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This volume is dedicated firstly to the students in the 
welding program at Pontiac High in Shawville, Quebec, 

and secondly to those who gave me the benefit of the 
doubt when things went sideways.
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Introduction

I fell down the stairs this morning. Took a step, put my foot out 
into the air, and fell.

As metaphors go, that’s a pretty good one. 
Finishing grad school was similar. I took a step out into 

the air, confident that there’d be something there to put my 
foot on. And I tumbled. Lord, how I tumbled. For eight years I 
tumbled. I ended up living in a motel next to the highway (one 
of those kinds of places) for a while, eventually having to move 
back into my parents’ spare room. It took a long time to climb 
back from that place. It was not a good place mentally, emo-
tionally, financially, or physically. In a certain genre of book, I 
would tell you that the climb out was due entirely to my own 
bootstrapped hard work and good sense, that my natural abil-
ity shone through and won the day. But it didn’t really happen 
like that. 

This is a book about being an imposter, about recovery 
and failing gloriously, about learning the advantages of being 
an imposter the hard way. It is not a recipe book. It is not a 
self-help book. It is a kind of academic autobiography, follow-
ing the emergence and appearance of one loose thread in the 
larger fabric of my career. We can only see this loose thread 
in retrospect; I’ve identified it as “failing gloriously.” In truth, 
the experiences that shape and bring us to particular points in 
our careers are not as tightly coupled as autobiography would 
suggest. Please don’t see this book as motivational; take it in-
stead as one perspective on trying to have a scholarly life in a 
new academic landscape. My aim in writing this book is that 
it might make someone else’s journey a little less hard, that it 
might provide cover for someone else to fail gloriously. That 
you might take a step in the air . . . and fly.
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I graduated in 2002 from Reading University in the UK. I 
spent a year or so after graduation living out of my backpack, 
trying to string together academic jobs here and there, hoping 
that each one would be my big break. Hope can be a terri-
ble thing. When a university has you working as an adjunct/
sessional, why would they ever offer more? You’re trapped. 
Or at least, I felt trapped, and so I returned home to Canada, 
becoming the Ottawa Valley’s only expert in stamped Roman 
brick from the first to third centuries. I returned home, my tail 
between my legs. If you were any good, you wouldn’t be here. 

I had been the guy for whom school had always come 
easily. I did everything I was supposed to do, jumping the hur-
dles and progressing through a PhD program. And yet here I 
was: if you were any good, why didn’t you make it over there? 
Coming home felt like humiliation. Even worse, I didn’t belong 
at home, not anymore. I’d been away too long, and rightly or 
wrongly, I didn’t fit in. There was no work for me. There was 
no social framework to fit into. Shawn-who’d-gone-away-and-
now-is-unemployed-serves-him-right. I was an imposter, a 
fraud. I turned to substitute teaching at the local high school, 
the school where I’d been a student only a decade earlier. But 
then I felt like a professional imposter, like I was only stepping 
into someone else’s class, someone else’s context, knowing that 
no matter what I did, I was only a temporary caretaker for 
someone else’s work.

My substitute teaching lasted for one and a half academic 
years, but during that time I discovered a network that offered 
distance high school education for remote regions, and I found 
work teaching one or two classes that way. After a brief hiatus 
back in the world of academia as a postdoctoral student, I was 
able to string together online teaching jobs at an American 
for-profit university, as well as hustle for research contracts at 
various organizations around Ontario.
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By that point, I’d quite given up on my naive undergrad-
uate “plan” (which had always been rather fuzzy) of being an 
archaeologist. I started blogging as a way of performing to my-
self that identity as an archaeologist that I’d largely let go of as 
a viable way of life. So I’d blog; I’d play with what archaeolog-
ical data I could find online, and I would try things. It didn’t 
matter that no one read what I was writing. Online, nobody 
knew you weren’t a real archaeologist. 

In a different universe, that would have been the end of 
it. I certainly wouldn’t be sitting here putting together this 
book in a university library coffee shop. A bit of serendipity 
led to me taking one last stab at an academic job just as my 
role at the online university was being terminated. It turned 
out that my experiences in online education, and my quiet 
blogging for my own entertainment, had positioned me at the 
right moment, in the right space, for this thing called “digital 
humanities.” 

Between 2002 and 2010 I had two interviews for full-
time academic work. Once was as a Roman archaeologist, the 
second was as a digital humanist. One was for something I 
had trained to be, the other was for something I didn’t know 
existed. That I got the second job through what feels like a lot 
of luck and timing means that I wrestle every day with the 
sheer arbitrariness of it all. Where is the fairness in any of this? 

This book is not a hymn of praise to the virtues of hard 
work. This is not anti-quit-lit, keep-on-trying-you’ll-get-that-
academic-job-anyway. I’m telling you this just to say: I know 
I’m an imposter. I was a white guy on the internet in the mid-
aughts and benefited from that privilege in ways it took me 
years to appreciate. No one ever attacked me for admitting ig-
norance online. No one ever attacked me for trying something 
different online. It is presumptuous to write this small volume, 
because I know that there are so many people out there who 
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are more deserving of your time, who would have made better 
digital humanists had they been given the chance. Imposter. 
Who do you think you are?

That question does no one any good. A better question is: 
Now that you’ve benefited from that privilege, what have you 
done with it? This volume is my attempt at figuring that out. I 
was introduced recently as a senior figure in the field, and the 
shock of that moment completely derailed me. Why should 
anyone listen to me, this imposter who worries every day that 
this too will be taken away? I had to become something else 
just to get the job. I’m a long way away from the archaeology 
of the first- and second-century Roman construction industry 
where I began. Trying to figure out what I am now has marked 
my next eight years. What have I done with this position? 
What have I done for you?

Well . . . Maybe I’ve learned how to fail gloriously? And 
maybe that’s made some space for you to try something out, to 
use that imposter syndrome to good effect. 

Failing Gloriously is a personal collection of stories, re-
flections, triumphs, and failures, written from 2003 to 2018. 
It is not an academic book, but a book about trying to find my 
way as an academic. The tone and voice of the pieces collect-
ed here shift registers, but it is definitely my voice, sometimes 
scholarly, often not. Most of the pieces in this collection be-
gan life as blog posts through which I would think out loud, 
think in public, and fail productively. I have a complicated 
relationship with “failure” and “productive failing.” Learning 
to fail productively is not without risk and pain. It’s not easy. 
It’s not a gimmick. Some of the stories I share here hurt. To 
fail gloriously is to share and use the productive fail to offer 
others a shortcut. To fail gloriously is to embrace the freedom 
that being an imposter can give, to tinker, to break things, to 
imagine how things could be different, and to make it safe for 
others to do the same. 
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I’m a white tenured professor, working primarily on the 
internet. Your productive failure is going to look very different 
from mine, because it is not safe for everyone to do what I did. 
Your glorious failures do not have to be public. But I think, if 
I’m to be of any use in this world, mine have to be. Because of 
the privileges I have been afforded, through my public failures 
I hope to offer other people cover to explore the potential to 
use their own imposter syndrome in ways that are productive 
for them in their own situations. Because we are all imposters, 
we don’t have to do things the way we’ve been told they’ve al-
ways been done. 

This book is roughly chronological. It begins with an 
essay on failing gloriously that uses a framework that can be 
operationalized in ways that are safe (whether or not you work 
in academia). The next section, “Unlearning,” takes you from 
my adjunct/sessional and substitute teacher days to my online 
teaching days (2003 – 2009), and it picks apart the ways I had 
to unlearn what teaching could be. The next section recounts 
events that are largely contemporaneous with the first, but fo-
cuses instead on the social context of my work. The final two 
sections of the book take place largely in that period in which 
I started on the tenure track as a digital humanities person 
(2010 to about 2014). I did not know what ‘digital humanities’ 
meant, either for my teaching or for my research. The book 
concludes with some reflections on what digital humanities 
might be, and what a digital archaeology could be, building 
on work I’ve done since 2014. If there are tensions and con-
tradictions it is because nothing is smooth or straightforward; 
my thinking and my teaching have evolved. There is value in 
taking a microscope to things we once wrote, we once said, we 
once thought. 

I share these stories with you because, when I see them 
collected here, I see a thread that I couldn’t see nearly twenty 
years ago when I started. My hope is that it helps the other 
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imposters out there in navigating their own personal mazes, 
to wherever they lead, academia or elsewhere. I’m imagining 
you to be somewhere on your grad school journey, possibly at 
that same point I was when I stepped into the air. I write for 
the imposter I was and the imposter I continue to be. I write 
in the hopes that there’s something here in these stories that 
will give you the support you need at the moment you need it. 
These are stories. They are not academic articles. They some-
times have footnotes and references, but sparingly. Citation is 
a gift, an act of accomplice-ship (Weiss); there is a choice to 
be made when we cite, in whose work we lift up, whose work 
becomes the foundation for our own. We become accomplices. 
Perhaps these choices I’ve made will confirm for you that I am, 
indeed, an imposter.

We’re all imposters, but that’s because we’re always learn-
ing. The day I think I know what I’m doing will be the day to 
move on.

This volume has benefited enormously from the generous 
reading of the anonymous peer reviewers who engaged with 
a much more disjointed version. I am grateful for their sug-
gestions and engagement, and apologize for making the 
experience harder than it ought to have been. Bill Caraher saw 
the potential, encouraged me throughout, and made the pro-
cess intellectually rewarding. Sara Perry has exemplified the 
“generous thinking” that Kathleen Fitzpatrick argues for in her 
recent volume on how the university can be less confrontation-
al and more collaborative. Luck and serendipity and generous 
thinking: If Lea Stirling hadn’t advertised for a post-doc, if 
Lea hadn’t been the kind of person who could say, “We didn’t 
quite get what you were on about in your application, but it 
sounded interesting . . . so let’s find out!” If John Bonnett and 
Kevin Kee hadn’t been intrigued by the idea of agent-based 
modeling. If Alan Liu hadn’t said, “Why aren’t you blogging 
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this?” If Lisa St. Louis hadn’t posted the job advertisement for 
the liberal arts college. Colleen Morgan, Quinn Dombrows-
ki, Bethany Nowviskie, Kisha Supernant, Katherine Cook, 
Donna Yates, Morag Kersel, Steph Halmhofer, Sharon Leon, 
Kathleen Fitzpatrick, Lee Skallerup, Lynne Goldstein, Lorna 
Richardson, Neha Gupta, Beth Compton, Jolene Smith, Sar-
ah Bond, Dominique Marshall, Danielle Kinsey, Jenn Evans, 
Pat Moore, Eric Kansa, Ethan Watrall, Cristina Wood, Kaitlin 
Wainwright, Elise Bigley, Rob Blades, Hollis Peirce, Tamara, 
Carys, and Conall, my students and so many others—you know 
who you are—to all of you who’ve shared your own fails, whose 
example and scholarship I admire, and to all of you who have 
taken a chance on me, who have been generous, who have put 
up with me: thank you.
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