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3 
Code/Space 

 

Preface 

This week’s videos are edits taken from a 55-minute recording of a corresponding lecture I gave 
in the 2019-2020 academic year. As I do not make a habit of writing or speaking from scripts, 
the below is a speech-to-text capture (coded space?!) from the lecture via Microsoft Stream. I have 
tried to correct the clearest errors but there may well remain a few, for which I apologise in 
advance. 

Introductory Video 

In this week’s tasks what I want to do is think through the ways in which digital connectivity is 
being integrated into almost everything. Though the world that I'm describing in this lecture is 
more or less... it functions differently in different places depending on how governance 
functions. For example, in the EU these sorts of things are tightly regulated elsewhere, less so. A 
corollary to that point is that this is really about an urban world. Code/spaces are more or less an 
urban phenomenon, and you may have heard all sorts of talk about an Internet of Things – in 
adverts or written on the sides of the boxes for the gadgets that you buy, and so on. I want to 
kind of reflect on that. I want to think about. So, what that is and what does that mean when we 
think about it critically? So, in particular, I want to think about those things in terms of politics, 
with a small 'p', about power. And about what that means culturally, perhaps. 

Data 

Geographers have been concerned with the digital for some time. Interestingly, from fairly early 
on, what you get is an interest in telecommunications infrastructure as a peculiarly urban issue. 
So it's not addressed as telecommunications infrastructure per se. It's addressed as this stuff 
that's happening in cities that we ought to be interested in. The cities are the thing that takes 
precedence, and so these issues arise because these things transformed cities. It's not that people 
got interested in the digital and then said, “Oh is this happening in cities?” It's that there's been a 
longstanding interest in the urban and, as a result. when these sorts of technologies started to 
become much more evident, geographers started paying attention to in what ways and beginning 
to ask questions. So, you get the likes of Ash Amin and Nigel Thrift in their book Cities talking 
about software and the ways in which urban practices are becoming mediated by code. And 
then, on the other hand, the subtext of that is that I'm interested. A broadly being critical or 
normatively negative about Mike Batty and the people are in the Centre for Advanced Spatial 
Analysis at UCL, who are really interested in this stuff because they're spatial modellers and 
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they're interested in how their techniques might be applied to city governance are a bit more 
positive, and they remain so. There's an interesting diversity of opinions about what software 
coming into the fabric of the city means, what it can do, and the kinds of questions that 
geographers might ask about it. There is then a Popular Science or popular culture version of 
this. Discourse and Adam Greenfield wrote a book way back, I think it came out in 2006, called 
Everyware, where he more or less argues are lots of different cuts through the ways in which the 
confluence of social media, these things that are being referred to as the Internet of Things now 
but were called things like pervasive computing or ubiquitous computing 15 years ago makes 
certain kinds of companies are making certain kinds of claims about what those things are going 
to do, what sorts of services they're going to facilitate and what kind of a world will be brought 
into existence. And so you get these sorts of claims about the world, you know: distributed and 
forever storage. We now just call that ‘the cloud’. All sorts of forms of sophisticated data 
analytics and we talk about ‘algorithms’ colloquially now, that's the kind of code word that stands 
in for that stuff. And then we talk about software enabled, automated management of things, 
and, in part, that's the Internet of Things. In part, that's all sorts of ways in which we talk about 
forms of automation. Or we call them by a brand name – so you could argue the Uber is a 
software enabled automated management of, as the Americans call it, ‘ride hailing’ - getting a taxi 
and paying for it. And all of these things, collectively, all sorts of different stripes that you might 
take through this, variously constitute this slightly opaque term: “the smart city”. And 
geographers have been concerned with smart cities since they became a big deal in marketing 
rhetoric for all sorts of different kinds of people. Developers from IBM sell their “Smarter 
Planet” idea to regional and city governments in the form of their sort of AI system that they 
called Watson. And then there's all sorts of other companies. But there's also a sense in which 
actually smart city technologies, if we put aside our cynicism, actually have some kind of 
meaning, have some kind of benefits for certain kinds of people, and they achieve certain kinds 
of things in the world.  

More often than not, though, it's about instrumentation. And it's about instrumentation to 
particular kinds of ends. So, you can think about ANPR, automatic number plate recognition, 
and the ways in which the congestion charge functions. The ways in which all sorts of forms of 
access or penalties are issued that we talk about smart motorways. That'll be a carnival allied 
technology to this stuff. Increasingly, there are ways in which quasi automated systems facilitate 
certain kinds of things happening in the fabric of the city. You might have a dynamically 
changing Lane management system whereby outro just has a series of lanes across it and there's 
gantries over the top of the road and there's either a green or red light above the Lane so you 
know you can come into that Lane. This manages volume of traffic in rush hour so they can 
open up more lanes for the direction that has the greatest level of traffic. So, as I understand it, 
that's not fully automated system. There are people who are monitoring that, but there is a sense 
in which the instrumentation facilitates particular kinds of things. Being possibly other examples, 
I've got here mention briefly is SF Park, which is the parking meter, visa smarts, hockey meters 
that use surge pricing just like Uber does. So, if the demand goes up, the price goes up and 
there's an app that goes with it so you can see where there's available parking. It's cheaper where 
the price has gone up because there's a lot of demand for it. So, to head with a sensor in the 
fabric of the roads that “knows” when a car is parked and that can trigger certain kinds of things 
happening in terms of pricing structure.  
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The sign and the ambiguous box on a red brick wall that you can see are here in Exeter, and 
they're just outside Princess Hay one of the ways in and the sign explains what it is. Essentially 
you are being surveilled in Princess Hay by a system that passively locates you using your mobile 
phone. As soon as you walk in, it sends out these signals, triangulated your location as you move 
through the shopping centre and it “knows” particular individuals. They go, but all of these 
things go to show the various ways in which software is instrumenting certain kinds of things. 
Making certain kinds of things possible. So, we might consider some features desirable. Some we 
might not.  

That is more or less what Rob Kitchen and Martin Dodge would call a coded space. So, software 
is diffuse in the environment, and it conditions forms of spatial experienced a coded space, so 
it's spaces that are penetrated by information technologies, but they're not necessarily reliance.  

So, why have I got a weird pseudo-digitized picture of a bagel? Well, I'll give you an anecdote. I 
was in America, a conference and a friend of mine wanted to get a coffee and a snack. And so, 
we went into a well-known chain and up to the counter made the order. He presents a loyalty 
card.  He hadn't said a name like you would do in some places. We just go and stand in queue 
and a few people go in front of us and then all of a sudden, they say “Matt” and my friend says 
"yeah, that's me". And they knew his name. Well, how did they know his name? Well, they knew 
his name because the loyalty card obviously brought that stuff up on the system that enabled 
them to write it on the paper cut or the order and pass it down the line. So, there's a sense in 
which database linking the cards to the shop to the order facilitates a particular kind of white 
banal thing happening. But nevertheless, it wouldn't happen without software. It doesn't mean 
that that cafe doesn't work, right? It just slightly alters how the cafe works, however.  

There are certain kinds of spaces in the world now as kitchen and Dodge argue that simply will 
not function without their instrumentation and their software. And the Canonical example is the 
airport terminal building. Pretty much everything in that building requires the networked 
infrastructure and requires software to function from backing into dropping your baggage, 
getting through certain forms of security and passport control, defining your way to your gate to 
the plane, appearing all of it requires information communications technologies. Working and to 
be working together in sink in water. Fast-paced and the tolerances are miniscule. Any one of 
those things fails. It can cause a significant problem if a lot of those things fail you. You're just 
standing in a big shared. It ceases to have any functionality. It's just a big, cavernous building 
with Windows and doors, so when software becomes absolutely instrumental to how a certain 
kind of space functions, it simply doesn't function. Without it, we can call those code spaces 
following Dodge in Kitchen, and that's different from a smart city because a smart city will have 
different versions of coded spaces. And code space and there will be different kinds of mixings 
of how that functions won't be evenly distributed across time and space. Nevertheless, the smart 
city is big business and I want to show you a fairly old advert now, but this is an advert for IBM 
that kind of illustrates the sorts of claims that are being made about the technologies that I've 
just been talking about.    

VIDEO CLIP 



DIGITAL GEOGRAPHIES ã SAM KINSLEY 2021 
 

IBM have quite effectively branded tests and they sell it as either a turnkey solution in an off-the-
shelf solution where IBM people will come your city, then install the various stuff, Watson gets 
fired as this kind of big AI system in the background and it will run certain kinds of things the 
IBM way, in your city. So Rio de Janeiro, for instance, has that technology sitting behind it for 
certain aspects of its how it functions. You can pay a bit more and it can become bespoke. But 
it's a service that's being sold in much the same way as we buy drop box or a another on-demand 
service that sits in the background and facilitate certain kinds of things happening. Browsing our 
lives. So, this is for the whole city. This is contingent upon a lot of data being captured and being 
generated being processed and then things happening as a result there. What does that look like? 
Well, let's return to Princess hey, and here's the advertising video. For the system that I said 
exists there. Who or what is the product of a data driven market is a question that becomes a 
fairly pertinent because an awful lot of these systems and an awful lot of the systems that then 
underlie what we call a smart city or what we might call refer to as coded spaces or code/space. 
We are increasingly in an ambiguous position as citizen. Moving around in those spaces, we're 
not the sovereign client, and the person who is definitively benefiting from all these things more 
often than not, we're part of the product we are being measured and tracked, and on that basis, 
we might be aggregated as a type, and that data is being used to serve us advertising, or at least to 
change how certain kinds of things work in the world that we inhabit. That doesn't really matter 
if you opt in or not, because even if you don't opt in, even if they don't. Have any social media 
or you only have a basic mobile phone? There are still ways in which you are being measured and 
monitored and said the West sort of constantly, knowingly or not in a former trade off that we 
have nice new dropping centres like Princess Hey there Bill on the back of certain kinds of 
rationale for how apparently public spaces can and should function because of course Princess is 
not a public space, privately operated public space. It's actually owned by a company, but it's 
open so it looks like it's so kind of Republican. That's a common theme across. United Kingdom 
most city centre. Shopping districts that have been redeveloped follow this path. Not all of them 
are instruments to the same degree. That's dependent upon the demographic. So, on the back of 
all those things that I've just been talking about, we might, and I don't have a clear answer to this 
question, but we might ask ourselves as geographers to what extent data then represent or enact 
our world. Perhaps it's a bit of both, but some key things that we might begin to observe and 
might begin to ask questions about arise on the basis of these technologies, because more often 
than not data are presented. As somehow neutral, they're aligned with the kinds of data we might 
collect about rainfall or other forms of apparently natural measurements, because after all, we 
can see a sort of common sense behind the claim that sensors or algorithms. They don't have 
any politics or political agenda. They reflect and produce what they, what they measure, and 
what that facilitates is a kind of benign common-sense story for smart cities. However, as many 
geographers and all sorts of social scientists. And scholars in the humanities have pointed out. 
So, if you're particularly interested in this, I really wholeheartedly recommend you check out our 
group with data and society in New York. We've done some fabulous work about these sorts of 
issues. One of the principal arguments, then is data are never neutral, never. They cannot exist 
independently at the ideas, the techniques, the technologies, the people in the context, that 
conceive, produce, process, manage, analyse, and store them in that sense, as Rob Kitchin and 
many others have observed raw data in the contexts I'm talking about, here is an oxymoron. It's 
never, or if you're talking about data, there are always inherently built-in assumptions about what 
that data is supposed to represent. 
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Algorithms 

Data don't magically appear and then magically produce effects in the world. They are forms of 
process that become enacted either by people doing things, pressing buttons, and so on, or by 
writing software that then functions semi autonomously, or perhaps really quite autonomously. 
And the key word that has emerged in popular discourse in TV programs and in newspapers and 
so on, is this idea of the algorithm. So, what on Earth does algorithm mean? We can think about 
it as precisely the stuff that sits in the black boxes that we refer to as Facebook or Google. We 
often talk about the Facebook or the Google algorithm. Really, what that connotes is an 
enormous scaffold of infrastructure and software, but it becomes easier to talk about it as a 
specific and individual thing. One of the most important geographically related algorithms, but 
Edgar Dijkstra created this algorithm that calculates a path between nodes so it can be an 
abstract graph like please, and the algorithm will find the shortest route. So, what's that useful 
for? Well, it's useful for finding directions when you turn all of these nodes into junctions, on 
roads and begin to find the shortest route across space, or particular route across the map. That's 
one kind of sense in which we're talking about algorithms, and that’s that computer scientists will 
give you, which is that it's a form of logic plus a form of control, so it's logic and control. 
Together, they produce certain kinds of effects, so it’s a specific step by step method of 
performing certain kind of arithmetic in a systematic way, like finding a particle that really does, 
and all I've done so far is answer kind of simple definitional question: what is an algorithm. I 
think there's a different question we might pose, which is: what do we actually mean by all of the 
different kinds of meanings we might use the word algorithm to represent? There’s all sorts of 
relevant academic discussions about this that you can find. And I’ve blogged about this, if you 
check out my personal website, there's a whole bunch of stuff there that I’ve written.  

We can think about the ways in which all sorts of other words might actually stand in. For the 
many things that we actually mean when we're talking about algorithms. So, we might think 
about something like a policy. So, a policy is a series of rules that we apply to a particular kind of 
group of people, and that facilitates are kind of common experience. We talk about computer 
programs, and this [picture] is [of] JavaScript code that sits behind a website. That's a kind of 
program, and that facilitates a certain kind of repetitive action. Being semi-automated well then 
sits behind. That is something like a protocol which. Facilitates those programs from 
functioning, so these instructions can be understood by the computer and they can function in 
certain kinds of ways. I think there’s a kind of interesting analogy that Tarleton Gillespie who 
works at Microsoft and has done quite a lot of work in this area offers.  He talks about the ways 
in which the algorithm is a kind of conceptual sequence of steps, and this is a part of the quotes 
which should be expressible in any computer language or in a human or logical language. They 
are instantiated in code they’re running on servers somewhere there are tended to by another 
helper applications and that are triggered when a query comes in for an image is scan and I quote 
I think this is quite helpful kind of suggestion. He made the apposite, interesting analogy of the 
difference between the book in your hand in the story within it.  
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Applications embody values outside of their reliance on a particular algorithm, and I think that's 
a really important thing to kind of note – that all of those connotations that I began to spell out: 
policy, program, protocol, and there's a whole bunch of others, they do different kinds of work 
in the world. And at the moment we've got a kind of impoverished descriptive language when 
we refer to absolutely all of that as algorithms. I'm just kind of providing a cautionary note.  

I think that because these technologies are developing relatively quickly, we need to kind of 
attend to: so, what is actually going on? How do we make sense of what's going on inside these 
sorts of black boxes? What is it that we think that is really going on inside the thing that we talk 
about as an algorithm, say Facebook’s algorithm, or Google's algorithm, or Uber's algorithm?  
Because they are doing things that have profound effects on all of our lives in different kinds of 
ways and by beginning to use more words, potentially to describe the kinds of agency they have, 
I think we've got a much more nuanced critical purchase, but that's by way of a kind of gentle 
critique of some of the things that you might choose to read. If you're interested in these kinds 
of things and signal for how things might be continuing to change in, certainly, in academic 
debates about things like algorithms. So, ‘so what?’ Why care about that stuff?  

I've made the case that academics should care about this stuff because we're interested in maybe 
some of the abstract issues that are in play. But there's all sorts of ways in which these things 
have particular kinds of effects. In our worlds, they produce particular forms of spatial 
experience. They produce particular kinds of politics with a small ‘p’. Power is exercised in 
particular ways with and through these technologies on the basis of the analysis of data and 
through the semi-automated systems that. I've just kind of problematized as algorithm, but this is 
not a new thing.  

We've got all sorts of ways in which our lives are automated, variously kind of automated and 
connected together, but one of the key issues that is then raised by this idea of a code/space or 
coded forms of space and digital mediation of our everyday lives, is that we take advantage of 
the stuff that we carry with us, granting access to certain kinds of things and actually facilitating 
certain kinds of things. Just sort of happening in the background. It can be as banal as a 
reminder that you need to go to the doctors or your train tickets being in your Apple Wallet 
rather than a bit of paper that you can lose and then get charged a penalty fare because you've 
lost it. Interestingly then the data becomes associated and the programs become associated with 
things, so we tend to focus on the things that have screens because they are the things that we're 
actively using and we're paying attention to, and they facilitate particular kinds of action in the 
world. But lots of things are becoming instrumented in our everyday lives, whether we like it or 
not. Or whether we see any purpose to it or not. But again, this is big business, and I will allow 
Intel's marketing team to give you a sense of what that means. 

VIDEO CLIP  

We see how the rhetoric builds up there, so you've got data being processed by articular kinds of 
systems are then interlinked. So, forms of automation and connectivity and again the marketing 
rhetoric that's been presented to you presents these things as neutral.  So, who wouldn't want 
this system of systems in their city? Who wouldn't want all of these potential problems to be 
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mitigated and solve for us? I'm not just say asking that in a in a cynical way, I genuinely think 
wouldn't it be wonderful if some of these sorts of things did exist for some of us, but we’re left 
with particular kinds of questions because, of course, Intel and not doing this out of sheer 
benevolence. They want to make money, so we might begin to ask questions about these systems 
of systems this. Internet of Things. Questions of ownership and responsibility whose data might 
be data about you? But do you own it? How do you know these things are being instrumented? I 
gave you the example of path intelligence. Do you know who has access to that system of 
systems? How are they grant? Access who decides when do they have access and in what 
contexts. All of those things go forward to pose questions of power.  

There is a politics to how this stuff works because how decisions are made on the basis of that 
data becomes really, really important when they produce significant material effects in our life. 
Your access to Healthcare is mediated by a system of systems like this and it has inbuilt biases 
and to what extent can you trust that that system actually functions for you is on your side. 
There isn't an easy answer to these questions and their ongoing issues. There are ongoing things 
that are being negotiated now both by governments and by companies, by particular kinds of 
consumer and public rights for civil rights movement movements, they’re in flux, and they 
present geographers and other social scientists with some interesting and quite hard questions to 
wrangle with, and this isn't limited to the public sphere. All of this stuff comes into the private 
sphere too. We're embedding these things into our most intimate spaces. I'll give you an example 
of a system that has not been without controversy.    

VIDEO CLIP 

There's been some interesting spoofs that have kind of poked fun at precisely how the politics 
begins to emerge in a device like this, so I'll read them out because they might not be legible. 
First, we have a text conversation. This is a fictional conversation.  

“Nest smoke alarm here! FYI your house is on fire. What do you want to do? Reply A) 
Call, the fire Department, or B) Do nothing, so of course they press ‘A’ “Whoops, there 
was an error trying to do that. 451: You're not a premium subscriber. Don't worry 
though, we can call the fire Department for a $10 fee. Reply YES and we’ll do it right 
now”.  

There's a sense in which you know all of these things are contingent upon a certain kind of 
business model. They're not there for benevolence, and that's a big chunk of how the logic for a 
lot of these systems work. They are not autonomous individual objects they’re often founded on 
technology that sits outside of your house or outside of your workplace in a data centre 
somewhere that you have little or no control over, nevertheless, completely contingent upon it, 
and that creates a form of connectivity to the automation that you have bought into, which can 
be quite opaque, but is kind of sent up by this exact these examples. The second one is from the 
Nest security camera. And there's an alert box on an iPhone saying:  

“Confirm your in-app purchase”. “We saw what you did in the living room. Would you 
like to delete the footage for $9.99?”  
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We get the sense in which there's all sorts of issues about privacy. There are all sorts of issues 
about whose data is this stuff. I posed the question. Who's got an Alexa in their house or in their 
bedroom? Should we trust them? Any of those devices? Where's that data going, is it? Is it off? 
Can you be sure? Who has access to that data? All those questions that I highlighted earlier 
because ultimately our data is worth quite a lot in certain contexts and how we can or should 
negotiate that value. Remains a difficult question to address because what are we willing to give 
up? Forgive the perceived benefits. 

 


