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In a society of algorithms,1 governments can become the biggest customer 
and the strongest guardrail for data-driven technologies. This duality in a 
government’s relationship with technology companies has come to increas-
ingly shape the emergent nature of the datafied state. On the one hand, the 
states have come to treat the tech industry as a partner. In the United States, 
this partnership has emerged under conditions of neoliberalism which has 
held bipartisan appeal for decades.2 In the majority world,3 this partner-
ship has taken shape within the master narrative of modernization and 
progress — using computing and datafication as symbols of socioeconomic 
development.4 On the other hand, the government in its role as a regulator 
has confronted companies that have monopolized most of the traffic on the 
internet. The patterns in the growth of the data economy in the last few de-
cades shows how the attention of citizens can be commodified5 as data and 
then processed to extract immense value.6 To contend with these develop-
ments, the European Union has taken a more adversarial position toward 
tech monopolies and passed the most significant regulations to safeguard 
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competition in the data economy within their borders with uneven global 
implications.7 A separate significant intervention has been the efforts of  
majority world countries8 and indigenous states9 in claiming sovereignty 
over their peoples’ data, regardless of where it is held and by whom. 

In writing the introductory paragraph, we made a slight change in termi-
nology over the first two opening sentences: from government to state. This 
shift is crucial. State is a conceptual frame used to broadly articulate practic-
es of governing a community of persons living on a definite territory. This el-
ement of territoriality has often implied a deep concomitant relationship be-
tween the state and the nation,10 and that nationalism is an essential feature 
of identity-formation that makes up the state.11 Of course, borders are one 
of the many ways of demarcating relations between people and practices 
of governance can also take on transnational forms,12 such as the European 
Union. Yet as Begoña Artexaga succinctly articulates, “The state should ... be 
thought of in ways that are not necessarily totally dislodged from the nation 
but neither attached to it.”13 Nation-state, however, is not the only analytical 
frame that can be used to unpack the nature of the state. The formation of 
any community relies on its peoples’ commitment to follow its governance 
structures. When we become a part of a community, we also become a part 
of the state that is grounded in its practices of governance. A government 
is also made up of people who represent this community. It has a defined 
organization, usually codified in the form of a constitution adopted by the 
state. As a collective of representatives, the government is obligated to exer-
cise the power of the state in the interest of the community that constitutes 
it. While the state is a shorthand to encompass a community, a government 
comprises those who make the rules on how to live within this community’s 
variously constituted borders.
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This short detour into exploring the state and government conceptual-
ly offers a preview into the overall focus of this collection. Words matter. 
They matter because they often become a key to understanding practices. 
Keywords for any practice are words that may have broad or generic mean-
ings but take on a certain specificity within the context of that practice. The 
practices of datafication in organizing the state are no different. By conduct-
ing interviews with government officials, being embedded in a government 
agency, or scrutinizing government documents or datasets, we come to bet-
ter understand keywords that underlie the practices of infrastructuring the 
datafied state.

Keywords often cross over from institutional practices and make their 
way into the discourse of scholarship. Raymond Williams’s classic book 
Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society documented the etymologi-
cal evolution of words as markers of key shifts in culture and society.14 Such 
terms capture our attention via their ambiguity, polysemy, or new frequen-
cy of use. Williams’s work has spawned many other keywords collections.15 
Likewise, institutions and the public adopt language from scholarship. For 
example, the word “algorithm” has in the past decade gone from an arcane 
technical term taught and used by computer scientists to one used in main-
stream media and pop culture — and invoked regularly within government 
as well.16

In our efforts to showcase how interpretive flexibility17 manifests in keywords, 
this collection differs from traditional collections in significant ways.

First, keyword collections often present a single definition for each key-
word with the author drawing from a vast array of scholarship to illustrate 
diversity in its meaning. However, the end result is a definition meant to 
be, more or less, comprehensive. In this collection, for several keywords we 
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invited multiple teams of authors to define the same word, including pub-
lic interest, bureaucracy, and counterdata. We did this to showcase how 
authors foreground different themes and examples to define the same key-
word. We do this to disrupt the assumption that these words could or should 
have one single, conclusive definition.

Second, in the same spirit, we invited contributors to indicate which of 
the three viewpoints they planned to take in defining their keyword.

•	High-level viewpoints: for conceptual clarification and etymological 
histories. This can include terms with ambiguous, multiple, or 
shifting definitions that are important for understanding the datafied 
state.

•	Viewpoints from within the datafied state: for terms with currency and 
value within government.

•	Viewpoints from outside of the datafied state: for terms that represent 
a critique of government generally, the datafication of government 
specifically, or that are used to argue for alternatives.

The first viewpoint is the more traditional one, representing the way 
Williams’s Keywords collection18 defined the genre. By explicitly including 
the second and third viewpoints, however, we hoped to open a door for 
those who find literature reviews to be a strange or inaccessible idea. Those 
who know what they know from being on the ground: working within gov-
ernment or from an outside standpoint resisting it.

Third, we encouraged academic contributors to collaborate with a first-
time or non-traditional coauthor19 who brings a distinct viewpoint, lived ex-
perience, or deeper grounding in the keyword and to think mindfully about 
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citational justice20 in their writing. We believed that doing so would help 
uplift more voices in the space of scholarship around the datafied state and 
expand our shared community.

Finally, this collection represents views that span the globe to highlight 
that the datafied state does not have a singular form. While data-driven  
systems as a distinct form of authority, discourse, and action have the ca-
pacity to shape the political culture of a nation-state, the state often has its 
own repertoire of norms, institutions, and traditions that push back.21 The 
interplay between the two manifests in different meanings of a keyword in 
different geographies. Attending to this difference is crucial for the global 
project of mapping the ongoing datafication of the state.

In the following sections, we dive deeper, engaging in some definitional 
work to situate our readers and synthesizing the contributions in this col-
lection to guide readers. We expand on our definition of the state by ask-
ing, “What does it mean for the state to be datafied?” We point to recurring 
terms like “data” and “public” that appear in multiple contributions and 
terms that surreptitiously found their way into several entries — “surveil-
lance” being the most notable. We conclude with reflections on who this col-
lection is for, what life we hope for it to have as we release it into the world, 
and the possible trajectory of future efforts.

What Does It Mean for a State to Become 
Datafied?
A state doesn’t exist without the community of people it circumscribes, 
hence counting people has always been a constitutive element of making up 
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the state. Building on these practices of counting, the development of  
the field of statistics by the beginning of the 19th century transformed 
the conception of the nation-state. German thinkers and statesmen of the 
time “brought to full consciousness the idea that the nation-state is essentially 
characterized by its statistics.”22 In fact, statistics as a keyword was initially 
employed to describe a “science dealing with the facts of a state.”23  Its  
importance was framed by articulating its relationship with history — 
“History is ongoing statistics, statistics is stationary history.”24 

The modern state has always been datafied; it is constructed through numbers 
and data.

Datafication of the state tends to take on an ominous form when thinking 
through sociological definitions of the state. Max Weber’s definition is a case 
in point. In “Politics as a Vocation,” he defined the state as, “a human com-
munity that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of phys-
ical force within a given territory.”25 The state “is considered the sole source 
of the ‘right’ to use violence.”26 Yet Weber also obliquely mentions that 
force is not the only means of the state, simply that it is its defining feature. 
Another of Weber’s major contributions to our understanding of the state 
is his definition of bureaucracy as an impersonal system of rules that exists 
independently of any particular government worker who may be tasked 
with enacting it. This impersonality is a move toward fairer treatment of cit-
izens,27 although rule-following is rarely straightforward and often involves 
arbitrary forms of judgment.28 While Jennifer Raso and Victoria Adelmant’s 
contribution on bureaucracy notes the derogatory sense underlying the 
term’s use in everyday speech today, Weber’s work lacks such connotations. 
On the contrary, he articulated this impersonality and the calculability of 
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rules that underlie a bureaucracy’s operation as its “purely technical superi-
ority over any other form of organization. The fully developed bureaucratic 
mechanism compares with other organizations exactly as does the machine 
with the non-mechanical modes of production.”29 We can take either of 
Weber’s definitions and consider how datafication redirects or otherwise 
alters the state. 

Datafication can be interpreted simultaneously as (1) an amplification30 of  
the state as a force and (2) as an investment in the technical superiority and 
impersonality of bureaucracy in organizing the state.

Approaching datafication as amplifying the state as a force raises a criti-
cal question, who is this force directed toward and against? Perhaps force by 
the state is desirable if it is directed at some unelected power, like the tech 
industry, and is wielded on behalf of a public or a marginalized group who 
lacks power. Yet, it is often the case that a datafied state is one in which the 
state and private firms link up together in deeper alignment. Neoliberal pol-
icies have often enacted this sort of model, particularly in the United States. 
Firms today provide services to the state that help to expand its reach and 
ability to oversee all people within its territorial boundaries, at its borders, 
and even those beyond its borders.31 This is an alignment in which tech 
firms function as capture corporations (as Burcu Baykurt argues in her  
contribution). The force of the state is not one opposed to private tech, but 
interlinks with firms to exert force and control over the populace. This  
alignment is also a way of excising parts of the state, reducing costs and 
gaining efficiencies, but also making the state less able to uphold public  
values. Ludmila Costhek Abílio and Carolina Cruz note this in their own  
contribution on bureaucracy, showing how platform companies have taken 
on certain functions and services that traditionally belonged to the state.  
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In some cases, the populace may actively join this alignment between the 
state and private sector tech firms as well. Youngrim Kim, writing on data 
publics, argues that notions of patriotism and duty in Korea led citizens to 
join together with government agencies and tech companies to realize a na-
tional COVID-19 surveillance infrastructure. She argues it is a western con-
ceit to assume citizens, through their membership in civil society groups, 
are primarily an opposing force that seeks to resist or reform the state.

If, alternatively, we understand datafication as a way of investing in the 
more logical, impersonal enactment of rules within bureaucracies, then the 
replacement of a bureaucrat with a computer certainly gives the appear-
ance of greater impersonality, though it also serves to conceal the human 
traces and judgment calls underlying an automated façade. It also risks  
enacting rules in ways that are inflexible to the point of being nonsensical  
or even cruel. Amina Abdu and Abigail Jacobs’s contribution on public  
administration makes this point that datafication became a way that public 
agencies (composed of unelected civil servants) sought to solidify their legit-
imacy;32 however, new criticism of tech is calling this legitimacy into ques-
tion. Considering both these possibilities together, it is not clear whether the 
datafied state always acts in the public interest. Anne L. Washington and 
Joanne Cheung argue that the public interest must be grounded in engaging 
with edge cases and those in the margins. 

While the datafied state may rhetorically aspire to uphold the public interest, 
whether it does so in practice is an empirical question.

Opening up the possibilities of empirical investigation draws our atten-
tion to the everyday lived experience of the datafied state. In this respect, 
anthropological approaches to defining the state trace a different genealogy 
of the field. Anthropology has offered alternatives to the state (as a western 
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phenomenon), including social structures that operate at a smaller scale to 
govern populations through the normative and institutional forms that de-
fine culture, such as religion, family, civil society, and the economy. In an-
thropology, this notion of the state as a western phenomenon dissolved with 
the firmer integration of political economy into the study of culture.33 The 
state was traditionally approached in the field “as a given — a distinct, fixed 
and unitary entity that defines the terrain in which other institutions func-
tion.”34 However, more recently, attempts have been made to “bring together 
the ideological and material aspects of state construction, and understand 
how ‘the state’ comes into being, how ‘it’ is differentiated from other insti-
tutional forms, and what effects this construction has on the operation and 
diffusion of power throughout society.”35 Attending to the cultural constitu-
tion of the datafied state involves following ongoing and emergent cultur-
al struggles that are waged in two interrelated aspects of state-formation: 
first, in the sphere of representation, and second, in the domain of everyday 
practices of bureaucracies. Writing on automation, Georgia van Toorn, Chris 
O’Neill, Maitreya Shah, and Mark Andrejevic illustrate both these aspects in 
the ongoing investments in automation by governments across the world. 
They showcase how automation represents speed, efficiency, and precision, 
and enacts a cascading logic36 that fundamentally reorganizes everyday bu-
reaucratic work.

Exploring these ongoing forms of reorganization further, bureaucratic 
procedures routinely rely on tools to manage state-citizen relations. Citizen 
data is one such tool. Every tool has its affordances and limits; they offer 
a perspective embedded in their very construction. Mardiya Siba Yahaya 
and Bonnita Nyamwire show in their contribution how citizen data col-
lected during the process of issuing biometrics-based digital IDs not only 
represents bodies of citizens made available for scrutiny at a distance, but 
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also the state itself as a collective moving away from corruption and toward 
progress and development. The everyday experiences of living with data 
mutually shape the meaning of the state for bureaucrats and citizens alike.37 
As a public interest technology practitioner involved in negotiation over 
how and when to use digital tools in delivery of government services, Maria 
Filippelli offers us a window into these experiences.

Clues to the material and discursive formation of the datafied state lie in 
mundane bureaucratic procedures that must accommodate data-driven 
technologies.

Questioning and Resisting the Datafied State
The word “public” (as in “public sector”) often serves as a proxy for the 
state. In some instances, it means ownership by the state. When the datafied 
state is a topic of research, data-driven systems owned and operated by the 
government and the infrastructures they are imbricated within become suit-
able case studies.38 A number of terms in this collection include this word 
(“counterpublics”; “public administration”; “data publics”; “public interest”). 
However, the word “public” takes on a multitude of meanings in these con-
tributions, moving beyond government ownership. In some other instanc-
es, public(s) emerge as manifestations of “amorphous and unarticulated” 
collectives of people who organize themselves in the face of problems and/
or issues that affect them to express their concerns.39 By acting upon such 
problems, John Dewey argued,40 the public manifests its capacity to hold the 
state accountable. Finally, the use of the word “public” is also a part of ex-
ploring the principle of openness, as in the public disclosure of data. In her 
contribution, Malavika Raghavan highlights how despite diverse definitions 
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of “open data,” certain common features hold. Open data is concerned with 
publicly accessible datasets and the negotiation over the formats in which 
they are made available. 

“Public” melds the institutions of government with the people subject to that 
government.

The state, in theory, represents the interests of all people within its 
boundaries. This framing inevitably brings us to the question — how uni-
fied are these interests? What about when these interests are at odds? What 
differences are being glossed over when “the public” is referred to with 
the singular “the”? Many of the contributions in this collection pick up on 
this theme. Washington and Cheung’s public interest and Matthew Bui and 
Bianca Wylie’s counterpublic both show how the public is rhetorically de-
ployed to serve the interests of those in power. Both essays engage the no-
tion of the public with necessary skepticism, investigating cases of urban 
public space management to illustrate who is implicitly included and ex-
cluded by the term. 

“The public” is a term that holds power by implying a consensus that often 
does not exist.

Facing a state aligned with some publics over others, citizens respond  
using a diverse set of new and old tactics. The two contributions to this  
collection on counterdata illustrate these tactics in distinct ways. While  
Seyi Olojo takes the route of a broader historical review and makes a defini-
tional intervention, Vanessa Massaro, Darakhshan J. Mir, Terrell Mosley,  
and Nathan C. Ryan re-examine how recidivism is measured in the context 
of the US criminal legal system. Practices of using data to counter policies  
and practices of the state have a long history. Olojo points to the work of  
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Ida B. Wells who collected statistics on lynching in the late 19th century to 
show the unjust and pervasive targeting of Black men by this form of  
extra-judicial violence. Similarly, sociologist W. E. B. DuBois created data  
visualizations to represent Black Life and to challenge monolithic and racist 
representations of Blackness.41 

If data can be used to construct the state, it can also be used to deconstruct it.42

It should neither be surprising nor revelatory that many civil society 
groups and social movements have made acquiring, analyzing, and present-
ing data a part of their practices of seeking justice, policy change, or simply 
greater visibility.43 In part, they seek the legitimacy that quantification and 
data have achieved in the modern state. They often leverage, as Raghavan 
also shows, the bounty that recent open data efforts have offered in access-
ing government data for the sake of transparency. However, gaps in data 
collection are pervasive. Alessandra Jungs de Almeida, Lauren Klein, and 
Catherine D’Ignazio, in their contribution on missing data, move beyond 
the reinterpretation of official data collected by the state to call attention to 
under-resourced efforts to painstakingly collect data to fill gaps created by 
state neglect or intentional silence on critical social problems. Data is nei-
ther raw44 nor always available; it must be produced to become a resource 
for building as well as resisting the state. Data has politics45 that are at play 
in the infrastructural processes of data collection, circulation, curation, and 
interpretation.46 

It is against the backdrop of these processes of managing citizen data that contests 
are fought over whose interests the state aligns with and who gets left behind.

Finally, Stephanie Russo Carroll, Marisa Duarte, and Max Liboiron take 
these contests over data as a point of departure in their contribution on 
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Indigenous data sovereignty to break free from certain core assumptions 
about the state. They show how assumptions around territoriality are 
grounded specifically in settler colonialism, a particular practice of state 
building by seizing land. The result is the dispossession of Indigenous peo-
ple from land and lives, cultural artifacts, as well as knowledge. Data about 
Indigenous people, collected in the course of research or government demo-
graphics, likewise has often been misanalyzed and misinterpreted to  
uphold power; it is often used against the interests of Indigenous groups 
from whom it was collected. They observe that “open” data is a permissive 
framework that always benefits settlers and their systems of government over 
Indigenous communities. Their contribution includes guidelines to establish 
the terms of collaboration around data between Indigenous and non-Indig-
enous groups. They ask the more fundamental question about whether and 
how data can be collected, who holds it, who owns it, and who has access to it, 
arguing that Indigenous groups globally are not another minoritized constitu-
ency who use data to make appeals to an overarching state. 

Indigenous states exist with their own sovereign systems of governing rela-
tions informed by specific intellectual, ceremonial, and ancestral traditions 
— including relations embedded in and through data; a sovereignty that they 
must continually reassert and defend against duplicitous, treaty-breaking  
settler governments.

Conclusion: The Search for Keywords of the 
Datafied State
In writing up the previous two sections on defining the datafied state, we 
have covered all contributions to this collection. Yet, as must be obvious to 
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our readers, there are many keywords that have been left behind — aboli-
tion, surveillance, procurement, border control, to name a few. We have had 
contributors whose lives interrupted the completion of their contributions; 
busy bureaucrats, public servants, and experts with deep experience in pub-
lic administration couldn’t be brought into the collection as successfully as 
we had hoped. However, we see these setbacks as normal natural challeng-
es of taking on the task of putting together a collection of keywords for the 
datafied state. Our intention in working toward building this community 
was never to be comprehensive, rather it was to invite a broader conversa-
tion on the shifting nature of the state as it appropriates ever more complex 
data-driven systems. Furthermore, readers will find that many of the con-
tributions in the collection can be read from the lens of a different keyword. 
Many of the contributions, for example, name surveillance47 as a founda-
tional concern in the transformation of state-citizen relations through data. 
Similarly, it is hard to separate conversations on public interest and public 
private partnerships from discussions on procurement.48 Yet, our effort is 
partial; this collection is a product of the community that we could gather 
around our shared research interest, while being physically located within 
the United States. We hope that our readers see it as a resource for gather-
ing their own communities to engage with the ongoing emergent challenges 
of contending with the datafied state and as an invitation to explore which 
keywords matter most to them.
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