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Introduction
Technology and the Axes of Hope and Fear

Our first step is to bring back curiosity.
(Tsing 2015, 4)

We are the most fantastic and beautiful mistake.
(Russell 2020, 147)

One step after another, each recorded and located by the Global Position-
ing System (GPS) and shared with the world. Sequential steps repeated 
daily in our morning run or commute become part of an economic 
cycle of digital tracking, extracting our location data and serving parts 
back to us as directions, as ads, as insurance rates. And also as egregious 
privacy violations which set off, like clockwork, another cycle—a media 
cycle. In 2018, Nathan Ruser revealed that Strava’s Global Heatmap of 
users’ exercise routes had inadvertently revealed the locations of several 
nominally secret military bases. A parade of news articles followed that 
ranged from how-to pieces on managing the fitness application’s privacy 
settings (Pardes 2018) to more widely questioning the very concept of 
privacy and informed consent (Tufekci 2018).

The problem with this media cycle is not with any individual piece of 
content. Pardes’ WIRED article is an excellent guide to navigating Strava’s 
privacy and security settings. Rather, the problem lies in how each data 
scandal is framed as separate and surprising, seemingly unforeseeable 
even as each extraction of data for the purpose of profit inevitably sets 
up the conditions for exactly this kind of event (Thatcher 2018). Even a 
cursory glance at recent technology news reveals the cyclical nature of 
such spatial (geographic/location) data abuse narratives: before Strava 
there was Microsoft’s Avoiding the Ghetto patent (Thatcher 2014), and 
before that, Girls Around Me leveraged the Foursquare and Facebook 
data to help men stalk women (Bilton 2012). Examples of outrage, and 
even congressional and European Union (EU) court hearings (Jacobson 
2020), abound, but policy is slow and at times reversed or co-opted by 
the companies it is meant to regulate. As with running for exercise, the 



2 . data power: radical geographies of control and resistance

destination of this data cycle isn’t the point; maintaining the cycle is. 
Continuing to extract our data themselves,1 and spatial data in particu-
lar, is profitable. While an individual application or feature might change 
due to a data scandal, the overarching cycle of spatial data creation, 
extraction, and exchange with little regard for the users producing the 
data or other consequences continues apace.

This is a book about what we can do to change that.

Non-fiction narratives about technology tend to be either utopian 
or dystopian: eschatological visions of mobile applications ending 
pandemics or of drone strikes silencing political dissent. Accounts of 
Google’s attempted smart-city neighborhood in Toronto or Cambridge 
Analytica make for great stories, but they miss the forest for the trees. 
Both tropes oversimplify complex processes and contexts, hamstring-
ing attempts to understand how individual cases reflect broader systems. 
Processes of profit-seeking and capital accumulation frame recent dis-
cussions around technology, delimiting what is thought possible and 
desirable for technology to do. That need not be the case. More alter-
natives are possible. We explore hopeful tactics and strategies for living 
amidst and moving beyond the ruins created by an ideology of tech-
nology which “move[s] fast and break[s] things” (Facebook founder 
and Chief Executive Officer Mark Zuckerberg, quoted in Taneja 2019). 
In recent decades, technology firms sought to “disrupt” existing social 
relations and remake them in their own image: Facebook with friend-
ship, Uber with movement, Google with knowledge. In so doing, ever 
greater parts of daily life, of personal identity, become the playground of 
this speculative form of capitalism.

Writing in the Harvard Business Review, Hemant Taneja (2019) 
declares that the era of new tech entrepreneurship is over, due to people 
growing weary of the cavalcade of abuses perpetrated by firms like 
Facebook and Google. Taneja and others rightly note that this is in part 
due to a new generation of technologies, such as GPS tracking, facial 
recognition, and genomic profiling, that are far more personal and 
tangible in the daily lives of individual people. And, as such, a number 
of institutes, initiatives, and other public-facing endeavors have emerged 
to engage with the underlying algorithms and biases of these systems. 
These initiatives operate at different scales and with different stakehold-
ers. Some, such as the Partnership On AI, are explicitly aimed at working 
with the leaders of tech firms to shape practices. Others, such as the Elec-
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tronic Frontier Foundation, employ lobbying and lawsuits in attempts to 
shape policy. There is nothing inherently wrong, and many things truly 
beneficial, about such approaches. Nevertheless, we choose not to focus 
on institutional policies, real or potential, in this book.

We focus on lived cultures of technology, especially the grounded 
experiences and potential geographies of resistance amidst the everyday. 
We focus on a praxis—the putting into action, the embodying, of the 
hard-won insights of theory—to live joyfully within the social and literal 
ruins of data capitalism. Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing (2015) brilliantly 
depicts the communities that grow up amidst environmental change 
and degradation (the ruins of another aspect of capitalism) and how 
they fit within larger global systems of production and consumption. 
We seek to do the same amidst the creation, extraction, and analysis of 
the spatial data produced through everyday life. We focus upon a daily 
life enmeshed within the technical apparatuses of new data regimes as a 
means of being “truly present … as mortal critters entwined in myriad 
unfinished configurations of places, times, matters, meanings” (Haraway 
2016, 1). Our language and examples are attempts to describe, as new 
media theorist McKenzie Wark (2020, 168) puts it, “a present that could 
be open to other futures.” Through this, we offer a guide on what is to be 
done to live with, not under, new spatial technologies.

In this book, we offer five chapters centered around the goal of finding 
new and creative ways to enact a radical political praxis with new spatial 
technologies. Each chapter can be read independently, but together they 
form a hopeful narrative arcing towards something better. The remainder 
of this chapter introduces the book in detail: first, answering for whom 
this book is intended; second, outlining the content of each subsequent 
chapter; third, reflexively examining the perspective of the authors’ and 
what is therefore missing from this volume; and finally, providing a brief 
note on how to make use of the online resources associated with the text.

so what? why this book matters

At this point, you’ve picked up and opened a book from Pluto Press’ 
Radical Geography series titled Data Power. From our perspective, it 
seems safe to assume that you have at least a passing interest in the role 
of data and technologies in culture and society, radical geography’s ideas 
and practices, or the critical orientation of Pluto’s publications. If that is 
the case, then this book is for you.
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This book does not assume any deep familiarity with technical 
systems or digital spatial data’s creation, dispossession, and commodi-
fication as we introduce what is important and relevant over the course 
of the chapters. That said, it is useful to begin here with a brief descrip-
tion of the production of data through everyday living as a key means of 
capitalist profit-seeking. The book centers on these social processes and 
how they may be resisted.

Put simply, each interaction with a digital system produces data. For 
example, a post to Facebook will often record not simply the post itself, 
but also where the user was when it was made, other users who were 
with them, and even the browser/device used to make the post (this is 
often referred to as the post’s metadata). These data are extracted, tied 
to other data points about the user, and analyzed to produce digital rep-
resentations of them. These representations are not complete captures 
of their life, but specifically focused on predicting their actions and, in 
particular, their consumptive practices. This is why Craig receives adver-
tisements for a new tent after mentioning camping on Twitter.

While each individual data point holds little meaning or value, a collec-
tion of data points tends to mean more than the same points in isolation. 
Data are much more valuable when connected to still more data. The 
degree to which multiple data points can be tied together, especially if it 
can anticipate how likely (or able) a user is to spend money, determines 
the value of the data they produce for advertising and data analytic firms 
like Facebook, Google, Twitter, and many others. The massive scales of 
data and users at which such data technology companies operate produce 
centralized, multi-billion-dollar industries that continually seek to shape 
your actions, your life, in ways more amenable to predictable consump-
tion, and therein, their bottom line.

In light of these ongoing processes, this book does three things. First, it 
surveys the current context in which new technological regimes, histori-
cally contingent socio-political systems, of spatial data play in our world. 
Rather than the one-off solutionism offered by technology’s most dis-
ruptive boosters, we instead “move slow,” purposefully turning towards 
the long history of critical and radical thought concerning the questions 
technology poses for our lives, from Walter Benjamin to Ruha Benjamin. 
We find these ideas to be the best available tools for “staying with the 
trouble” (Haraway 2016), situating what we know about the present and 
sifting through the past to help create alternative futures. Second, we 
examine current individualized responses to data regimes, demonstrat-
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ing both where these practices succeed and where their limitations lie. 
Third, we outline a clear set of collective practices focused on developing 
radical solidarities, kinships against and through spatial technologies. 
Our purpose is to develop ways of (re)asserting our humanity within the 
sociotechnical milieu in which we live—a guidebook of sorts for living 
with data. Perhaps these pages will even be as “disruptive” as the unicorns 
and rock stars of the tech industry dream themselves to be.

What we promise is that by the end of this book, you will have a deeper 
perspective on why and where the location data you create in your day-
to-day life are extracted, analyzed, and come to stand for you as well as 
a conceptual toolkit for evaluating, resisting, and making use of those 
systems more on your own terms.

the rest of this book: a dialectic tension

In the past, we’ve written about the ongoing framing of technology as 
a double-edged sword with respect to culture and society (Thatcher 
et al. 2018, xvi). Following that, we structure the rest of this book as a 
“broad dialectic between hope for technology’s role as liberator and fear 
of its domination of everyday life” by drawing on Kingsbury and Jones’ 
(2009) interpretation of the Frankfurt School’s studies of technology. We 
return to that somewhat obscure, critical social theory not as a means of 
obfuscating our point, but of developing our practice.2 Whether or not 
you’re familiar with the Frankfurt School, the tension of technological 
hope and fear is a common one in current culture. One example is the 
question of labor: “Robots will destroy our jobs—and we’re not ready for 
it” (Shewan 2017) versus “Robots are increasing our wages, not stealing 
our jobs” (Clark 2015). Thinking through these ideas dialectically allows 
us to understand how both can be and likely are true, but also that both 
are beside the point unless we radically alter the ways technological and 
social relations interact to reassert our humanity.

Thinking through those ideas appears here via the themes explored 
in each chapter. In Chapters 1 and 2, we follow technology and society 
from the nineteenth century up through our present day; in doing so, 
we tie the ruins in which we live not to Silicon Valley’s promised solu-
tionism, but to the long-standing roles quantification, classification, and 
abstraction have played in capitalist exploitation. Chapter 3 then surveys 
current forms of individual resistance and acceptance, of technologi-
cal enabling and constraining actions, that have occurred with and in 
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response to spatial data regimes. Finally, Chapters 4 and 5 build from 
the limits found in current practices to develop collective modes of resis-
tance and a synthetic set of concrete practices that engage new systems of 
daily data creation and collection in ways that produce new solidarities 
and hopeful experiences. Finally, in a brief epilogue, we reflect upon the 
limits of our own scholarship and how the writing of this book has been 
shaped by an ever-changing world.

We begin the first chapter, “Life in the Age of Big Data,” by stepping 
backwards in time to the widespread adoption of telephones and motion 
pictures. By puncturing the liberal myth of individual empowerment 
through technology, we draw on an argument that begins with the work 
of Karl Marx and works towards the present moment in which data 
have come to represent and speak for us. The works of Walter Benjamin 
and Guy Debord figure prominently in this chapter, as do other critical 
theorists that allow us to draw parallels between early critiques of cultures 
of technology and current experiences of mobile phones and media 
today. Specific parallels are drawn between how Benjamin understood 
the telephone as reaching into and disrupting personal private spaces 
and how the spatial data produced by mobile devices now inscribe and 
map our most intimate moments.

Refusing to remain dormant in a misplaced past, we follow this line of 
thinking (and critiques thereof) up to the present moment, diagnosing 
the ways in which spatial data and their analyses influence and sustain 
social relations and produce new spaces of consumptive experience. 
This view of how new spatial data systems affect where we go, who we 
encounter, and what we can (and cannot) know of places and individuals 
stakes out the fear side of the hope/fear tension.

Throughout, current cases such as Girls Around Me and Strava com-
plicate and ground our arguments in a critique of the everyday. The 
inequities of these experiences and the resulting media coverage, as well 
as the assumptions of both the creators and users of these systems, reveal 
the limits of popular critique and the perennial framing of new privacy 
scandals as unexpected. They also lay clear the multiple social and 
physical scales at which these systems operate with and upon our lives.

Expanding from the individual scale, the second chapter, “What Are 
Our Data, and What Are They Worth?”, moves towards societal nar-
ratives around data and algorithms. We introduce the concept of data 
colonialism and the “wild west” roots of the Silicon Valley ethos, calling 
particular attention to the ways in which we are dispossessed from the 
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data we produce. From there, we demonstrate the near-theological, 
faith-based relationships modern society has with data: the belief that 
data, their analyses, and their visualization will progressively, inevita-
bly, and irrevocably improve our lives. Second, we argue that through 
these individual data experiences and societal narratives, our personal 
relationships with data have become bearing witness to, rather than 
actively intervening in, the construction and analysis of the data that 
represent us.

Early in the chapter, we draw on work that demonstrates how faith in 
the data, analyses, networks, and infrastructures that support algorith-
mic decision-making have become the dominant metaphors for society 
in the twenty-first century—data is the new oil, we must run our cities like 
start-ups, and so on. Returning to examples from the popular press, we 
focus first on Silicon Valley and the narratives that have emerged around 
its most prominent corporations. We also highlight the portrayal of 
similar cultures of technology in China as a constructed dystopian other. 
The faith-based nature of these narratives articulates a desire for an ever 
smoother, more predictable form of societal organization. Such narra-
tives contrast with the actual lived experiences of the individuals who 
create and then are separated from and represented by data under these 
regimes. Building on the work of Melissa Gregg (2015), we untangle this 
process of data spectacle.

The data spectacle in Chapter 2 marks a turning point in the book 
as it begins to lay the groundwork for material practices to address the 
problems with current data regimes. Focusing on spatial data, their 
creation, extraction, and analysis across scales as key aspects of our daily 
lives, we now turn towards active engagements with and resistances to 
data relations and geographies.

The third chapter, “Existing Everyday Resistances,” evaluates a series 
of existing tactics for individuals resisting the dispossession and com-
modification of data. We introduce a typology for understanding how 
individuals engage daily data production and analysis through acts of 
acceptance, resistance, making present, and escape.

By acceptance, we mean consenting or acquiescing to a technology’s 
terms of service to function and participate in society and culture today. 
The pretense of these terms allows data regimes to slip into invisible 
ubiquity, disappearing into the banal plain sight of everyday life. Under 
these circumstances, they re-emerge for conscious consideration and 
critique only at moments of rupture where systems break or data leak. 
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Resistance therefore constitutes tactics that contest the data production 
and extraction outlined in those terms. For example, active resistance 
may create inaccurate or false tracking data and insert them into targeted 
marketing systems. Making present is another resistance tactic that 
reveals the invisible infrastructures underlying regimes of data accu-
mulation, such as the mapping of data centers or reverse engineering 
and making public various sorting algorithms. Finally, escape refers to 
attempts to remove oneself from the generation of spatial data at various 
levels of intensity, whether living entirely off-grid or simply switching 
to an ancient flip phone (or none at all). Opportunities for all of these 
tactics, but escape in particular, are not equitably distributed through-
out society.

The purpose of this typology is to provide a shorthand means of 
assessing the intent, effectiveness, and limitations of existing practices. 
The focus on examples from artists and academics is not by coinci-
dence, but highlights the avant-garde and individualistic nature of 
many of these practices. Academics are, if nothing else, excellent neo-
liberal subjects—just look at our citation rates. Throughout Chapter 3 
we tie together common threads between these approaches and the sit-
uations in which they arose. We call for a weaving together of disparate 
attempts into a lived practice of the everyday that makes new technolog-
ical systems fundamentally work towards the building of solidarities and 
liberation of humanity.

In Chapter 4, “Contesting the Data Spectacle,” we answer this call with 
a focus on collective modes of resistance. Returning once more to the 
asymmetries between the individual data producer and the firms which 
extract and analyze those data, we again confront the data spectacle. We 
offer four approaches informed by social theory by which groups or coa-
litions may confront and change the data spectacle: data regulation, data 
dérive, data détournement, and data strikes.

With the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) and similar changes coming online elsewhere, regulation of indi-
viduals’ spatial data looks promising thus far. However, even the GDPR 
is unlikely to overturn the capital relations behind data-driven firms, and 
even the strongest policies have limited social effects without parallel 
cultural changes. With those limitations in mind, we explore the data 
dérive (drift). This builds on the dérives developed by the Situationists, 
an international radical art and political collective most active during the 
1950s–1960s in France, and Precarias a la Deriva, a radical feminist col-
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lective for women active in Spain in the 2000s. Building on their work, we 
propose applying the dérive to the current contexts of the data spectacle. 
The resulting “data dérive” is a way to purposefully approach spaces of 
everyday life while cognizant of associated data regimes (Thatcher and 
Dalton 2017). Building on the dérive, we next engage another Situation-
ist approach to develop what we call data détournement. This approach 
involves employing or differently applying data not as a commodity, 
but as a means for political change. Counter-mapping provides exciting 
examples of this sort of practice. For the last mode of collective resis-
tance, we briefly propose a data strike. The idea is to withhold data, to 
the extent possible, from data-driven companies to incentivize them to 
make changes. We say strike, not boycott, because producing data, and 
therein value, is labor.

Chapter 5, “Our Data Are Us, So Make Them Ours,” returns to the 
idea that the data regimes in which we find ourselves are not wholly 
“new” and have their roots in long-standing processes of exploitation 
and domination within modern, capitalist societies. For example, the 
direct development of modern locational tracking for targeted adver-
tising springs from earlier geodemographic profiling and anti-poverty 
initiatives (Dalton and Thatcher 2015; Eubanks 2018). History matters, 
as examples of taking back or repurposing data indicate some of the 
radical moves available to us today.

Eschewing blanket rejections of the role of technology in our lives, 
we return to the question of liberation, of asserting our humanity with 
and through technology. Based on the critical and empirical examples 
throughout the book, we argue that we can both anticipate and under-
stand the role data and their analyses play in enabling and constraining 
our everyday spaces and knowledges. In so doing, we are able to contest, 
repurpose, and recreate these spaces through a set of concrete practices 
that inform a radical politics of change. We end the book with three 
“calls to action” that form the basis of a more engaged, technologically 
informed radical politics.

The first is a rejection of the “Who could have known?” fictions that 
perpetuate modern popular press coverage of the media. The second is 
a return to the examples from Chapters 3 and 4 to once more suggest 
where and how we might find working solidarities in a world of data-
derived value. Third, we suggest a praxis that “lives in the cracks,” one 
that embraces incomplete knowledge, partiality, and the subversion and 
repurposing of technology in novel ways. We provide examples of this 
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through a living repository where readers are encouraged to contribute 
and comment—a perpetual work in progress. Without denying the 
oppressive nature of technology in society, we conclude with an invitation 
to act: we can and must reassert our shared humanity, not just in the face 
of new regimes of data creation, extraction, and analysis, but through the 
very technologies which make these regimes possible. We must create new 
spaces of affinity, new politics of change with and through the enabling 
elements of new spatial technologies while eschewing, resisting, and 
subverting the constraining ones.

Finally, in a brief epilogue, we reflect on the production of this book 
itself—how it shifted and changed, both due to our own scholarship 
(and limits thereof) and the world around us. COVID-19, the presence 
of which is felt throughout the book, also shaped its construction—
who could (not) be interviewed, when, and how. Although different in 
form and intent, we draw inspiration for this reflection from the audit 
Catherine D’Ignazio and Lauren F. Klein (2020) conducted at the end of 
their own excellent work, Data Feminism.

who speaks for whom?

The contours of data accumulation are uneven in both existing and 
potential spaces. What we can and do know of a young stockbroker in 
London who uses her mobile phone to make trades, find restaurants, and 
summon ride-sharing services is different from what we may know of a 
farmer in sub-Saharan Africa who uses a shared mobile phone to coordi-
nate market prices and check upcoming weather forecasts. Furthermore, 
the dangers and risks at which our own data might put us are highly 
variable upon our position and privilege.

The UK Home Office’s use of data collected by a charity on “hard 
sleepers” (homeless people) illustrates this point.3 Data intended to 
ensure that case workers spoke each individual’s native language was 
instead repurposed as a means of locating, apprehending, and deporting 
immigrant homeless individuals. For the same reason, while mapping 
the daily practices of migrant workers in North Carolina could provide 
deep insights into their needs, it would also create a detailed record 
for deportation purposes (Dalton et al. 2016). The techniques we 
discuss, from active resistance and making present to data dérives and 
data strikes, take many forms and will depend on context. Thus, their 
potential risks and rewards are highly situated and variable. Our intent is 
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never to suggest that any reader must follow any given recommendation 
or that to not do so is some kind of moral failing. Depending on the cir-
cumstances, some modes of resistance may not be appropriate because 
under those circumstances they are dangerous or likely to harm other 
people, or they simply may not be possible.

The practices and ideas we develop ultimately stem from our own 
positionality. We are cis white men raised and educated in the global 
north. We each hold professor positions within neoliberal universi-
ties and live in urban areas. While our experiences differ, they are also 
limited. While we bring in examples of spatial data regimes and resis-
tances from around the globe and ideas from different kinds of thinkers, 
there are blind spots and aporias in our work, just as there are in any 
scholarship. We say all this to make clear from the outset that as reflexive 
as we try to be throughout this work, we recognize those efforts are never 
complete. Indeed, working with individualized data offers new oppor-
tunities to connect and entwine subjects and objects, such as their own 
spatial data, for better-situated thinking.

Our goal is to build shared affinities, tactics, and solidarities through 
experiences of new spatial data regimes that are sorting and oppress-
ing, enabling, and constraining our actions. To do so, we draw upon our 
decades of experience researching and teaching geospatial technologies 
at the undergraduate and graduate levels; but rather than eschew our 
limitations, we call attention to them now and ask that readers keep their 
own perspectives in mind as they read.

online resources (or the digital appendix)

New technologies are rarely as “disruptive” as they seem and never as 
much as their boosters claim. Throughout this book we emphasize a need 
to view technology as part and parcel of larger historical systems of cap-
italist exploitation and development. Our path forward is shaped by the 
successes and failures of past resistances and past solidarities. Neverthe-
less, how a specific technology functions, its mechanical and algorithmic 
processes, can and will differ over time. For example, around the turn 
of the century, Extensible Markup Language (XML) was the “hot” new 
way to structure data for sharing and use across the internet.4 Writing 
20 years later, XML is viewed as relatively archaic. Software developers 
today favor formats like JavaScript Object Notation (JSON), which forms 
the backbone of many spatial data applications in its geoJSON form.
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Putting aside the alphabet soup of acronyms, we can’t answer now 
what specific apps, data, and algorithms you will encounter in the 
years after this book is published. Acts that work to subvert and resist 
the current Snapchat application may be meaningless against whatever 
TikTok releases next (and in years to come, those application names will 
likely be meaningless or antiquated to our readers). In order to provide 
a meaningful praxis, one informed by long histories and attuned to the 
present moment, this book has a digital companion.

At https://github.com/DataResistance you will find a continually 
updated set of digital resources that extend, update, and revise the 
content of this book. As a living archive, you will find, for example, 
code for pulling and visualizing your tracking data from Google Maps 
as well as links to ongoing projects by other artists, academics, and col-
laborators. That site serves and will continue to serve as a generalized 
repository for tools and ideas on how to speak with our digital data. It is 
intended as a collaborative space for discussion as well as contribution, 
and all of our readers are encouraged to visit, collaborate, and perpetu-
ate a resistive reclaiming of technology.

In the chapters that follow, we chart the history, present, and future of 
spatial data and the devices which create, extract, and analyze it in our 
lives. Together, they develop practices that we can carry through our 
everyday lives, describing not only what is, but more importantly, what 
might and must be. Spatial data stand for us, but we must learn how to 
make them our own.




