PEERING

TIM COWLISHAW

A face peers down at me, tinted blue by a bright sun which bleaches the sky
behind a hazy featureless white. The face wears an expression of concern, or
perhaps of puzzlement in the eyes. It’s a familiar face, although not one I've seen
from this angle. Below it, a question: “Do you remember this moment?”. 1 don’t -
but it must have happened - there’s photographic evidence after all.

It’s a photo of me, revealed by the “memory reel” notification that Google Photos
occasionally sends me, without my asking. But it’s a strange type of memory, one
that diverges so entirely from what I thought that I recalled. I'm peering into the
lens, perhaps caught by surprise, perhaps attempting to diagnose some problem,
but the overall impression is of someone peering into the mechanism, trying to
see what’s on the other side.

This hidden mechanism is on my mind now - receiving this notification was a
moment of Infrastructural uncanniness! - a sudden, jarring reminder, that my
phone, familiar, and personal, is one tendril of a much larger digital
infrastructure, through which other agencies apart from my own operate. If I
didn’t knowingly take this photo, then who, or what did?
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So, a few weeks later, I take a train to Madrid: It tickles me tha% i'm likely
following the same path along which my image had passed, from{ibre optic to
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optic network are often intertwined, and this is the case here: overlayingya map
of fibre infrastructure!? on to the railway network, and tracing the thread of a
backbone link following the AVE line beneath me.

On the second leg of my journey, I approach Alcala de Henares Universidad. An
outskirt of an outskirt: Alcala is a suburb of Madrid, and the Universidad station
is in an outskirt of Alcala: bordered on one side by warehouses, and on the ot
by the university campus and a large expanse of green scrubland.
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Standing on the corner on the other side of the patch of grass, I try to take in the
entire installation: not just the building, but the construction sites surrounding
it, the fibre network snaking under the roads and train lines, the electrical grid
behind me and the backup generators below. I'm very aware of all I don’t know,
and can’t see: most notably what’s inside the building: the high fences and
security cameras mean this is as close as I can get.

However, incomplete knowledge is still knowledge, and knowledge can be put
into action. I may not understand the totality of this rhizomatic infrastructure,
and [ may never understand fully how my own digital traces are tied up with it,
but I do now know two things.

The first, that scale, manifested in the impermeability, expandability and
anonymity of these infrastructures, might prevent us from knowing them directly,
but it also suggests other ways we might come to know and understand them.

I might never know for sure that my photo is in this data centre, but I know that
it’s in one like it, and this logic of scalability'®> suggests that that other data
centre will be much like this one: What I have learned and experienced here can
still teach me something about the site my photo inhabits, even if I never know
exactly where that is.

The second, is that this knowledge, does not need to be complete to be useful:
Partial knowledge can still give us reasons to act, to decide. And so, on finishing
this text, pasting in the image below, and hitting save, I return to my Google
Photos account, navigate to the 29th of December 2020, select the blue and
white smudge with the traces of a face, and I hit delete.

Thanks to Anne Pasek, for the methodological techniques outlined in Getting into Fights with Data Centres,
for inspiration, and in general for tonnes of prior work I hope in some small sense I'm building on. Thanks also to
Justin Pickard, for emergency ethnographic training and mentoring, extremely generative conversations,

general moral support and commitment to the bit.
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