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Poll conducted 
on my Instagram 
story to gather 
quick facts on 
people’s general 
view of their data 
control — 321 
participants

My 
 Private
  Life

Stroll through any neighborhood  
today and your body sets in motion 
machines of every kind, orchestrated 
by an algorithm in the ‘cloud’. Our 
old city of concrete, glass, and steel 
now conceals a vast underworld 
of computers and software. (Townsend, 
2013) We have been accustomed to 
this strange new order of intuition, 
interconnectivity, and automation – 
the internet of things. However, this 
technological revolution has also 
introduced another wave of concern; 
the preservation of our private lives.

EXPERIMENT 01 EXPERIMENT 02

No one really thinks about 
privacy until theirs has 
been infringed. Most digital 
networking platforms 
are designed to facilitate 
seamless information 
extraction without your 
realisation and with your 
consent. Looking back, how many terms and conditions have we agreed to 
without knowing what they demand of us, or how many different applications 
have we given Facebook access to, or how many online monthly subscriptions 
have we sold our souls to. Spotify knows what everyone is listening to, and 
Netflix knows what everyone is watching. We track and are being tracked. 
Every act, every click, every tap is a brand new set of data for them to  
capitalise on.

Sometimes your computer seems to know exactly what your wishes are, or what 
you’re looking for. As a reflective experiment, I collected some first-hand data 
to investigate how much of my private life I am giving away through a series of 
mobile-diary experiments. The conditions were as follows:

Experiment outcome shown in the following page

Record the different applications
used on your mobile in a week

Counts the number of times these 
applications were used

Pick the application with the highest 
count. Think like a criminal and list 
out possible information that can be 
drawn from its usage. 

Record the different type of 
sponsored posts received in your 
Facebook

Sort relevant and non-relevant ads

1

2

3
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We probably had no idea how much the internet shares about us. All these smart 
products and services inadvertently dictate our preferences and purchases. 
They can also be used for political advantage — China has plans to use their 
citizen’s public data to generate a ‘citizenship score’. (Obbema, 2015) This could 
potentially affect employment, housing or even education privileges. However, 
shutting ourselves out of this information economy is not the ideal way out. As 
creatives, we should acknowledge the aiding potential of smart technology whilst 
designing with consumer privacy in mind. Not everything needs to be online, 
not everything needs to go to on the cloud. ‘The cloud’ is in fact a pretty name 
for ‘someone else’s computer’. Terming it this way helps bring out the tensions 
involved: who does the computer being to? In what country is the computer 
kept? Many critics have pointed out that terms like ‘cloud’ and ‘cyberspace’ are 
misleading, as they make us think that the internet is a place that transcends 
borders and politics. But someone else’s computer is always in a particular 
country, and subject to that country’s particular laws on privacy and data 
property. (Schep, 2016) And before we know it, there goes our private lives.

BLOG

My Private Life
Sc
he
p,
 T
. 
(2
01
6)
 D
es
ig
n 
My
 P
ri
va
cy
. 
Am
-

st
er
da
m:
 B
is
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

To
wn
se
nd
, 
A.
 M
. 
(2
01
3)
 S
ma
rt
 C
it
ie
s.
 B
ig
 

Da
ta
, 
Ci
vi
c 
Ha
ck
er
s,
 a
nd
 t
he
 Q
ue
st
 f
or
 a
 

Ne
w 
Ut
op
ia
 N
ew
 Y
or
k:
 W
.W
 N
or
to
n 
& 
Co
mp
a-

ny
, 
In
c.



Mass- 
 produced
students
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Upon passing through the portal, the 
students immediately find themselves 
on a conveyor belt. They are sternly 
and constantly moved along with 
the aid of various rough mechanisms 
of drilling and machine harassment: 
they are pressed through the gears 
of basic knowledge, the disciplining 
sluices of exercises, and the stress 
presses of exams, then subject to the 
imprisonment of administrative rules 
and the mills of specialised knowledge, 
until they arrive at the final round of 
examinations that undertake to include 
the docile and the exclude the stubborn 
rejects. (Wolf Wanger, 1997)

Since the industrial 
revolution, mass production 
has been one of the most 
lucrative sources of 
economic capital. Most of 
our possessions are mass 
produced – our books, 
bags, phones, and basically 
everything. It is not 
surprising that over time, 
this profitable system found its way into the education sector too. We used to 
understand mass production as the efficient manufacture of large quantities of 
standardized products. However today, this can also be adapted to our schools as 
the efficient manufacture of large quantities of standardized students. As Raunig 
(2013) claims, what was once the factory is now the university. 

Knowledge became a manufactured commodity, formatted over and over again in 
the likeness of textbooks and syllabus to shape our tender minds. This effective 
reproduction is not only rapid, lucrative but very often also politically crafted. 
At our age, the knowledge transferred (content), and the transfer of knowledge 
(method), has the potential to set our minds in stone – leading to our future 
decisions to stand for or to stand against. Educators or entrepreneurs alike have 
caught a glimpse of this marketisation agenda and transformed our factories  
of knowledge into financial actors, prioritising profit over student interests. 

Schools began to modularise themselves, offering a wider selection  
achievable within a shorter period of time, of course, with a higher profit  
margin. This also gave rise to online education and digital certifications,  
luring in a different clientele of people who are seeking smaller investments  
in time and capital. With this, space and time continually condense as the 
industry of knowledge production steadily rose. This is why the possession  
of knowledge has to condemn us to a life of debt. Universities have been  
reduced to a mere transaction, tied to the cycle of supply and demand. 

What a monstrous factory this is that we operate and participate in,  
a constant jockeying for a piece of the student loan industry pie.

Looking back at London College of Communication, I sense a difference.  
Not in the price, no never. But in the transfer of knowledge and knowledge 
transferred. Unlike many other factories, this one has a different methodology 
that turns away from standardization by encouraging experimentation and 
failure. In a recent tutorial, I questioned my lecturer on the lack of structure in 
our curriculum, which seems to be a recurring concern amongst us students. Her 
response ‘this is the only time for you to design your own curriculum, do it’ lead 
me to realize how my initial expectations of school advocated the manufacture 
of even more mass-produced students. Here, knowledge is delivered ‘informally 
via practice rather than systematically via syllabus’. (Giampetro , 2011) Lectures 
are often made out of inquisitive discussions from the students rather than a 
standard delivery of speech from a teacher.

The role of a teacher no longer consists of teaching and imparting, but of  
calling-into-question. This insinuates a mode of investigation which then  
leads to self-inquiry. (Raunig, 2013) “Knowledge” here does not preexist but 
is fabricated in exchange. Thus, the teacher also goes to school. This two-way 
exchange of knowledge can avert the manufacture of even more mass-produced 
students in future. 

RESEARCH METHODS:
LITERATURE REVIEW
TEXTUAL ANALYSIS
PLAYFUL TRIGGERS
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Multiple
 
 Histories

BLOG 04

I had recently attended 
a seminar hosted by 
Ethos Books, debunking 
Singapore’s ‘mythic history’ 
since it’s founding. It got me thinking about how history should be a critical 
discourse instead of an imposed narrative (like it was taught in school). In one of 
my recent lecture on graphic design history, I couldn’t help noticing the parallels 
between both my country and this creative discipline. Both are relatively young 
and trying so desperately to write an authoritative history for itself. Both getting 
(somewhat) nowhere. Is this the time to start thinking about a more pluralistic 
narrative, and the possibility of multiple histories?

Whilst attempting to cement our graphic design history, there were debates 
on what to include and what to leave out, or even where to begin. It was not 
easy to decide what was ‘significant enough’ to qualify for the graphic design 
canon. Some advocate the shortsighted view and believe that graphic design is 
a new activity, born of the industrial revolution. Others advocate a far-sighted 
view, believing the essence of graphic design is giving visual form to human 
communications, an activity that has a distinguished ancestry dating to the 
medieval manuscript and early printers of the Renaissance. (Meggs, 1994) 

Martha Scottford (1991) even attempted to produce an experimental canon 
with various criteria like size and reproductions. However as graphic design 
continually expands and become more multidisciplinary, it will only get even 
trickier to define and assign value. However, this is also the beauty of graphic 
design — how it is a moving target, continuously changing in self-definition to 
reflect meaning in different cultures and context. Thus, a single narrative will 
only lead to oversimplification, ignorance of causes and their effects, and the 
lack of barrage point. A single narrative will never be an accurate representation 
of what graphic design history really is.  

I guess this is where the notion of multiple histories has the potential to play out. 
Absolute truth surely exists ideologically somewhere out there, but once written 
it evolves into relative narratives due to the cultural context and unavoidable 
bias of the writer. When we attempt to record the accomplishments of the past, 
we do so from the vantage point of our own time. As much as one might strive for 
objectivity, the limitations of individual knowledge and insights will ultimately 
intrude. Therefore, a single narrative is in large measure a myth, because the 
historian looks back over the great sprawling network of human struggle and 
attempts to construct a web of meaning. (Meggs, 1994) The facts were never an 
issue, but we are.

Over time as graphic design matures, I envision its narrative unfolding into a 
more pluralistic, inclusive and co-written script. At this proto-disciplinary stage, 
we should let go of our urge for a unified viewpoint and maybe, just maybe, agree 
to disagree from here on. We could have two different starting points for graphic 
design, we could have ten. Why not? Let’s create an anarchic and incohesive 
narrative, allowing people to decide for themselves what is true, leaving history 
as a space for critical discourse. 

RESEARCH METHODS:
LITERATURE REVIEW OF 
SECONDARY SOURCES

A single narrative is in large measure 
a myth, because the historian looks 
back over the great sprawling network 
of human struggle and attempts to 
construct a web of meaning (Meggs, 1994)
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The Internet is everywhere and nowhere. It has no face, but just this name 
that describes everything and nothing at the same time. (Aranda, 2015) This 
contention to define the internet has gone on for decades due to its absence of 
structure and form. Thus, the impetus for this piece of writing was the dualism 
between cyberspace and real space — and how this could metaphorically give  
the Internet a face. 

Metaphors are traditionally understood as a linguistic structure that implies 
similarities between two ostensibly dissimilar things. (Wilken, 2011, p.70) 
The ‘essence of metaphor’, as George Layoff and Mark Johnson (1980) explain, 
‘is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another’ – 
one of which is familiar, the other usually less so. This writing has also been 
constructed in a non-linear fashion to allow comparison and questioning of  
the inclusivity or exclusivity of each metaphor. 

The metaphorical language used intend to parallel the Internet against the 
geographical spaces that we are acquainted with; our homes, our travel 
destinations (sites), and our city streets. We will be exploring ‘space’ as 
emptiness, location and congregation; each proven popular terms of use,  
yet also proven contentious and restrictive. Here, it is crucial to understand 
the term ‘space’ not as something solely tied to locality, but a multidimensional 
vacuum of directions and velocities. With this pluralistic attitude toward space 
in general, we can proceed to understand the Internet as an “actual space”,  
rather than a consensual hallucination occurring at the social level. 

METAPHOR 01          METAPHOR 02            METAPHOR 03

The Internet as Home        The Internet as Sites            The Internet as Streets

 
FURTHER NOTES ON METAPHORS 

1     Metaphor selection is never free of complication, and any comparison    
      intended to clarify also has the capacity to obfuscate. 

2     Insofar as a metaphor is intertwined with rhetoric, a metaphor is  
      never innocent, and the rhetoric uses of metaphor always influence  
      and shape the meanings that are generated by, and the meanings  
      which accumulate around, a given metaphor. 

3     Metaphors orient research — setting the terms of reference 
      of an agenda for research — and they fix results.

       (Wilken, 2011, pp.75)

Metaphors
 of the
 Internet

ESSAY 05

RESEARCH METHODS:
OBSERVATION 
LITERATURE REVIEW
CONTEXTUAL INQUIRY
STORYTELLING
POEMS

Exploring one’s presence 
as realism and space as 
emptiness to be occupied

Exploring one’s presence 
as immersion and space 
with its locality

Exploring one’s presence 
as a social actor and 
space as congregation
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This metaphor of the Internet as your home theorises cyberspace as a lived 
space. In this allegory, it is evident that familiarity is very strongly tied to the 
association of home. Usually, it is not the physicality of a place that causes us 
to feel ‘at home’, but the familiarity of it that does. This is why the imagery of 
the internet as a home resonates so strongly with many. Familiarity looks like 
the minimalism of a google search bar, the likeness of our digital bookmarks, or 
your home screen that greets you with a new window view with every click. In a 
crowd of thousands, it is actually possible to feel at home with this little piece 
of familiarity in our pockets! It assures us that we are in control and that at any 
time, at anywhere, we can go back home. In Meyrowitz (1985) study, No Sense of 
Place, he writes about how, through the radio, TV, and phone, the family home 
has become ‘a less bounded and unique environment’. Even when we are not 
home, home is never far away and is constantly within our reach. The internet, 
condensed into our smartphones, has become our little piece of privacy. 

Apart from familiarity, the home is also a container; where we assemble, organise 
and store our lives. In this way, it is emptiness awaiting our inhabitation. Spaces 
are—after all—the vacuum between objects. With this space, we store our lives and 
organise them into folders, placing draft_01.pdf into a folder titled ‘Essay’ located 
in https://www.google.com/drive/. Cloud storage has completely annihilated the 
requisite for the spatial occupation of our lives. We can also easily archive and 
store our personal history with the click of a button. Sites we have visited, photos 
we have taken, conversations, document revisions, and even the movies or music 
that we love. All these data made available, and made smart. Now, the Internet is 
as a smart house.

Back at home, we generally grow accustom to the placement of things, like where 
that bag of oranges is, or where to hang our coats. These habits are built upon a 
rhythm of consistency in our lives that eventually evolves into automation. We 
don’t really think about where to hang our coats, but we just do it. In that sense, 
automation is also effected on screen. Every click is converted into data that 
prompts an algorithm to register your digital living habits. Like the smart home, 
the internet knows exactly who we are, what we need or what we are looking for. 
The functional cognitively of these kinds of automation can be more powerful 
than human cognitively. (Berarfi, 2015, p.108) The computer, while unable 
to invent, can explore relations very quickly and systematically, according to 
prescribed rules. It functions as a natural extension of man’s analytical ability. 
(Wilken, 2011, p.90)

DRIVE ME INSANE http://www.drivemeinsane.com/ 

(SITUATED SPACE) 

Alas, I am back
I unlock my home 
And step right back into familiarity
Without second thought, 
gliding through the hallways 
As I unload the baggage from my day 
Back into the comfort of my room

(CYBERSPACE)

Alas, I am back
I unlock my home screen 
And step right back into familiarity
Without second thought, 
gliding the cursor through my windows
As I unload the baggage from my day
Back into the comfort of my desktop 

This site allows you to use  
home automation to have fun  
at someone else’s expense

http://www.drivemeinsane.com/
https://clickclickclick.click/ 
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This metaphor of the Internet as travel sites theorises cyberspace as a 
destination. The spatial-geographic language of websites as places to visit 
implies the Internet as an immersive environment. Imagine the Internet asking 
‘Where would you like to go today?’ each time you open a new window. Here, you 
assume the position of the driver with the Internet as your GPS navigation. With 
its richness in information, it can take you down any empire, roads and routes, 
overcoming space and transcending time — a modern-day utopian tower of Babel 
and the epitome of absolute knowledge. At its simplest, every website attempts 
to establish a sense of place; that you have arrived somewhere. What marks this 
space as such has less to do with the geographical context of the site than the 
relation that it maintains with other sites and documents. (Nunes, 1965, p.48) 
This world of bit-stream is the death of geography. 

A nearly total dissociation of our 
physicality is required to travel 
through this space. This conception 
of cyberspace as ‘a “space” that has 
no coordinates in actual space’  
(Tofts and McKeich, 1998, p.15) 
reroutes the way we conceptualise 

our presence in a situated place. While surfing the net, users experience two kinds 
of presence; one situated physically in front of our computer screen, and the  
other depending on the site we are surfing. We are riding on the borders 
between the here and there, causing us to be both present and absent at 
the same time with every click. 

This post-geographical school of thought also depicts the net as a mean of 
transportation. It places emphasis on the transfer of knowledge over the 
inhabitation of space as described previously (Internet as Home). On this road, 
traffic flow is fast, high in volume, and dangerously political. As (Wises, 1997, 
p.159) further explains, the decision of where to place highways, railroads 
and fiver optic trunks is obviously highly political. We should remember the 
consequences for hundreds, if not thousands, of small towns that were missed  
by the interstates, and therefore vanished, cute off from a major source of 
income. What these mega-sites decide to construct are akin to the building 
of these roads. It implicates navigation, flow and the quality of information 
accessible to the public. Thus, no one actually inhabits this space like a home, 
but merely use it to get to an end. Here, the internet is both an end (destination) 
and the means to that end (navigation).

The speed and efficiency of these routes naturally command for greater 
surveillance too. Not the kind of surveillance that controls and moderates, 
but those that watch and tracks. We track and are being tracked. This highway 
is highly governed and patrolled by corporate superpowers like Google and 
Facebook, and many times even the government. What may seem like a free  
pass is in actuality a highly regulated traffic system, monitored by net CCTVs  
in the form of algorithms. Security expert Bruce Schneider summed it up nicely: 
‘Survelliance is the business model of the internet.” (Rashid, 2014) It’s free 
travel, yes. But we pay with our data.

EXPERIENCE IT HERE https://clickclickclick.click/  and  http://pointerpointer.com/

(SITUATED SPACE) 

Visit us at this site:  
London College of Communication
Elephant & Castle
London SE1 6SB

(CYBERSPACE)

Visit us @ this site: 

http://www.arts.ac.uk/lcc/

The mobile phone is often understood and 
promoted as a divide for connecting us to  
those who are far away, thus overcoming  
distance—and perhaps geography itself.  
(Morley, 2003, p.452) 

http://pointerpointer.com/
http://www.arts.ac.uk/lcc/
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This metaphor of the Internet as our city streets is heavily influenced by the 
writings of Henri Lefebvre (2000), as he describes space not to be a thing, but 
a social process. The streets quoted earlier makes reference to general public 
spaces for congregation. These spaces are, in Baudrillard’s (1985) words, 
“reciprocal spaces of speech and response” that lure users to say something, 
anything. Instead of conforming to the rigid structures of end-destinations 
and roads (Internet as Sites), these social streets are formed over time after 
sufficient interaction amongst people. Once again with our disembodied selves, 
free from the constraints of physics and the messy contingencies of the flesh. 
(Sconce, 2000, p.21) It is a social product with online interaction as a key 
ingredient. What might start out as a faint walking path could gradually evolve 
into a seasoned pedestrian after multiple use. 

Walking along these digital streets is similar to walking in reality; we are  
already moving our feet by the time we realise that it is what we are doing —  
we are already scrolling through our feeds before our meta-consciousness  
kicks in. These public spaces are constantly evolving; busy intersections  
become pedestrian plazas, desolate steps of waterfront grow into errant parts, 
and traffic is redirected to make way for festival and parades. Wherever people 
are, these streets would evolve and reform. Wherever people are, viral threads 
and digital hotspots would begin to form. How we read and inhabit these public 
spaces could tell us a lot about the movements within a city, with stories hidden 
between a labyrinth of streets and passages, ‘crafted between cellars, lampposts, 
steps, window ledges, benches, stoops, curbs, and other pockets of space, 
stitching together an urban tapestry that pulses with life.’ (Browning, 2015) 
Composed with Facebook posts, blog entries, comments, likes, stories and  
direct messages. 

Most people view these public spaces as the world’s greatest form of  
democracy and free speech, mediating between society and state. The three 
major prerequisites of the public sphere are universal access, rational debate  
and the disregard for rank. However open and transparent the Internet may 
seem, democracy can never exist purely as it is in actuality, even online. While 
this is an efficient platform for citizen – or netizen activism, digital algorithms 
on social platforms often lead you only towards the views of those who are akin 
to yours. Most of the time, these digital directions only further misbalance bias 
viewpoints and add fire to fire, turning cyberspace into a social space that is  
out of control. 

We are all social beings, online or offline. We long to be seen and to be heard, 
and embodying the digital is a great way to extend one’s reach, one’s agency, 
and one’s ability to achieve desired effects. But not all the time.

PUBLIC LIVES OF CATS https://iknowwhereyourcatlives.com/

(SITUATED SPACE) 

“The street,” writes Rebecca Solnit 
(2001), “is democracy’s greatest 
arena, the place where ordinary 
people can speak, unsegregated 
by walls, unmediated by those 
with more power.”

(CYBERSPACE)

Rheingold (1993) enthusiastically 
declares that in cyberspace, ‘we 
do everything people do when they 
get together on the streets, but 
we do it with words on computer 
screens, leaving our bodies behind’ 

https://iknowwhereyourcatlives.com/
http://pointerpointer.com/
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Metaphors are never more than partial descriptions of the phenomena they seek 
to describe, they are always incomplete (Forty, 2004, p. 84) These metaphors 
do not seek to exist independent of each other, but as a whole, exposing the 
different facades of this complexity. They are not individualistic or equivalent, 
but deficient and in need of one another. Therefore, the words written should 
be as prominent as the words that have been left out. So here we find ourselves 
constructing a complex interrelation of metaphors to understand this digital 
phenomenon that has intercepted our lives. Though formless, we latch onto our 
familiarity of the known to thread this unfamiliar ground. This paper hopes to 
spark even more critique and conversations about the form of the Internet; its 
softening of our time and condensation of our space. 

The internet can be as familiar as home, as accessible as travel destinations, and 
as public as our city streets. It can empower us, direct us, and be constructed 
by us. As a space, it is both a vacant container waiting to be occupied, and a 
wellspring of information that never runs dry. As we continue to comprehend 
these forms of Internet, we shall continue to comprehend our world. Thus, 
whoever controls the internet controls our world—whoever that might be.   
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