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Assessment guide (will be posted on website)
• 500 word guideline is a floor, not a ceiling


• Dataset and gap 

• Protocol in practice


• Data structure


• Instrument and process


• Claims


• Visualization



Grading guidelines
• A: each choice is deliberate and well-explained; argument is supported by the 

data and account of dataset is reflective and well-reasoned. The visualization 
makes an argument that the prose could not do alone. 


• B: choices are sound and mostly explained but the reasoning is uneven. Does 
not account for how the measurement instrument shaped result or does not 
make a clear, complete argument


• C: makes arguments that the protocol / data don’t support; incomplete or not 
fully explained or reflected upon


• Below C: doesn’t follow the assignment instructions. 



How did you rank them?

Exemplar Ranked 1st Ranked 2nd Ranked 3rd

Dogs

Grass

Quotes



Dogs



Grass



Quotes



Logistics

• A3.1: presentation dates assigned Friday; 
pitches Oct 7 and 9 

• A1 due: 9 am, Fri Oct 16 

• Assessment guide posted online soon





Reading check-in: pick one

On p. 179, Gitelman and Mullaney ask, “What is Morse Code without 
letters?” Why does this question matter? 

Double mediation (p. 180): explain it, then apply it to something you 
use today.



What is infrastructure?

Embedded
sunk into other structures, social arrangements, 
and technologies

Transparent
invisibly supports tasks; you don't reinvent it each 
time

Built on an installed base
inherits the strengths and limits of what came 
before

Visible upon breakdown
you notice it when the server is down or the 
bridge washes out

“Optical fibers run along old railroad lines.”

Susan Leigh Star, “The Ethnography of Infrastructure,” American Behavioral Scientist (1999): four of her nine properties.



What is semiotics?
The study of signs: how a form gets attached to a meaning.

· —
form (signifier)

by convention A
meaning (signified)

Telegraphy was “in equal measure … a linguistic and semiotic infrastructure.”



Infrastructure is also a sign

“Infrastructures are built networks that 
facilitate the flow of goods, people, or 
ideas and allow for their exchange over 
space.”

Brian Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” Annual Review 
of Anthropology (2013), p. 328

Politics: 
who builds it, who pays, who gets 
connected 
  
Poetics: 
what it promises (modernity, 
progress, speed) apart from what 
it does



Communication leaves transportation behind

Before
A message moves as fast as a horse, a train, 
or a ship 

Speculation is about place: which market will 
pay more?

After
Associated Press (1846): news becomes a 
commodity sold by wire 

Chicago Board of Trade (1848): speculation 
moves into time, as futures

“Messages … could finally be sent without being physically carried.”

Gitelman and Mullaney, pp. 176–177, drawing on James Carey



But the wires follow the old roads

1840s–1870s Telegraph lines run along railroads and colonial trade routes

2010 Spread Networks digs an 825-mile fiber line, Chicago to New 
Jersey, to shave milliseconds off trades

Today “Fiber-optic cables for internet transmissions follow many of the 
same routes as the original telegraph lines” (G&M, p. 178)



How does the internet work? (A pre-history)





Undersea network cables



What is Morse code without letters?

母
character

3018
code book number

...--  ----- 

.----  ---..

Morse pulses

1871: Schjellerup and Viguier's code numbers about 6,800 characters in Kangxi Dictionary order 

Double mediation: character → Arabic numerals → Morse 

Chinese became a “numbered language,” taxed like a cipher

Gitelman and Mullaney, pp. 179–181. Codes from the Standard Chinese Telegraph Code (Unicode Unihan database).



Who is the code for?
Signs permitted by the International Telegraph Union, Vienna 1868:

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
. , ; : ? ! ’ + - / = ( ) & « é

1875: accented é joins the alphabet; Morse users may send Ä Á Å Ñ Ö Ü 

1903: those accented letters become part of the standard set 

German and French overflowed the code. Chinese had no letters at all. 

Gitelman and Mullaney, pp. 178–179



Translating telegram messages… 
• Prices in Liverpool have fallen for three days running, and there is talk that the 

Russian harvest is much larger than expected. I think we should sell all the 
wheat we are holding before the rest of the market hears the news. Please do 
this at once and do not wait for my letter.


• Our ship reached New York this morning after a very rough crossing. 
Everyone is well, though Mother was seasick for most of the voyage and has 
not yet recovered her appetite. We will write a proper letter once we have 
found lodgings. Please tell Aunt Mary not to worry.


• Hélène est arrivée à Québec hier soir. Elle loge chez sa cousine, rue Saint-
Jean, et vous écrira dimanche. (Hélène arrived in Québec last night. She is 
staying with her cousin on rue Saint-Jean and will write to you on Sunday.)



Telegrams cost 10¢ a word, and each message has a 
budget of 30¢, which is 3 words. A word longer than 15 

letters counts as two, loosely following the 1875 
international rules. Numbers count as words.



An “instant” medium ran on skilled labor

Twelve letters took you how long? How many came through wrong? 

Operators decoded by ear, “on the fly,” all day (p. 176) 

New industrial ailments: “telegrapher's palsy” (p. 177) 

Strip C: where did È and À go? Strip D: how many steps before you could send 
anything?


