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Architects and urban planners have a long tradition of taking into account non-human actors, and appreciating the performativity of theories. Throughout architectural discourses objects communicate affordances and desires, and operate as foils to provoke conversations about the nature of self and society. Students of these disciplines read social, cultural, and critical theory, but they exercise this theory in the studio, through design and critique. Channeling the spirit of these disciplines, in this response I will relate a “thought experiment” which touches on many of our seminar's active conversations.


Last week I saw an impressive presentation by Tony Jebara, a Columbia Computer Scientist.  Jebara is a young associate professor who researches machine learning, graphs, and visualizations, and is also the chief scientist at CitySense.com.  His lab “develops novel algorithms that use data to model complex real-world phenomena and to make accurate predictions about them.” They also work on improving the readability of massive volumes of multi-dimensional data, and are currently focusing on making sense of networks of people and places.


CitySense is an application that runs on mobile devices and from their location data “builds a network of real places (like the World Wide Web) and a network of real people (like Facebook) in order to apply online techniques like smart search, recommendation, collaborative filtering, marketing, user clustering and prediction. Today, Sense Networks tracks almost 10,000,000 mobile phones and location devices through partnerships with carriers, device manufacturers, application developers, taxi fleets, and its own subscribers.”


The system attempts to discern friendships as well as an establishment's clientele based on calculations of user's physical proximity to each other, combined with a growing semantic understanding of places. All the Starbucks in the city probably have more in common with each other (in some sense) than they do with their geographical neighbors.  According to Jebara, the system is already able to infer the types of people who frequent certain nightclubs—students, hipsters, professionals, bankers, tourists—based purely on an analysis of these overlapping networks of millions of human and non-human actors. The cell phone carriers have also used this kind of analysis to reduce “churn”—if one person leaves the network, the carriers respond rapidly by offering promotions the defector's close network to seal the leak before the damage spreads.


Putting aside the conceptual difficulties of conflating physical proximity with similarity, what kinds of effects might this kind of feedback have on the users of CitySense?  Would they avoid the unfamiliar, or would they seek out difference and diversity. Do the designers of CitySense have any responsibility towards a purposeful or intentional outcome, as they embark on an unexpected form of urban planning? 


What impacts do we hope that CitySense will have on social life? Not in a naive deterministic sense, but in terms of catalyzing, facilitating, and favoring certain social interactions over others. What kinds of hypotheses about the kinds of impacts a system like this might have on an urban space? Amazingly, these hypotheses might be testable. How might this system be tuned to increase the odds of these outcomes, once we articulate the purpose of the design?


Architecture is not the only discipline to embrace perfomative theory and the social construction of reality.  The communications scholar James Carey takes up these issues in his seminal essay A Cultural Approach to Communication: 

Communication is a symbolic process where by reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed (p. 23) ... Reality is not given, not humanely existent, independent of language and toward which language stands as a pale refraction. Rather, reality is brought into existence is produced, by communication – by, in short, the construction, apprehension, and utilization of symbolic forms (p. 25).... Our models of communication, consequently, create what they disingenuously pretend they merely describe (p. 32)”.


Language and theory doesn't describe reality, rather the inverse – reality as we know it and understand it does not exist outside of symbolic communication, it is brought into being by this communication. The objective “view from nowhere” is illusory, and the assumption that the world is composed of distinct objects with inherent properties and fixed relations is incredibly problematic.


