
 INTRODUCTION 

 The mechanisms for transmitting and receiving data on the Internet have 
shifted. While early protocols and the use of hypertext transport protocol 
(http) remain in use, web browsers to mobile devices to operating systems 
increasingly rely upon applications to function. This chapter focuses on 
the process whereby data has been made accessible and usable by exter-
nal applications—that of application programming interfaces (APIs). At the 
most basic level, APIs are the means by which different technologies are 
enabled to communicate with each other. They have been in use for many 
years, as they standardize the protocols for the information that can be 
retrieved, used, and amended by applications from an external resource. 
In a number of cases, and more importantly for the context of this book, 
increasingly this resource comes in the form of  social media  data. This chap-
ter argues that these relatively obscure and unseen APIs, particularly those 
connected with social media, have signifi cant implications for the conceptu-
alization and development of digital ‘identities’ in our contemporary world. 
As social media is infusing itself into numerous aspects and domains of 
everyday life, these social media APIs are arguably becoming default arbitra-
tors and mediators of ‘identity.’ 

 The increased popularity and availability of social media itself can in 
part be attributed to publicly available APIs, or rather, the applications that 
have been made to work on or through these interfaces (see Dix, 2011). 
The relatively recent orientation to applications, or apps as they are better 
known (popularized by a 2009 Apple iPhone advertisement with the phrase 
“There’s an app for that”), have received signifi cant attention from consum-
ers and the media. However, the APIs they are based upon have received 
signifi cantly less attention, despite the fact that an increasing number of 
APIs are available for a divergent number of sites, services, and resources 
(see Bodle, 2011). APIs are focused on potentials for interoperability and 
include commonly used ‘tools’ such as Google search, resources such as 
videos with YouTube or photos with Flickr, or social media like Twitter and 
LinkedIn. All of these allow their content or data to be ‘embedded’ onto 
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an independent website or application through the use of their open API. 
One of the fi rst and longest-lasting API successes, the Google Map API, 
became very popular, as it allowed a number of different applications to 
integrate Google maps as a resource for their own purposes (Dix, 2011). 
More recently, Facebook’s success as a platform (at least in historic terms of 
growing its user base and popularity over MySpace) has largely been attrib-
uted to its  public  API, particularly as it allowed for the implementation of 
third-party applications and the more recent development of what they call 
an ‘Open Graph’ protocol (Bodle, 2011; Jung and Lee, 2010; Dix, 2011). 

 The shift towards the development and use of  social media  APIs has hap-
pened more recently (concurrent with the growth of social media). The pre-
dominant use of APIs previously centred on developing tools and games 
that relied on data separated to some degree from individual persons. These 
include maps, images, and keywords. Yet the increased presence of social 
media and their publicly available APIs have allowed for the development 
of applications that can extract a variety of more personally identifi able 
information. APIs—as market devices (see what follows)—provide access 
to data in various forms, from more “transactional” data to “archives of 
the everyday” (see Beer and Burrows, 2013). They give certain but easily 
measurable and quantifi able sets of attributes, characteristics, practices, and 
more of those persons engaged in social media. These are records connected 
to a social media ‘profi le,’ which can be seen as tantamount to a ‘bricolage’ 
of digital identity: status updates, relationships, friends, location, tagged 
photos, searches, reposts, ‘likes,’ and more are the ‘materials at hand’ in the 
intermingling of ‘identity’ production with digital technologies. This con-
nection between identity and technology is inclusive of the idea that at the 
very least, identity is seen as some form of a fl uctuating collection of  attri-
butes (voluntarily) indicated to others  and those  characteristics attributed 
to and expected of us by other agents  (see Jenkins, 2008). Identity in this 
form is seen as  contingent  and  relational , marking a transition from rather 
static notions of identity inherent in identity documents and identity provi-
sions. Instead, social media allow for both indications and attributions to 
be collected and analysed in digital form, and it is APIs that have made this 
increasingly accessible. 

 The argument of this chapter is that APIs are market devices that sta-
bilize the dynamic and constantly updated data of social media and serve 
to connect a number of different actors. They allow applications to access 
signifi cant details about social media users and can act in a person’s place, 
extending and amplifying their actions, relevance, and relationships in ways 
previously unknown. They make the dynamic constitution of identity mea-
surable and quantifi able and continually updatable. Yet all the while these 
APIs remain out of sight and are only hinted at within the confi nes of a 
potentially singular encounter in which a social media participant grants 
permission to an application to access their personal profi le. The chapter 
explores the relationship between the use of APIs and how this connects 
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with the personal production or performance of identity through applica-
tions. APIs are key components in the socio-technical confi guration of per-
sons, social media databases, and applications that defi ne and determine 
the technological transfer of data in ways hidden from people that use these 
various social media–‘powered’ applications. Though applications are most 
often convenient, engaging, and entertaining tools or resources, the rela-
tionship between information available through APIs and the production of 
contingent and relational digital identities needs to be made clearer. 

 The following sections in this chapter begin to do just this. First, this 
chapter describes APIs as ‘market devices’ that bring together people, activi-
ties, and technologies. Second, the permission process on the side of both 
developers and social media users of these market devices is shown to indi-
cate the extent of identifi able data that becomes accessible through a singu-
lar acceptance ‘click.’ Though there are a number of relevant social media 
APIs, this section focuses specifi cally on the permission process by two of 
the largest social media providers, those of Facebook and Twitter. Next, 
given the availability of data from this process, the chapter highlights some 
of the analytical convergence of technology, consumption, social media, and 
identity in contemporary discussions. It notes that social media are impor-
tant platforms upon which both self-identifi ed and externally identifi ed cat-
egorisations are created, produced, and imposed. This information yields 
a number of (partial) digital ‘identities’ that serve as representations for 
particular persons in particular contexts. The chapter then concludes by 
arguing that APIs are increasingly important and necessary components in 
socio-technical confi gurations of identity. The stabilize access to continually 
shifting and augmented digital ‘identities’ by allowing access to the dynamic 
and rich mixture of data and associations of social media participants. These 
can be seen as neither fully owned nor controlled by persons or a given sys-
tem. Instead, a digital identity—or perhaps digital identities—are themselves 
contingent and relational and enacted in various social and technical ways 
that are beyond the range of either human or technical agency. 

 CONSUMPTION AND MARKET DEVICES 

 Social media are objects of consumption, yet their use has signifi cantly 
shifted understandings of consumption towards cultural forms being seen as 
processes of ‘prosumption.’ This concept is at the very least a reaction that 
“the analytic distinction between consumption and production has often 
been overdrawn by social scientists” (Beer and Burrows, 2013, 49). Histori-
cally, descriptions of material or cultural production and consumption have 
reinforced rather mechanical and binary descriptions of markets—such as 
depictions of ‘cultural dupes’ and ‘consumer choice.’ The former—in the 
vein of Frankfurt School theorists—have focused attention on culture indus-
tries and the latter—in a more ‘post-modern’ vein—viewed consumption as 
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a means of producing personal identity. These have largely ignored the co-
constitution of consumption subjects and objects (see Miller, 1987) in their 
focus either on corporate power (through advertising, for instance) or asser-
tions of consumer expression through the use of goods (in either anticipated 
or unanticipated ways). These descriptions have often disregarded the fl uid 
and nuanced ways in which consumers and producers interact. Prosump-
tion, in part, begins to point out the overlap already present in many areas of 
consumption and production, but most specifi cally it does so in connection 
with social media (Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). 

 More importantly for this chapter, there has been very little recognition 
of the role of  technology  in these ‘prosumption’ interactions. This chapter 
draws from an actor-network theory approach that “invites us to notice 
the broader networks that tend to include myriad sociotechnical devices” 
(Bajde, 2013, 10). Within networks, devices serve to stabilize a given con-
fi guration and reinforce certain sets of practices as valued and valuable. In 
this case, APIs as devices are better understood as market devices.  Market 
devices  “play a pivotal role in deploying and stabilizing special and tempo-
ral confi gurations” through which “consumption subjects and objects can 
come into being and relation” (ibid., 10). That is, in this case, APIs set the 
parameters around how information about social media participants can be 
accessed and produced within the ‘marketplace’ of social media data. They 
make this information both quantifi able and useable by simplifying interop-
erability and standardizing categories of activities in order to ease applica-
tions access and to reinforce and perpetuate social media use. Gerlitz and 
Helmond (2013) describe ‘like’ buttons in similar terms, noting how these 
have the capacity “to both metrify and intensify user affect and engagement 
by turning them into numbers” (1361). 

 Though market devices have increasingly been looked at in relation to 
market studies (Araujo et al., 2008), there have been limited analyses of 
these devices in connection with studies of consumption (Badje, 2013). By 
describing APIs as market devices, the focus here is on how these sets of 
protocols and categories can be seen as technical instruments that serve 
to bring together technologies, people, and activities. APIs are part of a 
confi guration of activities that serve to construct an economic, social, and 
technical space. Within this space, everyday practices are documented and 
digitized, and APIs make this process accessible. This is largely for com-
mercial purposes, if not on the part of the application that uses this data, 
certainly on the part of the social media corporation. As market devices, 
APIs are “material and discursive assemblages” that, given the position 
social media occupies in the various forms of contemporary capitalism, 
“intervene in the construction of markets” (Muniesa et al., 2007, 2). APIs 
can be seen to have fundamentally shifted the usefulness of social media 
by creating an accessible and systematically categorized dynamic archive 
of data. Some applications themselves are material and discursive assem-
blages and, as such, can be seen as market devices as well. However, they 
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are predicated on APIs that allow data to make sense—to be categorized 
and classifi ed in ways deemed useful. 

 For example, an application relies on an API to gain access to a user’s 
posts or status updates on social media. This allows the owner of the appli-
cation to learn the activities of social media users—whether they take notice 
of promotions, make references to a particular brand or company, or indi-
cate an activity in which they regularly participate. A fi tness company, for 
instance, can gain data through an application that tracks a participant’s 
exercise routine and the posting of this on a social media. Or a media com-
pany can quantify the number of times a subscriber references their publi-
cations and begin to quantify the spread of a given story. This information 
is determined by the classifi cation and categorization of activities deemed 
relevant by the social media, and its APIs ‘ascribe’ (see Akrich, 1992) a 
particular way in which this information is conceived of  and  retrieved. This 
information is constantly updated and made accessible so that the social 
media participant can be assessed historically and dynamically. Additionally, 
given their interactive capabilities, APIs similarly ascribe how an application 
may produce data on behalf of the user, such as posting updates, from arti-
cles read to exercise activities to personal location. As a marketing device, 
the ascription process for an application allows that application to see and 
produce “certain (but not all) things very well” (Badje, 80). 

 As market devices, APIs are objects with agency—these articulate the 
means by which applications can act and set the parameters around those 
actions (Muniesa et al., 2007, 2). They create an open architecture for 
sharing content and data between communities and applications that are 
increasingly seen as valuable. More specifi cally, in a context in which social 
media is increasingly integrated into everyday life, APIs stabilize the interac-
tions among organizations, applications, and the dynamic practices of social 
media users. They are not simply intermediaries, but devices that determine 
the architecture of these interactions. In order to understand a bit better 
what this architecture looks like, we will look in the following section more 
specifi cally at the developer options and the permissions process seen by 
users. 

 APIs IN PRACTICE 

 As market devices, APIs sit at the intersection of social media participants 
(their activities, posts, and aspirations), technology developers and their 
platforms, and those that seek to use the information being produced within 
social media for particular goals. This latter group includes marketers, poli-
ticians, social activists, social scientists, and more. The normative expecta-
tions embedded into system design (see Madrigal, 2013), anticipated by users 
and shaped through everyday consumption of and within social media, are 
becoming an increasingly crucial resource for understanding and arguably 
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guiding people’s everyday lives. This resource allows for the interpretation 
of social media user profi les into various forms of social, economic, politi-
cal, and geographic categories (as well as many others). APIs are the means 
by which this information is made accessible and continually updateable. 

 There is a proliferation of APIs across a variety of technologies—currently 
more than 11,000—with a number of applications or ‘mashups’ that rely 
on multiple APIs to accomplish certain integrated technology and software 
goals (see www.programmableweb.com). Not all of these APIs are forms of 
social media; in fact, most are focused on less ‘social’ data, such as maps or 
statistics, for instance (the Google Maps API remains the most widely used 
API). However, this chapter focuses on social media and, specifi cally, two of 
the largest social media providers, that of Facebook and Twitter. 

 While a majority of social media ‘enhanced’ interactions are dependent 
upon APIs, some are simply part of the internal social media environment 
itself. Along with and integrated into APIs, these tools allow for extended 
information gathering and dissemination through social media. They make 
it possible to allow people to keep up with the latest trends, information, 
products, and services offered by a number of brands, for instance via 
the ‘like’ button on Facebook, ‘following’ an organization on Twitter, the 
“check in” feature of Foursquare, the ‘pin-it’ feature for Pinterest, and more 
generally the ability to share content with others. The information produced 
and distributed by these are dependent on the way in which social media 
have set up the interface between users and these organizations, but most of 
this occurs internally. 

 However, to access and use relevant data produced by and about social 
media participants (including the internal features) beyond the enclosed 
social media environment, websites, organizations, and marketers rely on 
applications that interface with social media data. The API determines the 
mechanics of accessing data. 

 For most APIs, after an initial agreement, the more ‘technical’ aspects of 
the connections among the social media participant, the application, and 
the social media provider, quickly disappear. None of the technical complex-
ity that underpins these devices is evident. Once activated, the agreement 
to ‘connect’ or ‘log in’ (or other mechanisms that rely on APIs) permits 
consumer access to specifi c branded content, features, and services that are 
available both on social media and proprietary websites. In many cases, this 
permission process also allows these organizations signifi cant and continual 
access to the user’s social media profi le and the ability to alter these profi les, 
post ‘messages’ or ‘status updates’ for them, geographically locate them, and 
more. It is this initial moment of application request and user acceptance 
that is of particular interest for this chapter. 

 The singular ‘click’ that indicates a user accepts the terms and conditions 
for the application, including what an application can access or do in rela-
tion to the social media profi le, is the initial moment through which software 
components and data are enabled to communicate with each other. These 
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are based on the protocols or rules set out within an API (for further infor-
mation, see 3 Scale 2011: “What is an API? Your Guide to the Internet 
(R)evolution” and Anonymous 2014: “API versus Protocol”). For social 
media, the relevant data held by providers is connected with external appli-
cations and systems that can make use of this information. The permission 
process through which an application can access and produce data is crucial; 
from this point forward, applications appear to be seamlessly integrated 
with social media resources, and the permission request only appears again 
in very limited circumstances. 

 So what does this primary access look like—how does it appear? What is 
the process by which an application obtains a social media participant’s per-
mission to access and amend his or her data? And what data is available? As 
the API is predetermined by the social media platform, there are two main 
processes through which an application begins to interact with social media 
data—either accessing user data or amending their profi le. On the one side, 
the application developer has to select certain features and requirements 
for the social media participant to accept, and on the other side this person 
must accept these requirements by granting permission to the application 
to access their data. What follows details both the application developer’s 
view and the consumer acceptance process for both Facebook and Twitter. 
Though the uses of their APIs are not always the largest by volume, they are 
perhaps the best-known  social  media APIs. 

 Application Developers’ View 

 In the case of Facebook, an application may require the social media to act 
as a form of ‘identity’ verifi cation (sign-in), be used for a particular game 
portal, allow for personalized content, or produce certain consumer analyt-
ics. By default, applications that are given access (permission) receive the 
following pieces of basic data: ‘id name,’ ‘fi rst_name,’ ‘last_name,’ ‘link,’ 
‘username,’ ‘gender,’ and ‘locale’—this is described as ‘public data’ in what 
follows. More information can be requested of the user through specifi c 
permissions through the Facebook Open Graph API.  Figures 2.1 ,  2.2,  and 
 2.3  indicate the additional information an application developer can request 
from users through Facebook. 

  These additional permissions encompass more than 70 data fi elds beyond 
a user’s basic public profi le information. Given the increased reliance upon 
social media for personal expression and connections to others, these fi elds 
are intimately connected to the ‘who’ a person is in terms of characteristics 
and attributes, the way a person is identifi ed, and the relationships she may 
have. Based on the data in these fi elds, an application can gather rather sig-
nifi cant amounts of information that is available about its users. 

 Twitter’s current REST (representational state transfer) API does not pack-
age the data that can be accessed by using their interface in the same way 
as Facebook. Rather, all the accessible data by applications can be retrieved 
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  Figure 2.1  Data permissions for users 
 Source: publicly available developer interface form from Facebook 

Figure 2.2 Data permissions regarding friends of users
Source: publicly available developer interface form from Facebook
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Figure 2.3 Extended data permissions requested from users
Source: publicly available developer interface form from Facebook

or posted for the Twitter user based on data from the following catego-
ries, which contain some 80+ ‘get’ or ‘post’ commands: Timelines, Tweets, 
Search, Streaming, Direct Messages, Friends & Followers, Users, Sug-
gested Users, Favorites, Lists, Saved Searches, Places & Geo, Trends, Spam 
Reporting, OAuth (Open Authorization), and Help. For instance, under the 
Friends & Followers category, the GET friends/list request can be used to 
return “a cursored collection of user objects for every user the specifi ed user 
is following (otherwise known as their ‘friends’)” https://dev.twitter.com/
docs/api/1.1/get/friends/list). That is, information on a limited number (cur-
rently 30) of a Twitter user’s followers can be accessed by an application 
once that Twitter user has given permission to the application. Or using the 
Post statuses/update allows the application to “update the authenticating 
user’s current status, also known as tweeting” (https://dev.twitter.com/docs/
api/1.1/post/statuses/update). This includes the possibility of geolocating 
the user if geolocation tags are enabled. For the application developer, the 
process of being able to obtain permissions for all of the ‘get’ resources 
or ‘post’ possibilities (though there is a substantial amount of overlap for 
these) appears through a rather simple read/write developer request screen 
shown in  Figure 2.4 . 

  What is readily visible in  Figure 2.4  is the requirement that access tokens 
need to be renegotiated if in fact there is a change in the permission requests. 
However, if there are no changes to permission requests, once granted, 
acceptance on the part of the user is given in perpetuity. One of the biggest 
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  Figure 2.4  Data permissions for Twitter 

 Source: publicly available developer application manager interface form from Twitter 

issues for Twitter appears to be the ability of an application to read, write, 

or delete direct messages—those that are seen only by the user. This is the 

focus of the application permissions model that is hyperlinked in  Figure 2.4 . 

It seems that public tweets (or followers and retweets) are far less a concern 

than those messages that are not made public by default. However, as much 

of what happens with Twitter is done on and through a public forum, the 

API focuses on allowing an application to quickly and easily access this more 

public data. 

 This is a rather signifi cant difference in the two APIs. Twitter’s API for the 

most part acts to collate signifi cant pieces of publicly available data about a 

user as well as offer a form of user identifi cation and authentication (largely 

by relying on OAuth or Open Authorization protocols). It also allows an 

application to ‘tweet’ for the user, but this is connected to the ‘buttons’ 

on websites or applications that say ‘tweet this’ in connection with a news 

article, achievement in a game, recent purchase through a webshop, and 

so forth. Facebook’s API offers identity verifi cation as well but also allows 

applications access to data that is not public—that goes beyond the user’s 

public profi le and that is arguably more robust in terms of indicating social 

connections more directly. Both of these resources allow the application to 

gain continual access to a ‘profi le,’ updating the data that is produced in the 

everyday use and interactions with the social media. 

 SOCIAL MEDIA PARTICIPANT PERMISSIONS 

 The above description and fi gures are indicative of how Facebook and Twit-

ter (differently) organize and standardize access to activities done within their 

social media platforms. These categories are made available for application 
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developers, who then can choose which features of the API they wish to 
include for their API. This is the basis for knowledge about personal pro-
fi les, statuses, connections, and the relevant activities of people who partici-
pate on Facebook and Twitter. Though several of these items are oriented 
to more qualitative descriptions than easily quantifi able data (for instance 
Facebook’s categories of ‘about me,’ ‘interests,’ ‘religion_politics’), many 
of these are oriented toward pre-formulated responses that appear once a 
person begins to fi ll these out in their profi le (that they can choose to use or 
not). Likewise, the GET statuses function for Twitter is likewise qualitatively 
oriented, but the GET statues/retweets and GET friends/id can be compiled 
and used for more quantitative and systematic purposes. The details about 
‘who’ a person is, how they are connected to others and what they deem 
worthy of ‘sharing’ can be quite signifi cant here. 

 However, a brief examination of the application requests of several major 
international corporations reveals that a number of these do not request too 
many additional permissions from Facebook, with the exception of email 
addresses and birthdates. The open possibilities for Twitter as read/write/
access permissions are, however, often present, but these are again connected 
to the more public data that is central for Twitter and seem to be rarely used. 
This may shift or change, but at present  Figures 2.5 ,  2.6 , and  2.7  indicate the 
process by which applications ask permissions from users to use their data. 
 Figure 2.5  indicates a minimal request for data from Facebook, and  Figure 2.6  
shows a substantial request from the application for Facebook data (the black 
square in each fi gure is where the user’s profi le picture is inserted): 

  Figure 2.5  User permission request on Facebook from Oprah.com 
 Source: publicly available user authorisation form from Facebook 
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Figure 2.6 User permission request on Facebook from Skype
Source: publicly available user authorisation form from Facebook

  Facebook actually notes that “the more permissions an app requests, the 
less likely it is that people will use Facebook to log into your app” (see https://
developers.facebook.com/docs/facebook-login/permissions). However, click-
ing on the public profi le hyperlink indicates that part of this permission 
is to give a somewhat extensive set of data, including your “name, profi le 
picture, age range, gender, language, country and other public info.” Again, 
the preceding two fi gures only appear when a user chooses to ‘connect with 
Facebook’ or ‘sign in with Facebook’ on the website or the application, and 
the ‘OK button’ approves the process by which these applications (or sites) 
gain initial and then subsequent access to personal and personalized infor-
mation, data, and features. This is the moment at which the data transfer 
following what is set out by Facebook’s Open Graph API is begun and con-
tinues until the terms, conditions, or permissions requested change or until 
the user changes his or her password. 
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 A similar process happens in the use of applications for Twitter. While 
 Figure 2.4  indicates the process on the application developer’s side for 
Twitter,  Figure 2.7  indicates the authorization request made of Twitter 
users. This gives permission to a particular site to access certain pieces of 
Twitter data so the user may continue to use the site. Beyond accessing 
basic information from Twitter such as the name and ‘handle’ of the user, 
the application is further able to update consumer profi les, learn whom 
the user follows and is followed by, and even post information (tweets) 
for that user from their site (for example, products purchased or articles 
recommended). 

  This permission process indicates very specifi cally where a Twitter user 
can fi nd the applications for which he or she has given access and specifi es 
what an application can do. The most signifi cant difference between per-
mission requests for Twitter and Facebook is the indication that the Twitter 
application may post on a user’s behalf. Facebook’s Open Graph API focuses 
on the information that external applications can receive rather than their 
ability to post information for the user. Twitter, however, with its largely 
publicly available data, has combined a simplifi ed collection of this data by 
an application with permission for that application to mediate particular 
posts for the user. Facebook’s approach to this is different, relying on sepa-
rate processes known as ‘social plugins’ to post on behalf of the user, most 
notably the like and the share buttons. 

  Figure 2.7  User permission request on Twitter from  The Economist  
 Source: publicly available user authorisation form from Twitter 
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 With the basic information of a user available in their ‘public profi le,’ 
and presuming an on-going use of and/or interaction with these particular 
applications, both these APIs facilitate an extensive collection of personal 
data. This collection may be a bit myopic in nature, relying on a fragmen-
tary set of ‘identity attributes’ that make up the participant profi le, but for 
the purposes of evaluating and analysing use patterns and engagement, this 
data can become quite signifi cant. Of course, while Facebook and Twitter 
might be the most prolifi c social media offering APIs with which application 
developers are most likely to interface, other social media and services like 
LinkedIn, Yahoo, Google, and Microsoft Live alongside Tumblr (owned by 
Yahoo), Pinterest, and Instagram (owned by Facebook) also provide these 
services. All of these set particular parameters around which social media 
participants and their lives can be made ‘known’ and traceable. Further, 
these fi gures are only indications of web-based processes, but applications 
are predominantly found in connection with mobile devices, namely phones 
and tablets. As numerous applications connect with and rely upon data 
derived through both Facebook and Twitter APIs, the signifi cance of these 
bits of personal attributes that have been translated into specifi c attributes 
and actions on social media only escalates, particularly in terms of its rela-
tion to ‘markets.’ 

 Given the availability and frequent use of social media, seeing APIs as 
market devices allows us to understand how applications connect to the 
inner workings of social media and its users in order to gain signifi cant infor-
mation about these users. Precisely how this connects with contemporary 
understandings of identity is the focus of the next section. 

 APIS AND CONCEPTIONS OF IDENTITY 

 The request and permissions processes indicated earlier show how catego-
ries of data—predefi ned by social media—become available to external 
applications for both the production and consumption of user data. This is 
predicated on APIs. They determine the access of applications to that data. 
This data is representative of the lives of social media participants, who use 
the platform to communicate and relate to others. They both indicate to oth-
ers ‘who’ they are and are perceived in certain ways by the ‘connections’ the 
social media platform has provided for them. In the earlier text, the descrip-
tions of requests and permissions are focused on a social media participant’s 
 profi le , while the more theoretical concerns in the descriptions preceding 
this were focused on conceptions of  identity . In large measure, the two terms 
are used interchangeably in common discussions, but here it is important to 
see the profi le as a digital collection of attributes and a means of producing 
and ‘consuming’ identity. As such, social media are in this sense identity 
intensive environments, with profi les as the means for both the production 
of identity (or identities) and their consumption. 
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 There have been more than two decades’ worth of work examining the 
relationship between technology and the production and consumption of 
identity, particularly in an online environment (see Turkle, 1995; Zhao 
et al., 2008; Trottier in this volume). This has largely been focused on the 
participants—their experiences and practices—rather than on the processes 
of how they are identifi ed. Identity, as has been argued, is a central concern 
in contemporary life. Zygmunt Bauman suggests that identity is experienced 
as the new problematic—that is,  it  is what we are all focused on in part 
because the contemporary world is unable to present or legislate the world 
as cohesive, continuous, and consistent (Bauman, 2000; see also Elliott, 
2007). While it is not clear that this cohesive, continuous, and consistent 
world ever genuinely existed (see Latour, 1991), Bauman’s sociological per-
spective aligns with others that suggest that we are no longer ‘given’ an iden-
tity by the (social) world(s) that surrounds us; rather, identity is predicated 
on symbolic constructions based on the choices we make or are made for us 
(see Giddens, 1991). Increasingly, these symbolic constructions can be seen 
in terms of associations made present in social media profi les that have in 
turn become more accessible through APIs. 

  Interactional and relational conceptions of identity , drawn from works 
such as those from symbolic interactionists like Charles Horton Cooley and 
George Herbert Mead and dramaturgists such as Erving Goffman, 1  have 
largely ignored the role of technologies more substantively in their abil-
ity to determine or direct identity, particularly in relation to social media. 
There are some exceptions, as for instance Katherine Walker draws directly 
upon Goffman’s work to describe identity production through the Inter-
net (2000), and Zhao and colleagues do so similarly in relation to early 
Facebook use (2008). Even in these exceptions, technology is largely seen 
as a tool in the identity-construction process. That the interactional basis 
for the development of identity can occur in conjunction with technology 
was something Anthony Giddens suggested to some degree long before the 
advent of the Internet. He noted that with the “development of mass com-
munication, particularly electronic communication, the interpenetration of 
self-development and social systems . . . becomes ever more pronounced” 
(1991, 4). It is this interpenetration that becomes evident in the use of APIs, 
as these technologies allow for desirable applications to continually retrieve 
and produce personal data for the user—thus they are about both the devel-
opment of self and the (social) systems in which this occurs. 

 This interpenetration has also been readily seen in very early texts about 
the Internet. Sherry Turkle’s descriptions in  Life on the Screen: Identity 
in the Age of the Internet  (1995) explores the relationship between new 
information and communication technologies (ICTs) and their effects upon 
and production of personal identity. The point of her work was to uncover 
“the story of constructing identity in the culture of simulation” that in her 
terms was seen as “evidence of fundamental shifts in the way we create and 
experience human identity” (ibid., 10). However, her work was focussed on 
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the early days of the Internet, specifi cally interactions that occurred within 
multi-user domains (MUDs)—online role-playing games in which text on 
the screen was used to choose and describe characters (avatars), actions, 
and environments. It was limited in scope and focused on a limited number 
of persons who participated in these communities. With the expansion of 
social media and its pervasiveness in everyday life, the construction of iden-
tity and its experience through and with technology are no longer clearly 
limited within contexts of ‘simulation.’ Rather, the technological foray of 
early Internet users in producing and consuming ‘identities’ through social 
media profi les has become an almost universal experience. 

 The entirety of these approaches to identity and technology stands largely 
in contrast to ascribed notions of identity, namely the means by which persons 
are given an ‘identity’ in terms of identifi cation documents and the develop-
ment of identity-management systems. The process of the identifi cation of 
citizens, for instance through technologies of identity cards, has elsewhere 
been more explicitly seen as a form of surveillance (see Lyon, 2009). Without 
delving into the sometimes confl icting and sometimes complementary ways in 
which identity in the form of personal subjectivity and sense of self intersects 
with identity in the form of identifi cation by external structures and technolo-
gies (see, for instance, Jenkins, 2008), it is suffi cient to say that APIs connect 
with both notions of identity through participant profi les. They are increas-
ingly  the  way in which ‘identity’ is both provided for and produced on a daily 
basis. APIs give access to social media as an ‘identity provider,’ structuring 
this identity-provision process on the basis of a singular notion of identity (see 
van Dijck, 2013). They also give access to prescribed lists of ongoing activities 
and associations in the form of uniform fi elds of data. Yet the ‘provision’ of 
identity and the changing identity attributes found within social media profi les 
are also contingent and relational—they stem from voluntary practices and 
connections chosen by users. These profi les are based on an accumulation of 
everyday choices and experiences that have been made digitally accessible. 

 APIs render readable the active production of identity on a day-to-day 
basis as it is increasingly intermingled with consumption (see Slater, 1997; 
Bauman, 2005; Lury, 2011) or perhaps further, the notion of ‘prosumption’ 
(Beer and Burrows, 2010; Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). This production 
of personal identity can be seen to take place in the consumption choices 
people make (or not) in order that they may “construct, maintain, interpret, 
negotiate [and] display who they are to be or be seen as” (Slater, 1997, 
84). These choices have become more visible through social media profi les 
as their ever-extending relevance and availability within everyday life has 
grown. ‘Consumption’ in this sense should be seen more broadly in terms of 
daily practices or use rather than simply ‘purchases’ (see Shove et al., 2007). 
As such, it includes the signifi cant amount of content  produced  by partici-
pants within social media (which is what has given rise to the ‘prosumption’ 
neologism), even as this is guided and directed by the structures and everyday 
practices that make up these media (see Madrigal, 2013). Prosumption here, 
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should be seen as a ‘sensitizing concept’ intended to reiterate the observation 
that people are actively involved in the production of media content (Beer 
and Burrows, 2013, 3). This is the point at which technology, consumption, 
and identity become increasingly intertwined. 

 Social media are predicated on content that is ‘prosumed’ every day in 
increasingly large amounts—personal information, status updates, connec-
tions, pictures and videos, notes, shared links, and so on. The mixed set of 
content, often signifi cantly guided by social media that attempt to ‘get out 
of the way’ and allow participants to produce and receive this content (see 
Madrigal, 2013), becomes relevant for a variety of purposes. Making this 
content available, editable, measurable, and quantifi able through and from 
social media is what APIs allow. They are important for understanding and 
conceptualizing the fl uctuating collection of attributes indicated to others 
 and  those characteristics attributed to and expected of us by others within 
social media profi les. In consumption terms, “the anthropology of consump-
tion has . . . clearly shown classifying products, positioning them and evalu-
ating them inevitably leads to the classifi cation of the people attached to 
those goods” (Callon, Méadel and Rabeharisoa, 2002, 212). By extending 
this to more proactive forms of consumption, what gets ‘done’ with social 
media is both a production and classifi cation of participants and their con-
tent. Social media profi les are entities in which ‘identity’ is both produced 
and provided, and APIs stipulate and enable access to these identities. 

 STABILIZING DIGITAL RELATIONS 

 Given the understandings of identity noted earlier, from its provision to its 
production through social media profi les, what precisely is it that social 
media APIs can be seen to ‘do’ in terms of identity? And what is it that these 
identities do to APIs? APIs are very much about ‘identities’ in use. They can 
be seen to make more accessible the socio-technical productions of iden-
tity in many facets. First, APIs both show and reinforce how applications 
have become a central part of people’s everyday practices with technology 
and their increased reliance on social media. Second, they reiterate the self-
referential but also contingent processes that are a part of the expression of 
identity by producing both fl exible and persistent categories and classifi ca-
tions that connect with personal profi les. Finally, these social media APIs 
have made accessible data profi les indicative of the fl exible and mutable 
identities provided for and produced in relation to social media. 

 The Shift to Applications 

 Over the past several years, we have seen the transformation of the Inter-
net into interconnected and (mostly) smoothly functioning sets of software 
rather than through the traditional ‘window’ of a browser. These softwares 
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are applications that make use of a variety of resources and are integrated 
into multiple technological devices, from smartphones to tablets to laptop 
computers. They are part of the increasingly ‘customizable’ range of devices 
that rely more on applications and less on browsers to access information 
or perform certain functions for the user (see Khalaf, 2013). In the case of 
social media, the data made available through the APIs of Facebook and 
Twitter provide a signifi cant resource for a variety of purposes, from track-
ing activities to conversing with friends or acquaintances to meeting some-
one new to playing a game and numerous other possibilities. 

 It is this shift to applications that is signifi cant for identity. Following 
Anthony Giddens’s understanding that in terms of developing our identity 
(or self more specifi cally), “we have no choice but to choose” (1991, 81), 
and given the proliferation of portable devices that can access the Internet, 
applications provide a variety of possibilities to enact the “routine prac-
tices” that are part of a “lifestyle” (ibid.). These lifestyles are very much 
a part of the ‘choices’ people are making in everyday life, and myriads of 
choice become expressible and embedded in bits of technology. Applications 
connect the users of these technologies into a socio-technical confi guration 
of practices, people and information that they deem important and, with 
increasingly directed advertising and marketing, the people and information 
deemed important for them. 

 The relationship of applications to social media is mixed. On the one 
hand, social media applications are themselves fairly robust technologies 
that attempt to serve a number of ‘functions’ for their participants. For 
instance, both Twitter and Facebook as applications and websites promote 
particular social connections that can include indications of location and 
messaging services, for which Facebook in particular has introduced its 
own stand-alone messaging application. On the other hand, a number of 
non-social media applications promote the connection with social media 
APIs like Twitter and Facebook as part of their identity verifi cation pro-
cesses and/or the promotion of social connections. Some of these appli-
cations are dependent upon or require a connection with social media. 
When connected, social media APIs allow for the collection and produc-
tion of signifi cant amounts of data by the social media participant. Taken 
together, the proliferation of softwares that interconnect specifi cally with 
social media APIs do not just indicate potential connections but the ‘suc-
cess’ of these social media to be an increasingly ubiquitous part of people’s 
lives. 

 Identity Expressions and Social Media 

 The second facet that indicates how APIs connect with socio-technical 
productions of identity is that these reiterate and produce certain types 
of ‘relevant’ categories and classifi cations. The choices for a short-term 
diversion in the form of a game or the ‘pinning’ of a recipe to what can 
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be seen as a virtual scrapbook or the indication of romantic interest in a 
person based on a photo and profi le, all of which are available through 
applications, reinforce particular attributes of the application user. As 
many of these either request or are based on connections with social 
media data, they draw upon and produce particular forms of data con-
nected with the lifestyles of the social media participant. There is a dual 
process here—social media participants choose what might be relevant 
for themselves in the form of social connections, entertainment, activities, 
and their lifestyle—all the things they ‘like’ (see Gerlitz and Helmond, 
2013)—even as these are being reinforced by those they are connected 
to by the algorithmic analyses of social media providers. They both refer 
to current self-perceptions and aspirations as well as being placed upon 
them from without. 2  

 Social media provide reference points through which others, including 
applications, are able to classify and categorize participants. APIs form the 
basis by which this content of “circulating references” (see Latour, 1999; 
see also Beer and Burrows, 2013) within social media—that is data about 
the (selective) content of everyday life—moves from these proprietary sys-
tems to external applications. As such, APIs substantially contribute to and 
reinforce forms of digital identity that applications are able to retrieve, but 
they also allow the freedom of social media participants to shift and change. 
Participants are free to change or emphasize particular associations and 
relationships, to follow new people and like different status updates even 
as these new choices are producing a ‘new and improved’ version of the 
participant’s (altered/updated) identity. These decisions are then integrated 
into the social media platforms’ algorithms, and different status updates 
or tweets (in the cases of Facebook and Twitter) become more readily vis-
ible and promoted. APIs standardize access to certain social media practices 
and categories of information that participants willingly choose to associ-
ate themselves but do not defi ne these further—participants are encouraged 
to ‘fi ll in the spaces’ (see Madrigal, 2013). The data they produce creates 
selective biographies of participants in the fi rst instance, but the permis-
sions given by social media participants further allow applications to access, 
modify, and build upon these biographies in ways that are seen as relevant 
to the participant, even as he or she may pursue new experiences, lifestyles, 
relationships, or associations. 

 Market Devices That Make Changing Identities Accessible 

 It isn’t just that social media APIs reinforce the use of applications and provide 
ways to express or classify the identities of participants—they also make a 
contingent and relational notion of identity ‘workable’ on a continual basis. 
Though the majority of social media are built on proprietary technologies, 
the development of APIs allows interoperable access to information from 
these media by different external systems. This is enabled in the fi rst place at 

6244-0707-PI-002.indd   556244-0707-PI-002.indd   55 9/28/2015   8:14:14 PM9/28/2015   8:14:14 PM

Jason Pridmore




56 Jason Pridmore

the moment in which a social media participant accepts the conditions at a 
singular point—the ‘clicking’ of the ‘log-in’ or ‘authorize’ button. This click 
sets in motion the potential for information to be both obtained from and 
produced for social media. In most normal circumstances, the authorization 
obtained for the transfer of data remains in perpetuity, though this may be 
requested at each update of the application. 

 Social media APIs provide a way for applications to measure and moni-
tor the everyday practices of social media participants by outside organiza-
tions. Though the data made available by these APIs is rarely requested in 
full, the selection of categories of data made available by the likes of Face-
book and Twitter, amongst others, provide a selective and partial ‘under-
standing’ of ‘who’ a social media participant is on an on-going basis. In 
terms of identity, this is not something simply voluntary or something sim-
ply classifi able and imposed, but rather an identity that is shaped in rela-
tion to both voluntary choices and categorical assumptions or analyses. 
Shifts to different activities, locations, friendships, and other affi liations 
are not only possible and anticipated, but these are easily made traceable 
through the data provided. This not only serves to stabilize relationships 
with identity as an ongoing production but allows these identity profi les 
to move beyond the parameters of immediate interaction. As the permis-
sions noted above, a number of these application request the authority 
to act on a user’s behalf specifi cally in relation to the social media. API 
interactions (or calls) now number in the billions per day for larger social 
media companies (such as Facebook, Twitter, and Google), and there are 
others moving in this direction (Microsoft, LinkedIn). 3  To be clear, these 
API calls are not being initiated every time by social media participants. 
Rather, applications are seeking and posting information in an automated 
fashion. Arguably the sheer number of these calls can be seen to stabilize 
conversations with consumers by making them more or less constant. This 
strengthens the durability of consumer audiences, limiting the liabilities 
inherent in the “irrational consumption behaviours of individual actors” 
(Bauman, 2001, 17). 

 In the process, social media APIs can be seen to render the complexities 
of changing digital identity accessible and stabilize access to this informa-
tion. The signifi cance in the use of social media APIs in their various forms 
is that these are distinct means through which observations and/or on-going 
‘conversations’ are made embedded into technologies. This is of particular 
interest to marketing companies (see Pridmore, 2013) as well as the social 
media companies themselves, particularly as they ‘tweak’ their participant 
interfaces, and should not be underestimated. Through the acceptance pro-
cess set out by APIs, applications connect social media participants with a 
variety of resources and provide services on the basis of standardized sets 
of dynamic information. They are a vital part of how a number of different 
elements connect—they draw together identity, technology, marketing, and 
consumption into a unifi ed market device. 

6244-0707-PI-002.indd   566244-0707-PI-002.indd   56 9/28/2015   8:14:14 PM9/28/2015   8:14:14 PM



A Social API for That 57

 CONCLUSIONS 

 As social media play an ever more important role in people’s daily routines 
and practices, they have become a signifi cant aspect in the development of 
personal understandings and presentations of identity. The consumption (or 
perhaps ‘prosumption’) of social media has begun to change how identity is 
‘made to happen’ in everyday life. The unseen role of APIs allowing for the 
collection of rich personal data as well as the modifi cation and alteration of 
digital profi les suggests that identity remains active beyond the intermittent 
interactions, categorizations, and profi les found within digital social media. 
There are of course numerous concerns on the part of participants regarding 
their own profi les (see Trottier,  Chapter 3 , this volume), but overall the use 
of social media is largely seen as voluntary, as are the choices to use applica-
tions that connect with social media data. 

 However, there are some signifi cant issues that arise in the ‘one-click’ process 
presented by application programming interfaces. First, this raises concerns 
about a continual ‘care for the self’ in a Foucauldian vein (Foucault, 1988; 
see also Elliott, 2007). There are expectations of a continual engagement 
built into social media and into applications that can access these media. 
What is interesting is the degree to which applications are able to act on the 
behalf of others in posting ‘status updates’ and ‘tweets’ in the social media 
cases presented here. The acceptance process makes evident the blurred 
boundaries among social media, its participants, softwares and hardwares, 
and the expressions of personal identity. 

 Second, although there is fl exibility in content, APIs dictate the types of 
data that become accessible in terms of its own categorization. They rein-
force particular norms and limit the complexity of identity by dividing it into 
certain attributes and associations its platform is dependent upon. This is of 
course necessary to stabilize the production and consumption of ‘identity,’ 
yet in this way it seems that APIs can increasingly dominate the process by 
minimizing opportunities for participants, particularly in decisions involv-
ing the connections of applications with social media. 

 Finally, the acceptance process for applications enacts a form of visibility 
that is less than reciprocal, as the complicated protocols and processes of APIs 
are not seen or, by and large, understood by participants on social media (see 
Bodle, 2011). There is relatively little understanding of what data are both 
available and not in relation to application access. What is clear is that both 
marketers and social media platforms are increasingly leveraging these tools 
even as consumers increasingly rely on their convenience. Social media may 
facilitate participants in the production of personal identity—producing rel-
evant profi les about themselves—but the accessibility of these profi les through 
APIs makes visible images and activities which individually may not be of 
consequence or value, but in combination with others it, allows patterns to 
become visible or associations (even non-obvious ones) to be connected. These 
are critical ethical and social concerns given the ubiquity of social media. 
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 This chapter has begun to show that although both social media and appli-
cations have become signifi cant technologies in the contemporary world, it 
is the connections between them and their users in the relatively obscure 
and unseen APIs that are of signifi cance. These have substantial implications 
for how ‘identities’ are being both produced and consumed through digital 
profi les, as APIs are now important parts of the socio-technical confi gura-
tion of identity in the contemporary world. This is particularly true in rela-
tion to the use of social media APIs. To begin to understand transitions in 
identity, we must begin to understand and examine the underlying protocols 
and processes that invisibly direct and are directed by the relations between 
everyday practices and the technologies that are an increasing part of them. 

 NOTES

   1 . The work of Cooley, Mead, and Goffman, amongst others, focuses on con-
ceptions of the self. In large measure the distinctions between the notion of 
‘self’ and that of ‘identity’ overlap significantly, but this discrepancy has raised 
several critiques as to the usefulness of the concept of identity (see Brubaker 
and Cooper, 2000). 

   2 . This can be seen in terms of governmentality, which would require further 
discussion and analysis (see Beckett, 2012). 

   3 . Details and statistics on API usage rates are available at www.programmable
web.com/ or at www.slideshare.net/mashups/web-ap-is. 
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