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Where Can Tell Me Who I Am? 
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Imagine arriving at a London Underground tube station in somewhere like Piccadilly 

Circus. At the top of the escalators from the platform, before you even hit the street, you 

have to navigate a circular concourse with more than half a dozen exits. Street names 

and distracting advertising are everywhere, which exit do you take? But there's always 

one thing you can do: You can ask any of the hundreds of people down there, who can 

tell you where you are. 

Today, however, with the advent of spatial Big Data, the situation is inverted. Instead of 

"who can tell me where I am," the condition now is "where can tell me who I am." Your 

geography drives your identity. This identity is constantly being formed by the spatial 

data you shed as you move or dwell in place, as you intersect and interact with others, by 

your speed, and even by your gait as your smartphone swings in your trouser pocket. 

In this presentation I will explore the implications of these developments through the 

lens of what I call “algorithmic governance,” a term inspired by the contributions to the 

“Governing Algorithms” conference, held at NYU in 2013, but also drawing from my 

ongoing interests in Foucauldian governmentality approaches to surveillance and 

privacy. 
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What is algorithmic governance? Following Tarleton Gillespie, we can define an 

algorithm as “encoded procedures for transforming input data into desired output, 

based on specified calculations” (Gillespie 2014). This need not imply a computer, 

although computers are fundamentally algorithmic.  
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The output I am concerned with here is modulated (ie., affected) conduct, or what 

Foucault calls the “conduct of conduct.” Algorithmic governance is therefore the 

increasing prevalence of algorithmically-derived decisions made on the basis of your 

personally identifiable information (PII). 

For some, such as Tim O’Reilly, the governance and regulation of life is “an idea whose 

time has come.” 
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But if so, just what is it that is being regulated or governed, and with what effects? Here 

I am especially interested in the manifold ways that algorithms enable practices of 

governance that ascribes risk, suspicion and positive value in geographic contexts.  

So why algorithms as an object of study by geographers? The answer is their prevalence 

in our everyday lives in the age of Big Data. We are approaching the “zettabyte era.” 
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That is, by the end of 2016 annual global Internet traffic will be more than 1 zettabyte, 

and two zettabytes by 2019, or two billion gigabytes per month. And it’s not just size 

alone, but the speed at which this data travels, and its incredibly varied and 

heterogeneous nature.  

The data are also incredibly intimate. Think of social media. By mid-2015 there were 

1.93 billion active mobile social media users, growing at 23 percent a year; Facebook had 

1.5B users (Kemp 2015). We are now at a point where there are more active mobile 

subscriptions than people on the planet (due to M2M). 
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These data do have tremendous value. Using only your location history for example, 

Google can determine where you live and where you work, even if they are not marked 

as such (Apple has a similar capability). The NSA determine additional suspects by 

analyzing when and how people's pathways intersect each other in something called “co-

traveler analytics.” Using algorithms, the dozens of new spatial media companies, 

including the big three--Apple, Google, and Facebook--parse and analyze these data to 

build up an identity profile about us.  

Another way they are valuable is monetarily. Facebook has an ARPU (average revenue 

per user) of $2.76 worldwide and as much as $9.30 in North America. But notice we are 

Facebook “users”; not customers who would expect certain conditions of sale, such as 

our money back. 

As Pasquale has documented, these algorithms may impact your chances of employment 

(or keeping employment), getting credit and education, health services, travel, and basic 

control over online information about you (the right to be forgotten) (Pasquale 2015). 

What is important to note here is the way these data produce “affect” both on the person 

concerned and the work algorithms do in the world. Gillespie offers six reasons why 

algorithms have political importance, and here I just wish to focus on his last point, how 

algorithms create calculated publics. 
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There are two problems here. The first problem is that a primary way algorithms work is 

through the abstraction of personally identifiable information (PII) in geographical 

contexts. These “data derivatives” are increasingly uncoupled from underlying values 
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associated with a living person (Amoore 2014). Nevertheless these data derivatives and 

data shadows allow a flourishing “society of control” as Deleuze foresaw as long ago as 

1990, and the creation of what he called “dividuals” (Deleuze 1992). This is not a new 

dream of course, as the post-war work by scientists such as John von Neumann on 

“cybernetics” evidences (etymologically, cyber means control or governance). As long 

ago as the early 1970s for example, Allende’s Chile was the site of a radical experiment 

in governing the economy of a nation through a central control room, in Project 

CyberSyn (Medina 2011). Data doubles in our era could thus be understood in political 

economic terms.  
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This is not a question of dictatorship or total dominance. Rather, of what we can call 

modulations of people’s behavior or possibilities, to create what Cheney-Lippold calls 

algorithmic identity (Cheney-Lippold 2011). 
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Second problem. The underlying driver—where can tell me who I am—draws on 

traditional, even classical concepts of environmental determinism. 

Environmental determinism, whether in its “soft power” form as possibilism or a more 

strictly deterministic variant, has a long history in geography. It informs a range of 

practices from business, where it is known as geodemographics, to spatial analysis such 

as crime mapping, to location-based marketing. The constant rationality is that by 

knowing something about where you are, where you travel, where you linger, etc., I can 

know something about who you are; the truth of your identity. Knowing that identity 

helps me implement policy, or show you an advert, vibrate your phone with an alert that 

a friend is nearby, or arrest you. 
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We can call this “guilt by geolocation.” Recent news stories about St. Denis in Paris and 

Molenbeek in Belgium are a case in point.  
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The history of environmental determinism, in either its classical form of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, or in its contemporary form as algorithmic 

spatial governance, has a fascinating trajectory.  
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As Dan Bouk shows in his recent history of data (Bouk, 2015), the point is not just to 

know, to surveil or to track people and things. Bouk divides the history of data, or what I 

will call the genealogy of the algorithm, into three broad historical moments: a 

nineteenth century of individuals as members of a population; an early twentieth 

century of individuals as part of the “mass” age where data becomes Fordist; and a 

period form the 1970s or so . For the purposes of time I shall only discuss his third 

period. 

Bouk suggests that with current technology we are able to both simultaneously pay 

attention to individuals (and certainly collect data on them) and to postulate them as 

belonging to groups. This is the picture familiar to us today of potent data 

doubles/shadows/derivatives, increasingly separated from their originary subject and 

sold on. 

Although our use of social media and mobile technology has been a big reason for this 

data collection, an emerging area for geographers to study, I think, is the use of 

algorithmic or automated facial recognition in real-time. 
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Much of the concern here is about risks that the individual poses, with the motivating 

factor not being concern for society as such, but the pattern of individual decision-

making. If under neo-liberalism everyone is an entrepreneur of themselves, then the 

same may be said about their risk-factor. Knowing also the risk-factor allows policy and 

urban design to specifically target the risk-bearing individual, by keeping an eye on each 

and everyone, or what Foucault calls "pastoral power" (Foucault, 1979). 

Conclusion 
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To conclude, we can identify three specific issues with spatial Big Data and algorithmic 

governance. First, we need to trace out what forms of statistical individuals are being 

invoked. Algorithms create powerful narratives, what Crawford calls the algorithm’s 

“affective power” (Crawford 2015). Algorithms affect us, but affect is a two-way street 

and we may affect algorithms as well. For Crawford then this opens the site of the 

political, of resistance to algorithms. 

For example, what is the nature of the value chain as data are abstracted from us—is it 

purely notional, can it be resisted, and who gets to own it? How can we ensure 

geolocational privacy? 

Second, as already argued, geospatial algorithms recapitulate environmental 

determinism, despite the veneer of high-tech. According to Apple, there are 

over 680,000 apps using location on iOS. Are these re-animating long discarded 

concepts of geography? What effects are they having? Are they reproducing historical 

legacies of discrimination in place? 

http://asciiwwdc.com/2014/sessions/706
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Third, as algorithms and their data sources are becoming ever-more ubiquitous (face 

recognition, smartphones, the everywhere sensor of the smart city) they are also quite 

fragile. Given such a deep reliance on the data double, dividual and derivative, it is no 

surprise that extensive effort is made to hijack, hack or otherwise subvert the 

algorithmic relays by individuals, companies and state actors. Reports that reach the 

media of large-scale hacking into corporate databases (known as data breaches) include 

Ashley Madison, Target, the US Office of Personnel Management (OPM), Heartbleed, 

Sony Pictures, Stratfor, and so on.1 Beyond these well-known cases however are a 

bewildering array of data vulnerability exploits. As the Internet of Things is built out, 

such everyday items as your fridge, baby monitor and automobile can be hacked, used as 

computer slaves (“botnets”) or retasked as a surveillance device. 

How drones, smartphones, and everywhere sensors become sociologically embedded 

may determine the look of democracy for the next generation of humanity. 

  

                                                   

1 For a lengthy if partial listing see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_breach 
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