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Technologies of 
Speculation

Instructor’s Guide

The Limits of Knowledge in a 
Data-Driven Society
by SUN-HA HONG

An inquiry into what we can know in an age of surveillance 
and algorithms

Knitting together contemporary technologies of datafication to 
reveal a broader, underlying shift in what counts as knowledge, 
Technologies of Speculation reframes today’s major moral 
and political controversies around algorithms and artificial 
intelligence. How many times we toss and turn in our sleep, our 
voluminous social media activity and location data, our average 
resting heart rate and body temperature: new technologies of 
state and self-surveillance promise to re-enlighten the black 
boxes of our bodies and minds. But Sun-ha Hong suggests 
that the burden to know and to digest this information at 
alarming rates is stripping away the liberal subject that 
‘knows for themselves’, and risks undermining the pursuit of 
a rational public. What we choose to track, and what kind of 
data is extracted from us, shapes a society in which my own 
experience and sensation is increasingly overruled by data-
driven systems.

From the rapidly growing Quantified Self community to large-
scale dragnet data collection in the name of counter-terrorism 
and drone warfare, Hong argues that data’s promise of 
objective truth results in new cultures of speculation. In his 
analysis of the Snowden affair, Hong demonstrates an entirely 
new way of thinking through what we could know, and the 
political and philosophical stakes of the belief that data equates 
to knowledge. When we simply cannot process all the data at 
our fingertips, he argues, we look past the inconvenient and the 
complicated to favor the comprehensible. In the process, racial 
stereotypes and other longstanding prejudices re-enter our 
newest technologies by the back door. Hong reveals the moral 
and philosophical equations embedded into the algorithmic eye 
that now follows us all.

http://www.nyupress.org
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INTRODUCTION
What counts as knowledge in the age of big data and smart machines? Technologies 
of datafication renew the long modern ambition of turning bodies into facts. They 
seek to take human intentions, emotions, behavior, and turn these messy realities 
into discrete and stable truths. But in this pursuit of better knowledge, technology 
is reshaping what counts as knowledge in its own image—and in the process, 
cementing enduring racial prejudices and corporate interests. The push for 
algorithmic certainty sets loose an expansive array of incomplete archives, speculative 
judgments and simulated futures. All too often, data generates speculation as much 
as it does information.  

Technologies of Speculation traces the paranoia and obfuscation, hype and 
disappointment, and other speculative practices that facilitate the breakneck 
expansion of data-driven surveillance across every aspect of our society. It begins 
with the opaque unaccountability of NSA’s vast dragnet systems, and shows how 
the political pressure to win the war on terror pushes messy and uncertain data 
into predictive action. It then turns to the proliferation of ‘smart’ machines for self-
surveillance, in which wearable and domestic devices track exercise and sleep, 
sex and exercise, with personalised precision. The book traces how such data 
is increasingly being taken up by employers, insurers and courts of law, creating 
imperfect proxies through which individuals may be overruled. 

Engaging with key scholarly debates across critical data studies, media and 
communication studies and surveillance studies, Technologies of Speculation can 
provide upper undergraduate and graduate students with a critical interrogation of 
the value-laden concepts of objectivity, neutrality, transparency, optimisation, that 
shape how we think about data and technology today. It further provides a range 
of concrete empirical analyses for teaching and discussion. They include counter-
terrorist sting operations in the war on terror as a case study in the racialisation of 
the unknown (Chapter 5); media coverage of ‘lone wolf’ terrorism and public rituals 
around imaginaries of national security and identity (Chapter 3); and controversies 
around broken, invasive, or discriminatory smart machines showcasing the 
‘unintended’ consequences of new media technologies (Chapter 4). 

The introduction and Chapter 1 are best read together, while Chapters 4 and 5 in 
particular can be assigned on their own.
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CHAPTER 1
Honeymoon Objectivity

New technologies repeatedly promise to deliver more objective, neutral forms of 
knowledge. When their promises inevitably fall short, they open up space for new 
forms of speculative practices by which our truth is governed.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

The introduction unfolds broader concerns around the expansion of data-driven 
surveillance, and the ways in which they are rewriting the norms of what counts 
as knowledge and truth. It argues that the fantasy of raw data, objective truth and 
predictive control licenses a new array of fabrications (p2-4): approximations are 
solidified into facts, algorithmic biases endowed with neutrality, and uncertainties 
upgraded into predictions. Big data and smart machines are technologies of 
speculation which are establishing new societal defaults for what counts as truth 
(p10-12). The introduction further outlines the book’s two empirical sites: the 
Snowden affair and the expansion of American state surveillance in the war on terror, 

and the contemporaneous 
popularisation of smart 
machines for self-surveillance 
(p4-7). Chapter summaries 
are provided (p7-9).

Chapter 1 sketches out 
the role of historically 
accumulated imaginaries 
around numbers and 
objectivity in contemporary 
debates around data and 
smart machines. Through 
concrete, recent examples 
of failure and hype around 
self-tracking technologies 
(p13-4), it shows how ‘big’ 
data and ‘smart’ machines 
tap into a recurring modern 
fantasy of ‘honeymoon 
objectivity’ (p16-18), 
wherein technoscience is 
repeatedly hoped to purify 
complex social problems of 
human bias and uncertainty. 

Erik Desmazieres’ etching, originally for Jorge Luis Borges’ 
“Library of Babel”.
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The chapter further relays growing scholarly critique of data as ‘raw’ or ‘purely 
objective’ (p18-21) as a deep-seated ‘style of reasoning’ that privileges certain 
kinds of truthmaking over others (p21-24). This mythologisation of data serves 
a fast-expanding data market, in which problems of criminal justice, political 
will, self-knowledge and economic success are subordinated to the logic of 
surveillance capitalism and its voracious hunger for personal data (p24-29).

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• What kinds of imaginations about knowledge and truth, objectivity and 
numbers, are invoked when we talk about ‘data’ today? (Students could 
be shown examples of popular discourse around big data or AI as part of 
the discussion.)

• What does the author mean by ‘honeymoon objectivity’? How has what 
we mean by ‘objectivity’ changed over time? What do we typically mean 
when we say technology is more ‘objective’? What kind of reasoning 
do we cite for this claim, and what kinds of actions do we tend to justify 
through it?

• Is there such a thing as ‘raw’ data? Why / why not? Imagine that an 
elementary schoolteacher is asked to collect data on which students have 
been disruptive in class. What kind of data might they collect, and how? 
What kinds of decisions and interpretations are necessary to produce such 
data?

COMPLEMENTARY TEXTS

• Meredith Broussard, Artificial Unintelligence, MIT Press, 2019

• Ed Finn, What Algorithms Want, MIT Press, 2017
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CHAPTER 2
The Indefinite Archive

The Snowden leaks place us in a strange position: I know I am being watched, even 
though I cannot experience it for myself. What happens to ideals of transparency, 
accountability, and the informed public in an age of invisible mass surveillance? 

CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter examines the Snowden affair as a prominent case in a growing 
contradiction: systems of datafication, such as the NSA’s ‘dragnet’ surveillance 
systems, are becoming too massive and too opaque for human scrutiny, even as 
the liberal subject is asked to become increasingly legible to machines for capture 
and calculation. The chapter traces the international controversy following Edward 
Snowden’s leaks (p32-38), and how the massive flow of data about data, i.e. 
information about government surveillance programs, precipitated new forms of 
paranoia and conspiracy (p38-43).

The chapter then proceeds with a critique of the idealisation of transparency as a 
general solution to problems of information asymmetry (p43-51). Idealised norms 
around transparency and accountability flounder when confronted by technological 
systems designed to be concealed from everyday experience and inscrutable to 
ordinary citizens. The surfeit of data provides not the clarity of predictive certainty, but 
new pressures to judge and act in the face of uncertainty. This asymmetry provokes 

Utah Data Center. Source: Electronic Frontier Foundation, public domain.
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new patterns of paranoid and speculative politics, where the faith in transparency as 
disinfect places impossible expectations on the public to ‘know for themselves’. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• What happened when Edward Snowden’s leaked files reached the public? 
What kind of barriers can we identify between information and rational 
public deliberation? How does the surfeit of information end up backfiring 
in other contexts, such as social media and the mis/disinformation 
epidemic? 

• What kinds of problems arise when citizens are governed through 
technological systems that are too complex and secretive for public 
scrutiny? How might the information asymmetry between the watchers and 
the watched be addressed?

• What is the author’s argument about transparency? In what ways can 
transparency help improve public accountability around data-driven 
surveillance, with what kinds of unintended consequences? 

COMPLEMENTARY TEXTS

• Michael Schudson, The Rise of the Right to Know, Harvard University 
Press, 2005

• Hito Steyerl, “A Sea of Data: Apophenia and Pattern (Mis-)Recognition”, 

E-Flux, 2016
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CHAPTER 3
Recessive Objects 

New forms of data surveillance provoke speculation and uncertainty as well as 
informed judgment. In the post-9/11 drive to predict the next terrorist attack, 
old racial prejudices and other problematic judgments are smuggled into what is 
presented as data-driven fact.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter extends the earlier analysis of the Snowden affair in two ways. First, it 
theorises Snowden’s leaked files as an example of recessive objects: things which 
promise to extend our knowability, but in doing so, catalyse speculation and doubt 
(p53-7). Such recessivity is a fundamental feature of the big data landscape; the 
chapter shows how the US response to September 11 entailed a voracious ‘data 
hunger’, in which massively scaled, secretive surveillance systems were pushed as a 
technological inevitability in the war on terror (p58-62). Human subjects become more 
transparent to surveillance systems that themselves become less transparent. Not 
only does this imbalance create a chilling effect on the population, it also poses new 
challenges for the accountability of surveillance.

These problems of recessivity and unaccountability are not restricted to the public 
sphere, but extend to the government’s own hunt for the ‘lone wolf’ terrorist (p62-
74). From the Boston Marathon bombing of 2013 to the Las Vegas shooting of 

“Cameras”, artist group SpY, 2013.

http://spy-urbanart.com/work/cameras/
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2017, the effort to predict the next terrorist attack reveals the many ways in which 
uncertain, ‘weak’ behavioural data are fabricated into grounds for prediction. Efforts 
to rationalise and statistically ‘know’ the terrorist becomes a site for smuggling in 
familiar racial prejudices about the Other. Oppositions like the ‘troubled’ white shooter 
versus the extremist brown jihadist, or imagined figurations like the NSA’s fictional 
placeholder “Mohammed Badguy”, reveal the intersection between the myth of 
‘purely’ objective data and the far older myth of purifying borders and nations.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• What is a ‘recessive object’? What aspects of the new media environment 
can we identify that encourage this symbiosis of information and 
speculation? 

• How did September 11 and its aftermath give rise to the argument that 
invasive, hi-tech surveillance systems are necessary for security? 

• What are some of the recurring tropes in media coverage and government 
statements around terrorism suspects? What kinds of racialised and other 
selective ways of seeing are baked into such tropes? (Discussion could 
focus on a specific example, such as the Rolling Stone’s controversial 
coverage of Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, the Boston Marathon bomber (p62-63, 
70-71).)

COMPLEMENTARY TEXTS

• Amy Davidson, “The N.S.A.’s Spying on Muslim-Americans”, The New 
Yorker, 2014.

• Virginia Eubanks, Automating Inequality, St. Martin’s Press, 2018. 

Chapter 4, on algorithmic scoring of families for risk of child abuse/neglect in 
Pennsylvania, complements this chapter with concrete examples of how data-driven 
risk identification papers over its own uncertainties to determine the fate of minorities 
and vulnerable populations.

https://www.newyorker.com/news/amy-davidson/the-n-s-a-s-spying-on-muslim-americans
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CHAPTER 4
Data’s Intimacy

The popularisation of smart machines is the latest frontier where data-driven insights 
are beginning to override human judgment. Technologies first pioneered for voluntary 
self-surveillance are now fast expanding into new forms of corporate control.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Turning to technologies of self-surveillance, Chapter 4 describes the growing 
ubiquity of smart machines for self-tracking, in which wearable and home 
devices are sold for personalised, 24/7 self-surveillance (p80-83). These 
technologies are justified through a promise of ‘data’s intimacy’: that fine-
grained, individualised surveillance will help individuals take control of their 
data (p83-90). From heart rate variability to attention spans, the most 
mundane traces left behind in our everyday lives are revalorised as the secret 
clues to one’s health, happiness, and productivity.

These promises of empowerment, however, are dependent on privileging 
particular (and incomplete) forms of data over our own experience, cognition 
and affects (p90-100). And where early practices of self-surveillance focused 
on individual, DIY experiments, I describe a gradual process of ‘control creep’: 
systems for producing and legitimising data-driven knowledge inevitably 
become coopted by the wider data economy, opening up new avenues of 
commercialisation and control (p100-108). A fitness-tracking wristband, 

originally developed for individuals 
to assemble new clues about their 
bodily activity toward personal 
improvement, now supplies 
insurance companies with clues 
for the distribution of monetary 
risk across the client population. 
Ideals of the productive or healthy 
subject are thus reframed in terms 
of behaviour that are the most 
predictable, or rather, machine-
readable (p108-113). More and 
more of ‘my’ personal truth is 
colonised by machines (and the 
people behind the machines) that I 
cannot easily hold accountable.

“Still In Use”. Source: XKCD, permitted via Creative 
Commons’ CC BY-NC 2.5 license.

https://xkcd.com/1888/
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• What is the promise of ‘data’s intimacy’? What broader ideas about 
technology are being used to promote and justify new smart technologies? 
(Discussion resources might include promotional videos by recent self-
tracking products such as Beddit and Muse (p76), as well as particularly 
controversial cases such as Juicero (p14) and Spreadsheets (p25).)

• Do you use any apps, wearables, or home devices with a ‘self-tracking’ 
element? Share your own experiences and what that data means to you.

• What would self-surveillance with a positive impact look like? What kinds 
of regulatory, technical and cultural measures might be required to create 
such outcomes?

• What are some of the potential ways in which these technologies could 
be appropriated by workplaces, schools, hospitals, and other institutions? 
What are some of the potential implications around privacy and other civil 
rights? 

COMPLEMENTARY TEXTS

• “Nosedive”: Black Mirror, Series 3, Episode 1, 2016.

The opening scene in particular provides a popular illustration of how tracking 
and scoring systems are creating an increasingly fine-grained lens through 
which the smallest aspect of personal life is interpreted and judged.

• Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, PublicAffairs, 2019

Chapter 3 fleshes out the recent history of how user data became identified as 
the golden goose for the internet economy, focusing on Google in the post-
dot com era. 

• Phoebe Moore, The Quantified Self in Precarity, Routledge, 2018

Chapter 4 provides further critical discussion and examples on emerging 

workplace surveillance technologies.
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CHAPTER 5
Bodies into Facts

In the absence of data’s promised certainty, state surveillance practices improvise 
a wide array of techniques for deferring, simulating, and fabricating information on 
which basis predictions are made, individuals arrested, targets killed.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter delves into three concrete techniques of fabrications, by which messy 
and uncertain data are repackaged into authoritative insights and predictions. To do 
so, it returns to state surveillance and the effort to predict the next terrorist attack. 
The first is subjunctivity, an ‘as if’ form of reasoning that dominates political and policy 
debates around state surveillance apparatuses (p116-123). Related is interpassivity, 
in which we mitigate the anxieties of uncertainty and secrecy by invoking an imagined 
Other that knows in our stead (p124-134). 

The third is zero-degree risk, where the language of calculable risk is used to paper 
over the incalculable uncertainties surrounding surveillance and terrorism (p146-
155). These techniques are deployed in a variety of predictive scenarios with tangible 
outcomes for the individuals caught up in their judgment. The chapter examines 
specific recent cases around sting operations (p137-144) and drone warfare (p144-
146), where the race to pre-empt the terrorist relies on a messy array of improvised, 
simulated, and otherwise speculative techniques to turn inchoate data into actionable 

Still shot from FBI undercover video of terrorism suspect Sami Osmakac. Source: YouTube. First 
provided to jurors for Osmakac’s trial.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y7ndkuEi47Y
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knowledge claims. Such techniques, so fragile and improvised when examined 
up close, ride the waves of broader technological fantasies around objectivity and 
progress.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• Identify one example of ‘fabrication’ from the chapter. What kind of data 
is being used to justify what kind of claim, with what consequences for 
the actors involved? How do the proponents of state surveillance try to 
mitigate the lack of clear proof or information? 

• What are the commonalities and patterns across the different techniques 
of fabrication discussed in this chapter? Do you see other genres of 
speculation at work around data and surveillance?

• What does the author mean by ‘zero-degree risk’? Can all forms of 
danger be quantified, and can such data be truly objective? How might 
technologies of risk give rise to discriminatory and other disparate 
impacts? 

COMPLEMENTARY TEXTS

• “No Good Deed”: Person of Interest, Series 1, Episode 22

This episode of the sci-fi show was widely cited as an eerie forecast of real-life 
events around Edward Snowden and NSA surveillance. It usefully illustrates the moral 
and techical dilemmas around surveillance, and is also an example of how fictional 
media provide a speculative space for society to rehearse its attitudes towards new 
technologies (p134).

• “Trial and Terror”, The Intercept.

This database contains rich detail on specific individual cases where they were 
charged with terrorism-related offences on the basis of pre-emptive sting operations. 
Instructors can walk through specific examples, or ask students to locate and analyse 
them based on what they have read in the subsection “Zero Tolerance” (p135-146). 

https://trial-and-terror.theintercept.com/
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CHAPTER 6
Data-Sense and Non-Sense

Technologies of datafication leverage longstanding mythologies around modern 
progress to position themselves as the inevitable future of knowledge. Yet this very 
pursuit is undermining the social conditions for individuals who ‘know for themselves’.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Data-driven knowledge is increasingly produced without regard to human cognition 
and sensibility; and yet, this conflagration of machinic non-sense also demands that 
we adapt to its rationality. Returning to self-surveillance, this chapter examines this 
tension in terms of ‘data-sense’ and ‘non-sense’. On one hand, new technologies 
of datafication are being popularised through the claim that they are a historically 
inevitable step towards a particular fantasy of posthuman augmentation (p161-164, 
169-175). Yet these ‘smart’ machines daily demonstrate how the way they capture 
our data and interpret it is full of racial biases, unintelligible errors, and other forms of 
‘non-sense’ (p157-161).

Drawing on Katherine Hayles’ work on the nonconscious, as well as historical echoes 
in previous generations 
of technological 
boosterism, this 
chapter shows how 
human subjects are 
being compelled to 
orient their personal 
lives and truths in 
ways most compatible 
to machine learning 
and other regimes of 
analysis (p165-169). 
The pursuit of the 
human nonconscious 
as a source of objective 
truth erodes the ground 
beneath the feet of the 
good liberal subject, 
and concomitant ideals 
of agency, freedom 
and self-determination 
(p175-180).“Nonfacial Portrait”. Source: artist duo SSBKYH, 2018-19.

http://ssbkyh.com/works/nonfacial_portrait/
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• What are some of the recurring tropes that are used to justify or naturalise 
visions of technological futures, from nanotechnology to artificial 
intelligence to smart cities? What kinds of assumptions are being made in 
these imaginations?

• How are data-driven systems compelling us to change our behaviour in 
ways that make us more legible to those systems? For instance, how is 
recruiting software changing the way we compete for jobs, or social media 
algorithms changing the way we communicate? What kinds of people, 
skills, or experiences might become devalued as a result?

COMPLEMENTARY TEXTS

• Trevor Paglen, “Invisible Images (Your Pictures Are Looking at You)”, The 
New Inquiry, 2016

• Jathan Sadowski, “Potemkin AI”, Real Life, 2018

• Leo Marx, “Technology: The Emergence of a Hazardous Concept”, 

Technology and Culture, 2010

https://thenewinquiry.com/invisible-images-your-pictures-are-looking-at-you/
http://reallifemag.com/potemkin-ai/


15

CONCLUSION
What Counts?

What kind of critical scholarship can challenge the default to technological rationality?

CHAPTER SUMMARY

The final chapter turns to the broader ethical questions raised by the expansion of 
data-driven surveillance and its glorification as objective knowledge. Engaging with 
recent scholarship across critical data studies, AI ethics and moral philosophy, it 
provides a general critique of the way in which technology has become a default 
answer to social problems (p182-187). It argues that meaningful critique of such 
technologies cannot be achieved through metrics like efficiency and accuracy, 
which themselves emerge from a technological rationality (p187-192). Critique must 
take up the task of disrespecting the rationality of technology, a rationality that is 

George Grosz’ Republican Automatons, 1920. Source: public domain.
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increasingly ‘not for us’, and to build the external moral standards through which they 
can be held to account (p193-199).

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• What does the author mean by a ‘technological default’? Why is 
such a default problematic for thinking through issues of fairness and 
accountability?

• Consider a familiar controversy around technologies of datafication, 
such as the Cambridge Analytica scandal of 2017, or facial recognition 
systems’ notorious failure to accurately identify people of colour. What are 
the different forms of critique that can be applied? When and why might 
it be justified (or not) to abolish a certain use of technology, rather than to 
correct its known flaws and mistakes? 

COMPLEMENTARY TEXTS

• Langdon Winner, “Do Artifacts Have Politics?”, Daedalus, 1980

• Joseph Weizenbaum, Computer Power and Human Reason, W.H. 
Freeman, 1976.

A pioneer of early artificial intelligence research, Joseph Weizenbaum offers the 
prescient critique that not everything that can be done through computers ought 
to be. The preface and Introduction offer a short, readable summary of the main 
arguments. 


