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In this era of increased reliance on 
algorithmic systems that we can’t 
see and don’t control, how do we 
shift the power back to the citizen? 

From simple ad-trackers to 
complex machine learning 
recommendation systems, the 
algorithms pervading our online 
lives increasingly mediate our 
ability to participate in the public 
sphere. But who designs, owns, 
and deploys these algorithms? For 
whom do they discreetly (or not 
so discreetly!) exercise power? 
Whose economic interests do 
they serve in the end? And how 
does our personal data come into 
play as the invisible currency we 
pay to participate in digital public 
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life? We need to rethink the role 
that we have as citizens in this 
unfolding algorithmic ecosystem. 

By knowing where, how, and to 
which effects algorithmic systems 
influence our lives – we can 
start finding ways to reconfigure 
our relationships with the 
systems pervading our digitizing 
public sphere. By interrogating 
and critically examining the 
underpinnings of these systems, 
from our unique perspectives, 
we can shift the power from the 
pervading technocracies back to 
the citizens. 

EDITORIAL
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COMPUTER 

Machines are seeing, sensing, and listening to our world in ways that 
our very different than ours: a machine gaze of computational models 
and data-structure. 

If we can put ourselves in the perspective of the machines, maybe we 
can better understand how they process the world and consequently 
exercise power?

“What are the political consequences 
of automated systems that use labels to 

classify humans, including by race, gender, 
emotions, ability, sexuality, and personality? 
Computer vision systems make judgements, 

and decisions, and as such exercise power to 
shape the world in their own images, which, in 

turn,  is built upon flattening generalities and 
embedded social bias.” 

-  Mitra Azar, Geoff Cox & Leonardo Impett
Introduction: ways of machine seeing
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What Kind of Algorithms to Look for:

Prioritization: Emphasizes or brings attention to 
certain things at the expense of others. Embedded in 
every algorithm that seeks to prioritize are criteria, or 
metrics, which are computed and used to define the 
ranking through a sorting procedure.

Classification: Categorizes a particular entity by looking 
at any number of that entity’s features.

Association: Marks relationships between entities and 
involve grouping entities into clusters.

Filtering: Involves including or excluding information 
according to various rules or criteria.

- Nicholas Diakopolous
Algorithmic Accountability Reporting: 
On the Investigation of Black Boxes

ALGORITHMIC 

Algorithms are difficult to spot in the wild. They can usually be found 
hiding behind user-friendly interfaces and unasuming flat icons. A 
good way to spot them is to pay close attention to what is going on on 
your screen and think of everything you see in terms of:
inputs → data processing → outputs.
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Software = algorithms + data 

“Software is what organizes the Internet, routing email 
messages, delivering Web pages from a server, switching 

network traffic, assigning IP addresses, and rendering Web 
pages in a browser. The school and the hospital, the military 
base and the scientific laboratory, the airport and the city — 
all social, economic, and cultural systems of modern society 

— run on software. Software is the invisible glue that ties it all 
together.” 

- Lev Manovich   
Software Takes Command

GRAPH YOUR 

From the moment you check your messages in the morning, to 
checking train times on Google maps, to binging Netflix before 
going to sleep - you are interacting with thousands of algorithmic 
software systems every day! Its consequently very easy to stop paying 
attention to which systems you rely on... and who benefits most from 
this reliance.
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RECIPE 

One of the traditional ways of teaching people how algorithms work 
is through doing an exercise in which you have to instruct a computer 
on how to make a sandwich. You break the process into detailed 
computational steps and hope for the best! This exercise invariably 
demonstrates that computers need to be told exactly what to do - 
leave out a single step and unexpected disaster may ensue!
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SPECULATIVE 

Speculative design is an exercise in which we imagine radical 
future technologies as a way to critically reflect on or respond to our 
technological present. This method provides an optimal creative 
space to imagine new possibilities for “how things could be” and to 
start building better futures. All you have to do is start asking “what 
if” questions...
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CREEPY 

It’s kind of creepy when you see the same ad pop-up wherever you go 
online. Or perhaps you suspect Alexa or Siri is eavesdropping on your 
conversations? Companies like Google and Facebook use an array of 
ad tracking, targeting, and delivery algorithms. Their power lies in the 
vast amounts of personal data these algorithms collect, process, and 
turn into behavioral models related to you.
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A zine that sits uncomfortably at the intersection of digital technology, 
a global free-market economy, and popular culture. 


