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Three examples of relations of visibility

• Polling in the 2020 U.S. presidential election

• 2020 U.S. census policies

• Measures of sexual behavior and the U.S. gay rights 
movement, 1948- 1993  



relations of  
visibility 

Sometimes the expressed purpose of 
quantification is to make things visible or 
invisible.

How does a given form of quantification 
shape attention? …to what we notice or fail 
to notice? …to particular kinds of people 
and particular interests? 

What are the effects of this quantitatively 
mediated attention? Who wins? Who 
loses? Do people deserve rights to be 
visible or invisible?



Polling 2020



national polls predicted odds of a Clinton 
victory ranging from 70-90%

most state polls underestimated Trump votes

“a jarring event for polling in the United 
States”  and  a “widespread consensus that 
polls had failed.” AAPOR report

2020

national polls predicted 8 point Biden victory

Biden wins by 4.3 points. Many state polls were off by
more.  Biases all in the same direction: favored Biden

“Overall, the polls did worse [in 2020] than in 2016.” 
Washington Post 



Wishing to be invisible to pollsters in the 
U.S. now seems to be shaped by 
partisanship, education, and distrust of 
mainstream institutions

Do people have the right to remain invisible 
if they wish to?  Should visibility be a 
choice? 



Are polls losing their 
cultural authority? 

“There’s a dirty little secret that we pollsters 
need to own up to: People don’t talk to us 
anymore, and it’s making polling less reliable…” 

It can take as many as 100 attempts to get one 
person to respond. Destroys randomness 
because….

“a single cooperative soul who speaks with an 
interviewer cannot possibly hold the same 
opinions as the 99 other voters who refused.”  

David Hill, Washington Post 11/19/20

/



The U.S. Constitution requires the census, every 10 years, to count every 
person in the country, regardless of age, race, gender, ethnicity or citizenship 
status. 



Who is 
made less 
visible?
Who is 
made more 
visible?  

Stopping the count early: fewer homeless, poor 
people, mobile people, many minority groups, 
non-English speakers, marginalized groups 

Asking citizenship status:  depresses the count of 
citizens and non-citizens; often immigrants and 
their families from relatively poor countries
Favors more affluent, more conservative regions



Origins of the gay rights movement 



Social scientists’ measures of sexual behavior played an 
important role in the origins of the modern gay rights 
movement and in the development of gay and lesbian identity 
politics.

Measures (and critiques of measures) of sexual practice, 
shaped how participants in an emerging political movement 
understood themselves, how and when they have organized, 
and the political strategies they and their opponents used. It 
made gay people visible.  

The argument… 





• 37% overt homosexual experience to the point of orgasm 
between adolescence and old age.
• 18% at least as much homosexual as heterosexual sex 

(rate 3-6) for at least three years between 16 and 55.
• 13% more homosexual than heterosexual sex (rate 4- 6) 

for at least three years between 16 and 55.
• 10% are more or less exclusively homosexual (rate 5 or 6) 

for at least three years between 16 and 55.
• 4% are exclusively homosexual throughout their lives 

since adolescence.
Source: Kinsey 1948: 650-651





Excerpt from Hay’s Mattachine Prospectus (1950)

“We aim to [provide] a collective outlet for 
political, cultural, and social expression of 
some 10% of the world’s population…”

Source: Hay/Roscoe 67



Some concluding thoughts…

Quantification shapes society, partly by mediating our attention, visibility 

Some groups want to be obscure, e.g. some Trump supporters

It erases other groups, some who need visibility, e.g. immigrants, poor

Quantification can create useful visibility that is personal, political, e.g. gay 

people 



We should study relations of visibility as part of an ethics of 
quantification.    Asking….

• Is it imposed or embraced? When does this matter?
• Are contentious numbers different from everyday numbers 

in their effects on visibility?
• Do numbers help to create or diminish communities in how 

they shape visibility?
•Who wins and who loses? Does this reinforce or lessen 

inequality?



Thank you for the visibility and for your 
attention!


