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 In the year 2000, British writer Jeanette Winterson published a novel titled The 

Powerbook. Like pretty much all of Winterson's work, it was a book about love and about 

storytelling, themes writers have pursued for many millennia before. But there was a 

technological twist. In the novel, the narrator, Ali, uses one of the signature tools of the early 21st 

century – a laptop computer kitted out with an Internet connection and e-mail – to hook her up to 

a vast world of fellow travelers, all looking for an escape into a new world, a new life, a chance 

to be the princess, the dashing huntsman, the lover, the hero. Ali writes stories for people who 

long to escape their ordinary, real-life lives, if only “for a night,” when they can, through the 

magic of the medium, become someone else. Chapter titles echo the commands we input into our 

computers or the options the machine gives us to perform actions: VIEW, QUIT, OPEN, 

RESTART, EMPTY TRASH, SEARCH. In the year 2000, Google was only a couple of years 

old, but had already indexed one billion web pages. The verb “to Google” was starting to slip 

into our everyday lexicon as a synonym for search. 

 It's been over a dozen years now since the turn of the millennium and, while the predicted 

apocalypse remains at bay – it was the Y2K machine meltdown back then that would do us in, 

not the Mayan version or the zombies – the march of technological progress proceeds unabated 

and, seemingly, at an increasingly rapid rate. Each day brings a new program, device, or 

breakthrough to ceaselessly-streaming news feeds full of breathless pronouncements of each new 

advance.  A search of the New York Times for the term “big data” returns around 900 articles 

from the past year with titles like “Big Data, Trying to Build Better Workers,” “How Big Data 
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Became So Big,” “Big Data: Rise of the Machines.” In higher education, the world in which 

those of you graduating today have sojourned for the last four or five (or maybe more) years, 

technology's influence and presence is transforming how we learn, how we teach, how we think. 

Machines programmed to grade essays, Massively Open Online Courses (or  MOOCs), digitized 

archives and libraries, fully online degree programs  - all are touted by many as ways to free us 

from the shackles of that old, outdated, 20th century – nay, 19th, 18th, century model of a 

university education. In such a world, who needs humanities, these pioneers ask? What students 

should be studying is programming. Algorithms, code, the science, technology, engineering and 

math (or STEM) fields. Some have gone so far as to propose that studying the arts and 

humanities is a luxury, or worse, a waste, and thus, a degree in English, as a legislative proposal 

in our esteemed neighbor to the south recently recommended, should cost a student more in 

tuition than a degree in engineering or chemistry or biotechnology. At the same time, some argue 

that paying anything, much less a premium, for a humanities degree is absurd when there are no 

jobs for people schooled in such useless and ridiculous skills as close reading and analysis of 

complex texts and narratives and rhetoric.  

 As graduating English majors, I know you have heard all the questions: “Oh, so you want 

to teach?”; “Are you planning to go to grad school?”; “Do you want to be a writer?” “What are 

you going to do with a degree in English?” So as I was thinking about what to say to you today 

as we send you out with baccalaureates in English into a world that can look askance – or even 

with hostility – at the study of the humanities, I knew that I wanted to talk to you about the fact 

that, these days, you will have likely have to make a case for why what you've been studying 

matters. So remember this: it does matter. Myths, epics, poems, plays, novels, comics, memoirs, 

essays, science fiction, hypertext – all these things that you have spent so much time reading, 
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studying, analyzing, and creating: they are not just frivolity or entertainment. They are a crucial 

part of the record of human experience, a record filtered through the individual imaginations of 

thousands of men and women who had a tale to tell, an experience to share, an idea or 

perspective that could not be contained within the hard shell of the skull, something that had to 

come out and be expressed, passed around, discussed, argued over. Yet, at every moment of our 

tale-telling history, technology has been there, giving us the tools with which to scratch out our 

thoughts, the materials on which to scribble, the media through which to deliver our ideas and 

creations to the world. So really, when we talk about our literature, the narratives that form our 

collective consciousness, we're always already talking about technology, that exact thing that 

seems lately to threaten the very existence of the study of literature and writing and language.  

 One of you here today said something to me recently that touched on the complex 

relationship of culture and technology. You said that digital media humanizes us. It sounds 

counterintuitive and it was an irony-inflected observation, but there's a great truth there because 

media – most recently the digital – enable connection between the human being and the world 

and between each of us individual human beings. And there's also a flip side to that idea that is 

important, too. Our tools and media are our creation, but as the media theorist Marshall McLuhan 

told us nearly 50 years ago, “It is the medium that shapes and controls the scale and form of 

human association and action” (UM 9).  In other words, the things we make turn around and re-

make us in all kinds of strange and often imperceptible ways. But through it all we continue to 

write and to read, just with different tools, in different forms, and even with different minds than 

those of our pre-literate and pre-plugged-in ancestors. We change in concert with our 

technologies, but our need to connect, to express our ideas, to create flights of fancy and fantasy, 

never seems to diminish. And that is what is so important about the study of the humanities, 
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especially, if I may be a little biased here, of literature and writing and language – the study of 

English.   

 As students trained in analyzing and interpreting and creating myriad forms of human 

expression, you are the ones who have the skills and knowledge that are truly vital in an age of 

“big data.” We can teach machines how to recognize patterns in the information, but until we 

humans interpret it, it is meaningless and it is overwhelming and it can be used in ways that are 

thoughtless and inappropriate and even dangerous. And the only way I can see to interpret the 5 

million terabytes of data that Google's CEO Eric Schmidt estimated  as the size of the Internet 

(and that was in 2005, so who knows how much more information we are dealing with today) is 

to be able to see the narratives in all those bits, to bring the human to – and out of – the 

information. At a recent MIT conference on big data's impact on business and management, one 

of Google's senior researchers, Rachel Schutt, noted that computer science and math were not the 

only requirements for data scientists. Indeed, such qualities as a “deep and wide-ranging 

curiosity” and an innovative spirit “guided by experience” were crucial to her vision of what 

makes a good data scientist (Lohr). In an article on the conference in the New York Times, 

Schutt was quoted as saying, “I don't worship the machine.” 

 The machine is only human, after all – only a human creation. Wherever you find 

yourselves in your post-graduate lives, whether it is in a classroom, a board room, a court room, 

an operating room, a community organization, a publishing company, a library, or any of the 

other spaces that English majors find themselves post-graduation, you will bring your special 

knowledge of the human to all the machines and data and media and code that you will have to 

grapple with in your daily twenty-first century work lives. You will bring your love of books, of 

poems, of the beauty and power of language, and of the long history of human creativity and 



Davis 5 

expression and thought. If we don't have people who can bring that love and that knowledge to 

the flood of information and the infiltration of technology into every facet of our lives, then our 

society will be the worse for it. Literature and language studies give us insight into who we are, 

where we came from, what we have valued and how those values have evolved and changed, and 

where we imagine we might go from here. Those things are vital in a day and age when it seems 

as if the ground beneath our feet shifts daily. I know that you get told frequently, as it has 

become a career counseling cliché of late, that you will likely spend much of your working lives 

in jobs that haven't even been invented yet. It sounds simultaneously exciting, ominous, and the 

product of a typical kind of techno-utopian tendency that our culture has long been prone to. But 

no matter what the future brings, it won't matter at all if we can't make sense of it.  

 You have the tools and the training, as students of the humanities, to make sense of 

complicated things and to see the human in all the tools and technologies and systems. That's 

what we do – we seek each other out in the books and the blogs and the broadsheets. We look for 

the ways to connect. In The Powerbook, Ali, the storyteller hidden behind a screen in cyberspace, 

finds herself falling in love with one of her virtual correspondents. She searches through the 

Internet for signs of her beloved, combs her e-mail inbox. There is nothing. But the search is 

what is important. She muses on her plight thus:   

  What did I expect? 

  This is a virtual world. This is a world inventing itself. Daily, new landmasses 

 form and then submerge. New continents of thought break off from the mainland. Some 

 benefit from a trade wind, some sink without a trace. Others are like Atlantis – fabulous, 

 talked about, but never found.  

  Found objects wash up on the shores of my computer. Tin cans and old tyres mix 
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 with the pirate's stuff. The buried treasure is really there, but caulked and outlandish. Hard 

 to spot because unfamiliar and few of us can see what has never been named.  

  I'm looking for something, it's true. 

  I'm looking for the meaning inside the data. 

  That's why I trawl my screen like a beachcomber – looking for you, looking for 

 me, trying to see through the disguise. I guess I've been looking for us both all my life. 

 (Winterson 73-4) 

There are things Google can't find for us. So go out there and work for Google. For the 

investment banks. For the big systems and machinery that make up our world. And keep 

reminding us that algorithms can't solve every problem, can't make everything make sense, can't 

connect one heart to another. You are the ones who can find the meaning in the data. Find the 

connections that keep the human visible in the machine. Keep us from losing sight of what 

matters.  
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