
 
 

Delft University of Technology

Document Version
Final published version

Licence
CC BY

Citation (APA)
Ravn, L., N'Diaye, B., Mackinnon, K., Thylstrup, N. B., & Muravyov, D. (2026). Governing by dismantling: tech oligarchy
and the stifling of public data infrastructure. Science as Culture, 1-16. https://doi.org/10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073

Important note
To cite this publication, please use the final published version (if applicable).
Please check the document version above.

Copyright
In case the licence states “Dutch Copyright Act (Article 25fa)”, this publication was made available Green Open
Access via the TU Delft Institutional Repository pursuant to Dutch Copyright Act (Article 25fa, the Taverne
amendment). This provision does not affect copyright ownership.
Unless copyright is transferred by contract or statute, it remains with the copyright holder.
Sharing and reuse
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download, forward or distribute the text or part of it, without
the consent of the author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license such as
Creative Commons.
Takedown policy
Please contact us and provide details if you believe this document breaches copyrights.
We will remove access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

This work is downloaded from Delft University of Technology.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073


Science as Culture

ISSN: 0950-5431 (Print) 1470-1189 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/csac20

Governing by dismantling: tech oligarchy and the
stifling of public data infrastructure

Louis Ravn, Bokar N'Diaye, Katie Mackinnon, Nanna Bonde Thylstrup &
Dmitry Muravyov

To cite this article: Louis Ravn, Bokar N'Diaye, Katie Mackinnon, Nanna Bonde Thylstrup &
Dmitry Muravyov (20 May 2026): Governing by dismantling: tech oligarchy and the stifling of
public data infrastructure, Science as Culture, DOI: 10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 20 May 2026.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 508

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csac20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/csac20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073
https://doi.org/10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csac20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csac20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20%20May%202026
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09505431.2026.2666073&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20%20May%202026
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csac20


FORUM ARTICLE

Governing by dismantling: tech oligarchy and the stifling 
of public data infrastructure
Louis Ravn a, Bokar N’Diaye a, Katie Mackinnon b, Nanna Bonde Thylstrup b

and Dmitry Muravyov c

aInstitute for Logic, Language and Computation, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands; 
bDepartment of Arts and Cultural Studies, University of Copenhagen, København S, Denmark; cTU 
Delft, Department of Values, Technology & Innovation, The Ethics and Philosophy of Technology 
Section, Delft, the Netherlands

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 25 July 2025; Accepted 24 April 2026
KEYWORDS Tech oligarchy; data stifling; DOGE; public data infrastructure

Introduction

The ongoing consolidation of state and techno-economic power worldwide 
calls for the development of a new critical vocabulary. At this juncture, the 
concept of tech oligarchy has been proposed by scholars like Cohen (2025), 
highlighting how select individuals – notably tech CEOs – are positioned to 
reshape state institutions according to their own interests. Most emblemati
cally, the tech oligarchy in the US has materialized in the form of the non-gov
ernmental advisory commission styled as the ‘Department of Government 
Efficiency’ (henceforth DOGE) and its orchestration of wide-ranging, techno
logically-mediated reconfigurations of federal agencies (Flavelle et al., 2025; 
Pulley, 2025). As reported, DOGE has focused on reshaping essential public 
data infrastructures and systems, whether with respect to knowledge (Schneider, 
2025), societal memory (Garber, 2025), or social services provision (Kelly, 2025).

These reconfigurations illustrate a deeply contradictory relationship between 
the tech oligarchy and public data infrastructure. By public data infrastructure 
we broadly refer, here and throughout this piece, to basic digital data systems 
that support the provision of essential public services or enable public access 
to data. On one hand, DOGE has gained access to the databases of various 
agencies, prominently including those of the Social Security Administration 
(Berzon et al., 2025) and the Department of Health and Human Services 
(Giles et al., 2025). Once access has been obtained, control over these data 
systems is then often leveraged to merge previously distinct databases (Kelly 
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and Elliott, 2025a) – a pursuit of ‘interoperability’ (Archer et al., 2025) aimed at 
intensifying the surveillance of already marginalized people (Monahan, 2025). 
These examples illustrate the insight that access to and control over digital data 
is an essential aspect of data-based statecraft (Fourcade and Gordon, 2020).

On the other hand, however, DOGE also engages in the strategic dismantling 
of public data infrastructure: it has gutted the digital services agency 18F 
(Pulley, 2025), haphazardly parted from the long-established COBOL program
ming language (Kelly, 2025), and terminated the production of specific datasets 
(Schneider, 2025; The Economist, 2025; Thylstrup and MacKinnon, 2025). 
These examples suggest that the tech oligarchy’s data governance practices 
cannot be conceptually reduced to the consolidation of public data infrastruc
tures. Instead, analyses of tech oligarchic data governance must also account for 
the strategic dismantling of particular public data infrastructures.

In this Forum Article, thus, we examine how the tech oligarchy governs 
public data infrastructures by accessing, merging, and dismantling them. Cen
tering the deliberate nature of these infrastructural reconfigurations allows us to 
more finely question the incentives and rationales of said actors, whether con
ducive to wealth accumulation (Cohen, 2025), or alignment with the govern
ment’s political goals (Berzon et al., 2025). Doing so also establishes tech 
oligarchic actors’ responsibility for the severe effects of these rearrangements 
of public data infrastructure, including the degradation of scientific knowledge 
(Schneider, 2025), the erosion of data privacy (Levy, 2025; see also Trahan, 
2025), and the risks incurred by vulnerable people dependent on state services 
to fulfill essential needs (Kelly, 2025). Thus, the objective of this article is to 
foreground how the tech oligarchy’s reconfiguration of public data infrastruc
tures surfaces a strategic tendency toward infrastructural degradation.

To ground our analysis, we draw from the STS concepts of ontological poli
tics (Mol, 2002) and stifling (Valkenburg, 2026) as well as the framework of 
agnotology (Proctor and Schiebinger, 2008, 2025). While Mol’s (2002) analysis 
of ontological politics highlights the technoscientific practices which enact rea
lities into being, Valkenburg (2026, p. 3) extends this by attending to practices 
that move things ‘away from existence and stability rather than toward them.’ 
Concretely, he highlights that the non-existence of things, knowledge, and 
people are likewise the result of technoscientific enactments – practices he 
calls ‘stifling.’ Building on this notion, we argue that tech oligarchic power 
materializes through data stifling: i.e. deliberate interventions into public data 
infrastructures that degrade knowledge, memory, and people’s lives. The 
concept of data stifling serves to underscore that these public infrastructural 
reconfigurations constitute an exercise in ontological politics: they materially 
constrain modes of existence. We further situate data stifling within the litera
ture on agnotology, where scholars argue that ignorance is not an absence but a 
socially and materially produced condition, made and stabilized through insti
tutions, practices, and infrastructures (Proctor and Schiebinger, 2008, 2025; 

2 L. RAVN ET AL.



Thylstrup, 2025). From this agnotological perspective, data stifling becomes 
analytically legible not merely as data loss or administrative change, but as a 
set of infrastructural interventions that actively reshape what can be known, 
remembered, and acted upon.

Our contribution is thus twofold. Conceptually, we propose data stifling to 
underscore the tech oligarchy’s deliberate interventions into public data infra
structures that degrade knowledge, memory, and people’s lives. Empirically, we 
show how the case of DOGE manifests three distinct modalities of data stifling 
– namely, access, merging, dismantling – that each enact different stakes and 
targets, from individual privacy through welfare service provisions to collective 
institutional memory. Hence, we contribute to this Special Forum by position
ing data stifling as both a central tactic of tech oligarchic governance and a 
broader mechanism within contemporary knowledge-ignorance politics.

This article proceeds in four steps. First, we provide a brief prehistory of the 
relationship between political power and public data infrastructural control in 
the US context. Building on this, we mobilize STS and history of science frame
works to formulate the concept of data stifling. Third, we analyze several examples 
showing how DOGE – as a materialization of tech oligarchic power – has strate
gically accessed, merged, and dismantled public data infrastructures. We close by 
discussing how tech oligarchic data stifling is already being resisted.

Political power and data infrastructural control in the US: a 
prehistory

Despite the seemingly abrupt removal of government web pages and data infra
structures, changes to information are expected to accompany transitions of 
power. Since 2004 – and the first large-scale effort to archive 75 million web 
pages from 1,370 civilian and military domains by the independent federal 
agency National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) (Jacobs and 
Jacobs, 2025) – frictions tied to the transformation of governmental websites 
between administrations are a staple in the US context. In 2008, NARA 
decided to discontinue this systematic archiving effort, which came at the 
end of George W. Bush’s first term in office. Their justifications included sig
nificant resource constraints and a strict interpretation of federal records 
laws (Jacobs and Jacobs, 2025), as well as the subsequent constitution, and 
the creation of the End of Term Web Archive (EOT Archive) – a voluntary col
laboration between archival institutions, major universities, and the Internet 
Archive (Seneca et al., 2012).

Although the EOT Archive’s activities have been ongoing since 2008, the 
2016 election of Donald Trump raised new concerns. His administration’s 
open hostility towards certain topics (e.g. diversity, climate change, etc.) engen
dered worries about the risk of important scientific data related to climate 
change being removed during the transition. In response, a number of data 
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archiving initiatives were formed, such as the Guerilla Archiving Event and 
several Data Refuge projects (Vera et al., 2018). Similar grassroots efforts 
emerged with Trump’s 2025 re-election (Thylstrup and MacKinnon, 2025). 
However, a significant turn with the 2025 Trump administration is the strategic 
mobilization of governmental power to stifle public archival institutions, public 
data storage facilities, and public data commons (Ovenden, 2025). For instance, 
using software that tracks .gov domains for changes, grassroots archivists have 
documented new US government websites containing lists of ‘wasteful pro
jects,’ seemingly assembled by DOGE (see Figure 1; Reuter, 2025). More 
broadly, these efforts far outstrip the anticipated content churn between admin
istrations, exemplifying instead an orientation toward infrastructural interven
tions that condition what remains legible and governable.

Data infrastructures are ‘fluid and heterotemporal’ (Velkova, 2023, p. 435), 
and therefore constantly moving and adjusting in their processes of assembly 
and disassembly (Latour and Yaneva, 2008). Because they are moreover socio
material, the damage caused by infrastructural dismantling is not limited to 
servers, codebases, or datasets; it also affects the routines, competencies, and 
trust relations that sustain information ecosystems. While systematic ethno
graphic evidence of emotional and organizational effects of DOGE’s practices 
will take time to document, early whistleblower accounts and internal com
munications indicate severe disruption to government institutional capacity 
and continuity as well as expressions of what we might call institutional 
trauma (Cook, 2025; Dietkus, 2025). Public data infrastructures intricately 
shape societies’ sense of what can be known and acted upon by governments; 
hence, dismantling that infrastructure undermines the capacity of governments 
to act. The following section ground this observation conceptually.

Figure 1. List of ‘wasteful projects’ ostensibly assembled by DOGE (Reuter, 2025).
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Forgetting, ignorance, and epistemic injustice enacted through data 
infrastructures

STS and history of science offer valuable conceptual vocabularies for analyzing 
how realities and knowledges are produced, enacted, and actively contested. In 
the following, we draw from the related STS concepts of ontological politics and 
stifling (Mol, 2002; Valkenburg, 2026) as well as the framework of agnotology 
(Proctor and Schiebinger, 2008; Galison, 2025; Thylstrup, 2025).

The concept of ontological politics was developed by STS scholar Annemarie 
Mol (1999, 2002), whose analyses highlighted that technoscientific practices 
enact the realities of what they describe or represent. Her central insight was 
that the realities – the ontologies – of scientific objects and knowledges do 
not precede the practices through which they are enacted. To use an example 
from Mol’s (2002, p. 6) analysis, the ontology of a particular disease emerges 
from how that disease is ‘brought into being, sustained, or allowed to wither 
away in common, day-to-day, sociomaterial practices.’ For our analytical pur
poses, an important implication is that the constitution of scientific objects, 
knowledge, and memory depends on their enactment into being.

Valkenburg (2026) extends the analysis of ontological politics by arguing 
that STS scholars should not only attend to how ontologies – as modes of exist
ence – are enacted. Rather, he argues that the non-existence of objects, knowl
edges, and people must likewise be understood as enacted. Concretely, he draws 
attention to practices that move things away from stability, legibility, and 
endurance rather than toward them. He dubs these practices ‘stifling,’ reflecting 
‘the production of invisibility, irrelevance, silence, unthinkability, and other 
forms of non-existence’ (ibid., p. 6). As such, the concept of stifling extends 
scholarship on ontological politics by directing analytical attention to those 
practices that hamper the existence of specific objects, knowledges, and 
people. Put differently, stifling emerges as a particular form of ontological poli
tics that is oriented towards enacting the invisibility, irrelevance, or even non- 
existence of specific knowledges, forms of memory, and people. Thus, the 
related concepts of ontological politics and stifling have analytical utility for 
our analysis because they sensitize us to how collective forms of knowledge, 
memory, and social actors are actively rendered fragile, irrelevant, invisible, 
or non-existent through the tech oligarchy’s reconfiguration of public data 
infrastructures.

The framework of agnotology sharpens this perspective by insisting that 
ignorance is not reducible to error, uncertainty, or missing information, but 
must be analyzed as an outcome of social, political, and material processes 
(Proctor and Schiebinger, 2008, 2025). Crucially, contemporary digital ignor
ance studies extend this insight beyond discursive manipulations to include 
infrastructures, institutions, and technical systems as central sites of ignorance 
production (Thylstrup, 2025). From this viewpoint, ignorance is engineered, 
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maintained, and stabilized through digital sociomaterial arrangements, and 
digital data infrastructures render these dynamics particularly visible. If episte
mic orders depend on classification systems, archives, protocols, and storage 
regimes (Bowker and Star, 1999; Bowker, 2005), then interventions into such 
infrastructures inevitably carry epistemic consequences. Ignorance can be pro
duced not only through denial or misinformation, but through permissions, 
interfaces, APIs, archival policies, and the maintenance – or withdrawal – of 
data production pipelines. What becomes at stake is not solely what is 
known, but what can be known at all. The agnotological sensitivity to how 
ignorance is actively and sociotechnically produced is useful for our purposes 
because it guides our attention to how particular forms of strategic ignorance 
result from the ways in which the tech oligarchy governs public data 
infrastructures.

Building on these traditions, we conceptualize data stifling to direct attention 
to the tech oligarchy’s strategic reconfigurations of public data infrastructures 
that curb the conditions under which knowledge, memory, and social actors 
remain durable, accountable, and actionable. As such, data stifling extends 
agnotology by naming a distinct modality of ignorance production operating 
through public data infrastructures. Rather than treating data loss or infrastruc
tural change as secondary effects, data stifling foregrounds them as mechanisms 
through which epistemic and ontological orders are actively reorganized. Seen 
this way, data stifling becomes analytically legible as a form of ontological poli
tics and ignorance production: a means through which the durability of knowl
edge, the stability of records, and the legibility of social actors are unevenly 
redistributed.

The practices and politics of data stifling

In the following, we showcase how data stifling figures as a central component 
of the tech oligarchy’s techno-political repertoire, using examples related to 
DOGE. We analyze three different modes in which data stifling plays out: 
first, by accessing sensitive data systems; second, by merging disparate data
bases; and third, by dismantling existing public data infrastructure.

Accessing data systems: privacy politics

Waste, fraud, and abuse have been deeply entrenched in our broken system for far too 
long. […]. It takes direct access to the system to identify and fix it. (Harrison Fields, 
February 2025)

A core component of emerging data stifling practices is enforcing and gaining 
access to federal databases. While state power has long depended on the scope 
of its access to data (Fourcade and Gordon, 2020), DOGE introduces a novelty: 
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a tech oligarchic actor, positioning itself as a proxy for the state, enforcing 
access to systems previously off-limits.

Most prominently, this has included accessing databases at the Social Secur
ity Administration (SSA) (Berzon et al., 2025), the Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS) (Giles et al., 2025), the Department of Labor (DOL) 
(Feiger and Elliott, 2025), and the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) 
(McLaughlin, 2025). Significantly, access is commonly demanded not on a 
‘read-only’ basis, but as including extensive permissions, for example ‘unrest
ricted permission to read, copy and alter data’ at the NLRB (McLaughlin, 
2025) or the capacity to ‘navigate the entire file system, change user per
missions, and delete or modify critical files’ at the Treasury Department 
(Elliott et al., 2025b). Despite struggles over DOGE’s capacity to access 
federal data systems, it has usually prevailed – also aided by Supreme Court 
rulings (Liptak and VanSickle, 2025).

Gaining such access and control over these data systems relates to data 
stifling in two ways. On an immediate level, it constitutes serious privacy infrin
gements, implying direct risks for people whose sensitive data has become 
accessible in this way – whether related to employee complaints (McLaughlin, 
2025), migrant children (Robins-Early, 2025), or visa applicants (Giles et al., 
2025). Specifically, illicit access operates as stifling by making people newly 
legible to scrutiny while simultaneously weakening their capacity to contest 
how they are categorized, assessed, or acted upon. Similarly concerning is 
that DOGE accesses sensitive federal data systems without requiring its operat
ives to undergo the otherwise mandatory cybersecurity training, engendering 
profound cybersecurity concerns as a result (McLaughlin, 2025). The accelera
tion of access without governance further results in temporal stifling: by 
framing state operations as needing constant ‘course-correction’ rather than 
stable rule-based legality, where remediation becomes politically impossible, 
DOGE normalizes a hasty re-engineering of the state that renders oversight 
obsolete (Roberge et al., 2026). It thereby gives its patrons the prerogative to 
punitively undermine their chosen targets, from the ventures of political 
opponents (Bellodi and Lee, 2025) to the civil rights of vulnerable populations.

Merging data sets: interoperability politics

The way the government is defrauded is that the computer systems don’t talk to each 
other. (Elon Musk, April 2025)

Having enforced access to various sensitive databases, a second central aspect of 
data stifling encompasses the merging of previously distinct data sets and infra
structures in the name of interoperability. While interoperability has long been 
a feature of tech companies’ discourses, as in the case of Meta (Bechmann, 2013; 
Thylstrup, 2018), the more recent spread of Palantir’s systems in the security 
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sector is instructive here. Describing itself as ‘interoperable to the core,’ Palan
tir’s systems are typically employed to facilitate the fusion of previously distinct 
data systems in security contexts (Archer et al., 2025). These logics materialize 
in DOGE’s merging of data systems.

Kickstarted by an executive order to eliminate data silos (Levy, 2025), DOGE 
has stitched together datasets from, for example, the Social Security Adminis
tration, the Department of Homeland Security, and the Internal Revenue Ser
vices (IRS) (Kelly and Elliott, 2025a). The aim behind fusing and centralizing 
these datasets into a ‘master database’ (Kelly and Elliott, 2025a) has been to 
enhance the surveillance of targeted immigrants, aimed at supporting the 
Trump administration’s broader immigration crackdown. What is stifled 
here is both privacy and the protective function of separation: that is, the insti
tutional boundaries that previously limited cross-domain inference, which 
become increasingly porous, enabling new forms of composite suspicion and 
administrative action. The organization by DOGE of large hackathons aimed 
at producing a single ‘mega API’ allowing disparate software systems to 
cross-communicate (Kelly, 2025), leaves little doubt as to the interests of tech 
oligarchs in handling and centralizing such sensitive datasets.

Both dataset merging and API developments operate through a questionable 
imaginary of interoperability as inherently good, achieved by breaking down 
silos. While alluring, this prospect overlooks key nuances of the politics of 
interoperability (Archer et al., 2025; Bellanova et al., 2025): for example, it 
benefits some at the expense of others and it usually depends on collaborations 
with problematic firms like Palantir. Significantly, interoperability here serves 
as a precondition for surveilling and persecuting immigrants, whose deporta
tion is a priority for Trump. Tech oligarchic practice is thus shaped not only 
by economic imperatives (e.g. enrolling Palantir), but by the performance of 
shared conservative values (e.g. anti-migrant ideology). By rendering targeted 
groups traceable, these infrastructural reconfigurations exemplify how tech oli
garchs problematically shape living conditions through data systems.

Dismantling data infrastructure: knowledge and memory politics

So we have to really delete entire agencies, many of them. (Elon Musk, February 2025)
Agencies shall utilize enforcement discretion to de-prioritize enforcement actions that 
stretch statutory authority or exceed the constitutional powers of the Federal Govern
ment. (White House Executive Order, February 2025)

A third mode of data stifling is constituted by the partial or complete disman
tling of existing public data infrastructures. Conceptually, dismantling is a form 
of intentional infrastructural undoing characterized by an abruptness that is 
absent from related modalities of infrastructural takedown, such as abandon
ment (Brodie and Velkova, 2021), or ruination (Stoler, 2008). Instead, disman
tling can be seen as more closely related to politically charged forms of 
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infrastructural destruction (Burke, 2010) and erasure (Fredrikzon and 
Haffenden, 2023), evidenced in both the modus operandi and optics of DOGE.

First, DOGE has sought to replace COBOL, a programming language known 
for its enduring stability and foundational role in the Social Security Adminis
tration’s infrastructure (Renderos, 2025). Choosing rapid migration to a new 
system within a few months not only put millions of people at risk of not receiv
ing their benefits (Kelly, 2025), but also served to justify the displacement of 
COBOL-trained government workers in favor of new, DOGE-compliant 
hires. This entailed the appointment of six ‘promising young coders,’ each 
under 25 and with unconventional credentials, tasked with orchestrating 
sweeping budget and personnel cuts within at least nine federal departments 
and agencies (Elliott et al., 2025a). One of them, 23-year old Luke Farritor, 
was reportedly still learning COBOL on the job, simultaneously querying his 
public X followers for large language models (LLMs) capable of automating 
basic document format conversion (Revolving Door Project, 2025). While 
DOGE enthusiasts celebrate such hires as meritocratic innovation (Makridis, 
2025), this tactic is thus better understood as an example of data stifling 
through which situated institutional knowledge is erased, infrastructural auth
ority reordered, and the capture of public data infrastructure accelerated.

Second, another example is the gutting of 18F, a digital services agency 
founded in 2014 to support the adoption of best practices and technology pro
ducts in federal agencies (Pulley, 2025). As Pulley (2025) showed, 18F had actu
ally been shown to improve the delivery of important government services, 
which illustrates that efficiency is not DOGE’s goal (cf. Cohen, 2025). In 
other cases, it is the production of specific datasets that has been ended; for 
example, datasets made by the US Census Bureau (Schneider, 2025). Such 
acts erode the availability of essential information to researchers.

Last, and related to questions of social memory, DOGE claimed to have 
orchestrated the migration of 14,000 magnetic records of the General Services 
Administration to what they describe as ‘permanent modern digital records’ 
(Cole, 2025). Not only does this overlook that magnetic digital tapes in many 
comparable cases are the most cost-efficient storage technology (Sparkes, 
2025), it also omits the particular long-term vulnerabilities of newer forms of 
data storage, such as hardware failure in cloud systems (Stokel-Walker, 
2025). These examples constitute strategic erosions of public data infrastruc
ture, whether by gutting digital service agencies, breaking away from infrastruc
tural programming languages, or terminating the production of datasets.

Collectively, these practices of dismantling public data infrastructure illus
trate the politics of data stifling, related to the strategic undermining of 
digital knowledge, memory, and infrastructure (i.e. agnotology). These prac
tices erode access to knowledge, resulting in the production of ignorance 
(Proctor and Schiebinger, 2008; Thylstrup, 2025). Beyond hampering knowl
edge production, dismantling also introduces and normalizes gaps within 
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public information infrastructures, gaps that later become difficult to detect, 
contest, or repair. Data stifling therefore indicates a tech oligarchic interest in 
strategic ignorance and forgetting, whether economically or politically motiv
ated; practices of forgetting that are partially afforded by the inherent modifia
bility and impermanence characterizing data infrastructures (Velkova, 2025).

Further, the dismantling of public data infrastructure produces new infra
structural instabilities, as when the provision of social services becomes endan
gered through haphazard programming language migrations. Long-embedded 
systems, such as COBOL, become visible not by accidental breakdown (cf. 
Bowker and Star, 1999), but by strategic dismantling. Most importantly, as 
we have sought to stress throughout this paper, data stifling as dismantling 
of public data infrastructure ultimately constitutes a form of ontological poli
tics: the accessibility of knowledge is eroded, societal memory made more 
fragile, and people’s livelihoods consequently made precarious.

Conclusion

In this Forum Article, we argued that tech oligarchic power materializes 
through data stifling: that is, strategic reconfigurations of public data infrastruc
tures that curb the conditions under which collective knowledge, memory, and 
social actors remain durable, accountable, and actionable. Our analysis of 
DOGE highlighted three salient, distinct modalities of data stifling: (a) the enfor
cement of access to federal data systems, (b) the merging of previously distinct 
datasets and databases, and (c) the dismantling of data infrastructures. Calling 
these infrastructural interventions data stifling highlights that they constitute an 
exercise in ontological politics insofar as they reshape material realities: illicit 
access endangers privacy, merging accelerates surveillance of already marginalized 
groups, and dismantling erodes essential knowledge and social memory.

From an agnotological perspective, these are not merely losses but infra
structural techniques for producing durable uncertainty (Proctor and Schiebin
ger, 2008, 2025). Hence, once data production pipelines are terminated or 
scrambled, some questions either cannot be answered with data, or, conversely, 
become answerable only through costly, partial, or privately mediated substi
tutes. These substitute data infrastructures – some of which we detail below 
– aspire to maintain the public accessibility to essential data over time, yet 
often rely on unstable forms of volunteer labor by activists, researchers, archi
vists, and librarians (Lucas, 2025). The broader point is that in contemporary 
digital societies, as we have argued throughout this article, public data infra
structures constitutively shape conditions of livelihoods, modes of governance, 
systems of knowledge, and stores of memory. Drawing from the frameworks of 
ontological politics, stifling, and agnotology helped us underscore this: the stra
tegic reconfigurations of public data infrastructures by tech oligarchs are tanta
mount to not only enacting particular realities – as an analysis of ontological 
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politics would reveal – but also unmaking specific modes of existence, knowl
edge, and memory.

We hope to contribute to the critical study of tech oligarchy by raising aware
ness of the paradoxical relationship between tech oligarchic power and public 
data infrastructures. Even though the extraction, accumulation, and retention 
of data remains central to data-driven statecraft (Fourcade and Gordon, 
2020), our analysis stresses the need to contend with the dismantling, loss, 
erasure, and outright destruction of public data infrastructures as an urgent 
and qualitatively distinct problem. Data stifling names this infrastructural dis
mantling as a specific tactic of tech oligarchic data governance: a mode of power 
exercised through strategic subtraction, i.e. terminating datasets, breaking 
maintenance chains, and reorganizing access, so that absence and instability 
become politically productive. While data infrastructures have always been 
subject to change (Bowker, 2005; MacKinnon, 2022; Velkova, 2025), conditions 
of tech oligarchy enable a select range of individuals to abruptly modify public 
data infrastructure in accordance with their own interests.

Yet, data stifling does not present us with a fait accompli. The various disman
tlings of public data infrastructures in the US are actively being resisted by univer
sity researchers, librarians, the Internet Archive, and the Reddit Data Hoarders, 
among others (Lucas, 2025; Maemura and Wagner, 2025). These actors systema
tically archive various forms of federal data at risk of inaccessibility, modification, 
or loss. Thus, just as data stifling becomes engrained in the politics of the US tech 
oligarchy (Kelly and Elliott, 2025b), so too does the resistance to erasures of data 
infrastructure – exemplified by initiatives such as the Data Rescue Project (DRP, 
2025), the Environmental Data Governance Initiative (EDGI, 2025), or CDC 
Restored (CDC Restored, 2025). These initiatives are invaluable, yet they never
theless cannot remain the principal answer to the erasure and fragilization of 
digital memory in the US and elsewhere (Ovenden, 2025). While better grasping 
the practices and politics of tech oligarchy is an important critical endeavor, the 
deeper implication of understanding data stifling as a result of tech oligarchic con
ditions is that these very conditions ought to be resisted.
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