CHAPTER 8

Data Derives: Confronting Digital
Geographic Information as Spectacle

Jim Thatcher and Craig M. Dalton

1. Introduction - The Spectacle of Data

‘[W]e are sitting at home, participating in an information economy in
which we consume mediated realities from the screen and produce our
own mediated realities for the databases’ (Bachler 2013, 32)"

We live in a world in which code, algorithms, and data mediate, saturate, and
sustain global capitalism (Graham, 2005). Smartphones, credit card logs, offi-
cial records, and a variety of other sur- and sous-veillant systems attempt to
transform everyday life into a series of quantifiable data sets (Berry 2011). Data
generated through quotidian daily practices, such as searching for a nearby res-
taurant on Yelp, is dispossessed from the data creator and linked together with
billions of other data points in ways which come to stand for the individuals
represented by said data (Thatcher et al. 2016).

This is a chapter about critically engaging the data of everyday life - that data
created through the daily, mundane use of mobile phones, store loyalty cards,
bus passes, and other banal trappings of late capitalist modernity. To do so, we
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first argue that data functions as a commodity in two ways within what we,
following Gregg (2014), call the data spectacle. Data is first produced as a com-
modity, a site for speculative capital investment, and second as the quantified,
spectacularised representation of self, reflected back at individuals from the
data they generate. The latter is part of the emerging ‘quantified self-city-nation’
(Wilson 2015), an ‘entangled socio-technical mesh through which individuals
both come to know and are made known, sorted, and (in)visible to themselves
and society’ (Thatcher 2016, 4).

Through data, capital colonizes not only everyday life, but the very represen-
tations of the self. To confront this, we argue for a return to one of the earli-
est psychogeographic practices of the Situationists, the dérive. Building on the
dérive and on the more recent work of the Precarias a la Deriva collective, we
propose a data dérive as a praxis that begins the reclaiming of time, space, and
self from the presentations and representations of the data spectacle.

2. The Double Role of Data Within the Spectacle

The spectacle is not a collection of images; it is a social relation between
people that is mediated by images. (Debord 1967, Thesis 4)

One problem with attempts to write definitively of the Situationists is that it was
a group organized against such definitives. Contradictions emerge within their
thought both intentionally and due to interpersonal conflict and splintering.
We do not seek to write a history of the Situationists as several already exist
(see, inter-alia, Wark 2011; Plant 1992; Marcus 1989 for various engagements),
nor to present our interpretations of Situationist thought as austere, objective
truths; what we write is only our partial interpretations thereof. As Wark (2011,
73) notes, within the corpus of the Situationists, everyone has their favorites,
‘champions’ who they hoist out as representative of the whole. Here, our goal
is to develop a specific interpretation of the spectacle and how it has come to
function through the data of everyday life, first following Gregg’s explication of
the scopophilic nature of the data spectacle as a tool for imagining ‘command
and control through seeing’ (Gregg 2014, 37 following Halpern 2014), and
then extending that idea through the colonization of everyday life through data
(Thatcher et al. 2016). We begin with our cobbled together, defourned spectacle.

The modern spectacle, for Debord, is ‘the autocratic reign of the market
economy which had acceded to an irresponsible sovereignty, and the total-
ity of new techniques of government which accompanied this reign’ (Debord
1998, 2). ‘It is the generalization of private lif¢’ (Lefebvre in Wark 2011, 104)
that emerged when the commodity form was ‘no longer something that enters
into the sphere of experience in fulfilling particular needs or desires, but has
itself become the constituent of the world of experience’ (Chu and Sanyal 2015,
399). Like the culture industry, the spectacle presents continual false choices
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as a means of provoking continual consumptive practices (Horkheimer and
Adorno 2002). For Debord it is also something more, a fotality in which all life
occurs and through which all life is experienced.

For some, like Mitchell (2008), the totality of the spectacle overstates the
nuances of lived experience and therefore weakens its conceptual utility, reduc-
ing it to an obvious intellectual fetish by which critical theorists may toss water
balloons at the armoured tanks of capitalist modernity. Le Monde noted this
irony of critiquing the spectacle from within its totality in 1987: “That modern
society is a society of the spectacle goes without saying ... What is so droll,
however, is that all the books which do analyse this phenomenon, usually to
deplore it, cannot but join the spectacle if theyre to get attention’ (in Debord
1998, 5). However, such views mistake a totalizing tendency for static totality.
The point of the spectacle is that it dynamically colonizes and subjugates daily
life at all levels of experience and at all times. In so doing, it ‘rigidly separates
what is possible from what is permitted’ (Debord 1967, Thesis 25).

New technological forms, especially for communication and industrial
organization, make this possible (Debord 1967, Thesis 24), but it is also through
the technicity of new technology that the spectacle may be contested. Whilst
Ranciére correctly observes that ‘there is no straightforward road from the fact
of looking at a spectacle to the fact of understanding the state of the world’ and
that the very ubiquity of the detournement of images has muted their power, if
it ever existed (Ranciere 2011, 75). He is making an observation which Debord
and Constant (Nieuwenhuys) had already realized in the 1960s. Constant’s New
Babylon accepts technicity, that ‘co-constitutive milieu of relations between the
human and their technical supports’ (Crogan, P. and Kennedy, H. 2009 cited
in Bucher 2012, p. 4), as the key means by which to think the ‘possibilities of
social and technical transformation together’ (Wark 2011, 145). The spectacle
then emerges through and with technology and must be contested through and
with its technicity. With this duality in mind, we turn to Gregg’s extension of
the spectacle into data.

2.1. Data as the Site of Speculative Investment

The blindness and muteness of the data to which positivism reduces the
world passes over into language itself, which is limited to registering those
data (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 135).

Much like Le Monde’s observation of the banality of the spectacle’s totality, it
now seems almost quaint to argue that data has become a site for massive spec-
ulative investment. Data has become the ‘de facto standard through which the
world is ordered and understood, with ‘Big Data’ emerging as a paradigmatic
epistemology through which cities, science, business, and much else can and
must be understood (boyd and Crawford, 2012). Sometimes referred to as the
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‘fourth paradigm’ for science (Kitchin 2014, 130), at an extreme this approach
to knowledge production creates a state of ‘knowing without understanding’
(Andrejevic 2013, 26) wherein ‘numbers speak for themselves’ (Anderson
2008) amidst a naive ‘pseudopositivist understanding of quantification (Wyly
2014, 30).

This hubristic orientation towards a world known totally through ‘Big Data’
has been the subject of many critiques in both the popular and academic presses.
New data systems, especially those that link location and temporal informa-
tion, have been investigated as ‘fixes’ for capitalism’s tendencies towards over-
accumulation (Greene and Joseph 2015), their historical entanglement in social
physics and geodemographic profiling examined and their role and function as
a commodity explored in detail (Barnes and Wilson 2014; Dalton and Thatcher
2015). While much (often digital) ink has been spilled regarding the fallacies
and capitalist imperatives at the heart of new data accumulation and analysis
regimes (not the least of which is our own), this recognition has done little to
curb either the generation of said data or its valuation as a commodity. At the
time of writing, IBM has estimated that mobile device use generates slightly
over five petabytes of data a day (IBM 2013), or roughly the yearly amount of
data generated by the Large Hadron collider each week (Dalton et al. 2016).
Snap Inc., a single corporation whose application creates, extracts, and analyses
data through its use, is currently planning an IPO valuation at around twenty-
five billion dollars (Farrell et al. 2016).

This push towards a flat, quantified rendering of the world in numbers is
hardly new (Foucault, 2008; Scott, 1998), but as the growth in both the size
of new data systems and their valuation continues unabated, these new sys-
tems, and the epistemological orientation towards the world they entail, move
towards a new societal totality. Gregg (2014) connects one aspect of these new
systems with a new form of the spectacle, what she terms the data spectacle.
Drawing on Halpern (2014), Gregg (2014, 37) suggests that the data spectacle
emerges from the ‘aesthetic pleasure and visual allure of witnessing large data
sets at scale! A modernist ‘visual rhetoric’ produces this scopophilic pleasure
in which data requires only ‘the indication of potential to achieve veracity’
(Gregg 2014, 39, 40). Studying the professional world of Big Data engineers
and conferences, Gregg correctly sees a future data spectacle built around the
‘fantasy of command and control through seeing’ (ibid., 37). Such Big Data
visualizations and systems seek to produce a world in their own image rather
than simply interpret an existing one (Kitchin et al. 2015). In their leveraging of
massive interlinked data sets, they offer a disembodied, apparently omniscient
god’s eye view of that world (Haraway 1991; Kingsbury and Jones, 2009). While
this desire and its limitations have precedents, what is new are the types of data
being leveraged and the scales at which these systems operate.

Gregg’s article seeks to advance ‘an ethical data economy; one that under-
stands both ‘the assembly of data and its capacity to act on our behalf’ (2014,
47). She admits that her own vision of the data spectacle is ‘certainly more
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optimistic than my reference to Debord’s Society of the Spectacle would imply’
(2014, 39) and firmly situates her data spectacle within the visual fantasies of
top-down command and control that ideologically underpin such presenta-
tions of ‘Big Data’ There are overlapping structural and affective similarities to
these modernist fantasies and their accompanying scopophilic pleasures with
the creation and use of maps.” However, due to this focus, Gregg's definition
of the data spectacle remains incomplete. By rooting the data spectacle in a
top down performance by and for engineers and other elites, Gregg’s spectacle
misses the scalability of the data spectacle and and the fact that it is increasingly
situated and embodied (Wilmott 2016, 4). The ‘data of everyday life’ (Thatcher
2016), when produced in situated practice, collected in bulk, synthesized
together, algorithmically analysed, and served back into everyday practice gives
rise to the ‘quantified self-city-nation’ (Wilson 2015). The data spectacle is just
as much about the mediation of everyday lived experience as it is any Big Data
dashboard or algorithm. The quotidian nature of the data that constitutes much
of the data spectacle serves as the second move for our definition.

2.2. The Colonization of Everyday Life in Data

We have thus moved beyond the theorization of our mobile devices as
a type of prosthetic to our bodies ... but instead have to conceive of our
devices as absolutely integral to the very foundations of embodied space in
the digital age (Farman 2012, 46)

In the latter half of her piece on the data spectacle, Gregg attempts to under-
stand the ‘work that data does on our behalf” and puts forth the concept of
data sweat as a means of moving past the data shadow and the ‘ocular-centric
ideas of information sovereignty’ it entails (Gregg 2014, 38, 45). Whether data
sweat or data fumes (Thatcher 2014), Gregg correctly notes the need to move
beyond a singular visual metaphor by which Big Data visualizations function.
Something more is occurring with respect to the data created by and through
the quotidian practices that have developed around smart-device use (Ash
et al. 2016.

On the one hand, ‘the linked data about the individual comes to stand for
the individual who created it” as the ‘individual that capital can see’ (Thatcher
et al. 2016, 9). This is the epistemic leap from data to individual that lies at
the heart of Big Data’s mythology, it is the scopophilic pleasure of top-down
control through the data spectacle, and it is the hubristic claim of numbers
speaking for themselves. On the other hand, this digital individual of modelled
consumptive patterns is not simply reflected back at the person it (re)presents,
but rather tracks, shapes, and delimits the very options presented to and actions
taken by said person. Ostensibly pleasurable experiences and notional advan-
tages are offered in exchange for the production and extraction of their data.
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As previously private moments and decisions, such as what restaurant to visit
or which potential sexual partner to contact, are mediated via data producing
and capturing technologies, daily life becomes further colonized by capitalist
interests (Thatcher et al. 2016). The data generated by such actions is then fed
back into analytic systems which algorithmically shape what options will be
presented to the person the next time (s)he makes use of the service (Graham
2005). This process creates howling feedback loops through which lived experi-
ences are channelled and collected in pursuit of smooth, predictable consump-
tion (Thatcher 2013; Wilson 2012).

This howling feedback loop, by which data is created through an action that
is then fed into the system to influence future actions, is part of late capital-
ism’s ‘corporeal corkscrewing inwards’ (Lohr 2012; Beller 2012, 8). Not only
does the data economy spring as a site for speculative capitalist investment, a
potential fix’ for systems of overaccumulation (Leszczynski 2014; Wilson 2012;
and elsewhere), but also as individuals come to know, are made known, sorted,
rendered visible (or not) to both themselves and others (Thatcher 2016). This
entangled mesh expands across scales and suffuses quantification and capital
imperatives into previously private times and spaces (Wilson 2015). It is the
sleek, predictable, inexorably better world promised by this socio-technical
milieu (Morozov 2014) that has colonized daily life.

Our definition of the data spectacle, then, recognizes it as a totalizing ideol-
ogy, one built upon a series of myths in which the world can (and is) rendered
flat, smooth, and calculable; one where the pursuit of ever-larger datasets is both
inexorable and always productive of better interpretations, better understand-
ings of the world. But, in the ways that this spectacle accumulates and is created
through the data of everyday life, in the ways that it is made scalable, embodied,
situated, and partial (Wilmott 2016), it is always open to contestation through
that ‘co-constitutive milieu’ of humans and their use of the technologies they cre-
ate. While there are other ways to break apart the seeming totality of ‘Big Data’
(See, for example, work on data assemblages as in Kitchin 2014, Kitchin and Lau-
riault 2014, and elsewhere), it is through the Situationist practice of the dérive
that we find the ability to ‘attack the ‘enemy’ at his base, within ourselves’ (Trocchi
1964 in Marcus 1989, 173), to begin to contest that ‘corporeal corkscrew inwards’

3. Drifting Towards Data

Now the city would move like a map you were drawing; now you would
begin to live your life like a book you were writing (Marcus 1989, 166)

In the 1950s, as Paris prepared for yet another top-down infrastructural rede-
sign, Debord and other Situationists developed and deployed the method of
dérive (drifting). Drawing from Ivan Chtcheglov and the inhabitants of post-
war Saint-Germain, the Situationist dérives meant to study ‘the colonization of
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everyday life at the heart of empire’ (Wark 2011, 22). It was a rigorous, meth-
odological praxis through which ‘[t]he city would no longer be experienced
as a scrim of commodities and power’ but rather as the means of achieving
an ‘epistemology of everyday time and life’ (Marcus 1989, 164). Specifically,
they developed the dérive as a radical approach to understand urban psycho-
geography: the structure of cities in their continuities of ambience, nexuses,
connections and barriers (fig. 1) (Debord 1955; 1956; Khatib 1958). The dérive
was an ‘active type of fldneurship whereby the formerly aristocratic walker was
transformed into a conscious, political actor’ (Flanagan 2008, 3).
Unfortunately, the dérive had almost no effects on the material redevelop-
ment of the Parisian landscape in the late 1950s. Its importance, though, lies
not in the failed restructuring of Paris, but as a critical method - the dérive
involves an active frame of mind, sensitive to and engaging with the lived city
as driving and shaped by the processes of capital. It was an approach to ‘pro-
voke critical notice of the totality of lived experience and reverse the stultifying
passivity of the spectacle’ (Plant 1992, 60). While it may have failed at achiev-
ing the latter in any structural way, the importance of the dérive as method
is clear in the multiple subsequent psychogeographical investigations (Bon-
nett 1992; Pinder 1996; Bassett 2004; Wood 2010). Given that Debord saw his
theory of the dérive as necessarily incomplete, we propose a data dérive as an
extension of two branches of Situationist-influenced thought and praxis: First,
the modified drifting of Precarias a la Deriva, and second, the colonization of
everyday life by data that has come to function as the data spectacle. Our data
dérive synthesis is a means of becoming aware of and confronting ‘data doubles’
(Haggerty and Ericson 2000) and, in so doing, examining that ‘negative space
between an individual and their digital representation’ (Dalton et al. 2016, 4).
Precarias a la Deriva (Precarious Women Adrift), is a feminist radical col-
lective based in Spain. The purpose of their work is to better understand the
circumstances of and build situated resistances and radical solidarities among
precarious women workers on the margins of traditionally male, union-cen-
tered jobs and labour organizing. This kind of work often involves women
labouring in temporary jobs, part-time work, and per-hour contracts, working
in domestic circumstances, telemarketing, food service, healthcare, advertis-
ing, education, prostitution, and research. Given that such labour tends to be
decentralized is often unregulated, how is it possible to resist? ‘What is your
strike?’ (Precarias a la Deriva 2003). The dérive offers a critical way to engage
such spatial and social issues. ‘We opted for the method of the drift as a form
of articulating this diffuse network of situations and experiences, producing a
subjective cartography of the metropolis through our daily routes’(ibid.)
Unlike the Situationist dérive, often practiced by privileged men and lack-
ing a destination, Precarias’ drifting works from each member’s situated posi-
tion. In our particular version, we opt ... for a situated drift which would move
through the daily spaces of each one of us, while maintaining the tactic’s mul-
tisensorial and open character’ (ibid.). A member of the collective would lead
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Fig. 1: Precarias a la Deriva showing their drift with domestic workers through
the workers’ everyday lives in Madrid. Precarias a la Deriva.

Fig. 2: A situationist-inspired map depicting the results of the dérive method in
Spokane, WA. Jenny Cestnik.
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a group of drifters through her daily practices and work. As a group, all would
reflect on and talk about conditions and resistances along the way. By travel-
ling along and engaging in discussions and co-interviews, drifters could better
understand each other’ situations and forms of labour, making it possible to
share coping mechanisms and building mutual radical awareness and solidar-
ity. “Thus, the drift is converted into a moving interview, crossed through by the
collective perception of the environment’ (ibid.; Precarias a la Deriva 2006).

The work of Precarias a la Deriva brings a sensitivity to people’s situations
and practices, in particular social production, to the dérive frame of mind.
Such a dérive is not limited to the environment of the city, but also includes the
multitude of people and relations that constitute it through practice. Debord
noted that the ‘most fruitful numerical arrangement’ for the dérive consisted
of small groups. Precarias a la Deriva integrate the standpoint and experiences
of a drifter’s everyday life directly into the small group’s drift itself. Their dérive
is about coming to know the spaces of labour and the (often invisible) lives of
those who work in them. Where Sadler (1999, 98) suspects the first dérives
were also moments for dialectical discourse, Precarias a la Deriva makes this
function explicit. Furthermore, where Debord and Sadler both see the dérive
as functioning best when groups are composed of the like-minded, Precarias a
la Deriva opens the dérive as an act for the forming of shared radical subjectivi-
ties. By following member/workers, Precarias a la Deriva makes legible their
lived experiences and resistances.

The data dérive we propose builds from Precarias a la Deriva’s version of the
dérive in such a way as to confront and counter the data spectacle. It does so
by combining exploration of environments with an investigation of the radical
alternative possibilities hidden within the contexts of our daily (digital) lives.
The key theoretical move for the data dérive is a recognition of the separation
between the depth and nuance of an individual’s lived experience and the data
produced by those experiences. In other words, the data dérive confronts the
data spectacle by attuning its participants to the epistemological leap between
individual and data and, in so doing, it creates spaces for radical contestations
of capitalism’s colonization of ourselves. There is no strict form for a data dérive
and, like Debord’s dérive, we do not view this guide towards it to be a definitive
or final statement; however, we can think of several ways a data dérive might
occur, and in defining it as precisely as possible we hope to inspire more.

4. Drifting Through Data

O, gentlemen, the time of life is short! ... An if we live, we live to tread on
kings. (Shakespeare, Henry IV as quoted in Debord 1967)

To better know the roles which data play in our lives and to possibly identify
radical alternatives, even if only temporary solidarities or resistances, the data
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dérive requires an examination of data. Further, if it is to contest the data spec-
tacle and the corporeal corkscrew of late capitalism into our lives, the commod-
ification of previously private times, places, and actions, then it also requires
an examination of data that appears to stand for an individual. To work from a
particular person’s situation and due to privacy concerns, we recommend that
data dérives use the data of a participant. What this might entail, then, is an
exploration of the contours of one of the dérive member’s data history. Take
for example the digital data of a Google Maps Timeline, which, when given
permission, will track and make available the complete movement history of
a mobile phone.® Although these maps strive for accuracy, they are often of
a point-to-point nature, capturing where an individual has spent time, rather
than the specific courses they took to get from place to place.

Figure 3 represents a partial day in one of the authors’ lives. As can be seen,
Jim appears to have driven in a path that leads through parks, buildings, and
even a residential liberal arts campus in a path between a coffee shop and back.
From this, Google correctly infers that Jim likes coffee and, specifically, likes
that coffee shop. As an author, Jim can testify that he does like their coffee,
though even without that statement, the data is sufficient for the purposes of
both targeting ads at him and selling his amalgamated digital personality to
other advertisers (Dalton and Thatcher 2015). This is only part of the data spec-
tacle’s rendering of Jim on that day. A data dérive might confront this render-
ing by traversing the route specified, but this time actually walking across and
around the buildings and parks which were obviously never part of the original
route. In this way, dérive participants might better understand the spaces of
their lives as filled with different ambiances, swirls, and psychogeographical
effects that exist within the actually existent environment. Further, while doing
so, the drifter whose data is being followed can and should conduct a dialogue
with other participants over what spaces, what moments, were selected as desti-
nations within the data. Why this coffee shop and not that? Why a right turn here
and a left there? How is that coffee shop important to your productivity? Given the
geographical distribution of your labour, what is your strike?

As geographers, we focus our example upon spatial data and the spatial expe-
rience. Drawing from psychogeographical praxis, this makes sense, but it is not
to imply that the data dérive must use spatial data or involve moving through
space. Debord noted the possibility for a ‘static-dérive’ and this is certainly pos-
sible with data. The data of everyday life need not be spatial, for example an
individual might download their entire Facebook history and decide to drift
through it - exploring, asking, and answering about the state of their life in rela-
tion to the data. The point that cannot be removed, though, is that in order to
confront the data spectacle, the data must be the data that has come to stand for
an individual within it. Our data dérive, and we are not so arrogant as to think
that our methods are the only ones possible, is aimed at confronting the data that
continually attempts to define individuals and shape their lives in myriad seen
and unseen ways. It is a confrontation with the ‘quantified self - city — nation’
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Confronting something so personal can be a terrifying and intimidating pro-
cess. We do not control and certainly do not fully know what data exist within
the estimated 1,500 data points Acxiom has collected on hundreds of millions
of individuals (Singer 2012). What is revealed may be unpleasant or difficult
to face, it may be wrong or embarrassing. But, as Trocchi writes in 1964, we
must ‘attack the ‘enemy’ at his base, within ourselves’ (in Marcus 1989, 173).
On the one hand, such discomfort and danger was always a part of the dérive, a
disorienting, at times inebriated, and exhausting affair. On the other hand, as a
method for producing intersubjective awareness and alliances, it is necessary to
acknowledge that not all individuals exist with the same privileges amidst the
data spectacle. We are able to release Figure 3 because of our relatively privi-
leged position, because the knowledge of what coffee shop Jim attended and
what parks are near his office does not endanger him in any way. This is not true
for all data about all individuals. As Flanagan (2009, 206) writes, the ‘drift’ for
many ‘is not one of exploration or privilege, but a search for a place to sleep or
for labour’ Precarias a la Deriva grapples with this uneven relation and makes
it a source of potential understandings and alliances. It is for this reason that
we read our dérive through their development of the method. We call for a
data dérive, for resisting the data spectacle, for confronting the gap between an
individual and the data that stands for them, for creating spaces of critique, and
we view it as only one of potentially many.

(To be continued ...)

Notes
! We begin each section with a brief epigraph to both introduce the discus-
sion and to highlight the wealth of critical thinking around digital tech-
nologies and data. In some sense, they are intended as inspiration for theo-
retical drifting akin to the flexibility espoused by Lyotard in his later works.
While it has been impossible to fully address critical cartography in this
chapter, for various explorations of the affective, structural, state, and data-
based biases and powers found in the production and uses of maps, see,
inter-alia, Harley (1989), Godlewska (1989), Wood (1992), Schulten (2001),
Pickles (2004), Parks (2005), Pavlovskaya (2006), Sieber (2006), Kitchin
and Dodge (2007), Propen (2009), Rose-Redwood (2015) and elsewhere.
Many users may have this ‘feature’ turned on unsuspectingly. Regardless, it
can be found at: https://www.google.com/maps/timeline
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