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Book Review Forum 

 

Jim E. Thatcher and Craig M. Dalton, Data Power: Radical Geographies of Control and 

Resistance, London: Pluto Press, 2022. ISBN: 9780745340074 (paper); ISBN: 9780745340081 

(cloth); ISBN: 9781786805560 (ebook)1 

 

In Data Power, Thatcher and Dalton’s playful new take on critical GIS, the authors tackle the 

serious business of spatial data with the whimsical tone of two GIS nerds, talking about the state 

of academic web-mapping. The book tracks the history of critical GIS literature, starting with a 

strong Marxist class critique of technology, and winding its way through more modern views of 

gender, race, and ability. My favourite parts are when the book explores these intersectional 

identities, like the women of the Precarias a la Deriva initiative whose re-interpretation of the 

Situationist’s dérive, calls into question the assumptions of its rich, white, able-bodied male 

originators (see Precarias a la Deriva 2010). 

One of the things I most enjoyed about the book was its playful tone, the idea of being 

“…at war with the whole world lightheartedly” (Wark 2013: 15) while also acknowledging that 

lightheartedness is not available to everyone. The book has a refreshing breadth of contemporary 

examples and had me using its online companion https://github.com/DataResistance/power and 

falling down internet rabbit holes from Navajo women constructing semiconductors, to Black 

Lives Matter parody tweets. Thatcher and Dalton successfully wrestled with Ruha Benjamin’s 

(2019: 32) idea that “Black people already live in the future”, a future of surveillance and 

algorithmic governance that privileged USians are just beginning to glimpse. This dystopian 

future is alive and well as Black geographies scholars teaching Critical Race Theory are forced 

to retain legal counsel in response to threats from conservative groups. 

The book sits, like critical GIS, at the intersection of technology, politics, and culture. 

The authors talk explicitly about their positionality and the shortcomings of European theorists 

 
1 Available open access here: https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv249sg9w  
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including Heidegger, Debord, and Marcuse. Nonetheless, Thatcher and Dalton rely on these dead 

white men to situate their theories, eschewing the more contemporary Black feminist tactic of 

starting from the least privileged and building up from there. 

A central idea from Data Power is that of the data spectacle, a commodification of 

images and ideas for use by government or capital. The authors also use the dérive, the 

Situationist idea of wandering the street as an exploratory method of inquiry. One example of a 

spectacle uses this surprisingly subversive act of walking down the street. If you’re a man, you 

may be able to use this method for research in an unencumbered way, but in a spectacular 

conversion, a woman walking down the street becomes a “street-walker”—a pejorative term 

used for sex workers. Many women and trans people walking alone at night have had the 

experience of being mistaken for a sex worker simply because of the space and the body they 

find themselves in. Disabled people and others in the US were subject to “ugly laws” from the 

late 19th century, making it illegal for them to show their “disfigured” bodies in public (see 

Schweik 2009). Had the book started with women, trans people, and disabled people who could 

have been arrested for using the dérive, I think it could have been an even richer text. Engaging 

with disability studies seems particularly important during the Covid-19 pandemic—a mass-

disabling event. 

Thatcher and Dalton’s exploratory introduction to critical GIS is a lovely addition to the 

field. The authors recognise their position as cis, white academic men, and use their privilege to 

uplift the voices of a wide variety of revolutionaries who seek to reject and repurpose spatial 

technologies. 
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