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in many cases are unaware data 
is being collected at all. Frith 
describes a case where the New 
York State government set up read-
ers throughout the state to scan 
E-ZPass transponders without noti-
fying drivers what they were doing 
so, let alone explaining why. There 
were no laws or policies requir-
ing otherwise.

The author works hard to avoid 
hysteria and overstatement, but is 
no Pollyanna either. He suggests 
that some fears about RFID tech-
nology in particular might be over-
blown, but only for the none- 
too-reassuring reason that since 
the heyday of backlashes against 
RFID in the early 2000s, most peo-
ple now routinely carry smart-

phones that track practically 
everything they do. He sees little 
prospect for laws and regulations 
governing data collection via RFID 
any time soon. With collective 
action ruled out, the best Frith 
has to offer is that we, as individu-
als, cultivate an “infrastructural 
imagination.” He admonishes us to 
try and be aware of the RFID tags 
and tag readers we encounter and 
to think critically about what kinds 
of data should and should not 
be collected. 

In the Introduction, Frith de-
scribes a senior scholar at a confer-
ence asking why location-based 
smartphone apps like Foursquare 
with relatively small user bases get 
a great deal of scholarly attention 

while a pervasive and important 
technology like RFID is ignored. 
Frith has dutifully taken up this 
challenge, and one gets the sense 
that A Billion Little Things is a 
workmanlike attempt to do justice 
to a worthy subject. The book may 
not fire the imagination about the 
promises and pitfalls of RFID tech-
nology, but it provides a clear and 
well-organized overview. 
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definition of percep-
tion as used in the 
above subtitle might 
be, “an awareness of 
the environment 

through physical sensation.” One 
becomes aware of something 
through all five senses. Yet it is “see-
ing” that is the most compelling 
when analyzing the relationship 

between architecture and race, 
especially, for example, when reex-
amined in literary works such as F. 
Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gats-
by. Adrienne Brown, a professor 
who specializes in American and 
African American cultural produc-
tion at the University of Chicago, 
takes her readers on a journey that 
recounts seeing racial characteris-
tics in the early period of American 
skyscraper construction. Beginning 
at the end of the nineteenth centu-

ry, and essentially ending with the 
erection of the Empire State Build-
ing, circa 1931, the plots of literary 
novels and short stories, architec-
tural treatises, and magazine covers 
retell the aesthetic history of sky-
scrapers, endeavoring, as Brown 
argues, to “recover [the skyscrap-
er’s] influence not only on the shape 
of the city but also on the racial sen-
sorium of its residents and readers.”

Beginning with two “weird,” or 
fantastic, stories, the anxiety white 
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(continued on page 98)

metropolitans felt during this period 
is evoked with fictional works that 
examine the relationship between 
the American frontier and skyscrap-
ers. These authors struggled with 
the vanishing superiority of white-
ness as cities like New York and Chi-
cago grew taller, arguing that the 
chaos of cities muddled distinct cat-
egories of race. In response to this 
confusion, these authors — both 

using the Metropolitan Life Building 
as their setting — imagined how 
methods of racial detection could 
adapt in fictionalized versions of 
the frontier. In George Allan Eng-
land’s The Last New Yorkers, the 
skyscraper evolves into a “fantasti-
cal refuge” for racial perception 
that was not possible in the real 
world where huddled masses at 
the base of a tall building blurred 
racial characteristics. 

However, in Murray Leinster’s 
The Runaway Skyscraper, bureau-
cratic and legal procedures, like the 
infamous one-drop rule, become 
new forms of racial classification 
that survive when visual detection 
fails after the Met Life Building trav-
els backward in time, forcing the 
time-travelling workers to work col-
lectively. The new forms of racial 
detection become potent when it is 
discovered that an office worker, 
one who was instrumental in pro-
curing the land that the skyscraper 
would be built upon, is Jewish. The 
ethnicity of this character is not 

readily perceived visually, only his 
name and his penchant for “avarice” 
in business dealings — a pernicious 
stereotype Brown acknowledges 
that is easily detectable through 
facial characteristics — are used to 
classify him as nonwhite. 

On the opposite of side of the 
“weird,” realist authors, like Wil-
liam Dean Howells and Henry 
James, oppose the dizzying effects 

of skyscrapers by rediscov-
er ing intimate spaces. 
Both authors used domes-
tic scenes to retreat from 
cities, reestablishing tradi-
tional methods of racial 
detection — easily identi-
f iable visual character-
i s tics — as the norm in 
editor ia ls and f ict ion. 
Howells’s work reveals a 
growing concern for the 
diminishing ability to per-

ceive racial differences from a 
skyscraper’s vantage points, an 
act that would be more attainable 
at a smaller scale, like at a dining-
room table. Although James is also 
concerned with blurred racial dis-
tinction, his work focuses on the 
possible extinction of racial catego-
ries brought on by less intimate 
buildings, like skyscrapers.

Brown discusses miscegenation 
in a few texts, exploring the way 
writers alluded to racial mixing to 
describe their perception of tall 
buildings. In Louis Sullivan’s Kin-
dergarten Chats, the architect uses 
the word “miscegenation” to refer to 
past architectural styles. Sullivan 
hoped to “discourage” eclectic 
architecture to establish an “hon-
est” and specifically American 
architecture in which skyscrapers 
were a key component. However, 
this structural honesty, as Brown 
reads, reflects the language of sci-
entific racism as Sullivan argued for 
a “virile” architectural style capable 
of reflecting the “white” superiority 

of the country. The novel Passing 
by Nella Larsen attempts to reposi-
tion cities as disrupters of racial 
classification as the characters in 
the story deal with passing — the 
ability of a member of one racial 
group to be accepted by another, 
usually undetected. However, the 
relationship between skyscrapers, 
racial mixing and perception is diffi-
cult to parse out in this section: 
Passing appears to be more of a 
commentary on race and modern 
cities than race and skyscrapers. 

Besides one scene featuring 
prominently a fictionalized version 
of Chicago’s Drake Hotel, skyscrap-
ers in this story function, Brown 
writes, as a “background catalyst” 
that affects the foreground of the 
novel, especially at the conclusion 
in which one of the characters who 
had been passing her entire life 
falls from the sixth floor of a tall 
apartment building. Before falling, 
her white husband confronts her 
about her true racial identity, sug-
gesting that only in an intimate set-
ting was racial distinction truly 
possible. Passing expressively nar-
rates the shock many urban dwellers 
felt as modern technology changed 
cities rapidly, and unexpectedly, 
and skyscrapers represented this 
disorienting phenomenon.

Despite the chaos American sky-
scrapers seemed to wreak in some 
texts, a group of black writers in the 
twentieth century appeared to 
embrace the stupefying effects of 
this architecture by gauging its 
effects on black American culture. 
Despite being well-known for his 
ground-breaking work in sociology, 
W.E.B. DuBois also wrote a series of 
science fiction short stories that 
incorporate the dizzying visual 
influence of skyscrapers. In his 
“The Princess Steel” a white couple 
visits a black sociology professor in 

It is “seeing” that is most 
compelling when analyzing  
the relationship between  
architecture and race.
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his office housed in a skyscraper. 
The disorienting vista of the 
cityscape from the professor’s office 
window distracts them enough to 
not notice immediately that the soci-
ologist they have come to visit is, in 
fact, black, yet the couple is 
shocked to see how gentlemanly 
this black professor appears to be. 

The story ends with the couple 
using a device invented by the pro-
fessor to view the vista. The hus-
band’s view is transported to a 
fantastical scene in which the 

prominent figures have black skin. 
However, his wife only sees the 
same vista they had encountered 
before, a moment Brown uses to 
demonstrate the relentlessness of 
racial prejudices. 

DuBois’s “The Comet” is per-
haps the most poignant in the rela-
tionship between architecture and 
black American culture. A comet 
destroys Manhattan and the only 
two survivors are a black man and 
a white woman. After surveying the 
damage wrought by the comet on 
the city, the white woman learns to 
accept her companion, eventually 
realizing, while at the top of the Met 
Life Building, that she would need 
to relinquish her racial prejudices in 
order to repopulate the earth. How-
ever, it is discovered that only Man-
hattan was destroyed, and her 

sense of “reality” comes rushing 
back along with any dream of an 
interracial new beginning. Brown 
suggests that the end of the novel — 
in which the black man is reunited 
with his wife but learns of the death 
of his child — champions black sur-
vival in the modern city. 

Although other black writers 
considered DuBois old-fashioned, 
they nevertheless used the same 
disorientating nature of skyscrap-
ers to discuss black American cul-
ture. Black-run magazines depicted 

covers with black bodies 
situated next to skyscrap-
ers, also rendered in black, 
appearing to embrace the 
staggering effects of sky-
scrapers for their advantag-
es of specifically upsetting 
stringent racial categories.

Countering this accep-
tance, Brown discusses 
distressing intimate ex -
periences in the everyday 
lives of white metropolitans 
in the last chapter of the 
book. Perhaps the most 
famous of the texts dis-

cussed, The Great Gatsby, relays 
this experience most clearly. The 
novel’s characters’ perception of 
race extends along class and gen-
der, as Brown examines the way in 
which characters engage within — 
and outside — the city. The mod-
ern city rising with its tall buildings 
appears enticing at first, however, 
upon closer observation, the city is 
disturbing as racial expression con-
fuses traditional social boundaries. 
Jay Gatsby may dress and act like 
his well-off white companions, how-
ever, the secrecy surrounding his 
origins and the people he chooses 
to do business with in the city — 
another explicit anti-Semitic refer-
ence to a character deemed as 
“nonwhite” — taints his friends’ per-
ception of him, labeling Gatsby him-
self as “nonwhite.” Race and class 

are also explored in the work of 
Faith Baldwin, as one of her charac-
ters — a female office worker — is 
considered cultural backward by 
sacrificing a working life in a tall 
office building for motherhood. 
However, another character is 
praised for the same seemingly dif-
ficult decision. The difference 
between the two characters is that 
the first woman is the daughter of 
Italian immigrants and the other is 
an Anglo-American woman — 
expected to combat the influx of 
immigrants with procreation.

The book is worthwhile, if mostly 
for the wealth of literary referenc-
es — too many to list properly 
here — and rereading of classic 
texts. Interdisciplinary is the best 
way to describe Brown’s approach: 
She uses architectural treatises, 
well-known literary novels, and 
short stories to mark how urbanites 
visually contended with their chang-
ing environment. Although at times 
her thesis loses its coherency with-
in the style of writing, Brown’s book 
is a welcome addition to a time in 
which scholars are examining how 
everyday objects have been histori-
cally written. In addition, Brown’s 
close readings of these texts are 
grounded in sociology, history, and 
legal precedents, providing the 
reader with context for why a cer-
tain author may have perceived sky-
scrapers in a certain way. This 
reading highlights the pervasive-
ness of our visual senses when cop-
ing with modern technology and a 
rapidly changing environment.
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Authors struggled with the 
vanishing superiority of 
whiteness as cities like New York 
and Chicago grew taller, arguing 
that the chaos of cities muddled 
distinct categories of race.


