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Preface 

 

Are you famous? 

Celebrities are our contemporary era’s royalty, the icons for how life ought (or ought not) to 

be lived. They and their scrupulously-manicured personae are stand-ins for success, beauty, 

desire, and opulence. Yet celebrity life can appear, at least to the plebeian outside, as a golden 

prison, a structurally gorgeous, superficially rewarding, but essentially intolerable clink. The idea 

of the “right to privacy,” coined back in the late nineteenth century, actually arose to address 

celebrity toils within this prison.1 Newspaper photographers were climbing onto tree branches, 

peering into high society homes and taking pictures of big-money soirees so as to give non-

celebrity readers a glimpse into this beau monde. Our contemporary conception of privacy was 

born in response to these intrusions. 

For those of us on the outside looking in, our non-celebrity identity and relation to privacy 

may seem much simpler. Or is it? How can one really be sure they are—or are not—a celebrity? 

It’s easy enough to do a quick test to prove it. Go to google.co.uk (note: not google.com), and 

search for your name. Then, scroll to the bottom of the results page. Do you see the phrase 

“Some results may have been removed under data protection law in Europe” (Figure P.1)? The 

answer to this question—whether this caveat appears or not—will tell you how Google, or more 

precisely Google’s algorithms, have categorized and thus defined you.  

If you encounter this phrase, it is an algorithmic indication that Google doesn’t consider you 

noteworthy enough to deserve the golden prison—you are not a celebrity, in the sense that the 

public has no right to know your personal details. You are just an ordinary human being. And 
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this unadorned humanity grants you something quite valuable: you can request what European 

Union courts have called “the right to be forgotten.” 

 

{~?~IM: insert F_P_01_CHENEY-LIPPOLD here.} 

Figure P.1.: When searching for your name on Google within the European Union, the phrase 

“Some results may have been removed under data protection law in Europe” appears if you are 

not a Google celebrity. Source: https://www.google.co.uk/?gws_rd=ssl#q=john+cheney-lippold. 

 

In 2014, Google was forced by EU courts to allow its European users the “right to be 

forgotten.” Since May of that year, individuals can now submit a take-down request of European 

search results that are “inadequate, irrelevant or no longer relevant, or excessive in relation to 

those purposes and in the light of the time that has elapsed.”2 An avalanche of hundreds of 

thousands of requests followed—some from people with legitimate grievances, others from those 

attempting to purge references to various kinds of criminal convictions.3 

In response, Google quietly introduced a new feature that automates part of this take-down 

process. In a letter to the European Union’s data protection authorities, Google’s global privacy 

counsel Peter Fleischer explained that since “most name queries are for famous people and such 

searches are very rarely affected by a removal, due to the role played by these persons in public 

life, we have made a pragmatic choice not to show this notice by default for known celebrities or 

public figures.”4 In other words, whether the phrase appears or not reflects Google’s 

determination of whether you are a regular person who can request the removal of certain search 

results or a celebrity who presumably just has to lump it when it comes to privacy.  
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This “pragmatic choice” is algorithmic—an automatic, data-based division between 

“celebrities or public figures” and the rest of us. Yet the EU legal opinion did not define who 

counts as a public figure. Google gets to make it up as it goes. The exact method by which it 

does this is unknown, hidden behind the computational curtain. Washington Post legal blogger 

Stewart Baker, who first brought this algorithmic assessment to public attention, found that 

Google believed pop singer Rihanna to be “Google famous” but Robyn Rihanna Fenty (the 

singer’s legal name) “not.”5 The distinction is intriguing because it shows a gap, a separation that 

exists primarily at the level of knowledge. In this case, Google isn’t really assessing “fame.” 

Google is creating its own, proprietary version of it. 

Of course, fame, much like Google fame, has always been a creation. Film studies scholar 

Richard Dyer detailed this point many decades ago: who becomes a flesh-and-blood celebrity, or 

in his words, embodies a “star image,” is neither a random nor meritocratic occurrence. “A star 

image is made out of media texts that can be grouped together as promotion, publicity, films, and 

commentaries/criticism.”6 A star is not born. A star’s image is meticulously made and remade 

according to, in Dyer’s case, Hollywood.7 

Suitably, the site of any star’s making is also a site of power. In the case of Hollywood and 

other mass media industries, this power facilitates profit. But of equal importance is how these 

industries simultaneously produce what cultural theorist Graeme Turner calls the “raw material” 

of our identity.8 Our aspirations, desires, and expectations of life are influenced, in some way, by 

the star images we all encounter. To be in control of these images is to control how a social body 

understands itself. Or, who is on the screen or on stage (and who isn’t) concretizes the epistemic 

possibilities of who we can imagine ourselves to be.9 
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But Google’s celebrity is functionally different. When Google determines your fame, it is not 

trying to package you as a “star image,” nor is it producing “raw material” for cultural 

consumption. Rather, it is automatically fulfilling a legal mandate to facilitate European Union 

personal information takedown requests. And it is through this functional difference that Google 

has structurally transformed the very idea of fame itself. By developing an algorithmic metric 

that serves as a data-based stand-in for celebrity, Google created an entirely new index for who 

legally has the “right to be forgotten” (non-celebrities) and who doesn’t (celebrities).  

In short, Google’s algorithmic index is an emergent way of thinking about what a celebrity is 

in our contemporary, data-rich communications environment. And in doing so, this emergent 

index fundamentally reworks our ideas around identity. In the present day of ubiquitous 

surveillance, who we are is not only what we think we are. Who is are is what our data is made 

to say about us. 

Through Google’s extensive database network, celebrities become a different form of “star,” 

and thus produce another kind of “raw material” for who we are seen to be online. And in this 

difference is where the line between celebrities and “the rest of us” begins to blur. A Google 

celebrity may not be an actual celebrity. Rather, a Google celebrity is someone whose data is 

algorithmically authenticated as such. And while we, as users, might not grace the covers of 

magazines, we do produce an unprecedented amount of information about ourselves, our desires, 

and our patterns of life. This data is a different type of raw material according to a different kind 

of industry—what media scholar Joseph Turrow calls the “new advertising industry” and 

Wikileaks described as the “global mass surveillance industry.”10 

That is to say, “Google famous” may not equal famous, but “Google famous” influences 

which search results get censored and which lives are deemed available for public consumption. 
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It orders the discourses of, and access to, personal privacy rights. And it inaugurates a new future 

for what it means to be a celebrity or public figure. But unlike the media industry networks that 

painstakingly curate the raw materials of a star image, Google uses an algorithmic category of 

celebrity based entirely on interpretations of data.  

Twentieth-century scientific positivism demands that we let data speak for itself. Following 

this mantra, wherever data tells us to go, we will find truth. But the data Google uses to 

categorize people and assign status of identity does not speak; it is evaluated and ordered by a 

powerful corporation in order to avoid legal culpability. Indeed, scholar Lisa Gitleman argues 

data doesn’t speak, but is spoken for.11 Data does not naturally appear in the wild. Rather it is 

collected by humans, manipulated by researchers, and ultimately massaged by theoreticians to 

explain a phenomenon. Who speaks for data, then, wields the extraordinary power to frame how 

we come to understand ourselves and our place in the world. 

To participate in today’s digitally networked world is to produce an impressive amount of 

data. From those who post personal details on Facebook to others who simply carry their cell 

phone with them to and from work, we leave traces of our lives in ways we never would expect. 

And as this data funnels into an expansive nexus of corporate and state databases, we are clearly 

not the ones who interpret what it means. 

In the following introductory chapter, I will begin to etch out what it means to be made “of 

data.” Algorithmic interpretations about data of our web surfing, data of our faces, and even data 

about our friendships set new, distinct terms for identity online. And it is through these terms that 

our algorithmic identities are crafted—terms where race is described by 1s and 0s and emotions 

defined by templates of data. 
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We Are Data is about how algorithms assemble, and control, our datafied selves and our 

algorithmic futures. It’s about how algorithms make our data speak as if we were a man, woman, 

Santa Claus, citizen, Asian, and/or wealthy. And it’s also about how these algorithmically-

produced categories replace the politicized language of race, gender, and class with a proprietary 

vocabulary that speaks for us—to marketers, political campaigns, government dragnets, and 

others—whether we know about it, like it, or not. The knowledge that shapes both the world and 

ourselves online is increasingly being built by algorithms, data, and the logics therein. 
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Introduction 

 

We are “well filled with data” in today’s networked society.1 If you don’t believe me, open your 

computer and roam the web for five minutes. In a period of time only slightly longer than the 

average television commercial break, you will have generated, through your web activity, an 

identity that is seemingly separate from the person who you thought you were. In a database far, 

far away, you have been assigned a gender, ethnicity, class, age, an education level, and 

potentially the status of parent with x number of children. Maybe you were labeled a U.S. citizen 

or a foreigner. There’s even a slight chance you were identified as a terrorist by the U.S. National 

Security Agency.  

This is simultaneously scary and intriguing. It’s scary because of the very real power that 

such classifications hold: having a SIM card match the data signature of a suspected terrorist can 

put someone at the receiving end of a drone missile strike. Having Internet metadata that 

identifies a user as a foreigner means she may lose the right to privacy normally afforded to U.S. 

citizens. 

And it’s intriguing because there’s something gallingly, almost comically presumptuous 

about such categorizations. Who would have thought class status could be algorithmically 

understood? How can something as precise as citizenship be allocated without displaying one’s 

passport? And how audacious is it to suggest that something even less precise, like ethnicity, 

could be authoritatively assigned without someone having the decency to ask? 

We live in a world of ubiquitous networked communication, a world where the technologies 

that constitute the Internet are so woven into the fabrics of our daily lives that, for most of us, 

existence without them seems unimaginable.2 We also live in a world of ubiquitous surveillance, 
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a world where these same technologies have helped spawn an impressive network of 

governmental, commercial, and unaffiliated infrastructures of mass observation and control.3  

Today, most of what we do in this world has at least the capacity to be observed, recorded, 

analyzed, and stored in a databank. As software developer Maciej Ceglowski explains:  

 

the proximate reasons for the culture of total surveillance is clear. Storage is cheap 

enough that we can keep everything. Computers are fast enough to examine this 

information, both in real time and retrospectively. Our daily activities are mediated with 

software that can easily be configured to record and report everything it sees upstream.”4 

 

A simple web search from even the most unsophisticated of smart phones generates a lengthy 

record of new data. This includes your initial search term, the location of your phone, the time 

and day when you searched, what terms you searched for before/after, your phone’s operating 

system, your phone’s IP address, and even what apps you installed on your phone. Add onto this 

list everything else you do with that phone, everything else you do on your computer, and 

everything else that might be recorded about your life by surveilling agents. 

This resulting aggregation of our lives’ data founds the discursive terrain of our digital 

environments. We live in what legal scholar Frank Pasquale has termed a Black Box Society, 

where algorithms determine the contours of our world without us knowing. Within this society, 

“a predictive analytics firm may score someone as a ‘high cost’ or ‘unreliable’ worker, yet never 

tell her about the decision.”5 What “high cost” and “unreliable” mean is up to the algorithms’ 

authors. It’s an output that we feel only as we wait for a job interview that will never come. In 

the case of identity online, it is this categorical output that speaks for you—not you, yourself. 
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Indeed, you are rarely “you” online. We Are Data is not a claim that we, individually, are 

data. Rather, we are temporary members of different emergent categories, like “high cost” or 

“celebrity,” from this book’s preface, according to our data. The future of identity online is how 

we negotiate this emergence. Accordingly, the arguments in this book deliberately attend to the 

level of the category itself, not the “you” of the user. 

Through various modes of algorithmic processing, our data is assigned categorical meaning 

without our direct participation, knowledge, or often acquiescence. As Pasquale puts it, “the 

values and prerogatives that the encoded rules enact are hidden within black boxes.”6 Which is to 

say our social identities, when algorithmically understood, are really not social at all. From 

behind the black box they remain private and proprietary. Yet when employed in marketing, 

political campaigns, and even NSA data analytics, their discursive contents realign our present 

and futures online. 

Who we are in this world is much more than a straightforward declaration of self-

identification or intended performance. Who we are, following Internet researcher Greg Elmer’s 

work on “profiling machines,” is also a declaration by our data as interpreted by algorithms.7 We 

are ourselves, plus layers upon additional layers of what I have previously referred to as 

algorithmic identities. 8 

Algorithmic interpretations like Google’s “celebrity” identify us in the exclusive vernacular 

of whomever is doing the identifying. For the purposes of my analysis, these algorithmic 

categorizations adhere to what philosopher Antoinette Rouvroy calls “algorithmic 

governmentality”—a logic that “simply ignores the embodied individuals it affects and has as its 

sole ‘subject’ a ‘statistical body’…. In such a governmental context, the subjective singularities 

of individuals, their personal psychological motivations or intentions do not matter.”9 Who we 



10 
 

are in the face of algorithmic interpretation is who we are computationally calculated to be. And 

like being an algorithmic celebrity and/or unreliable, when our embodied individualities get 

ignored, we increasingly lose control not just over life, but how life itself is defined. 

This loss is compounded by the fact that our online selves, to borrow the over-used 

phraseology of pop psychology, is a schizophrenic phenomenon. We are likely made a thousand 

times over in the course of just one day. Who we are is composed of an almost innumerable 

collection of interpretive layers, of hundreds of different companies and agencies identifying us 

in thousands of competing ways. At this very moment Google may algorithmically think I’m 

male, whereas digital advertising company Quantcast could say I’m female, and web analytic 

firm Alexa might be unsure. Who is right? Well, nobody really. 

Stable, singular truth of identity, also known as authenticity, is truly a relic of the past. Our 

contemporary conception of authenticity, as argued by feminist scholar Sarah Banet-Weiser, has 

become malleable, even ambivalent. What used to be sold to us as “authentic,” like the marketed 

promise of a corporate brand, is now read as polysemic multiplicity.10 Google, Quantcast, and 

Alexa’s interpretations of my data are necessarily contradictory because they each speak about 

me from their own, proprietary scripts. Each is ambivalent about who I am, interpreting me 

according to their individual algorithmic logics. 

But in the algorithmic identifications of our gender, unreliability, or celebrity status, we are 

given little recourse. We most often have no way to say “no!” or “yes, but….” Nor can we really 

know who we are online, as our algorithmic identities change by the input: minute by minute and 

byte by byte.  

In other words, online you are not who you think you are. Indeed, one of the key 

consequences of our algorithmic identities is how they recast the politics around identity into the 
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exclusive, private parlance of capital or state power. If you have a Google account, go into your 

“Settings for Google Ads” to see what Google infers your age and gender to be.11 These gender 

and age formulations are not based on your voluntary identification, physical performance, or 

amount of times you have revolved around the sun. Instead, Google’s assignments of your 

gender and age come from the collection of web pages you have visited over the course of your 

Google career. 

And whether you recognize it or not, these identifications affect our lives. Your search results 

and advertisements will be subsequently gendered and aged. Websites will take the fact that you 

went to a certain site as evidence of your identity as, say, a middle-aged woman. And online 

news editors may then see your visit as proof that the site’s new campaign aimed at middle-age 

women-centered content is succeeding. The different layers of who we are online, and what who 

we are means, is decided for us by advertisers, marketers, and governments. And all these 

categorical identities are functionally unconcerned with what, given your own history and sense 

of self, makes you you. 

Theorists Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star write that “classification systems are often 

sites of political and social struggles, but these sites are difficult to approach. Politically and 

socially charged agendas are often first presented as purely technical and they are difficult even 

to see.”12 The process of classification itself is a demarcation by power, an organization of 

knowledge and life that frames the conditions of possibilities of those classified. When Google 

calls you a woman or celebrity, this is not an empty, insignificant assessment. It is a structuring 

of the world on terms favorable to the classifier, be it as a member of a market segment for profit 

or as a categorized public figure to avoid the legal morass of European privacy law. 
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We witness this favorable structuring in legal scholar C. Edwin Baker’s concept of 

“corruption” that “occurs when segmentation reflects the steering mechanisms of bureaucratic 

power or money rather than the group’s needs and values.”13 Consider, for example, how your 

own gender identity interfaces with the complexities of your lived experience. When Google 

analyzes your browsing data and assigns you to one of two distinct gender categories (only 

“male” or “female”), your algorithmic gender may well contradict your own identity, needs, and 

values. Google’s gender is a gender of profitable convenience. It’s a category for marketing that 

cares little whether you really are a certain gender, so long as you surf/purchase/act like that 

gender. Google’s category, moreover, speaks with a univocality that flattens out the nuance and 

variety of the lived experience of gender. And that corrupt category, says Baker, “undermines 

both common discourse and self-governing group life.”14 More comprehensively: an algorithmic 

gender’s corrupt univocality substitutes for the reflexive interplay implicit in gender’s social 

constructionism. 

As an example, I could be male-bodied and identify as a man, while Google thinks I’m a 

woman (this is true). Or I could be in my 30s, possess a driver’s license to prove it, but Google 

could think I’m 65 (this is also true). In these examples I am not merely listing instances of 

misrecognition or error on the part of an algorithm. Machines are, and have been, “wrong” a lot 

of the time—often more than the techno-enthusiasts among us would like to admit. Even the 

most expensive computer software can crash, and biometric technologies routinely fail despite 

their touted infallibility. The point of this example, rather, is to highlight the epistemological and 

ontological division between my gender and how Google defines and operationalizes my 

algorithmic gender. 
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And precisely because Google’s gender is Google’s, not mine, I am unable to offer a critique 

of that gender, nor can I practice what we might refer to as a first-order gendered politics that 

queries what Google’s gender means, how it distributes resources, and how it comes to define 

our algorithmic identities. Here I offer an alternative to political economist Oscar Gandy’s claim 

that “because identity is formed through direct and mediated interaction with others, individuals 

are never free to develop precisely as they would wish.”15 When identity is formed without our 

conscious interaction with others, we are never free to develop—nor do we know how to 

develop. What an algorithmic gender signifies is something largely illegible to us, although it 

remains increasingly efficacious for those using our data to market, surveil, or control us. 

Of course, interpretations of data have always mediated identity, whether it be through the 

applications of census records, econometrics, and even IQ test results. From philosopher Ian 

Hacking’s work on statistics “making up people” to the cyberculture studies of media theorist 

Mark Poster’s “database discourses,” the nominal underpinning of We Are Data is hardly an 

unprecedented phenomenon.16 What is new about the categories that constitute us online is that 

they are unknown, often proprietary, and ultimately—as we’ll later see—modulatory: Google’s 

own interpretation of gender, faithful to nothing but patterns of data, can be dynamically 

redefined according to the latest gendered data. 

These categories also operate at—and generate—different temporalities. As a general rule, 

Gandy reminds us that “the use of predictive models based on historical data is inherently 

conservative. Their use tends to reproduce and reinforce assessments and decisions made in the 

past.”17 This type of categorization delimits possibility. It shuts down potential difference for the 

sake of these historical models. It constructs what digital media theorist Wendy Hui Kyong Chun 
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has called “programmed visions” that “extrapolate the future—or, more precisely, a future—

based on the past.”18 

However, the myriad flows of ubiquitous surveillance reorient these visions. For companies 

like Google, algorithms extrapolate not just a future, but a present based on the present: of near 

real-time search queries, web browsing, GPS location, and metadata records.19 This change in 

temporality reframes the conservatism of categorical knowledge to something more versatile, 

similar to what geographer Louise Amoore’s calls a “data derivative”—”a specific form of 

abstraction that distinctively correlates more conventional state collection of data with emergent 

and unfolding futures.”20 

When algorithms process near real-time data, they produce dynamic, pattern-based 

abstractions that become the new, actionable indices for identity itself. These abstractions may 

not be invested in extrapolating a certain future, or enacting a singular norm, but in producing the 

most efficacious categorical identity according to available data and algorithmic prowess.  

Correspondingly, in an online world of endlessly overhauled algorithmic knowledge, 

Google’s misrecognition of my gender and age isn’t an error. It’s a reconfiguration, a freshly-

minted algorithmic truth that cares little about being authentic but cares a lot about being an 

effective metric for classification. In this world there is no fidelity to notions of our individual 

history and self-assessment. 

As digital theorist Alexander Galloway observes in the video game Civilization III, “the 

modeling of history in computer code… can only ever be a reductive exercise of capture and 

transcoding,” whereas “‘history’… is precisely the opposite of history… because the diachronic 

details of lived life are replaced by the synchronic homogeneity of code pure and simple.”21 The 

complexity of our individual histories cannot be losslessly translated into a neat, digital format. 
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Likewise, our self-assessments come from layers upon layers of subjective valuations, all of 

which are utterly unintelligible as 1s and 0s. 

In this algorithmic reality there is instead a dependency on something else, a data-based 

model of what it means to be ‘famous,’ ‘not famous,’ ‘man,’ ‘woman,’ ‘gay,’ ‘straight,’ ‘old,’ 

‘young,’ ‘African American,’ ‘Hispanic,’ ‘Caucasian,’ ‘Asian,’ ‘other,’ ‘Democrat,’ 

‘Republican,’ ‘citizen,’ ‘foreigner,’ ‘terrorist,’ or ‘College Educated.’ I offset all of these 

algorithmically-produced categories with an unattractive use of apostrophe marks precisely 

because they are not what they say they are. Like the sardonic use of air quotes to emphasize an 

ironic un-truth, each apostrophe-marked classification is an algorithmic caricature of the 

category it purportedly represents. These algorithmic caricatures, or what I will later call 

measurable types, have their own histories, logics, and rationales. But these histories, logics, and 

rationales are necessarily different from our own. Google’s ‘gender’ is not immediately about 

gender as a regime of power, but ‘gender’ as a marketing category of commercial expedience.  

Crucially, algorithmic categories do not substitute for their non-apostrophed peers, but rather 

function—sometimes in concert, sometimes in tension—with them as an additional layer of 

identity. I might be a man, but I am also a ‘woman.’ In my day-to-day life, I might be a boring 

professor. But if Google determines I’m a ‘celebrity,’ I lose the right to be forgotten. In this 

layered approach, I must attend to both the offline and the online, as both have impact on my 

life, and both bleed into each other. This collapse subsequently disallows any clean conceptual 

separation between life as data and life as life. 

And given this layered interaction, our algorithmic identities will certainly impact us in ways 

that vary according to our own social locations “offline,” something likewise determined by 

classifications that are often not of one’s choosing, but which operate according to different 
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dynamics than their algorithmic counterparts. Similarly, to the extent that one’s online and 

offline identities align or misalign, the effects of this interface will vary according to the relative 

status assigned to each category and one’s own power to contest or capitalize upon it. 

All of which is to say, companies like Google use their algorithms and our data to produce a 

dynamic world of knowledge that has, and will continue to have, extraordinary power over our 

present and futures. And as we also continue to be well filled with data, this algorithmic logic 

produces not just the world, but us. We Are Data aims to extend the scholastic lineage that 

connects the social construction of knowledge with the layers upon layers of technical, 

apostrophe-marked constructions of knowledge—a union where essential truths do not and 

cannot exist. 

 

On Data’s Terms 

Algorithmic agents make us, and the knowledges that compose us, but they do so on their own 

terms. And one of the primary terms of an algorithm is that everything be represented as data. 

When we are made of data, we are not ourselves in terms of atoms. Rather, we are who we are in 

terms of data. This is digitization, the term MIT Media Lab founder Nicholas Negroponte 

employs to talk about the material conversion of “atoms into bytes.”22 It is also biomedia, the 

“informatic recontextualization of biological components and processes” of philosopher Eugene 

Thacker.23 And it is ultimately datafication: the transformation of part, if not most of our lives, 

into computable data.24 

Importantly, the “we” of We Are Data is not a uniform totality, but is marked by an array of 

both privileging and marginalizing difference. As digital theorist Tyler Reigeluth reminds us, we 

need to see digital technology “in continuity with ‘previous’ or existing social, political and 


