They couldn’t do that. They had to stay there. 
Many of them are essential workers. I think, specifically, and this is not black people. But 
Filipino nurses. Right. Now I think are 20% of the healthcare workers who have died during 
COVID, in part because Filipinos have really, Filipino women really took to nursing as a, as 
a profitable thing to both work and build the American lifestyle that they dreamed of, but 
also to send money back home. Right, so that particular community of colors has been 
heavily impacted.

Similarly, black people were heavily impacted. Recent statistics have said that one in 
400 black people have been infected by COVID at this point, right? Which is an amazing 
statistic, one in 400, especially even, even with a 20% sickness rate and a 5% mortality 
rate, is still an amazing number of black people specifically, who have been affected this 
disease exacerbated by long standing inequities. Right? So Black Twitter has been really 
kind of see-sign between This is terrible. This is destroying us, a generation of us, right? 
Everybody knows at least three or four people whose degrees of separation have gotten 
increasingly smaller, who have not only contracted COVID, but died from it.

All right. And then on the other hand, there’s an entire group of black folk who are very 
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American, and anti-science, right, who are like, this is something made up by the white 
man. Right? And so they are just like, Make America Great, Make America Great people 
out there partying and believing that this is something that was made up and it’s not 
real, and you can’t really believe everything they say, because look what they did to 
us, how they lie to us about the Tuskegee experiment, or the what do they call them 
Mississippi, Mississippi appendectomy, right, where they were taking the uterus,  the 
reproductive organs of black women without their consent, in order for them to qualify 
for welfare, right? Or if they were convicted of a crime, right, they would have to be they 
would undergo these procedures, or the ways that Latina women of color are having their 
reproductive organs taken from them, right while they’re in ICE custody without consent 
or even no notification, right?

So there’s a huge swath of black people, and many of them are on Black Twitter, who 
have been like, well, I know I don’t feel well, but I’m still gonna go out because I’m tired of 
being locked up. I’m tired of having to sit in the house, I need to live my life. I can’t take it 
anymore. Right. And so there’s this whole swath of like anti-COVID, not anti-COVID, anti-
lockdown black people who regularly come online to talk about or on Instagram to show 
and talk about how they’re living their best life. They’re traveling because fares are cheap. 
And hotels are empty, right, and doing these things. And so their response to the virus is, 
it is what it is. All right, I probably won’t get sick because it’s not real. And so, again, it’s a 
collective, it’s not a community. It’s these multiple responses to the virus, some of which 
are very American, but some of which are very much centered, and black concerns about 
self and community, right, in this particular Western technocultural moment, right, where 
we were afflicted by not just the disease but by long standing medical practices.

Sara Grimes  36:26

A heartfelt thank you to Professor Brock for joining us today. Please follow the links 
in the podcast description to find out more about Dr. Brock’s work, his new book, 
Distributed Blackness, and the other publications mentioned in today’s episode, as well 
as information on where to send your questions or comments. The Critical Technology 
Podcast is produced by me, Sara Grimes, with support from the KMDI. Audio mix, music 
and sound design by Turner Wigginton. Original artwork by JP King. Please subscribe to 
stay up to date on new episodes and posts as they become available. And thank you for 
listening.


