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Deconstructing Computing Culture 

In the first author’s research on One Laptop per Child, 

she found that many male technologists on the project 

who self-identified as ‘hackers’ – passionate and often 

mischievous programmers – talked about how they 

became obsessed with computers as iconoclastic boys 

who were drawn to tinkering with computers as much 

as they scorned school and traditional social settings. 

With further digging, however, she also found that 

these stories were more nostalgic myth than fact, 

ignoring a constellation of resources that helped these 

children learn about computers.  

Mythologies such as this first gained mass appeal in the 

early 1980s, as personal computers also hit the mass 

market, and have done a tremendous amount of 

cultural work in the last quarter century in establishing 

programming as a site of countercultural masculinity. 

The stories continue to motivate open-source software 

development communities, projects like One Laptop per 

Child, and geek-culture crusades like ‘Gamergate.’ 

These mythologies have also been used to alienate – 

or, in the case of Gamergate, to actively push out – 

many who do not share them, particularly women and 

minorities. As a result, while the proportion of women 

has risen in most fields, it has dropped in computer 

science from over one third in 1984 to less than twenty 

percent today, making it one of the most segregated 

fields in the United States. 

Many of these mythologies, moreover, emerged in the 

1980s and are based on 1980s technologies. Those who 

first took them up are now middle-aged. Do the stories 

still hold with younger programmers, or does this new 

generation have new narratives that could redefine 

what it means to be a ‘hacker’ in a world of ubiquitous, 

networked, and media-centric computing devices?  

We are in the early stages of a project that will 

illuminate the ideological narratives that motivate 

programmer culture, many of which have dominated 

Silicon Valley tech-culture for decades. Our research, 

rooted in feminist cultural studies, is in contrast to 

other interventions in this space which tend to focus on 

either simply increasing the numbers of women and 

minorities or on changing more overt and individualized 

problems such as work-life balance, impostor 

syndrome, stereotype threat, and isolated cases of 

sexism or racism. We argue that these approaches 
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have had limited success because they neglect more 

systemic cultural patterns that reproduce the 

circumstances for these issues, such as the underlying 

ideologies of computer science culture that make 

exclusionary narratives seem natural and inevitable. 

We hope that our results will defuse these narratives’ 

symbolic power and ultimately increase diversity in 

computer science. 
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Cockburn explains that “the material,” which includes 

not only the economic but “also the socio-political and 

the physical,” is the complement to ideology as base is 
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Through the material, including the socialization of men 
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operated by men possessing those “masculine” 

characteristics, male skilled laborers maintain and 
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scientists as novelties or freaks, by relegating women’s 
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(as at the World’s Fairs), and by allowing the fields of 

“technology” and “engineering” to accept and promote 
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Pursell’s account of the gender biases in children’s toys, 

focusing on toys made and marketed between the first 

and second world wars, shows how pervasive the 

messages regarding gendered uses of technology are, 

and moreover, how early the messages start. Pursell 

reports that boys’ toys were “the most active, the most 
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