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DATA DONCR

DATA DONCR expl ores the social topol ogy of the nobil e-phone world, and enbraces
acafé wthintelligent tables, sone takeaway plastic scul ptures, and a social -
sci ence research proj ect.

BACKGROUND

The proposal as outlined bel ow has energed froma fasci nati on with sone aspects
of the virtual territory of nobile-phone social -space, and wth a nowcl assi c
pi ece of social -network research conducted in the 1960's wth the aid of the
nai | i ng systent.

I"minterested in the way the nobile has slanted us away fromthe world
of the tel ephone directory (which looks increasingly |ike the product of an
older mndset inits preference for a very fixed, listable existence). There is
a paradox in that the nass of essentially-arbitrary mni-directories held in
everyone’ s handset lends itself (as a dataset) readily to cross-referencing and
all the other tricks of data-nerging and data-anal ysis, yet renains effectively
I naccessi ble to any kind of overview Providing for accessibility woul d be
technical ly straightforward, except that the requisite data-downl oad facility
isn't a standard handset feature.

Rebui I ding the handset in this way woul d thus converge the nobi | e- phone
wth existing tools for direct acquisition of research data. A readynade system
woul d then exist for running on a very broad scal e, an effective, intriguing
and contenporarily-defined research project inthe tradition of MIgrams
classic work (though this tine we'd explicitly be nodel ling a floating world).
A nass nappi ng al ong these |ines should reveal, not only who's connected to
whom but the pattern of their connections, a topol ogy of the whol e conpl ex
distributed network of nobile-phone users. Wiat features, anticipated or
otherw se, would this topol ogy possess? Even just to fornalise it, and to
present it in useful and accessible form woul d present interesting chall enges.

1 Stanley Mlgrams research into what has becone known as the Small Wrld
Phenonenon, whi ch showed that on average, individuals in the US were mutually
connected by chains of about six links of acquai ntanceship: far fewer than had
been anti ci pat ed.



I"’mintrigued, too, by a recently-energed phenonenon; the rapt silent
space of the nobil e-phone user as she/ he pages through their nunbers, texting
this one, checking the entry for that one. VW' re seeing the tel ephone
det ourned, paradoxically, into a device for silence and (apparent) inwardness —
oddl y echoi ng sonet hi ng that happened with the book sone centuries ago, when it
began to get portable. So a shift in the technol ogy enabl es once again a
recasting of a particular social space, a space of inaginative engagenent.

PROPCSAL

An anti ti ous soci al -sci ence research project is proposed, into the topol ogy of
the social network constituted by nobil e-phone users. But unconventional ly, the
gathering of data is presented as work-in-progress, as part of a tripartite
public installation. This installation is conceived as a site of reflection on
the fluid nature of social networks, as well as on the social nores of

i nformation-exchange. Part ‘intelligent café , part studi o/ workshop, part
research | aboratory, its aimis to enbrace both di vergence and convergence of
thought, and to actively engage visitors and contributors of infornation in the
research’ s i nagi nati ve donai n.

The installation' s three conpl enentary spaces | ead one into the other,
are visitable in any order, and are open to all. Through the rel ationshi ps of
café to studio to | aboratory, subjective aspects of social and ‘ connect ed
space are al so enphasi sed, and the project’s essential seriousness of purpose
is counterpointed by a sonewhat playful approach to ideas of information and
or gani sm

As for the research project itself: a new socia |andscape woul d be
expl ored, one which it seens (froman initial search) has not yet been exam ned
inthis kind of way2. Lhlike research of MIgrams original type, the project
woul d aimat charting an extensive social space, where all connections between
all individuals (providers of data and their contacts) are plotted. Qoviously,
to achieve all this, research col |l aborations woul d need to be set up. Eually
obviously, it would be a great advantage for the DATA DONR proj ect as
described to be run as a milti-site project. For a nunber of reasons of
practicality, it would however be wse to regard this current proposal as a
cut-down version of the big one, a dry-run to look at its full potential.

2 Ateamat Chio State University are hoping to map the social topography of
peopl e connected t hrough use of enail, the closest parallel | have been able to
find.



The intelligent café is furnished with tables specially designed as dat a-
conduits. (offee, tea, etc. are free. Aquiet zone, you can runinate on issues
your visit raises...but set your nobile down on the table, as people do, and
youre invited to feed (by automatic transfer) its nenori sed nanes and nunbers
into the research database. There’s no need to be al arned: the evol ved nobil e’ s
interface all ows you to hold back any that you might prefer not to pass on. As
in any social transaction, the ethics are for you to negotiate (an
acknow edgenent of the whol 'y subjective aspects of what is being researched.)
And should it be needed, the café is nanned by friendly assistants ready to
cone and hel p wth dat a- downl oad.

The caf é table, of course, exenplifies the issues of ‘public’, ‘private
and ‘inagi native space that are integral to the DATA DONR project. Al cafés

are fluid crossovers of

r\: _,_—,2 o public and private

b _..‘ - < threshol ds, and the
I R caf é tabl e —any caf é
. —_—

\ tabl e —has a wonderf ul
transfornative ability
to define inmedi ately a
-~ personal or a soci al
space. uch spaces
also, ritualistically,
offer you tine: and in
the “intelligent
cafe’’, thetine to
ponder before
conmitting each of your contacts to the research dat abase.

The intelligent café takes advantage of all of this —as well as of
the tendency of users, sitting down, to place their nobile there (as an act of
priority), beside themon the table, talismanic, poised for that nonent of
engagenent, that swtch into another psycho-social dinension.

The st udi o/ wor kshop i s where, havi ng downl oaded your data, you get soret hing
inreturn: a cable-tie/zip-tie sculpture (wth potential allusion to notions of



connect i veness, datafl ow network structure, ties that bind, etc.) These snall
pi eces, as sinple as two nylon twsts in countertorsion or as conplex as the
nakers’ inaginations allow are for you to take what you choose. This space is
hone to a teamof sel ected hel pers whose role is to nake these scul ptures
(according to a set of sinple constraints) and distribute them This user-
friendly team and |ikew se those working in the café and in the research | ab,
is also there to offer conversation, and generally to operate as any recently-
conposed social unit might; thus exenplifying the mcro-scal e ‘slipperiness of
the kind of network that on a broader scal e the research-project is

i nvestigating.

I ssues of transactional interchange are central to DATA DONCR anot her
cul tural | y-enbedded net hod, when careful |y tuned, for pronmoting a particul ar
kind of inaginative engagenent. Thus, in the studi o/ workshop, the exchange
of something nmaterial (a scul ptural object of negligible intrinsic val ue) for
sonething inmaterial (those nanes and nunbers). It’s not a conmerci al
transaction (anong the protocol s that the project’s presentati on nust nake
clear), but a synbolic one: if you give sonething, you should get sonething
back, and sonething that underlines the nature of the exchange. The val ues t hat
participants thensel ves ascribe to the transaction are for each to deternine,
and formpart of the project’s conplexity of content.

The research lab is where a nodel of the social network conprised by nobil e-
phone users i s being el aborated. The energi ng research picture i s conmuni cat ed
t hrough 3D network nodel s, graphic and interactive displays, texts, etc.



Resear ch assistants are al ways present, prined to discuss and explain, but al so
sinply because the project is live, is devel oping (maybe hesitantly at first,
bef ore nacro connections begin to cross-1ink the mcro networks input by
individual s) as data is contributed. It is envisaged that the research | ab
woul d al so have an onl i ne presence through whi ch findings woul d be
conmuni cat ed.

At the hub of DATA DONR s enfol ding architecture, where the |ab neets
the separate spaces of café and studio, is another zone, snaller, nore of a
threshol d than a defined space. Here is sited a nore playful derivation of
everyone’ s downl oaded data: an array of LEHD LD text in continuous flux from
bottomright to top left, arippling biaxial field constantly replenishing
itself and representing a true (but arbitrary) changi ng cross-section, not only
of who knows whom (A KNO/AS B KNOB C KNOAS D KNOV6.)., but al so of how we choose
to identify each other (ABBREM ATI ON@OKNO/S N GKNAMEY KNO/AS N CKNAMED KNOVG
ABBREM ATI ON¥.). In contrast with the abstractions that the ‘serious’ research
project necessarily trades in, it reveals a nore subjectively-defined reality,
conpel | i ng and perhaps unexpected for the way it displays, |ike a geol ogi cal
cross-section, a close-up exanpl e of the constitution of our ‘mcro networks,
and the way they rapidly internesh in the broader structure of the | andscape.




