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Abstract: 

This paper critically interrogates the question of positionality in the context of planetary 
infrastructural arrangements in the specific context of humanitarian data activism in the 
Mediterranean sea. The argument builds on a close reading of the work of search and 
rescue mission Sea Watch and the research collective Forensic Oceanography, whose work 
skillfully subverts the surveillance gaze of European states so as to hold them accountable 
for migrant deaths at sea.  I explore how the mobilization of real time earth observation and 
tracking technologies inadvertently reifies the territorial logic of the border in the very 
moment it seeks to confront racialized security regimes. The theoretical frame of this 
research builds on post humanist, feminist perspectives in STS and media studies, 
emphasizing the critical intersection of media, materiality and the onto-logics of presencing 
and recognition afforded by satellite imaging and geo-spatial regimes. Such an approach 
extends infrastructure research beyond questions of logistics, innovation and 
standardization to make room for interrogating how planetary architectures of datafication 
diffract senses of solidarity and ethico-political dispositions across variously overlapping 
experiential presents, re-configuring ‘ethical substance’ in more-than human domains. 
Ethical substance here should not be mistaken as an essence but rather as “the moving 
substrate of force relations” (Foucault, 1976, p. 92) constituted in and through data. Put 
differently, used as a heuristic device ethical substance summarizes the complex set of 
materializing relations that render objects and bodies legible and recognizable as subject of 
legal and moral protection and care. The calculability of risk and responsibility inhered in big 
data, I will suggest, places decisive limits on activist ambitions of redirecting the surveillant 
gaze of the state into modes of ‘disobedient viewing’. In the specific instance of saving 
migrant lives in the Mediterranean it rather contributes to the  weaponization of data in the 
name of humanist values that is inextricably bound with the figure of enfleshed substance, 
while losing sight of the material traces of dead and missing corpses whose boundaries and 
topological extension have long dissolved in the salty waters of the sea.   

Biography: 

Monika Halkort’s is a Assistant Professor of Digital Media and Social Communication at the 
Lebanese American University of Beirut. Her work traverses the fields of feminist STS, 
political ecology and post-humanist thinking to unpack the intersectional dynamics of 
racialization, de-humanisation and enclosure in contemporary data regimes. Her most 
recent project looks at the new patterns of bio-legitimacy that emerge from the ever denser 
convergence of social, biological and machine intelligence in environmental sensing and 
Earth Observation Systems. Taking the Mediterranean sea as her prime example she 



unpacks how risk and premature death are modeled in data, opening up new zones of 
oppression, alienation and non-being that have been characteristic of modern coloniality.  

 


