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Let me begin with a confession.  I did some homework reading the cv’s of my colleagues on this 

panel, and this is where I found the answer to our central question, “Where’s the value in the 

emerging digital economies of geolocation?”  I.  Am.  In.  Awe.  It’s here, right here, right now, 

in the intersecting life-paths of extraordinary human geographers coming together to share the 

results of labor, creativity, critical insight and commitment.  Julie Cupples’ work on decolonizing 

education and geographies of media convergence intersects with Agnieszka Lesczynski’s inquiry 

into the gendered dimensions of the erosion of locational privacy and the “new digital spatial 

mediations of everyday life,” and Sam Kinsley’s ‘Contagion’ project on the movement of ideas 

through technologically mediated assemblages of people, devices, and algorithms.  David 

Murakami Wood’s Smart Cities project and editorial assemblage in the journal Surveillance and 

Society respond directly to the challenges and opportunities in Rob Kitchin’s (2014) call in The 

Data Revolution for “a more critical and philosophical framing” of the ontology, epistemology, 

ideology, and methodology” of the “assemblage surrounding” the production and deployment of 

geolocational data.  And many of these connections have been the subject of wise anticipatory 

reflections on Jeremy Crampton’s Open Geography, where the adjective and the verb of ‘open’ 

in the New Mappings Collaborative give us a dynamic critical cartography of the overwhelming 

political and knowledge economies of spatialized information. 

 

As I read the cv’s of my panelists, it became obvious that the value of a record of a life -- that’s 

the Latin curriculum vitae -- is the new frontier of what James Blaut (1993) once called The 

Colonizer’s Model of the World, and what Kinsley (2014) has diagnosed as “the industrial 

retention of collective life.”  Smart cities, the social graph, the Internet of Things, the Quantified 

Self, the Zettabyte (2
70

 bytes) Age analyzed by Kitchin:  all of this signifies a new quantitative 

revolution defined by the paradox of life in the age of post-humanist human geography.  In the 

closing lines of Explanation in Geography, David Harvey announced “by our models they shall 

know us” -- a new generation of human geographers bearing the models and data of modern 

science; today, it’s the algorithms, models, and corporations that arrive bearing humans -- 

millions and billions of them -- whose curricula vitae can be measured, mapped, and monetized 

at scales that are simulteneously perrsonalized and planetary.  Facebook alone curates more than 

64 thousand years of human social relations every day (four-fifths of it on mobile devices and 

four-fifths of it outside the U.S. and Canada) and LinkedIn CEO Jeffrey Weiner (quoted in 

MarketWatch, 2015) recently declared, “We want to digitally map the global economy, 

identifying the connections between people, companies, jobs, skills, higher educational 

organizations and professional knowledge and allow all forms of capital, intellectual captial, 

financial capital, and human capital to flow to where [they] can best be leveraged.”   

 

Capitalized curricula vitae, however, are automating and accelerating what Anne Buttimer once 

called the ‘dance macabre’ of the knowledge economies of spatialized information, because the 

deceptively friendly concept of ‘human capital’ is in fact a deadly contradiction:  capital is dead 

labor, the accumulated financial and technological appropriation of surplus value created through 

human labor, human creativity, and human thought.  Buttimer’s remark about geospatial 

information being “a chilly recording by a detached observer, a hollow rattle of bones” hurt -- 

because this is what she said in a conversation to the legendary time-geographer Torsten 



Hägerstrand, who in the 1940s spent years with his wife Britt in the church-register archives of a 

rural Swedish parish to understand “a human population in its time and space context.  Here’s 

what Hägerstrand (2006, p. xi) recalls: 

 

“[We] worked out the individual biographies of all the many thousands of 

individuals who had lived in the area over the last hundred years.  We followed 

them all from year to year, from home to home, and from position to position.  As 

the data accumulated, we watched the drama of life unfold before our eyes with 

graphic clarity.  It was something of stark poetry to see the people who lived 

around us, many of whom we knew, as the tips of stems, endlessly twisting 

themselves down in the realm of times past.” 

 

Hägerstrand wrote that he was disturbed and alarmed by Buttimer’s words, and I am too, because 

Allan Pred (2005, p. 328) began his obituary for Hägerstrand by quoting Walter Benjamin, 

emphasizing that it is not only knowledge or wisdom, but above all real life -- “the stuff stories 

are made of” -- which “first assumes transmissible form at the moment of ...death.”  But just as 

“every text has a life history” (Pred, 2005, p. 331) that comes to an end, now Allan Pred’s 

curriculum vitae has also assumed transmissible form of the market-driven, distorted sort you 

can track through the evolving Hägerstrandian time-space prisms of the digitized network 

society.  Hägerstrand is dead, but he has a Google Scholar profile that’s constantly updated by 

the search robots, and the valorized geolocatable knowledge of his citations put him in a dance 

macabre of apocalyptic quantification:  he is “worth” only 1.093 percent of the valorization of 

another dead curriculum vitae, that of Foucault, who’s also on Google Scholar.  The world is 

falling in love with geography, but we don’t need more than just a few human geographers to do 

geography, thanks to the self-replicating algorithms and bots of the corporate cloud of cognitive 

capital. 

 

The geolocatable knowledge economy is thus a bundle of contradictions and the endgame of the 

organic composition of human capital.  Human researchers spending years in the archives to 

build databases are now put into competition with the fractal second derivatives of code:  how do 

I balance my respect and reverence for our new generation of geographers screen-scraping APIs 

and coding in R, D3, Python, and Ruby on Rails without giving up what we have learned from 

the slow, patient, embodied labor of previous generations working by hand?  I see the tips of 

stems, not just in Hägerstrand’s small Swedish parish, but right here, in this room.  Tips of 

stems, endlessly twisting down in the realm of times past -- but in today’s times where each 

flower now faces unprecedented competition in every domain:  jobs, research support, academic 

freedom, human care, human recognition, human attention.  Tips of stems, endlessly twisting 

through time-spaces of a present suffused with astronomical volumes of geographical data in 

what the historian George Dyson (2012) calls the “universe of self-replicating code.”  Tips of 

stems, tracing out an entirely new ontology of socio-spatial sampling theory defined by the 

automated mashup analytics that now combine Hägerstrand’s time-space diagrams with 

Heisenberg’s observational uncertainties, Alan Turing’s (1950) ‘universal machine,’ and 

Foucault’s archaeology of knowledge blended with Marx’s conception of the “general intellect” 

and Auguste Comte’s notion of the ‘Great Being’ of all the accumulated knowledge of 

intergenerational human knowledge, tradition, and custom.  Tips of stems, tracing lifeworlds of a 

situationist social physics that treats smartphones as “brain extenders” (Kurzweil, 2014) 



converging into a planetary “hive mind” (Shirky, 2008) while reconfiguring the observational 

infrastructures and human labor relations of an empiricist hijacking of positivism:  if Chris 

Anderson (2008) is correct that the petabyte age of data renders the scientific method obsolete, 

then who needs theory? 

 

We all need theory -- we humans.  Theory is the intergenerational inheritance of human inquiry, 

human thought, and human struggle.  Let me be clear:  I mean no disrespect to the extraordinary 

achievements of the new generation of data revolutionaries represented by my distinguished 

panelists, and all of you who can code circles around my pathetic do-loop rusty routines in 

FORTRAN, Cobol, and SAS.  Tips of stems, twisting themselves down into the realms of human 

history:  take a look around, at one of the last generations of human geospatial analysts, before 

we’re all replaced by algorithmic aggregation.  Yesterday’s revolution was humans doing 

quantification.  Today’s revolution is quantification doing humans. 
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