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Emerging places from cyberspace: I0_dencies project

by Fábio Duarte
Proposal

The existence of human being implies our implacement whether it's material or imaginary. But what essentially is space? The geographer Milton Santos (1997) has proposed an elegant definition in the 1970s, when he defined space as the relation between the systems of objects and the systems of actions, where the fixed and fluxes are fundamental elements. 
We will define below three main categories of space related terms: space itself, territory and place. Space will be our subject here. Space is conceptually the most abstract of the three categories. Nevertheless, it's the first one we get in touch with, even through our skin – what doesn't happen with territory or place. Both are culturally constructed. So, the technological dimension of the human being is basic for the transformation of our understanding of space.
In this paper I would like to talk about the way that technological amplification of our senses interferes on our spatial understanding of the city. For this, I'll be using the work I0_dencies by Knowbotic Research, with which I've been involved from its beginning, mostly in the part dedicated to São Paulo.

Key concepts: space, territory, place
The synthetic and polyvalent definition of space proposed by Santos works either in art or sociology or astronomy or architecture. Therefore, our existence is based upon space matrixes that we use in order to recognize, feel, place ourselves, and understand space. But those matrixes change, depending on the spaces we are in or we want to know. So we could say that we live in different space matrixes. It's obvious that the Earth is part of an astronomic environment where we live in. But when astronomers study the space, they don't count on urban actions and objects. They work and live with different space matrix when they are at the astronomic space and when they are driving to the lab. In a historical view, we could think of when Europeans arrived in America. They had a space matrix completely strange to the people they met here – their lives were guided by different actions and objects upon which their world were constructed.
There are three main categories to think spatial systems: space itself, territory and place. Space has been defined. Place is a portion of space on which people (one person or a group) give sense to actions and to objects. This attribution of cultural signs is an identification process through which they can find themselves in the vast space. In a large scale, it means that through this process they find and deal with their history, their religion reflected on the objects and actions. Those attributes have their main importance to the people who can identify themselves through this place. Territory begins with the same attribution of signs to objects and actions in a portion of space. But two points differ place from territory: to the second one, there is a more defined border and the attributes are impregnated into this portion of space in such a way that any other fixed and fluxes which are under this defined area are submitted to its system of signification. Also in a large scale, we can think of the Nation-States as an example. 

One of the pioneers that studied the cultural differences of how we perceive and deal with space was Edward Hall, who says that our cultural basis is important for you building up select filters through which we perceive, apprehend and understand space. As a filter, it determines what we accept and what we throw away from all data that form the world. So, this cultural construction of space comprehends external stimuli, as biological data and cultural values that can be different for each group. But, on the other hand, the way we understand space determines our psychological self. 
We should have in mind that any phenomena should be organized as language, and language is an intellectual matrix – even if it's a corporeal one. But language is detached from nature and the materiality of phenomena. Therefore, it is built up on a refined paradox: in a way it reduces integrality of phenomena; but on the other hand, it creates intellectual structures allowing for investigation and knowledge, starting from a single phenomena, of several other ones.
As we have said, space is firstly apprehended by our senses and their technological devices. Gustave Flaubert said that the more we develop telescope, the more stars will be there. So, through different equipment and different languages we'll understand different spaces. 
There are two points of how technology changes our way of dealing with space. One is epistemological, as we see in some works discussing virtual environments and know our mind works when we are in digital spaces. Dealing with uncommon objects and actions, we can even analyze them without taking on account physical aspects (as the gravitacional field). But there is another one, which is the ground where different technological universes come together in such a way that you are not allowed to separate objects and actions, technologies and languages; that is where you can find two or more spatial matrixes in a dialogue and cyclically altering themselves. I have the city in mind, where cars and people and TV and digital devices are interweaving themselves in such a way that often the separation of fabrics cannot be done. On this interwoven that we can find a lot of the urbanists and architects wandering around, completely lost - mostly the ones in charge of the planning of our cities. And this interweaving of systems end up forming our current spatial filters, the spatial matrixes of tomorrow.

Interface and the machinic
Having in mind that we experience space through our senses and ours technological devices, I'd like to introduce a definition of interface proposed by Siegfried Zielinski (1995). He says that interfaces should not be understood as the limits (even if "friendly" ones) allowing a dialogue between two systems, but they should be understood as instruments and conceptual models with which we can operate through the universes of different and multiple languages. This concept is very important in the work of Knowbotic Research, which involves technology, art, science and the city. Working on such a creative but tensioned are of knowledges, they use the concept of knowbot. Knowbots as bodies of knowledge, agents that flow through the material and informational ground, contaminating and requalifying one another. And when Knowbotic has started to work with the cities, their projects have increased in complexity, debating what they call technological notion of urbanity.
This notion comes from the Felix Guattari's notion of the machinic. Guattari (1992) understand the machinic as being part of process of knowing and not doing things. Machine as a creative mediation between man and environment. Machinic as an agency of the possible. As illustration, he says that a lot of stones and rocks are just a lot of stones and rocks; but when there is a wall, that's already a proto-machine, because we can see the virtualities, we can imagine an inside and an outside, a low and a high, feel if it's long or short. It reminds me a beautiful dialogue between Marco Polo and the Great Khan, in Invisible cities, by Italo Calvino.
Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone by stone.
- But what stone supports the bridge? Asks Khan.
- The bridge is not supported by this or that stone, Marco Polo says, but by the curve of the arch that they form.
Kublai Khan remains silent and thinks. And then he says:
- Why should we talk about the stones? I'm only interested in the arch. 
Polo says:
- Without the stones, there is no arch.

The bridge would be a proto-machine. In his book, Guattari identifies some of them, like the religious machine, the linguistic machine, and the "urban machine", that Knowbotic works upon. Those machines are mediated by language; language that are the fundamental component of the contemporary technological human devices. As I've said, those technological instruments do not just change the way we represent space, but they alter completely what we call space. Digital media wouldn't be used just to see or represent the city, but people through the informational interfaces should stress their presence in this agency of urban signs. Interested in those issues, Knowbotic proposed I0_dencies, choosing the cities of São Paulo, Tokyo and some European cities .

I0_dencies Tokyo
In order to explore the agency of urban flows in a technological environment, the first stage of the project they chose the area of Shimbashi, where there is a market, an archeological site, and abandoned area. For few months, a local architect connected to the group read graphically the region, representing flows of goods, people, money in different layers of images. They were infographically worked upon, building up a dynamic digital environment [figure 1]. Analysing the way the flows would happen day-by-day, they built up informational elements like attractors, allowing users to change the direction, speed, and movements of the flows.
At the physical environment they built up to the exhibition, there is a room with light boards, strobos, sources of sounds. At the upper level of this room, there are some digital interfaces. As someone would interact with the interface, the amount of light and kind of sounds would change in the room; and if for a certain period of time there were no interaction, at the exhibition pavilion or through the Internet, the room would go dark. Its life depends on how the users act upon infographic elements which are representing some flows of the Shimbashi area, as they were read and transformed into the digital environment [figure 2].

I0_dencies São Paulo
When they came to São Paulo, in 1997 and 1998, they had different ideas. They were aware that the weak point of I0_dencies Tokyo was that the whole information system stand from traditional representation forms, exactly the same done using paper and pencil. So, there was a extreme detachment of representation from the original object. Important qualities of the object got lost in that representation while it was still alive when the project was in exhibition. After the traditional reading of the city, the system couldn't feed anymore. The people that would deal with the interface could not actually deal with whatever was happening in the city at that time. The same happened with the attractors, that indicated flows and rotations which were all predetermined.
To the I0_dencies São Paulo they were proposing a similar graphic interface. But there should be some important changes, both in the basic feed of data and in the interface. The interface was projected at the ZKM, in Germany, as a magnetic field corresponding to the digital field operated through the Internet. In dialogue with the digital agents, they proposed magnets in such a way that digital agents and magnets would influence each other. So that, at the installation, the person who would be dealing with the magnet would physically feel attractions and repulsions originated by attractors manipulated in the digital field, but they could react to them, and act upon the magnets. Those movements would respond and influence the agency in the digital field and vice-versa. 
Concerning the database feeding process, for the beginning of the construction of the digital field, some young architects based in São Paulo, called editors, were invited. They would feed the database about the city with pictures, poetic and theoretical texts, videos and sounds representing to them some fragments of the city. To each element editors should link keywords. Always a word [figure 3]. 
Informational agency of I0_dencies São Paulo could be seen as a metaphor of urban agency of the real city. Metaphors have revealing power, finding pathways of poetic and logic similarities among languages, through which we can understand complexities. That is one of the strengths of I0_dencies. With the magnetic field they create a dynamic interface between the physical environment through which one can apprehend even with his/her body the dynamics of the information fluxes and agencies of the city [fixed 4]. 
When the language is transformed, those portions of space understood through it is also transformed. Each language is a territory which tries to incorporate every objects and actions which are under its domain. Talking about digital cities only as a added dimensions to the real cities, is to try the impossible separation between society and technology. They interdependent and they form each other; and in contemporary cities, different technological devices construct a same but complex territory.
So, when we see the complex digital system proposed by Knowbotic to I0_dencies, we understand that it would allow that whatever belongs to the digital city could be incorporated to the system. Air traffic data, radio and TV waves, cellular phone calls and financial information flows that dynamize the city belong to the digital ground, even if we live unconscious of them. But because the I0_dencies project works with the same technological substratum, those data should be incorporated to the project as agents in processing urban agency, living with data provided by the editors readings, converging different technological forms of urban understanding. Informational data belong to the urban ground as much as the images, sounds and theories captured by the editors, but those informational flows escape the traditional urban representations.
In conclusion, I would like to say that the strength of I0_dencies is that Knowbotic has assumed the risks of working in a ground where different space matrixes are present. In an entire digital environment we could say that the notion of space and territory are stable – and the notion of territory is so powerful that we can actually say that we have a system of exclusion, where just predetermined objects and actions are allowed to take part into it. Meanwhile, in the machinic cities we cannot exclude separate their systems without losing its life. Physical space, digital space, nature space are present and are fundamental to the urban dynamic. So the city a privileged but complex ground where different space matrixes live together and alter one another. At the present phase of the project, I see a crucial problem in the primary feed of data, that is only possible through words, what means a huge simplification of the urban understanding – even more than the traditional forms of representation. 
Despite of this criticism, 10_dencies project is one of the most stimulating projects involving the understand and the agency of urban informations. Here technology does not do away with digital flows that give part of the life to contemporary cities, and at the same time it rescues the presence of human being as an agent, which is lacking in several urban digital analysis – as presented by professor John Casti. Linking the actual digital flows of informational to the other means of urban representations (as video, photos, and sounds), I0_dencies would make it possible a rich questioning process of how we critically take a part in the informational agency of current cities, that involves different and interwoven space matrixes.
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