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Abstract 

In this paper I engage a feminist construct, 

performativity, to derive new insights of/for technical 

practices around sensor-based statistical inference 

affective computing.   Specifically, I draw on my 

performative account of practices of machine 

recognition of human emotion from biometric sensor 

data to propose concrete, actionable technical and 

design strategies. 

Introduction 

Representational strategies are currently the bread and 

butter of technical practices in HCI, as well as most 

areas of computer science.  These strategies attempt to 

mirror external reality internally in computers; this 

implies identifying essential qualities of things, people, 

actions, environments so that they may be 

represented.  As others have pointed out representing 

lived phenomena in such a fixed way is fraught with 

problems [3][4]. 

The feminist concept of performativity is a particularly 

apt tool for interrogating representational approaches.  

Having emerged as a reaction to essentialist 

representations of women’s identity, performativity 

shifts focus from issues of correspondence—i.e., 

representation—to issues pertaining to doings, actions, 
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practices: performances through which socio-material 

realities are created and enacted.  In this paper I show 

how seriously engaging the feminist concept of 

performativity 1) offers news understandings of current 

technical practices and 2) generates ways to deeply 

rework technical practice with important consequence 

for the design of interactive systems. 

Method 

The analysis I present here emerged from my 

reflections on my own technical practice and from 

reading insights from the critical social sciences and 

from HCI through each other.   

The technical experience I draw on here pertains to my 

involvement in a machine learning (ML) project: spread 

over the course of 2 years, the project’s goal was to 

build models of emotion from sensor data recorded 

both in laboratory and in the wild.  Together with 3 

collaborators, I used technical approaches that rely on 

finding statistical regularities in the data, which 

consisted of biometric measures recorded while the 

person was experiencing.  Embedded in systems, these 

regularities, aka models, automatically classify sensed 

input such as user heart rate into emotional categories, 

e.g. happy, sad.  My experiences in this project—

eliciting emotion in a variety of settings, recording 

biometric sensor streams, performing more or less 

standard data manipulation and model training [5], e.g. 

normalizing the data, extracting computational features 

from the data, using a variety of ML methods, 

optimizing the models, testing the models—form the 

technical basis of this work.   

In the following, I briefly sketch the theoretical 

constructs I draw on: 

Performativity 

I work here with Karen Barad’s posthumanist 

performativity [1].  Barad critiques Butler’s account as 

overemphasizing discourse over matter and elaborates 

material-discursive practices as a way to put them on 

equal footing: “The relationship between the material 

and the discursive is one of mutual entailment.  Neither 

is articulated/articulable in the absence of the other; 

matter and meaning are mutually articulated. Neither 

discursive practices nor material phenomena are 

ontologically or epistemologically prior.  Neither can be 

explained in terms of the other.  Neither has privileged 

status in determining the other.” (p. 822)  Following 

Barad, my project analyzes symmetrically lived as well 

as technical practices around human emotion as 

material-discursive or material-symbolic performances. 

Rituals 

Repetitions of acts are at the core of performativity.  

Indeed Butler figures gender as achieved in the 

performance of “stylized repetition of acts” (cf. [2]).  In 

examining the performance of lived and 

technical/machine emotion, I found it useful to think 

practices as a series of routine actions: rituals.  Rituals 

are congealed series of actions which were once 

innovative.  With time and repetition of the ritual, their 

work becomes invisible.  Yet, rituals are in continuous 

flux: ad-hoc arrangements are made, outcomes of 

contingent going-ons.  As a lens, rituals are useful here 

because they help tell how different emotion-objects 

emerge: as I show in the following, different rituals 

enact different emotion-objects.   

 



 3 

Performing Emotion 

Using the constructs outlined above, in the following I 

give a sample of the insights derived by examining both 

technical and lived practices around emotion through 

the lens of performativity.  

Singularity and Multiplicity 

Existing technical practices and feminist understandings 

diverge fundamentally as to how they see knowledge: 

singular vs. multiple.  Representational technical 

strategies enact a fixed, singular view of the world.  In 

contrast, multiplicity has been an important item on 

feminist agendas as a reaction to the single, universal 

‘view from nowhere;’ indeed, Bardzell identifies 

multiplicity (in her words, plurality) as an interaction 

design quality for feminist HCI [2].   

A performative telling of emotion approaches emotion 

as an achievement of rituals of recognition.  A crucial 

consequence of such a telling of emotion is that it can 

simultaneously account for emotion’s multiplicity and 

the sense of definitiveness it projects, i.e. its seeming 

singularity. Both are crucial for achieving and 

maintaining intelligibility and for detecting and repairing 

breakdowns.  Both are achieved through practices of 

recognition.   

An important point of divergence between everyday 

and technical rituals of recognition pertains to how the 

multiplicity of emotion is handled. Multiplicity does not 

only refer to the fact that different people might 

recognize different actions with different emotions, i.e. 

reach a different emotion label, but that each of us has 

different ways/rituals of recognizing emotion.  So even 

when we use the same label, the way we have arrived 

at it is different and so the emotion-object is figured 

differently.  Hence, there is an infinite number of forms 

of emotion-objects at work in the world, some more 

similar than others. 

People are very familiar in everyday experiences of 

emotion with the continuous back and forth between 

multiplicity of forms and the singular entity we figure 

when for example we figure fear as an emotion.  In 

technical practice, however, rituals of recognition 

render the multiplicity invisible.  This happens through 

standardized procedures: technical rituals that are 

motivated by concerns for validity and objectivity.  

These procedures are described without any reference 

to specific, contextual details, i.e. only in terms of 

objectively specified procedures.  Through my technical 

experiences I have pointed out that following these 

procedures does not fully remove subjective decisions 

along the way.  Indeed, choices do exist—for example, 

in the way the data points are labeled; how models are 

optimized.  Standardizing/objectifying the way one 

navigates these alternatives does not necessarily lead 

to an objective, universal model, but rather to a 

decontextualized, yet still subjective (i.e. situated) 

position which in this way becomes fixed, multiplied 

and propagated–without necessarily actually 

generalizing to other contexts. This insight reveals 

opportunities for what might be called a feminist 

technical practice: instead of avoiding subjective, 

situated technical representations, exploring ways in 

which they can be made to work; instead of literalizing 

what it means to recognize something (e.g., emotion), 

acknowledging and embracing the creative and 

generative work that any practice of recognition 

necessarily entails. 
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Intelligibility 

Because current technical approaches hide the 

multiplicity of emotion from view, these approaches 

make their life more difficult.  As multiplicity disappears 

from view, whether a user is able to relate in 

interaction to a technical emotion-object is reduced to 

whether 1) the user finds the emotional label 

appropriate for the current situation, in technical 

parlance ‘correct recognition’; and/or 2) whether the 

emotion-object is sufficiently similar to what the user 

has encountered before so that a connection is 

possible.  This latter point is another aspect that 

disappears from view and thus cannot be explicitly 

talked about/dealt with in current technical practices. 

As far as lived emotion goes, correctness is secondary 

to relatedness—if one is able to relate to somebody 

else’s emotion-object, then differences and sameness 

can be reworked and are in fact continuously reworked 

in interaction.  Intelligibility in this view has to do with 

being able to relate to differently achieved emotion-

objects, i.e. recognized through different rituals, and 

with the continuous reworking of the routines of actions 

that achieve the material-symbolic link.  In other 

words, this perspective recognizes the creative work 

of recognition. 

These insights generate new ways of designing 

interactive systems.  Because there are multiple forms 

of emotion-objects roaming in the world (technical, as 

well as non-technical) a feminist technical strategy 

would be to conceive interaction so that different 

emotion-objects might be creatively linked in 

performance, i.e. in interaction.  An example of such 

a strategy entails designing interaction in such a way as 

to effect an additional ritual linking machine-emotion 

with user-emotion.  I have used this strategy to build a 

mobile, interactive system that helps users reflect on 

their fear.  My system demonstrates possibilities for 

linking and separating in performance which effect a 

connection between various forms of emotion-objects.  

Finally, my system and the analysis sketched here 

show that seriously engaging feminist constructs in 

technical practice can generate fundamentally different 

technical and design practices. 
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