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AMERICANS have long placed their faith in the legal and political Word.
The textualist constitutional tradition promised that words could pre-
scribe and enact a social order. Typing away at computer keyboards, some
have reiterated that hope with newer media. Perhaps, they have proposed,
through the work of code, words can make democratic publics out of dis-
persed readers. The creation of new reading publics has been the founda-
tional promise of the Intergalactic Computer Network, NSFNET, Bulletin
Board Systems, email, the World Wide Web, Web 2.0, the Network Society,
and most recently, digital platforms. Critical scholars, in turn, have taught
us to read the platforms themselves by decoding their architecture and
their codes of conduct, finding traces of hidden labor and dynamic soci-
ality, all in search of new vital politics. But would older forms of politics,
the rough-and-tumble of democratic electoralism, remain legible when
digitally platformed?

In 1999, political scientists Gerhard Peters and John Woolley believed
so. They developed a web platform that aspired to host all of the official
words of every American president—speeches, interviews, signing mes-
sages, presidential memoranda, executive orders, and press releases. This
idea to platform political text was an effort to revive an electoral project,
audaciously convening readers around plain text documents in the hope
of reinforcing a national democratic public.
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The American Presidency Project (APP) that Peters and Woolley built
has become an authoritative source for presidential documents, with,
according to their count, as many as 200,000 daily users since 2022. The
APP’s founders mark its true coming-of-age, however, as the moment
when it entered its own archive: in May 2016, after the White House
press secretary was asked a question which referenced the APP by name,
the transcript of that exchange was duly entered into the database. And
although the database contains videos and analysis, plain text is the pri-
mary resource. The platform renders tens of thousands of official docu-
ments commensurable as HTML markdown text.

Read together, these documents narrate an uncanny political realm of
words as deeds. This is an archive of performative politics, in two senses
of “performative.” As the philosopher J.L. Austin explained, one can do
things with words, performing a reality into being. But, as chronically
online commentators insist, many words do nothing and are thus, as the
kids say pejoratively, “performative” There are numerous proclamations
on the APP platform, almost none ever actually proclaimed. Some changed
the world, others did not. In the digital archive, the Emancipation Procla-
mation is stored alongside National Character Week and American Heart
Month pronouncements. Proclamations that function as law are cataloged
alongside those that function as symbol.

The APP also comprehensively collects party platforms, the agreed-
upon principles of a political party’s policy convictions. These resolutions,
the result of intense backroom negotiations—and sometimes very public
ones—are, in theory, the articulation of what an institutionalized political
movement believes. Crafted and voted on every four years at each party’s
convention to nominate a presidential candidate, they transmute candi-
dates into representatives of larger policy agendas.
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1 Daniel Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld,
The Hollow Parties: The Many Pasts and
Disordered Present of American Party Politics
(Princeton University Press, 2024).

The American Presidency Project

The oldest of these entries in the APP, the 1840 Democratic Party
platform, reads today as an anti-platform, devoting its nine resolutions to
what the federal government should not do: no interfering in the states, no
general system of internal improvements, no national bank, and certainly
no efforts to curtail slavery. Still, like every platform that followed, its text
can be copied directly into Microsoft Word, which is what Peters did. He
counted the words and then graphed them to show the sheer explosion in
platform length over the years—and the periodic attempts to rein in these
articulations of collective values. There is even an invitation to search
across time by keyword to find the trends.

For a digital platform, the APP’s participatory asks are minimal, with
not much more than a large “report a typo” box on each page, but the
sense of a collective and universalizing project is remarkable. The site
displays the striking innocence of an earlier digital idiom, in which the
commensurability of text on message boards and simple web pages prom-
ised a flattened world, and the prospect of equalizing access to written
knowledge undergirded many of the hopes for the internet.

There is a similarly innocent optimism to the genre of party platform
itself. The dream of a collective governing project, albeit a partisan elec-
toral one, is a noble one. Even though platforms are the sites of so much
grubby politicking, they are also proof of a possible accord, of shared and
finite prescriptions, bound within language. These words have historically
been traded for support. A few sentences could serve as a concession, a
mark of respect, or an explicit pander that wins over an interest group or
a potentially disruptive faction.

We are more knowing readers now. Party platforms have generally
gotten longer, but that wordiness is evidence of a hollowed-out party
process that is unable to prioritize.' From the voters at the convention to

< Every day, thousands of citizen-users
visit the site to understand US politics.
Home page of the APP, November 28, 2004.
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the non-voters outside its halls—not to mention the researchers plumb-
ing the APP for insights—everyone knows that platforms are aspirational
performances, and everyone acknowledges that parties are likely to come
up short in practice. We have also lost our naiveté about digital platforms,
which have proven to radicalize and exclude. For all its virtues, Wikipedia
did not blunt fascism or redeem liberalism.

Ironically, the APP faltered most when confronting the platform most
committed to reviving the genre: the 2008 Democratic Party platform, the
work of Barack Obama’s campaign. Famously, Obama for America used
the framework of social media as a core mechanism for creating its party
platform. With my.barackobama.com, often referred to as my.bo, anyone
could become part of the campaign. This carefully maintained walled gar-
den sustained a new kind of political community, and cultivated a distinct
subjectivity for users—teaching them how to be part of the campaign, to
develop the sensibility of local organizers, to generate content for the party
platform, and to host local meetings. The ensuing Listening to America
initiative included 1,645 meetings with 30,000 attendees in just 25 days
of 2008. It mirrored the anti-politics of Obama for America as politics.

Scorning the political machine of the twentieth century, Obama
2 Daniel Kreiss, Taking Our Country Back: ~ for America worked to offer something new.? In so doing, it presented

The Crafting of Networked Politics from problems for the American Presidency Project. To capture a democratic
Howard Dean to Barack Obama (Oxford
University Press, 2012); Anna Everett,
“Have We Become Postracial Yet?: Race illustrative quotations from meetings organized through my.bo. These
and Media Technologies in the Age of could not be expressed in plain text. Even though the official platform
President Obama,” in Race After the Internet
(Routledge, 2012).

authenticity, the 2008 platform document made use of call-out boxes with

text echoed an older model, the citizen voice broke the flow. In a section
on government accountability, one anonymous New Hampshire resident
explained, “We the people need to be citizen participants, not consumers
of government” The official language promised to “use new technology
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to tap into the vast expertise of the American citizenry, for the benefit of
government and our democracy.”

After the election, the Obama administration tried to carry this ethos
forward with the crowdsourced Citizen’s Briefing book, in which 44,000
ideas were up-voted by 125,000 users on Change.gov. The administration
also maintained a We the People online petitioning platform from 2011 to
2021 with the promise (often delayed or withheld) of “an official response”
for the most popular petitions. The National Archives now maintains
that website. The remnants of a playful web were there (tongue-in-cheek
calls to create a Death Star), alongside the real issues that animated the
online community: net neutrality, the Stop Online Piracy Act,and Edward
Snowden. Over time, activism and conspiracies that had been incubated
on social media platforms migrated to the We the People platform. Calls
to investigate Bill and Melinda Gates for crimes against humanity were
slowly upvoted ahead of petitions demanding justice for Breonna Taylor.

By 2020, perhaps platforms seemed too dangerous. The Republican Party
opted not to go through the work of creating an official platform, while the
Democrats produced their longest document to date, with almost twice as
many words as in 2008. In 2021, with the techlash in full swing, We the Peo-
ple was quietly deplatformed upon the inauguration of Joe Biden. Platforms

3 After growing frustration with were, as the president said and the APP has transcribed, “killing people.”
Facebook’s decisions on how to moderate
information about COVID-19, President
Biden blurted out (and then walked

back) this pronouncement. The American The temptation is to focus on changing forms and formats. But even as
Presidency Project, “Pool Reports of July 16,
2021,” accessed April 19,2026

As the experiment in merging digital and party platforms is rolled
back, we might wonder where else to look for archives of political visions.

digital platforms continue to mediate our everyday lives, we shouldn’t
dismiss content. We should become better readers of partisan politics. The
high-stakes work of democratic aspiration is articulated through political
documents now stored as deceptively flat text.
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When you deposit frozen fish
in someone’s safe deposit box
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HOW’S MY
FEEDBACK?

Malte Ziewitz



1 Michael Mulkay, The Word and

the World: Explorations in the Form of
Sociological Analysis (Allen & Unwin, 1985),
238.

2 Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Parody:
The Teachings of Twentieth-Century Art
Forms (1985; Routledge, 1991), xii.

SEARCH FOR ALMOST ANYTHING—books, hotels, teachers, haircuts,
dates, doctors, prisons, dishwashers, Italian restaurants, real estate brokers,
accountants, sex workers, dentists, board games, or illegal drugs—and
there is a platform ready to rate and review it. These feedback systems
are widely hailed as engines of transparency and solutions to a range of
public problems. They are said to make hidden qualities visible, to hold
providers to account, and to broaden participation.

In practice, things rarely work so smoothly.

Platforms such as TripAdvisor, RateMyProfessors, and ReviewCentre
have long been plagued by contradictions that undermine their promises.
Amazon placed user reviews at the heart of its business model not just
because they helped customers, but also because they generated the vast
amounts of unique content crucial for search engine rankings. Mean-
while, small businesses, from hotels to cafés, have complained about fake,
retaliatory, and misleading reviews posted by disgruntled customers and
competitors.

On these platforms, judgment is amplified, circulated, and archived—
ironically, with little recourse when something goes wrong. Fake reviews
are difficult, often impossible, to challenge. Most complaints are handled
by automated systems. And reviews frequently create a lot more work for
those affected, who must publicly respond and manage feedback, regard-
less of its accuracy or intent.

Studying these platforms in the early 2010s, our UK-based research
team thought it had a wonderful idea: What if we built a website called
How’s My Feedback? that allowed users to rate and review the rating and
review websites? Could we build a platform that would submit these sys-
tems to the very logic they had imposed on others?

* % %

Parody, scholars tell us, is a powerful debunking tool. At its simplest,
parody places a secondary text alongside the original and repeats it with
a twist.! (The word derives from the Greek para [alongside of] and ode
[song].) By mimicking something, with slight but telling variations, parody
exposes the original’s defining features and undermines its authority. This
dissonance is what makes a Saturday Night Live skit lampooning a US pres-
ident so effective. Through exaggerated reenactment, we recognize the
absurdity and flaws of the original. Or as literary scholar Linda Hutcheon
puts it, parody is “repetition with ironic critical distance, marking differ-
ence rather than similarity.”?
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Historically, this strategy of ironic distancing has been the province
of artists, activists, and cultural theorists. In 1950s France, for instance,
groups like the Letterist International and the Situationist International
rerouted and hijacked cultural forms for subversive political pranks under
the label detournement. Similar tactics surfaced in 1970s punk movements
and, again, among 1980s culture jammers such as the Cacophony Society,
the Billboard Liberation Front, and Adbusters.

A common technique employed by groups like these was to manipulate
a well-known image—subtly distorted corporate logos, or modified official
symbols like the American flag. Other interventions had the quality of
practical jokes, such as depositing frozen fish in a bank’s safe deposit box,
knowing that the bank was legally prohibited from opening it. Another

3 V.Vale,ed, Pranks! (RE/Search,2010),60.  system undone by its own rules.®

N Situationist grafitto, Menton,
France, 2006, with the 1968
slogan “Il est interdit d'interdire!”
(“It is forbidden to forbid!” ).

T  Cover of Pranks!, originally
published 1987.

w,\ -”\ ' Ly — < Protester holding Adbuster’s
— - Corporate American Flag at

W A M = Bush’s 2nd inauguration, Wash-
ington DC.
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4 See the How’s My Feedback? website,
https://howsmyfeedback.org,

* k¥

When it was time to build How’s My Feedback?, we sometimes wished we’d
opted to leave fish in someone’s safe deposit box instead. The project proved
to be a serious piece of work. We began by organizing two workshops in
London, gathering a group of people who were professionally involved
with online review platforms. The group included, among others, commu-
nity and product managers from well-known review companies, a digital
rights activist, one of the top ten amateur reviewers on Amazon.co.uk,
academics specializing in technology and privacy, a search marketing
consultant, and representatives of a consumer watchdog organization.

The discussions were revealing, though not quite in the way we had
anticipated. Instead of being challenged by our colleagues from the
industry, the process was surprisingly harmonious. Together with our co-
designers, we talked about legal safeguards, audience segmentation, pri-
vacy protections, and database architecture. We filled flipcharts with
Post-it notes and built wireframes on whiteboards. We found a set of
templates we could adapt for our site design and reserved a domain name.

Eventually, we ended up with a website that was strikingly conven-
tional: a review form with a text box, one to five stars for ratings, and a
field for contact information; a directory of platforms and a way to browse
the reviews; and—our modest innovation—a resource section where users
could learn about consumer protection and the workings of the online rat-
ing and review industry.* Branded as “a place for praise, concern, research
and advice about review, rating and ranking websites,” the home page
featured a black-and-white banner reading How’s My Feedback? marked
by a prominent red asterisk that—we thought—would perfectly convey
the project’s half-serious tone. Underneath a list of questions:

What’s good, what’s bad about a feedback website?
How do ratings, stars and metrics affect your life and business?
Which sites to trust—and which rather to avoid?

Next, a big-buttoned call to action asked visitors to “Get Started: Pick a site
and have your say,” followed by the clickable logos of all the platforms we
had added to the roster, including Amazon, eBay, TripAdvisor, Yelp, and
many more (“Rate the raters!”).

Only one thing was missing: the reviews.

* ¥k

In the weeks that followed, the line between parody and platform turned
out to be quite blurry. Maybe a bit too true to the original, our platform
replicated many of the features we had set out to challenge.

For one, it turned out that people did not necessarily want to be
empowered. Feedback platforms routinely struggle to persuade their
users to contribute in the first place, which is why most online purchases
result in emails asking us to review both the seller and the product; it’s why
podcast hosts routinely plead with listeners to rate, subscribe, and “smash
that like button”; and it’s why restaurants offer free dessert in exchange for
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Message for Arpos

an online review. Without such prompting, platforms are left with empty
pages and lonely invitations to “be the first to rate this business.”

Even when How’s My Feedback? gained some traction, appearing occa-
sionally in search results for terms like “concern with amazon review,”
the submissions raised more questions than they answered. At times, the
irony seemed completely lost on people. Reviews for the British retailer

Argos, for example, showed a range of senti-
ments from casual complaints about ordering
“3 sets of tea cups and saucers and the next day
2 sets were delivered (not 3)” to dutiful reports
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o argos and spoke to Simon,” who turned out to be
“wonderful.” A user by the name of “andy” even
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the website.

perhaps in jest.
* * ¥

So what, if anything, did our platform parody accomplish?

By conventional standards, How’s My Feedback? was a miserable fail-
ure. Submissions were sparse, the platforms we targeted largely ignored
it,and public conversation about the corrosive dynamics of these systems
remained sporadic. Over time, maintenance became burdensome: plug-ins
expired, links broke, text went out of date.

And yet, it could be argued that the project had still hit a nerve.

If parody works by imitation ad absurdum, then our efforts to reveal
the platform’s structure and significance had done exactly that. There
was in fact a lot of structure, but only little meaning and significance. In
becoming indistinguishable from the empty form it sought to challenge,
How’s My Feedback? exposed—somewhat paradoxically—the emptiness
of the original text.

This vanishing act taught us an important lesson. Good parodies show
platforms as they really are: boring, dull, and formulaic, yet still immensely
powerful. %
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