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I think I’ve lost my phone.
In the issuance of that sentence, did you just feel sorry for me? Frustrated? A lit-

tle jealous? Delighted in my liberation? Regardless of the specific reaction, an
affective and emotional pull likely just rippled through your body at the absence
of the most mundane and totalising extension of self: the device and its digital
affordances. Donna Haraway (1990) long ago dubbed the imbrication of the digi-
tal and the human as the “cyborg”. Today, “the digital” is everywhere as the
cyborg has become everybody/every body. Watches, phones, refrigerators,
houses, cities, supply chain networks, and even periods of history have been
dubbed “smart”. Far from a resultant liberation, data and the algorithms used to
collect, sort, organise, and analyse data have become more invasive and with pro-
found ramifications upon democracy. Digital geographies have become more
totalising to the point of being an essential component to the study and under-
standing of geography as both field and experience. Geography as a discipline
bears special responsibility in critically examining and intervening in the spread of
digital devices, platforms, and code as they infiltrate, define, and shape the spaces
and experiences of all human and animal life.

The term “digital” embraces the data and algorithms, software and hardware,
and the affective, political, economic, social, and physical effects on human bod-
ies, objects, and spaces, as well as the structural oppressions and systems of
power that are encoded into these elements. Sarah Elwood and Agnieszka
Leszczynski (2018:629) define the “digital” as a term that covers “digital systems
that encode, store and manipulate data; the forms of the material objects that
mediate environments and human engagements with digitality; the structurings
of everyday life through digital praxes; and the knowledges that secure and repro-
duce digitality” (see also Ash et al. 2016). These two (of many) definitions depict
how “digital” is an encompassing term, framed across multiple scales, lenses, and
approaches even in the field of geography alone (see also Wilson 2018). As “algo-
rithmic citizenship” increasingly relies on codification (Bridle 2016), geography
has responded with feminist, queer, critical race, postcolonial, and other critical
perspectives (cf. Browne 2017; Cockayne and Richardson 2017; Datta 2018;
Elwood and Leszczynski 2011, 2018; Kwan 2002). This scholarship has attended
to projects related to data studies, algorithm studies, the internet of things, cyber-
geographies, spatial humanities and digital humanities, critical GIS and geoweb
studies, geographies of the internet, communications, and telecommunications
(ICT), social justice, digital ethics, and critical geographic thought, theory, and
method.

Keywords in Radical Geography: Antipode at 50, First Edition. Edited by the Antipode Editorial Collective.
ª 2019 The Authors/Antipode Foundation Ltd. Published 2019 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.



Even before the “digital turn” came to geography (Ash et al. 2016), considera-
tions of the digital and space were both a digital geography of everywhere, and a
geography of digital everywhere. Rob Kitchin and Martin Dodge (2011) contend
that “code/space” surrounds us in the mutual constitution of software and the
spatiality of everyday life. The ubiquitous geographies of code/space reach every-
one regardless of gender, race, class, or age through state satellite surveillance,
using computers for homework (or the inability to use them or access the inter-
net), cheap digital burner phones shared between poor families, online forms and
background checks required for minimum wage jobs, digital transmission of funds
from urban workers back to rural families, and Facebook state reconnaissance
(with a quarter of the world as members) among other digital platforms. In fact,
code, social media, and data now play a central role in shaping gender and racial
identities, reinforcing sexist and racist stereotypes into all aspects of spaces rang-
ing from the courtrooms and jails to local pharmacies and job applications
(Browne 2017; Cheney-Lippold 2017; Noble 2018; Thatcher 2013).

In the early 2010s, the academy, politicians, and markets became fixated on
data, specifically the promises of big data alongside conversations about open
data and data justice (cf. Burns and Thatcher 2014; Dalton and Thatcher 2014;
Johnson 2014). By the end of the decade, the public’s obsession with algorithms
and their effects (including artificial intelligence and machine learning) reached a
point of “algorithmic fetishism” (Monahan 2018). For example, for those with
access to smart phones and other GPS devices, spatial cognition has vastly
decreased in the last decade due to the rise of and dependence on geoweb soft-
ware and geolocation apps (Grabar 2014). In the midst of this transformation,
the most-prized form of data for algorithmic output emerged as geodata. In other
words, the data captured to represent our identity, transportation behaviours,
health, purchasing preferences, and even our sexual preferences are deemed most
valuable to researchers, government agencies, and corporations when they can
be geolocated in real time. Critical GIS interventions encourage attention to the
ethics, processes, and practices that afford the mapping of these and other data
(Thatcher 2013, 2017; Wilson 2017).

Along with the geographical role in data analysis came the creation of “smart
cities”, whereby data and predictive algorithms promised and still promise to pre-
dict flows of traffic, speed up emergency responder pathways, and lessen crime.
Revealing the depth and breadth in smart city interests, Ayona Datta (2018:1)
addresses how India claims to be embarking upon a “smart urban age” in using
the “‘future’ as a blueprint for social power relations in postcolonial urbanism”.
Geographers have also critically addressed issues of surveillance and privacy, secu-
ritisation and privatisation at stake in smart cities, as well as the heavy financial
burden placed upon citizens to employ such technology (cf. Cowley and Caprotti
2018; Gabrys 2014; Kitchin 2014; Leszczynski 2016; Shelton et al. 2015).

GIS has also proved a core concern of the growing interdisciplinary field of the
digital humanities. Historians, literary scholars, language scholars, and art histori-
ans eagerly adopted and adapted GIS technologies to craft cutting-edge mapping
projects: walkthroughs of ancient cities and the first towns of freed slaves in South
Carolina, and the personal histories of urban renewal and more recent urban
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evictions (Byrd 2015; Digital Scholarship Lab 2017; Anti-Eviction Mapping Project
2018). With the use of qualitative and quantitative methods in dialogue, projects
in digital humanities promote continued interdisciplinary conversation, which can
support significant headway for future digital geographic research (Gieseking
2018). Like the project of feminist digital geographies that seek to “unsettle the
masculinist epistemologies undergirding much of digital work”, digital humanists,
like geographers, are at the front lines of colonial, white supremacist, ableist,
heteronormative epistemologies evident in many digital projects as well (Elwood
and Leszczynski 2018:630; see also Datta 2018; Gieseking 2017; Hamraie 2017;
Hicks 2017; Noble 2018).

Most urgently, the “digital” requires attention to the space and time of every-
day life in order to attend to the ways that the co-production of space, people,
and the digital coalesce. Stephen Graham (2005) described many of these phe-
nomena as “software-sorted geographies” to record how behaviour patterns are
shaped through computer code intended to sort “good” consumers and citizens
from those that are not compliant with hegemonic ideals. The real-world effects
of geo-based algorithms are further widespread than most people imagine, which
includes shaping if not forcing the outcome of elections, amplifying surveillance
as a solution, redefining currencies and governance, laying out poorly paid Uber
routes, and pushing the virality of misinformation/actual fake news (Bakir and
McStay 2018; Browne 2017; Persily 2017; Rosenblat 2018; Zook and Blankenship
2018). While computing reads as “objective” science that results in truth, algo-
rithms are not neutral. They reproduce structural oppressions of racism, sexism,
homophobia, transphobia, ableism, and colonialism in the ways they target indi-
viduals for policing, hiring or firing in the workplace, and even lead to suicide
and violence (Noble 2018; Zook and Blankenship 2018).

The scholarship of geographic thought, theory, and method is in a prime posi-
tion to attend to issues of digital ethics and offer intervention for digital activisms.
Geographic studies are prime to argue against “digital dualism”, the idea we
behave differently online and IRL (or “in real life”, as the youth say); the online
world actively shapes our everyday world, and vice versa. While much attention
has been devoted to online/IRL identities, geographers have much yet to attend
to in regard to the where of the internet and the co-production on online/IRL
spaces.

One heavily theorised internet geography is that of the body. Beyond the
actual technology in our bodies (teeth, hips, eyes, knees, organs), there is the
cyborg we produce on Instagram, in PlayStation 4’s “Call of Duty”, and even in
the pattern of communications in texts and emails. The spread of search engines
and social media have prompted the growth of different networks, and also
shifted the spatiotemporality of knowledge, news, and even social movement
resistance as immediate. These platforms and devices also alter the mind itself;
teenagers who heavily use devices are prone to increased anxiety, depression,
and loneliness (RSPH and Young Health Movement 2017).

Many scholars still see the digital as beyond their research focus, yet the digital
has permeated most surfaces, bodies, and imaginaries: from the stock exchange
to recipe exchanges, from Fitbits on wrists to phone screens in pockets (should it
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ever actually be designed to fit in women’s pockets, should women actually be
gifted pockets) (Farokhmanesh 2018). The internet was once imagined as a “tech-
notopia” or platform for radical democracy, but has fallen wildly short of those
promises. Instead it has more often become a tool to support and promote racist,
sexist, ableist, heteronormative, and colonial neoliberal capitalism. Geography’s
attention and intervention are required.

As sociologist Karen Gregory (2018) wrote: “We are in need of new visions,
new imaginaries of what a digital world can or should be. The nightmare versions
are exhausting (literally, exhaustion is the theme of our time).” Only in embracing
the digital as part of the larger production of space can we begin to reckon with
the rich, complex geographies of the world. As simple as it would be to sort out
our feelings and ideas about finding and losing our phones, such an accomplish-
ment lies ahead in the study of (digital) geographies.

References
Anti-Eviction Mapping Project (2018) “List of Maps.” https://www.antievictionmap.com/

maps/ (last accessed 12 December 2018)
Ash J, Kitchin R and Leszczynski A (2016) Digital turn, digital geographies? Progress in

Human Geography 42(1):25–43
Bakir V and McStay A (2018) Fake news and the economy of emotions. Digital Journalism

6(2):154–175
Bridle J (2016) Algorithmic citizenship, digital statelessness. GeoHumanities 2(2):377–381
Browne S (2017) Race, communities, and informers. Surveillance and Society 15(1):1–4
Burns R and Thatcher J (2014) What’s so big about big data? Finding the spaces and perils

of big data. GeoJournal 80(4):445–448
Byrd D (2015) Tracing transformations: Hilton Head Island’s journey to freedom, 1860–

1865. Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide 14(3) http://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/
autumn15/byrd-hilton-head-island-journey-to-freedom-1860-1865 (last accessed 15
November 2018)

Cheney-Lippold J (2017) We Are Data: Algorithms and the Making of Our Digital Selves. New
York: NYU Press

Cockayne D G and Richardson L (2017) Queering code/space: The co-production of socio-
sexual codes and digital technologies. Gender, Place, and Culture 24(11):1642–1658

Cowley R and Caprotti F (2018) Smart city as anti-planning in the UK. Environment and
Planning D: Society and Space https://doi.org/10.1177/0263775818787506

Dalton C M and Thatcher J (2014) What does a critical data studies look like, and why do
we care? SocietyandSpace.org 12 May. http://societyandspace.org/2014/05/12/what-doe
s-a-critical-data-studies-look-like-and-why-do-we-care-craig-dalton-and-jim-thatcher/ (last
accessed 15 November 2018)

Datta A (2018) Postcolonial urban futures: Imagining and governing India’s smart urban
age. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space https://doi.org/10.1177/
0263775818800721

Digital Scholarship Lab (2017) “Renewing Inequality: Urban Renewal, Family Displacement,
and Race, 1955-1966.” American Panorama: An Atlas of United States History, Digital
Scholarship Lab, University of Richmond. http://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/renewal/
(last accessed 15 November 2018)

Elwood S and Leszczynski A (2011) Privacy, reconsidered: New representations, data prac-
tices, and the geoweb. Geoforum 42(1):6–15

Elwood S and Leszczynski A (2018) Feminist digital geographies. Gender, Place, and Culture
25(5):629–644

88 Antipode

https://www.antievictionmap.com/maps/
https://www.antievictionmap.com/maps/
http://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/autumn15/byrd-hilton-head-island-journey-to-freedom-1860-1865
http://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/autumn15/byrd-hilton-head-island-journey-to-freedom-1860-1865
http://societyandspace.org/2014/05/12/what-does-a-critical-data-studies-look-like-and-why-do-we-care-craig-dalton-and-jim-thatcher/
http://societyandspace.org/2014/05/12/what-does-a-critical-data-studies-look-like-and-why-do-we-care-craig-dalton-and-jim-thatcher/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263775818800721
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263775818800721


Farokhmanesh M (2018) Women’s pockets are the only reason to buy an iPhone XS. The
Verge 13 September. https://www.theverge.com/2018/9/13/17854750/iphone-xs-wome
ns-pockets-small-apple (last accessed 15 November 2018)

Gabrys J (2014) Programming environments: Environmentality and citizen sensing in the
smart city. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 32(1):30–48

Gieseking J J (2017) Size matters to lesbians too: Queer feminist interventions into the scale
of Big Data. Professional Geographer 70(1):150–156

Gieseking J J (2018) Where are we? The method of mapping with GIS in digital humanities.
American Quarterly 70(3):641–648

Grabar H (2014) Smartphones and the uncertain future of “spatial thinking”. CityLab 9
September. http://www.citylab.com/tech/2014/09/smartphones-and-the-uncertain-
future-of-spatial-thinking/379796/ (last accessed 15 November 2018)

Graham S D N (2005) Software-sorted geographies. Progress in Human Geography 29
(5):562–580

Gregory K (2018) “We are in need of new visions...” Twitter post by @claudiakincaid, 3
September. https://twitter.com/claudiakincaid/status/1036534481572831233 (last
accessed 15 November 2018)

Hamraie A (2017) Building Access: Universal Design and the Politics of Disability. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press

Haraway D J (1990) Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature. New York:
Routledge

Hicks M (2017) Programmed Inequality: How Britain Discarded Women Technologists and Lost
Its Edge in Computing. Cambridge: MIT Press

Johnson J A (2014) From open data to information justice. Ethics and Information Technol-
ogy 16(4):263–274

Kitchin R (2014) The real-time city? Big Data and smart urbanism. GeoJournal 79(1):1–14
Kitchin R and Dodge M (2011) Code/Space: Software and Everyday Life. Cambridge: MIT

Press
Kwan M P (2002) Feminist visualization: Re-envisioning GIS as a method in feminist geo-

graphic research. Annals of the Association of American Geographers 92(4):645–661
Leszczynski A (2016) Speculative futures: Cities, data, and governance beyond smart urban-

ism. Environment and Planning A 48(9):1691–1708
Monahan T (2018) Algorithmic fetishism. Surveillance and Society 16(1):1–5
Noble S U (2018) Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism. New York:

NYU Press
Persily N (2017) The 2016 US election: Can democracy survive the internet? Journal of

Democracy 28(2):63–76
Rosenblat A (2018) Uberland: How Algorithms are Rewriting the Rules of Work. Oakland:

University of California Press
RSPH and Young Health Movement (2017) “#StatusofMind: Social Media and Young Peo-

ple’s Mental Health and Wellbeing.” Royal Society for Public Health, London. https://
www.rsph.org.uk/our-work/campaigns/status-of-mind.html (last accessed 15 November
2018)

Shelton T, Zook M A and Wiig A (2015) The “actually existing smart city”. Cambridge Jour-
nal of Regions, Economy, and Society 8(1):13–25

Thatcher J (2013) Avoiding the ghetto through hope and fear: An analysis of immanent
technology using ideal types. GeoJournal 78(6):967–980

Thatcher J (2017) You are where you go, the commodification of daily life through “loca-
tion”. Environment and Planning A 49(12):2702–2717

Wilson M W (2017) New Lines: Critical GIS and the Trouble of the Map. Minneapolis: Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press

Wilson M W (2018) On being technopositional in digital geographies. Cultural Geographies
25(1):7–21

Zook M A and Blankenship J (2018) New spaces of disruption? The failures of Bitcoin and
the rhetorical power of algorithmic governance. Geoforum 96:248–255

Digital 89

https://www.theverge.com/2018/9/13/17854750/iphone-xs-womens-pockets-small-appl
https://www.theverge.com/2018/9/13/17854750/iphone-xs-womens-pockets-small-appl

	Digital
	References


