
Coding Freedom?  
Alondra Nelson, Columbia University 
 

This	is	the	civil	rights	of	our	time:	access	to	capital,	access	to	computers,	how	to	make	
them,	how	to	sell	them.	–Jesse	Jackson1	
 
The	future	cannot	begin.	Indeed,	the	essential	characteristic	of	an	horizon	is	that	we	can	
never	touch	it,	never	get	at	it,	never	surpass	it,	but	that	in	spite	of	that,	it	contributes	to	
the	definition	of	the	situation.	–Niklas	Luhmann2	
	
The	Black	Girls	CODE	mission	is	to	introduce	programming	and	technology	to	a	new	
generation	of	coders,	coders	who	will	become	builders	of	technological	innovation	and	of	
their	own	futures.	–BlackGirlsCODE.com	
 

Earlier this year, Google announced a partnership with Howard University in which 

the parent company of 23andMe and YouTube would bring young, gifted, and Black 

computer science students from this Washington, DC campus to its corporate 

Mountain View, California one—dubbed “Howard West”—for a twelve-week 

summer school. At Howard West, Google engineers will provide coding instruction 

to an inaugural class of two-dozen students alongside Howard University 

instructors who are also being brought to Googleplex to both teach and learn.  

	

The	tech	behemoth,	like	other	Silicon	Valley	“unicorns,”	has	a	staggering	lack	of	

racial	and	gender	diversity,	a	fact	that	could	only	be	supported	by	data	a	few	years	

ago	when	these	companies	began	to	release	demographic	workforce	data	in	

response	from	pressure	from	consumers	and	activists.3	Reverend	Jesse	Jackson	and	

his	RainbowPush	organization	made	diversity	in	technology	a	lead	priority	in	its	

advocacy.	Former	NAACP	head	Benjamin	Jealous	became	a	principal	at	Kapor	

Strategies,	a	driver	of	social	entrepreneurship,	after	stepping	down	from	the	helm	of	
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the	NAACP.	On	the	one	hand,	these	efforts	extend	the	job	development	training	

work	that	had	always	been	a	part	of	the	work	of	the	NAACP,	the	National	Urban	

League	and	RainbowPush—and	especially	the	latter,	which	pushed	for	inclusive	

hiring	practices	in	the	corporate	job	sector	decades	prior.	On	the	other	hand,	these	

efforts	represent	an	important	shift	for	“legacy”	organizations	as	they	face	the	

centrality	of	science	and	technology	for	the	economy	and	the	job	sector.		

	

By	Google’s	own	accounting,	just	2%	of	its	employees	are	Black,	just	3	percent	are	

Hispanic,	and	only	31	percent	of	its	workforce	is	women.4	For	strictly	technical	

positions,	the	numbers	at	Google	are	more	dire	still.	The problem of extreme 

underrepresentation of women, Black and Latinos is so pronounced that it's a social 

disparity with its own hashtags: #techdiversity, #techinclusion and #pushtech 

(used by Jackson’s RainbowPush organization). 	

 

Howard University, together with other HBCUs, is responsible for producing more 

than a third of the Black computer science graduates in the US. From Google’s 

perspective, the Howard partnership offered the possibility of a large pool of men 

and women of color who might come to fill the company’s ranks in the months and 

years to come. But more immediately, this collaboration performed the symbolic 

work of diversity. 

 

At first glance, the costs of this ambitious collaboration would seem to fall mostly on 

the shoulders of the multinational technology corporation that boasted revenues of 
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ninety billion dollars last year. However, Howard University bears some of the fiscal 

costs of this program and their may likely be costs to students as well. As Hallie 

Lomax, a former Google intern (and daughter of United Negro College Fund head 

Michael Lomax) would write in Medium: 

Google	wants	to	cut	the	cost	of	recruiting	from	Howard	even	further	by	just	
giving	up	space	on	its	oversized	main	campus	for	Howard	to	teach	classes — on	
Howard’s	own	dime,	using	Howard’s	own	professors,	under	the	watch	of	Google	
engineers.	This	program	is	only	open	to	rising	juniors	and	seniors — people	who,	
at	this	point	in	their	educational	careers,	should	be	getting	paid	internships	by	
companies	that	actually	want	to	hire	them	when	they	graduate	from	college —
 during	the	summer — prime	time	for	interning!...	If	this	is	the	level	of	disrespect	
Google	has	when	it’s	courting	potential	black	employees,	I	can	only	imagine	how	
hard	it	is	to	get	any	level	of	respect	once	you’re	on	the	inside.5	

 

Underscoring this point, Lomax noted that Google’s approach suggests that they do 

not think Howard students can do the work and that without the company’s 

intervention the future for Black coders—and a more diverse Silicon Valley—looked 

bleak. “[T]hey’re treating … students like a bunch of lab rats who don’t even 

deserve the compensation or access to resume-ready work experience that would 

come with a traditional internship opportunity,” which for many others are a 

reliable on-ramp to Silicon Valley work, she added. The USA Today reported, at 

Howard West, students will “immerse themselves in coding instruction and tech 

culture.”6 Herein lies another rub. “Tech culture” is notoriously toxic and this 

experiment will place students of color in the path of exposure.  
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Because, as Lomax suggests, there is not a distinct possibility of employment for the 

students who will venture to the Googleplex this summer, Howard West is 

effectively a computer-coding academy one that, depending on one’s perspective, 

either complements or detours a liberal arts education. It also shares temporal 

similarities with other computer-coding academies such as the for-profits General 

Assembly, Full Stack Academy, and the aptly named DevBootcamp, which promise 

to make you a programmer or developer in twelve, seventeen or twenty-four short 

weeks	for	a	cost	of	several	thousand	dollars.	

	

The	last	decade	has	seen	growth	of	a	new	sector	of	the	social	landscape—non-profit	

and	for-profit	coding	academies.	The	growth	of	this	sector	might	be	seen	as	a	

response	to	the	generations-old	yearning	for	“the	American	dream”	and	a	response	

to	a	now	decades-old	public	discourse	about	the	“crisis	of	the	STEM	fields.”	It	is	

certainly	consistent	with	political	rhetoric	about	technology	and	progress.	The	

Obama	White	House’s	launch	of	its	CS	for	All	initiative	proclaimed	that	computer	

programming	and	coding	are	“skills	necessary	for	economic	opportunity	and	social	

mobility.”	

	

Computer	coding	academies	and	non-profits	began	to	emerge	around	2010	to	teach	

technical	skills	to	varied	constituencies. The Kapor Center for Social Impact had 

compiled a database of more than 300 computer-coding non-profit and for-profit 

organizations in the U.S. alone in a 2013 report, with	a	number	of	these	identifying	

underrepresented	girls	and	as	the	principal	constituency	they	seek	to	serve.7 Lesser	
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in	number,	but	myriad,	are	the	many	coding	languages	these	academies	hope	to	

impart.	The	choices	of	code	by	the	organization	or	the	student	are	bets	on	the	future.	

One	day,	JavaScript	will	help	disadvantaged	boys	to	get	a	toehold	in	the	job	market;	

one	day,	SCRATCH	will	lead	a	young	woman	to	empowerment.	

	

In 2014, NPR reporter Anya Kamenetz counted fifty of these for-profit programs 

across the U.S. and abroad estimated to have collected more than seventy million 

dollars in tuition. Speaking to Kamenetz about why it was worth, Marlon Frausto 

responded that “[t]he main portion [that attracted me] was the empowerment—

being able to create something in terms of technology… That, and obtaining a 

trade.”8  In the same year, journalist	and	activist	Van	Jones	launched	#YesWeCode.	

which	bundles	the	efforts	of	grassroots,	community-based,	and	for-profit	coding	

initiatives	in	recent	years,	by	serving	as	a	node	for	diffuse	programs.	Yes	We	Code—

whose	partners	include	Code	for	Progress,	CODE2040	and	DevBootcamp	aims	to	

“train	100,000	low-opportunity	youth	to	become	high-level	computer	

programmers”	who	with	this	training	will	“shift	the	trajectory	of	their	own	futures	

[and]	transform	their	relationships	with	their	communities	and	their	country…	

#YesWeCode	is	building	a	pipeline	solution	to	introduce	low-opportunity,	job-

focused	young	people	to	careers	in	technology. 

 

The Howard West initiative is not unlike another recent Google partnership with 

Black Girls Code (BGC), the San Francisco, California-based coding non-profit. Space	

and	proximity	are	new	tools	and	the	endeavor	to	expand	tech	diversity.	In June 
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2016, BGC’s headquarters moved into Google’s Manhattan offices. Howard West. 

BGC East. (This	spatial	strategy	also	includes	a	new	Google	initiative	called	

CodeNext	for	high	school	students—a	computer	innovation	lab	sited	in	Oakland.	As	

one	local	put	it,	“Google	has	joined	the	community.	Now	the	community	must	push	it	

to	be	responsive	to	what	those	kids	need	to	succeed	in	computer	science.”)9	

	

Black	Girls	Code	was	an	early	entrant	in	a	field	of	computer	coding	academies.	

BGC was founded in April 2011 by African American pharmaceutical manager, 

Kimberly Bryant, who had studied engineering at Vanderbilt University. After a 

challenging start --in 2012, was BGC was pleased with a successful IndieGogo 

campaign that crowdsourced $21,000—10,the organization went on to receive 

growing and consistent support from many tech companies. In 2016, BGC received a 

$2.8 million in-kind donation—6,000 square feet of prime Manhattan office and 

classroom space inside of Google’s New York headquarters—in addition to 

contributions from a range of other donors. BGC is an unequivocal success story; so 

much so that the organization is sought after as having a program that might help to 

address the lack of diversity in the technology sector by building a pipeline to the 

future that may place supply women of color with the abilities to address the 

#techdiversity problem. 

 

BGC also attracts attention and support because Bryant’s aspirations are bold as 

these girls—she wants BGC to be nothing less than the “Girl Scouts of coding.”11 By 

2014, BGC has reached three thousand girls via seven chapters in the United States 
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and one chapter in South Africa. BGC now boasts 13 chapters in the U.S. and has 

reached 6000 students.12 By 2040, Bryant hopes to have reached one million girls.13  

 

BGC hopes to impart in girls of color an interest in technology and computer science. 

It also makes available to the girls new narratives of empowerment and skills-

building, allowing them and their families to speculate on new futures:  

	
I	want	to	be	someone	who	uses	coding	in	my	profession.	—Nicole	Manning,	9,	
New	York	
	
When	I	grow	up,	I	want	to	be	a	science	technologist	to	help	people	all	around	the	
world	with	their	sicknesses.	—Alexandra	Adams,	11,	Georgia	

	
I	want	to	be	an	entrepreneur	when	I	grow	up.	—Kimora	Oliver,	11,	California	

	
I	would	like	to	become	a	computer	scientist	when	I	grow	older.	—Aliana	Tejeda,	
17,	New	Jersey	

	
When	I	grow	up,	I	aspire	to	become	a	quantum	physicist.	—Mai	Robison,	13,	
California	

	
Black	Girls	Code	has	changed	my	feelings	about	my	future	plans	by	seeing	the	sky	
is	the	limit.	—Logan	Clopton,	12,	Georgia14	

 

These	are	not	mere	pipe	dreams.	The	U.S.	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	is	speculating	as	

well	and	says	that	by	the	year	2020	the	technology	sector	will	have	one	million	

more	available	computer	science-related	jobs	than	people	qualified	to	fill	these	

posts.15	Memphis native, Bryant “change	the	equation	for	future	generations	of	black	

and	brown	creators	and	leaders	in	technology”	for	whom	the	expectation	of	

performing	well	in	computing	is	“low.”16		
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Bryant	was	convicted	to	start	BGC	after	being	deeply	disappointed	with	her	then	

ten-year	old	daughter	Kai	Morton’s	experiences	at	a	Stanford	University	summer 

camp that taught game development, where she was the only person of color and 

one of just a few girls. Bryant was surprised that, although decades had passed, her 

daughter’s immersion into STEM culture mirrored her own in its lack of diversity. 

“	It	was	shocking	to	me.	I	couldn’t	believe	it	hadn’t	changed,	that	it	wasn’t	changing,”	

she	said.18	Around	the	same	time,	Bryant	was	planning	to	leave	the	pharma	industry	

to	start	a	health	technology	company;	in	the	course	of	her	research,	she	made	note	

of	the	lack	of	diversity	in	the	new	start-up	sector.19	“I	was	doing	a	lot	of	networking	

to	launch	my	own	mobile	health	company,”	recalled	Bryant,	“I	was	often	one	of	a	few	

women	in	the	room	and	sometimes	the	only	person	of	color.”20	

	

BGC began in a community center in the Bayview-Hunters Point community in San 

Francisco, with the aim of fostering various computing skills in girls from 7 to 17. 

As Bryant put it in April 2011, it is “technical educational organization” that is 

“focused on introducing girls of color from underrepresented communities to 

technology and entrepreneurship.”21	As	the	coding	academy	cottage	industry	was	

emerged,	programs	were	launched	dedicated	to	women,	girls	and	technology	,	but	

the	constituencies	tended	to	be	affluent	whites	and	Asian	Americans.	Although	she’d	

later	face	some	criticism	from	Bryant	named	her	organization	to	highlight	the	fact	

that	primary	and	secondary	school	aged	girls	of	color	are	the	specific	focus	of	its	

efforts	and	its	hope	for	the	future.		“When	you	look	at	how	few	women	of	color	there	

are	in	tech	today	...	this	needs	to	be	our	focus.”22	
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Within a year there were BGC chapters in Atlanta and Chicago, in addition to San 

Francisco, teaching game design, web design, using tools as HTML or Mozilla 

Webmaker, robotics, mobile app development, educational open-source educational 

language for gaming and animation like SCRATCH, and more advanced 

programming languages such as Ruby and Python, to girls on in no- and low-cost 

programs that take place after-school, on a single day, over a series of weekends, or 

during the summer. A majority of participants receive scholarship support to cover 

any registration fees. The programs draw on volunteers from Google, Microsoft, 

Apple, LinkedIn, and other companies and incorporates field trips to leading tech 

companies into the curriculum.   

 

Kamau Bobb, director for the National Science Foundation’s computer science 

education program recently used the phrase “technical ghetto” to capture the fact 

that the future bets that computer coding are making may not yield the hoped for 

outcomes. Knowledge of the computing languages Java and JavaScript may place 

students of color “on the bottom rung of the tech workforce.”23 Indeed, coding may 

soon “be nearly obsolete” as AI is leveraged to build apps and write code cutting out 

human workers altogether. 24 Coding academies may help to exacerbate a stratified 

tech system of makers and visionaries—the very consumption-production disparity 

that led Bryant to start Black Girls Code—creating what Bobb calls a “bifurcation of 

pathways.” 25 There is a risk that “students from racial and ethnic groups, and lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds, are [being] prepped for work as service technicians 
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and helpdesk agents.”26 In short, coding academies may not actually provide the 

tools needed for the long run for all of us. 

 

Neither	may	access	to	coding	know-how	come	with	any	orientation	to	social	and	

political	issues,	issues	of	inequality,	issues	of	and	privacy	and	surveillance.	Digital	

researcher	Walter	Vannini	believes	that	“[i]nsisting	on	the	glamour	and	fun	of	

coding	is	the	wrong	way	to	acquaint	kids	with	computer	science…	As	anyone	with	

even	minimal	exposure	to	making	software	knows,	behind	a	minute	of	typing	lies	an	

hour	of	study.	It’s	better	to	admit	that	coding	is	complicated,	technically	and	

ethically,”	he	says.27		Vannini	offers	the	black	box	of	automation	and	artificial	

intelligence	as	key	the	ethical	issues	that	arise	with	computer	coding.		

More	and	more	‘decisions’	are	being	entrusted	to	software,	including	life-or-
death	ones:	think	self-driving	cars;	think	semi-autonomous	weapons;	think	
Facebook	and	Google	making	inferences	about	your	marital,	psychological	or	
physical	status,	before	selling	it	to	the	highest	bidder.	Yet	it’s	rarely	in	the	
interests	of	companies	and	governments	to	encourage	us	to	probe	what’s	going	
on	beneath	these	processes...	The	idea	that	coding	offers	an	unproblematic	path	
to	social	progress	and	personal	enhancement	works	to	the	advantage	of	the	
growing	techno-plutocracy	that’s	insulating	itself	behind	its	own	technology.	

	

The	problem	presented	here	reveals	the	chasm	between	technical	knowledge	and	

education.	Quincy Brown, Program	Director	for	STEM	Education	Research	at	the	

American	Association	for	the	Advancement	of	Science	and	former	computer	science	

professor	at	the	historically	Black	Bowie	State	University,	draws a finer distinction 

between “computer science and programming.” Brown argues that coding alone is 

“training,” while computer science, which builds capacity in problem-solving skills 

and other complex thinking processes is “an education.”28 (However, some tech 
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employers do not believe that a traditional higher education track yields the best 

potential employees).29  In the surge to diversify tech through coding, we may be 

creating a generation with technical skills to land a job (for a time), but one lacking 

the fuller skillset one needs to sustain a career, and indeed, a life. 	

	

Even	BGC	founder	Bryant	shares	some	of	this	ambivalence.	With all of the success of 

her organization, she admits that she not everyone needs to learn how to code. “I 

often hesitate to say that everyone should learn to code and [that] it is the same as 

what we would consider basic reading literacy. But it is an important literacy for our 

youth of today because technology touches everything… It is a critical literacy that 

our kids must learn, but not the only one. It doesn’t replace the basic reading, 

writing, and arithmetic,” she said in an interview.30 (Contrast this with Barack 

Obama,  who history will record as our first technological President--–the “Coder-in-

Chief”31--as much as our Black one, and who in a White House radio address in 2016 

would say that coding was “a basic skill, right along with the three ‘Rs.’”)32  

	

For	some	communities	there	may	be	additional	concerns.	In	an	ethnography a 

technology training center for women in upstate New York , STS scholar Virginia 

Eubanks, argues that the idea that access to new technology improves one’s life is at 

odds with the present experiences and future prospects of poor and marginalized 

communities. The women Eubanks encountered lived lives “marked not by 

technology lack or deficiency but by technological ubiquity” and feelings of 

“ambivalence” about its utility.33 They described their extensive use of computers in 
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the “low wage workforce” doing data entry or working in call centers.  They worried 

about a dystopian future being crafted from a network of “information-gathering 

and surveillance technologies—management information systems (MIS), electronic 

benefit transfer systems (EBT), closed circuit television, and biometrics—in wide 

use in the social service system.”34  How soon will computer coding work soon 

become the retrofuture call centers and data entry theaters of the 21st century? Are 

programmers and developers encasing themselves in self-made webs of diminished	

liberty?	And	what	about	the	fun?	

		 Some	of	BGC’s	educational	programming	engages	girls	of	color	in	the	

creation	of	mobile	apps	and	websites,	such	as	a	2014	hackathon	in	Brooklyn,	New	

York	with	the	theme	"Love	Is	Respect."	For	this	occasion,	BGC	partnered	with	Break	

the	Cycle,	an	organization	that	for	two-decades	has	worked	with	young	people	to	

raise	awareness	about	and	prevent	dating	abuse	and	domestic	violence.35	Showing	

girls	how	to	use	technology	to	address	“real	world	issues,”	as	Bryant	puts	it,	has	

become	an	important	part	of	the	BGC	curriculum.36	A	second	BGC	hackathon	in	

Brooklyn	in	2015	organized	around	the	theme	“Project	Humanity”	challenged	the	

girls	to	build	projects	that	would	advance	social	justice	causes	and	yielded	two	

standout	apps—a	$2000	prize-winning	one	that	helps	students	to	collaborate	

virtually	and	second	that	one	that	raises	awareness	about	bullying.	But	even	in	these	

cases,	there	is	an	impetus	to	entrepreneurship	and	an	orientation	to	the	market.	

This	2014	event,	for	example,	was	one	of	several	in	which	girls	would	compete	to	be	

judged	to	have	the	best	app,	with	the	winning	one	being	“developed	and	sold	by	
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Verizon,	which	will	donate	$3,	up	to	$5,000,	for	every	app	sold	to	an	organization	

working	on	teen	dating	violence	prevention.”37		

	

As	BGC	has	evolved,	its	added	the	teaching	of	more	sophisticated	computing	tools	

and	coding	languages	to	its	repertoire,	moving	from	beginner-	and	kid-friendly	

SCRATCH	and	graduating	to	Ruby	and	Python.	Knowledge	of	Python	is	a	marketable	

skill,	but	the	link	between	coding	and	creating	work	for	social	benefit	becomes	more	

abstract	as	the	language	becomes	more	complex.			

	

 

A	Note	on	Freedom		

Gabriella	Coleman’s	deft	examination	a	global	community	of	mostly-male,	mostly	

white	Debian	hackers	draws	attention	to	their	intertwined	moral	and	technical	lives.	

This	study	mostly	covers	the	early	2000s	and	although	coders	and	hackers	are	not	

the	same,	one	is	struck	by	how	much	has	changed	in	just	over	a	decade.	While	all	of	

the	hackers	Coleman	encountered	were	not	explicitly	political	(she	calls	is	a	“narrow	

politics),	they	understood	that	their	work	and	their	tools	both	had	political	valences	

oriented	around	an	ethic	of	freedom.	She	delineates	three	central	freedoms:	the	

liberty	to	edit	and	distribute	free	software	(“referring	to	freedom,	not	price),	the	

idea	of	code	as	free	speech,	and	the	“freedom	to	labor	within	a	framework	of	their	

own	making.”38	Coleman’s	work	is	a	productive	contrast	with	the	computer	coding	

movement	that	would	emerge	a	few	years	later	that	sublimated	labor	to	autonomy	

and	creativity	and	politics	to	socioeconomic	mobility.	Notably,	the	hackers	Coleman	
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introduces	us	to	are	often	self-taught	and	often	maintain	their	hacker	values	

alongside	paid	work	in	the	corporate	world.	The	message	around	coding	is	more	

simplistic:	the	job	alone	is	the	desired	end.		

	

Coleman	describes	several	qualities	of	that	the	life	histories	of	hackers	seem	to	

share.	Among	these	are	childhood	or	early	experiences	with	programming	that	they	

found	“personally	gratifying”—a	kind	of	creative	autonomy	that	she	calls	

“craftiness”—and	linked	to	this	an	understanding	that	this	coding	“held	a	form	of	

social	utility	and/or	economic	power	that	solved	real-world	problems.”39	As	

Coleman’s	work	demonstrates,	it	is	the	yoking	together	of	coding	as	a	form	of	

creative	expression	that	allows	one	to	“cultivate	the	technical	self”	with	a	sense	of	

what	this	work	does	and	means	in	the	larger	world	and	an	ethical	responsibility	to	

this	larger	community	that	gets	us	closer	to	coding	freedom.	

	

At	its	best,	this	seems	to	be	the	experience	that	BGC	hopes	to	facilitate	for	the	girls	it	

serves.	But	this	may	be	put	at	risk	if	ending	the	“STEM	field	crisis”	and	increasing	

#techdiversity	take	precedence	over	using	technical	learning	to	build	broader	

critical	capacities,	including	problem-solving	and	creative	thinking	skills.	This	is	a	

difficult	challenge	to	balance	when	coding	is	looked	to	as	the	suture	for	the	fraying	

edges	of	the	American	social	contract.		

.	

Black	girls	code	and	then	what?	If	CS	for	all	of	us	is	a	valuable	end,	the	value	does	

not	lie	in	a	soley	instrumental	outcome.		Rather,	Black	girls	and	all	of	us	should	
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grasp	enough	about	computing	that	we	can	understand	the	machines	that	

increasing	shape	our	world.	Black	girls	and	all	of	us	should	be	taught	to	cultivate	a	

critical	tech	literacy	around	coding	to	be	able	to	decipher	the	algorithmic	logics	that	

lie	behind	#fakenews,	direct-to-consumer	genetic	testing	and	s0-called	“predictive	

policing.”	Black	girls	and	all	of	us	bring	more	to	the	table	than	#techdiversity.	Black	

girls	and	all	of	us	should	know	more	than	vocational	computing	to	that	we	can	foster	

what	Eubanks	terms	“critical	technological	citizenship.”40	We	want	and	need	a	

future	in	which	many	of	us	know	enough	about	the	science	and	technologies	that	

now	form	the	infrastructure	of	our	social	world.	But	we	do	not	need	this	only	for	job	

prospects,	we	need	a	future	to	being	in	which	a	commitment	to	social	justice	can	be	

unwavering	even	as	we	enter	through	the	uncertain	portal	of	another	brave	new	

world.		
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