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A
stronaut photograph a

s8-14-2383, D
ecem

ber 24
, 

1968. N
A

SA
’s original caption reads: “T

his view
  

of the rising Earth greeted the A
pollo 8 astronauts 

as they cam
e from

 behind the M
oon after the  

lunar orbit insertion burn. Earth is about five 

degrees above the horizon in the photo. T
he 

unnam
ed surface features in the foreground are 

near the eastern lim
b of the M

oon as view
ed from

 

Earth. T
he lunar horizon is approxim

ately 780 kilo-

m
eters from

 the spacecraft. W
idth of the photo-

graphed area at the horizon is about 175 kilom
eters. 

O
n the Earth 240,000 m

iles aw
ay, the sunset  

term
inator bisects A

frica.” T
his im

age has com
e  

to be know
n as Earthrise. 

ph
o

to
: n

a
sa

A
stronaut photograph a

s17-148-22727, D
ecem

ber 7, 

1972. N
A

SA
’s original caption reads: “V

iew
 of the 

Earth as seen by the A
pollo 17 crew

 traveling tow
ard 

the m
oon. T

his translunar coast photograph extends 

from
 the M

editerranean Sea area to the A
ntarctica 

south polar ice cap. T
his is the first tim

e the A
pollo 

trajectory m
ade it possible to photograph the south 

polar ice cap. N
ote the heavy cloud cover in the 

Southern H
em

isphere. A
lm

ost the entire coastline  

of A
frica is clearly visible. T

he A
rabian P

eninsula  

can be seen at the northeastern edge of A
frica. T

he 

large island off the coast of A
frica is the M

alagasy 

R
epublic. T

he A
sian m

ainland is on the horizon 

tow
ard the northeast.” T

his im
age has com

e to be 

know
n as The B

lue M
arble. 

ph
o

to
: n

a
sa



9

C
on

sid
er tw

o sim
ilar im

ages th
at h

ave tran
scen

d
ed

 m
ere p

u
blicity

 to becom
e 

icon
ic. E

arthrise, or im
age A

S8-14-2383, is a color ph
otograph

 taken
 by

 A
pollo 8 

astron
au

t W
illiam

 A
n

ders in
 D

ecem
ber 1968, sh

ow
in

g th
e E

arth
 in

 h
alf sh

adow
 

again
st th

e foregroun
d of a lun

ar lan
dscape. Th

e secon
d picture com

es from
 th

e 

A
pollo 17 astron

au
ts in

 D
ecem

ber 1972, a circu
lar im

age of a sh
adow

less globe. 

N
A

SA
 labeled it im

age n
um

ber A
S17-148-22727, but it h

as com
e to be called T

he 

B
lue M

arble.

 
Earthrise is a photo of the Earth taken w

hile orbiting the M
oon. It is a perspec-

tival view
—

the foreground offers a sort of ground and seem
s to suggest the posi-

tion
 of a v

iew
er, so th

at you can
 alm

ost im
agin

e bein
g th

ere, lookin
g across th

e 

lun
ar surface. T

he B
lue M

arble is perh
aps m

ore un
settlin

g, because it is w
ith

out 

perspective, a floating globe, an abstracted sphere, som
ething like a m

ap.

 
D

en
is C

osgrove, in
 A

pollo’s E
ye, calls ou

r atten
tion

 to th
ese tw

o im
ages an

d 

to the role they
 played in

 producin
g “an

 altered im
age of the Earth.”

1 Each in
 its 

ow
n

 w
ay

 is credited w
ith

 represen
tin

g or even
 cataly

zin
g a n

otion
 of global or 

plan
etary

 un
ity, w

hether in
 un

iversalist term
s, hum

an
ist on

es, or precisely
 n

on
-

h
um

an
ist env

iron
m

en
tal or n

atural on
es. Th

e v
iew

 across th
e M

oon
’s surface, it 

seem
s, provoked thoughts of an Earth w

ithout borders. Cosgrove quotes A
pollo 8 

m
ission com

m
ander Frank B

orm
an’s reading of the Earthrise im

age: “W
hen you’re 

finally
 up at the m

oon looking back at the earth, all those differences and nation
-

alistic traits are pretty
 w

ell going to blend and you’re going to get a concept that 

m
ay

be this is really
 one w

orld and w
hy

 the hell can’t w
e learn to live together like 

decen
t people?”

2 This “con
cept” of “on

e w
orld” can

 be evaluated in
 m

any
 w

ays: 

as “th
e u

n
iversal broth

erh
ood of a com

m
on

 h
u

m
an

ity
” (C

osgrove paraph
rasin

g 

A
rchibald M

acLeish), as a gesture of im
perial dom

ination, as an abstract and artifi-

cially totalizing erasure of very real differences, as the basis of new
 global political 

M
apping Considered as a  

P
roblem

 of Theory and P
ractice

10 
clo

se u
p at a

 d
ista

n
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m
ovem

en
ts for hum

an
 rights or plan

etary
 respon

sibility, or as w
hat M

artin
 H

ei-

degger called “th
e u

prootin
g of m

an
”—

”I w
as sh

ocked w
h

en
 a sh

ort tim
e ago I 

saw
 the pictures of the earth taken from

 the m
oon. W

e do not need atom
ic bom

bs 

at all—
the uprooting of m

an is already
 here . . . . It is no longer upon an earth that 

m
an lives today,” he told an interview

er in 1966, just a m
onth after an even earlier 

Earthrise im
age, taken from

 the Lunar O
rbiter 1, had been released. 3 W

hatever the 

evaluation, as Cosgrove underlines, these photographs “have becom
e the im

age of 

the globe, sim
ultaneously ‘true’ representations and virtual spaces.”

4 The 1972 pho-

tograph, no doubt because it both offered the view
er the w

hole Earth and seem
ed 

to rem
ove any

 view
er from

 the picture, becam
e perhaps even m

ore of an icon, not 

only of totality and unity but likew
ise singularity and freestanding vulnerability.

 
B

ut these tw
o im

ages are not the only
 exam

ples of their ty
pe, and their after-

life is indicative of an im
portant shift in the w

ay
 w

e represent the planet—
and the 

political stakes of those representations. The iconic status of the im
ages, particu-

larly
 the secon

d on
e, is perhaps attested to by

 the fact that m
ost people w

ill n
ot 

be able to notice a difference betw
een the 1972 B

lue M
arble and a num

ber of new
 

on
es. In

 2002, N
A

SA
 produ

ced a pair of n
ew

 im
ages, togeth

er called on
ce again 

The B
lue M

arble 2002 is a com
posite im

age stitching together quarterly observations, at a spatial resolution of 1 square kilom
eter per 

pixel, from
 the M

oderate R
esolution Im

aging Spectroradiom
eter (M

O
D

IS) onboard N
A

SA
’s Terra satellite. 

n
a

sa im
a

g
e by reto

 stö
ck

li w
ith

 en
h

a
n

cem
en

ts by ro
bert sim

m
o

n
; a

d
d

itio
n

a
l d

ata fro
m

 u
sg

s ero
s d

ata cen
ter

, u
sg

s terrestria
l rem

o
te 

sen
sin

g fla
g

sta
ff field

 cen
ter (a

n
ta

rctica
), a

n
d

 d
efen

se m
eteo

ro
lo

g
ica

l satellite pro
g

r
a

m
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T
he B

lue M
arble (on

e of th
e W

estern
 H

em
isph

ere, an
d on

e of th
e E

astern
), pu

t 

togeth
er ou

t of fou
r m

on
th

s’ w
orth

 of satellite im
ages assem

bled in
to w

h
at th

e 

space agen
cy

 called a “seam
less, photo-like m

osaic of every
 square kilom

eter of 

our plan
et.” Th

e resolution
 of th

e im
ages, collected by

 th
e M

oderate R
esolution 

Im
agin

g Spectro radiom
eter, w

as on
e kilom

eter per pixel. Th
ree years later, th

ey 

did it again, at tw
ice the resolution and based on tw

elve m
onths’ w

orth of rem
ote 

sensing, and called the im
ages The B

lue M
arble: The N

ext G
eneration. 5 A

nd in 2012, 

there w
ere tw

o m
ore, again one of the W

estern H
em

isphere and the other of the 

Eastern, called B
lue M

arble N
ext G

eneration 2012, assem
bled from

 data collected by 

the V
isible/Infrared Im

ager R
adiom

eter Suite (V
IIR

S) on the Suom
i N

P
P

 satellite 

in six orbits over eight hours. 6 These versions are not sim
ply

 photographs taken by 

a person traveling in space w
ith a cam

era. They
 are com

posites of m
assive quanti-

ties of rem
otely

 sensed data collected by
 satellite-borne sensors. 7

 
The difference betw

een the generations of B
lue M

arbles sum
s up a shift in w

ays 

of thinking about im
ages, w

hat they represent, and how
 w

e are to interpret them
. 

 
The n

ew
 blue m

arbles n
ow

 appear every
w

here: in
 advertisem

en
ts an

d as the 

ubiquitious default screen of the iP
hone. 8 So w

here you m
ight think you’re looking 

at im
age n

um
ber A

S17-148-22727, h
an

dcrafted w
itn

ess to earth
ly

 totality, in
 fact 

w
hat you’re seeing is a patchw

ork of satellite data, artificially
 assem

bled—
albeit 

The B
lue M

arble: The N
ext G

eneration, 2005, is a com
posite im

age using tw
elve m

onthly cloud-free observations in 2004
, at a spatial 

resolution of 500 square m
eters per pixel, from

 the M
O

D
IS onboard N

A
SA

’s Terra satellite. 
im

a
g

e: reto
 stö

ck
li, n

a
sa ea

rth
 o

bservato
ry

12 
clo

se u
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 d
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w
ith great skill and an enorm

ous am
ount of labor. This is not the integrating vision 

of a particular person standing in a particular place or even floating in space. It’s an 

im
age of som

ething no hum
an could see w

ith his or her ow
n eye, not only

 because 

it’s cloudless, but because it’s a full 360-degree com
posite, m

ade of data collected 

an
d assem

bled over tim
e, w

rapped aroun
d a w

irefram
e sphere to produce a view

 

of the Earth at a resolution
 of at least half a kilom

eter per pixel—
an

d any
 con

ti-

n
en

t can
 be chosen

 to be in
 the cen

ter of the im
age. A

s the story
 of the version

s 

suggests, it can
 alw

ays be updated w
ith

 n
ew

 data. It bears w
ith

 it a h
istory

 th
at 

m
ixes, un

stably, both
 precision

 an
d am

biguity
 an

d th
at raises a series of fun

da-

m
ental questions about the intersection betw

een physical space and its represen-

tation, virtual space and its realization.

 
Cosgrove described the astronauts’ photographs as “sim

ultaneously
 ‘true’ rep-

resen
tation

s an
d v

irtu
al spaces,” an

d w
e can

 n
ow

 begin
 to appreciate ju

st h
ow

 

precise that description is for the sequence of satellite-generated im
ages to w

hich 

they
 gave rise. The photographs w

ere true, at least in the trivial m
echanical sense, 

and then provided a platform
 for som

ething m
ore abstract or virtual, the “concept” 

of “one w
orld.” N

ow
 it is the virtuality

 of the data-based constructions that seem
s 

self-ev
iden

t. A
n

d th
eir basis in

 rem
otely

 sen
sed data h

elps us un
derstan

d w
h

at 

has becom
e of truth in the era of the digital data stream

: it is intim
ately

 related to 

B
lue M

arble N
ext G

eneration, 2012, is a com
posite im

age using a num
ber of sw

aths of the Earth’s surface taken on January 4
, 2012,  

by the V
IIR

S instrum
ent aboard N

A
SA

’s Suom
i N

P
P

 satellite. 
im

a
g

e: n
a

sa
/n

o
a

a
/g

sfc/su
o

m
i n

pp/
v

iir
s/n

o
r

m
a

n
 k

u
rin

g
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resolution
, to m

easurability, to the con
struction

 of a reliable algorithm
 for tran

s-

latin
g betw

een
 represen

tation
 an

d reality. Th
e fact th

at th
ey

 are v
irtu

al im
ages 

does not m
ake them

 any
 less true, but it should m

ake us pause and consider w
hat 

w
e m

ean today
 by

 truth.

 
It is the intersection betw

een the true and the virtual that is the subject of w
hat 

follow
s. In

 it, I offer an
 accoun

t of the techn
ologies that produce global im

agery 

and that both necessitate and facilitate the interpretation of im
ages at once m

ea-

surable an
d digital, un

cen
tered an

d am
biguous, yet com

prehen
sive an

d authori-

tative. M
y

 account rests on and results from
 research conducted through practice,  

w
orking w

ith m
aps and im

ages I have created, data I have acquired or generated, 

installations and projects I have undertaken.

resea
rch

 co
n

d
u

cted
 th

ro
u

g
h

 pra
ctice

Since the early
 1990s—

since the first G
ulf W

ar, to be precise—
I have been think-

in
g abou

t an
d w

orkin
g w

ith
 n

ew
 tech

n
ologies of location

, rem
ote sen

sin
g, an

d 

m
appin

g. I un
derstan

d th
is w

ork as a form
 of research

 con
ducted th

rough
 prac-

tice. The proposition
s an

d claim
s I offer here, how

ever theoretical they
 are, on

ly 

em
erged

 for m
e th

rou
gh

 th
e p

rocess of exp
erim

en
tin

g w
ith

 th
e tech

n
ologies 

th
em

selves, w
orkin

g w
ith

 an
d th

rough
 th

em
 to create im

ages. Th
at research

 h
as 

n
ot sim

ply
 been

 aim
ed at developin

g a th
eoretical fram

ew
ork for better u

n
der-

stan
din

g th
ese n

ew
 sorts of spatial represen

tation
s, but h

as taken
 th

e form
 of a 

series of projects u
tilizin

g th
e tech

n
ologies th

at h
ave produ

ced th
ese im

ages in 

order to investigate them
. That w

ork is presented here in term
s of a series of proj-

ects that have form
ed the basis of m

y
 inquiry. They

 both exem
plify

 the approach 

to understanding digital im
ages articulated here and, I hope, suggest further lines  

of exploration. 

 
The technologies of global positioning, im

aging, and interpretation m
ade avail-

able by
 the developm

en
t of satellites tasked w

ith surveillan
ce an

d m
appin

g first 

em
erged to serve th

e n
eeds of govern

m
en

ts an
d th

eir m
ilitary

 an
d in

telligen
ce 

establishm
ents. Subsequently, these technologies have been m

ade available to the 

public for com
m

ercial an
d other en

ds. In
 the projects docum

en
ted here, m

y
 aim

s 

w
ere neither m

ilitary
 nor com

m
ercial, but w

hile m
any

 began as exhibitions in art 

galleries or m
useum

s and then w
ere extended in print and online, they

 have been 

no less political than those of the governm
ents and m

ilitaries that underw
rote the 

technologies in the first place. This book gathers and refram
es a num

ber of these 

projects in
 order to m

ake claim
s an

d argum
en

ts about w
h

at th
e tech

n
ologies of 

spatial represen
tation

 have to do w
ith the spaces they

 represen
t, beyon

d sim
ply 

representing them
. 

14 
clo

se u
p at a
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n
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It offers a series of im

ages created as the once-classified governm
ent and m

ili-

tary
 digital technologies of m

apping becam
e publicly

 available, and w
ith them

 the 

data on
 w

h
ich

 th
ey

 rely. In
 a certain

 sen
se, th

ese im
ages are n

oth
in

g but m
aps, 

alth
ou

gh
 n

ot in
 th

e ordin
ary

 sen
se. M

aps con
stru

ct space—
phy

sical, proposi-

tion
al, discursive, political, archival, an

d m
em

orial spaces. For m
any

 of us, m
aps 

n
ow

 are as om
n

ipresen
t as th

e m
ore obv

ious utilities (such
 as electricity, w

ater, 

gas, telephon
e, television

, the In
tern

et), fun
ction

in
g som

ehow
 like “exten

sion
s” 

of ourselves, to co-opt M
arshall M

cLuhan’s fam
ous definition of m

edia. They
 have 

becom
e infrastructures and system

s, and w
e are located, how

ever insecurely, w
ithin 

them
. D

raw
n w

ith satellites, assem
bled w

ith pixels radioed from
 outer space, and 

constructed out of statistics joined to specific geographies, the m
aps presented here 

record situations of intense conflict and struggle, on the one hand, and fundam
en

-

tal transform
ations in our w

ays of seeing and of experiencing space, on the other. 

 
C

en
tral to th

e w
ays th

ese projects un
folded an

d to th
e fact th

at th
ey

 do n
ot 

sim
ply

 an
aly

ze, bu
t in

 fact em
ploy, th

ese tech
n

ologies, is th
is claim

: w
e do n

ot 

stan
d at a distan

ce from
 th

ese tech
n

ologies, bu
t are addressed by

 an
d em

bed
-

ded w
ith

in
 th

em
. T

h
ese projects explicitly

 reject th
e ideology, th

e stan
ce, an

d 

the security
 of “critical distance” and reflect a basic operational com

m
itm

ent to a 

practice that explores spatial data and its processing from
 w

ithin. O
nly

 through a 

certain intim
acy

 w
ith these technologies—

an encounter w
ith their opacities, their 

assu
m

ption
s, th

eir in
ten

ded aim
s—

can
 w

e begin
 to assess th

eir fu
ll eth

ical an
d 

political stakes. 9

 
Th

ese projects w
ere m

ade possible by
 an

d un
folded in

 reaction
 to a series of 

events over the last tw
o decades that am

ount to a cataclysm
ic shift in our ability  

to n
avigate, in

habit, an
d defin

e the spatial realm
. They

 w
ere brought on

 by
: the 

operationalizing of G
lobal Positioning System

 (G
P

S) satellites for both m
ilitary

 and 

civilian uses in 1991; the dem
ocratization and distribution of data and im

agery
 on 

the W
orld W

ide W
eb in

 1992; the proliferation
 of desktop com

putin
g an

d the use 

of geographic inform
ation system

s for the m
anagem

ent of data; the privatization 

of com
m

ercial high-resolution satellites later in the 1990s; and w
idespread m

apping 

m
ade possible by

 G
oogle Earth in 2005. They

 are also conditioned by
 and explore 

a series of political, m
ilitary, and social conflicts that have defined w

hat is loosely 

called the “post–Cold W
ar” period, a tim

e in w
hich w

ar fighting becam
e ever m

ore 

deeply
 invested in

 im
age an

d in
form

ation
 techn

ologies an
d in

 w
hich the borders 

betw
een the civilian and the m

ilitary, the dom
estic and the international, becam

e 

m
ore an

d m
ore blurred. Each

 project captures a m
om

en
t in

 tim
e politically

 an
d, 

w
ith

 th
e tech

n
ical m

ean
s possible at th

at m
om

en
t, zoom

s in
 an

d expan
ds th

at 

m
om

ent in space and tim
e, w

ith all the com
plexities entailed in the repurposing of 

any
 im

age from
 its intended functions to new

 ones.
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a
 th

eo
ry m

a
ch

in
e

Tow
ard the en

d of Einstein’s C
locks, P

oincaré’s M
aps, P

eter G
alison

 in
sists on

 the 

w
ay

s in
 w

h
ich

, in
 th

e tw
en

tieth
 cen

tu
ry, “m

ach
in

es tied clocks an
d m

aps ever 

closer togeth
er.” H

e focu
ses on

 th
e sy

stem
s con

stru
cted by

 “A
m

erican
 defen

se 

planners” that “turned satellites into radio stations that w
ould beam

 tim
ed signals 

to earth.” In that transm
ission, an extrem

ely
 precise accounting of tim

e can trans-

late into an extrem
ely

 accurate recording of location: “50 billionths of a second per 

day
 provide[s] a resolution on the earth’s surface of fifty

 feet.”
10

 
B

ut the accuracy
 is, G

alison argues, relative—
indeed, the entire operation is for 

him
 a sort of concrete, real-w

orld exploration and realization of Einstein’s theory 

of relativity. The desired accuracy
 com

es, rather precisely, at the cost of fixed or 

absolute understandings of space and tim
e.

 
G

alison is of course talking about the G
lobal Positioning System

, the netw
ork of 

tw
enty-four m

ilitary
 satellites that today

 helps every
thing from

 m
issiles to m

obile 

phon
es kn

ow
 m

ore or less exactly
 w

here they
 are on

 the face of the Earth: “The 

late tw
entieth-century G

P
S satellites provided precision tim

ing (and therefore posi-

tioning) for both civilian and m
ilitary

 users. B
uilt into this orbiting m

achine w
ere 

the softw
are and hardw

are adjustm
ents required by Einstein’s theories of relativity. 

The result is a planet-encom
passing, $10 billion theory m

achine.”
11

 
G

P
S, G

alison says, unhinges our sense of stable and fixed location: “so accurate 

h
ad th

e system
 becom

e th
at even

 ‘fixed’ parts of th
e earth

’s lan
dm

ass revealed 

th
em

selves to be in
 m

otion
, an

 un
en

din
g sh

uffle of con
tin

en
ts driftin

g over th
e 

surface of the planet on backs of tectonic plates.” This “relativization” is not only 

a result of th
e un

preceden
ted accuracy

 of th
e n

ew
 m

easurin
g tech

n
ology, h

ow
-

ever. It is also em
bedded in the very

 w
ay

 in w
hich it w

orks. The system
 functions 

only
 because it takes this relativity

 into account in its tim
ekeeping: “A

ccording to 

relativity, satellites that w
ere orbiting the earth at 12,500 m

iles per hour ran their 

clocks slow
 (relative to the earth) by

 7 m
illionths of a second per day,” and “eleven 

thousand m
iles in space, w

here the satellites orbited, general relativity
 predicted 

th
at th

e w
eaker grav

itation
al field w

ou
ld leave th

e satellite clocks ru
n

n
in

g fast 

(relative to the earth’s surface) by
 45 m

illionths of a second per day.” W
hen correc-

tions for these relativistic errors w
ere built into the system

, it w
orked: “relativity

—
 

or rath
er relativ

ities (special an
d gen

eral)—
h

ad join
ed an

 apparatu
s lay

in
g an 

invisible grid over the planet. Theory
 had becom

e a m
achine.”

12

 
B

ut w
hat kind of theory

? G
alison lim

its his claim
s to Einstein’s theory

 of rela-

tivity, but he draw
s radical conclusions nonetheless. Einstein’s theory, he argues, 

“design
ed a m

achin
e that upen

ded the very
 category

 of m
etaphysical cen

trality. 

A
bsolute tim

e w
as dead. W

ith tim
e coordination now

 defined only by the exchange 

16 
clo
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n
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of electrom
agnetic signals, Einstein could finish his description of the electrom

ag-

netic theory of m
oving bodies w

ithout spatial or tem
poral reference to any specially 

picked-out rest fram
e, w

hether in the ether or on earth. N
o center rem

ained.”
13 

 
In fact, G

P
S and a w

hole new
 set of technologies linked to it have introduced, 

or hy
perbolized, a profou

n
d decen

terin
g or disorien

tation
, an

d it is th
at loss of 

absolute reference points—
and the political engagem

ents and com
m

itm
ents that 

can be enabled by
 that loss—

that are explored in the projects chronicled here.

fro
m

 th
eo

ry to
 pra

ctice

W
e constantly

 read m
aps. In print and on com

puters, m
obile phones, Pow

erPoint 

presen
tation

s, an
d blogs, m

aps visualize every
thin

g from
 the m

ovem
en

t of hur-

rican
es an

d refugees to th
e pattern

s of traffic an
d sh

iftin
g electoral lan

dscapes. 

M
ap

s an
d

 th
e sop

h
isticated

 tech
n

ologies th
at create th

em
 are n

ot lim
ited

, of 

course, to the public dom
ain

—
w

e can
 on

ly
 im

agin
e the com

plex m
aps housed in 

the n
ose con

e of a cruise m
issile or those that detail the location

 of every
 phon

e 

call and em
ail intercepted by

 the D
epartm

ent of H
om

eland Security. B
ut w

e tend 

gen
erally

 to redu
ce m

aps to th
e diagram

s w
e h

old in
 ou

r h
an

ds. T
h

ey
 sh

ow
 u

s 

w
here w

e are and how
 to get som

ew
here else, and in doing so, they

 can contribute 

to a sense of security
 and self-possession. The solidity

 and certainty
 of the phrase 

“Y
ou are here” w

ould be the m
otto of that identity-reinforcing—

and m
ay

be even 

identity-constitutive—
function of m

aps. 

 
The m

ore they
 becom

e our every
day

 m
eans of navigating sim

ple and com
plex 

situations alike, the m
ore w

e take m
aps for granted. R

ather than the interpretations 

of inform
ation that they

 are, w
e too often see them

 sim
ply

 as representations and 

descriptions of space. This m
akes the task of analyzing them

 even m
ore critical. 

 
M

aps locate. W
e can

 read th
em

 becau
se th

ey
 com

e laden
 w

ith
 conven

tion
s, 

ran
gin

g from
 th

eir legen
d, scale, an

d codes of grap
h

ic rep
resen

tation
 to w

h
at 

counts as the inform
ation they

 represent. They
 depend on a system

 of notation or 

of coordinates that places things in relation to one another.

 
This holds for m

aps that claim
 to represent physical spaces as w

ell as those that 

diagram
 or chart the relative location of nonphysical entities: m

aps of a fam
ily

 or 

kinship structure, for instance, or the flow
s of data through a netw

ork. The spaces 

that m
aps try

 to describe can be ideal, psychological, virtual, im
m

aterial, or im
agi-

nary
—

and they
 are never just physical.

 
This drive to locate, to coordinate, how

ever revelatory
 and even em

ancipatory 

it can
 be, also has its price. It seem

s as though in
 the en

d, m
aps—

the successful 

on
es, th

e on
es th

at sh
ow

 u
s w

h
ere w

e are an
d get u

s from
 h

ere to th
ere—

risk 

offerin
g on

ly
 tw

o altern
atives. T

h
ey

 let u
s see too m

u
ch

, an
d h

en
ce blin

d u
s to 



a
 pr

o
b

lem
 o

f th
eo

ry
 a

n
d

 pr
a

ctice 
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w
hat w

e cannot see, im
posing a quiet ty

ranny
 of orientation that erases the pos-

sibility
 of disoriented discovery, or they

 lose sight of all the other things that w
e 

ough
t to see. Th

ey
 om

it, accordin
g to th

eir conven
tion

s, th
ose inv

isible lin
es of 

people, places, and netw
orks that create the m

ost com
m

on spaces w
e live in today. 

 
It is this com

fortable sense of orientation, of there being a fixed point, a center 

from
 w

hich w
e can determ

ine w
ith certainty

 w
here w

e are, w
ho w

e are, or w
here 

w
e are going, that the projects in this book challenge. They

 put the project of ori-

en
tation

—
v

isibility, location
, u

se, action
, an

d exploration
—

in
to qu

estion
, an

d 

they
 do so w

ithout dispensing w
ith m

aps. 

 
The m

aps here are built w
ith G

P
S, satellite im

ages, databases, and geographic 

inform
ation system

s (G
IS) softw

are: digital spatial technologies originally
 designed 

for m
ilitary

 and governm
ental purposes such as reconnaissance, m

onitoring, bal-

listics, the cen
sus, an

d n
ation

al security. R
ather than

 shy
in

g aw
ay

 from
 the poli-

tics an
d com

plexities of th
eir in

ten
ded u

ses, th
ese m

aps attem
pt to u

n
derstan

d 

them
. Poised at the intersection of art, architecture, activism

, and geography, they 

in
ten

d to u
n

cover th
e im

plicit biases of th
e n

ew
 v

iew
s, th

e m
ean

s of recordin
g 

in
form

ation
 th

at th
ey

 presen
t, an

d th
e n

ew
 spaces th

ey
 h

ave open
ed up. Th

ese 

projects expose the m
aterials they

 w
ork w

ith in
 order to reclaim

, repurpose, an
d 

discover their inadvertent, som
etim

es critical, often propositional, uses. They
 can 

be used to docum
ent, m

em
orialize, preserve, interpret, and politicize, or sim

ply
 as 

aesthetic devices, but as w
ith all m

aps, the ones here—
as w

ell as the data sets and 

the technologies used to chart them
—

are not neutral.

 “ w
h

at is ca
lled

 rea
lity is co

n
stitu

ted  
in

 a
 co

m
plex o

f represen
tatio

n
s”

E
very

 sp
ot on

 earth
 can

 b
e located

, calcu
lated

, an
d

 rep
resen

ted
 in

 m
u

ltip
le 

descriptive system
s. Th

e digitization
 of th

e globe w
as prefigured by

 th
e an

cien
t 

G
reek system

 of latitudin
al an

d lon
gitudin

al lin
es, tran

slatin
g th

e surface of th
e 

E
arth

 in
to an

 abstract an
d u

n
iversal grid. Irrespective of politics, place n

am
es, 

borders, or ch
an

gin
g env

iron
m

en
ts, places w

ere fixed w
ith

in
 th

e m
ath

em
atical 

descriptions of their location. 

 
A

 n
etw

ork of atom
ic clocks, cam

eras, an
d com

puters has built a virtual globe 

on w
hich any

 point of physical space is easily
 coordinated w

ith digital space. W
ith 

th
is ch

an
ge com

es th
e poten

tial to m
ove digital in

form
ation

 very
 qu

ickly
 from

 

on
e place to an

oth
er. W

e are fam
iliar w

ith
 th

e idea th
at n

ew
 spaces are today 

being constructed—
spaces different from

 the ones in w
hich our bodies norm

ally  

m
ove—

but w
e don’t quite know

 w
hat to think about them

. They
 are the nether-

land spaces of electronic m
oney, inform

ation w
arfare, and dataveillance, but they 

18 
clo
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 d
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n
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are also th
e spaces of th

e every
day, su

ch
 as m

obile ph
on

e calls, radio station
s, 

navigation system
s, and online social netw

orks. 

 
To call th

is th
e “coordin

ation
” of phy

sical space w
ith

 digital space, as I ju
st 

did, perhaps understates things. The digital and the physical globes interact in pro-

foun
d w

ays, con
stitutin

g in
 effect a question

 about w
hich globe has the priority. 

In
 th

ese days w
h

en
 v

irtual coordin
ates direct m

issiles to th
eir targets an

d social 

netw
orks have allow

ed phone com
panies and other collectors of our data trails to 

predict our n
ext m

ove in
 physical space, the shift has resulted in

 a radical tran
s-

form
ation—

w
e can never be sure w

hich coordinate system
 takes priority

 in term
s 

of representing our identity
 or our spatial m

ovem
ents. 

 
Som

e years ago, R
osaly

n
 D

eutsch
e n

oted th
at “w

h
at is called reality

—
social 

m
eaning, relations, values, identities—

is constituted in a com
plex of representa-

tions.” This book experim
ents w

ith that claim
, tests its bearing on our new

 digital 

spatial realm
, and ends up confirm

ing it in its m
ost radical form

ulations: 

R
eality

 an
d represen

tation
 m

utually
 im

ply
 each

 oth
er. Th

is does n
ot m

ean
, as it is 

frequ
en

tly
 h

eld, th
at n

o reality
 exists or th

at it is u
n

kn
ow

able, bu
t on

ly
 th

at n
o 

founding presence, no objective source, or privileged ground of m
eaning, ensures a 

truth lurkin
g behin

d represen
tation

s an
d in

depen
den

t of subjects. N
or is the stress 

on
 represen

tation
 a desertion

 of the field of politics; rather, it expan
ds an

d recasts 

our conception of the political to include the form
s of discourse. W

e m
ight even say 

th
at it is th

an
ks to th

e decon
stru

ction
 of a priv

ileged grou
n

d an
d th

e recogn
ized 

im
possibility

 of exterior stan
dpoin

ts th
at politics becom

es a n
ecessity. For in

 th
e 

absence of given or nonrelational m
eanings, any

 claim
 to know

 directly
 a truth out-

side represen
tation

 em
erges as an

 au
th

oritarian
 form

 of represen
tation

 em
ployed 

in
 battles to n

am
e reality. T

h
ere can

 n
ever be an

 u
n

problem
atic—

sim
ply

 given
—

”representation of politics,” but there is alw
ays a politics of representation. 14


