Automated (Post)Positivism

Since the 1960s, critical and radical perspectinesban studies have been mobilized in
opposition to an easily-defined villain: hegemosicial science, with its tight linkages between
guantitative methods, conservative politics, anslitpast epistemology. This opposition was
catalytic and important during a crucial periodt duer time the historical memory has become
a dangerous caricature. It obscures the contasiddontingent linkages between epistemology,
methodology, and politics -- not only in the turxit 1960s, but also at the birth of positivism
itself. Today, repeated performances of this ystlistract us from a dramatic new realignment
of methods, politics, and epistemology. The infational innovations of digital capitalism are
reanimating the body of mid-twentieth century pest social science. But this reanimation is
an automated, agile adaptation to the unique stantdepistemologies of individual transactions
and consumer identities. We cannot yet know, thezewhether this zombie is a positivist
specter from the dashed hopes of Enlightenment mageor a postpositivist figure who will
finally deliver us from Comte by taking us backhe pre-modern stages of theological and

metaphysical knowledge.



Thank you for the privilege of being here. It sewmtiills up and down my spine to be in

Chicago, as I think of the Old School of BurgesskiPand Zorbaugh, and the New School of

Janet Smith, Phil Ashton, Virginia Parks, Bill Siteand so many other brilliant, passionate

urbanists. This is my kind of town.

Today I'd like to talk about methodology, episteow), and politics. I'd also like to confess

about some of my remedial reading: I’'m almost teaturies late with this assignment. But




before | get into theoretical details, let me begith a small random sample of sharp empiricist

challenges.

creation «-*

Every minute of every hour of every day, milliorfsno-reply emails are sent by machines. A

company called Immersive Labs is using facial rextaan technology to tailor digital billboard

advertising to the characteristics of people pasbin Scene Tap is a smartphone app hooked

up to cameras that scan the crowds in Chicagostbauost statistics like average age and




female-to-male ratios so that bar-hoppers canthlamptimal route for a pub crawl. eBay is
working on a mobile app that automatically ideesficlothing and probs in each scene of the
television show you’re watching so you can respmngroduct placement in one-click real time.
Klout, a popular social networking site, calculadescore for you based on how influential you
are on Foursquare, LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook, ahthe rest. Until some recent bad press
coverage over a mother’s 13-year-old son, Klout ld@automatically create a profile for you
even if you never used the site, because the #igopays attention not just you, but towho

knows youor who friends you on Facebook.



Facebook itself has more than a tenth of the wepdpulation, and is in the midst of a chaotic
war with Twitter, Google, and the entire world mawf Westphalian nation-states over who has
the legal authority to regulate the authenticityhaoman identities used on the social web. The
value of personal data on the billion human bemgshe social web is the next frontier in the
articulation of modes of production. The total plapion of the United States is now greater if
we count wireless devices instead of human beibhgbor theory of value and fictitious capital,

meet the Twitterverse.

| cannot offer to make sense of all of these trendsan barely keep up with my stream of the

digital flood, and my profile on Facebook is decityeold-school.



What I'm offering is more modest: a warning thaire of our old ways of thinking about
method, politics, and knowledge are holding us Hemk understanding this brave new world
dot com. Specifically, we are trapped by an iet&lial heritage that shapes how we think about

a philosophy that is supposedly dead but inescapabl

The philosopher Robert Scharff draws a clear, smphp of our postpositivist world: “As hard

as it is nowadays to get agreement on what angiilosophers could still possibly have in



common,” he writes, “at least it seems safe totkaythere is something they are universally
against, namely positivism.” But if positivismdgad, then why isn’t our postpositivist world
the emancipatory alternative that every generatfaadicals has worked to achieve? Why does
Dennis Judd lament that those of us writing abdieschave become “end-time prophets,”
always shouting that “everything is always goindgédl”? As postpositivism has achieved what
Leitner and Sheppard label a “new position of Ietglial strength,” the inequalities and
injustices of that old positivist world just seeonlde getting worse. Maybe what we’re fighting

is a ghost.



In a powerful and valuable collection, George Steitz documents a “positivist *haunting™
across the humanities and social sciences, andhgittontributors, Steinmetz works to mobilize

a challenge to “positivism’s paradoxical power a®mbie-like refusal to stay buried.”

| suggest that the legacy of positivism in critiagdbanism has been misunderstood ever since the
watershed era of the 1960s. | have often misutamtsighis legacy myself, and | can only offer

the perspective of someone who saw the 1960s fedowthe waist. But | haweitnessed and



lived the aftermath. Many of today’s anxieties @@ inheritance of a distinctive conjuncture of
political epistemology that coalesced for a brief influential period. The 1960s was dominated
by a rapid, enthusiastic embrace of positivismrivan studies at precisely the moment when
positivism was most closely intertwined with thelbgment of nation-state power, when it was
discredited and discarded by philosophers themsgearad when events made clear that it was
unsuited for a ready interpretation of the unpredite revolutionary insurrections that broke out
in the streets of hundreds of cities across thddwoht first, a new generation of young scholars

found inspiration in Marxism to challenge the nesthodoxy of positivist urbanism.



Ever since, each new generation of radical urbsuhias defined their project in part through
opposition, constituting a diverse plurality of &ig otherings. Each has built a new
emancipatory movement to challenge the dominantnegf positivist urbanism that is said to

have endured for at least half a century. Thissonghistory has become performative.

It perpetuates an incomplete and disempoweringatame of an historically contingent

alignment of philosophy, methodology, politics, gndctice. The organized nexus remembered
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about the orthodoxy of the 1960s -- positivist t&iology, organized calculative
methodologies, conservative state-centric politicsas unstable from the start. It was never
essential nor immutable. Indeed, positivism its&df internally unstable and contradictory from

the very beginning.

Let me tell this story in two parts: first we'tidk back to the nineteenth century to the origins o

positivism itself. Then we’ll consider how thastadry can help us understand what’'s happening

today.
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Back to Comte

Our view of the city and science today is shaped bgntentious, intergenerational memory of

Enlightenment modernity. Among progressive andceddirbanists, this memory is neatly

summarized in what | call Positivist City Hall ket hegemonic infrastructure that was most

clearly visible in the United States in the middfahe twentieth century. Here’s how it's

described by Patsy Healey and her colleaguesymnciting James Holston and Guy Baeten in a

study of the mismatch between conventional theadytae challenge of multicultural urban

change:

“Such transformations challenge the modernist principles at the
heart of urban planning that tend to favour acting in a definable
singular “public interest,” with rational “coherence” and urban
public order imposed on the city ‘from above’ through the expert
powers of the usually White, middle—class, middle-aged and
heterosexual men who, invariably, were the planning ‘experts.”
Such traditions of modern city planning tended to favour

rationality, comprehensiveness, plarming hierarchy, positivist science
with its propensity for quantitative modeling and analysis, belief in
state-directed futures and in the existence of a single ‘public interest’ that
can be identified by plavmers and is gender and race neutral.

(Vigar et al., 2005, quoting Baeten, 2011).



“Such transformations challenge the modernist grlas at the heart of urban
planning that tend to favour acting in a definabtegular ‘public interest,” with
rational ‘coherence’ and urban public order impogedhe city ‘from above’
through the expert powers of the usually White,dtgetlass, middle-aged and
heterosexual men who, invariably, were the planfemgerts.” Such traditions of
modern city planning tended to favour

rationality, comprehensiveness, planning hierargogitivist

science with its propensity for quantitative modgland analysis,

belief in state-directed futures and in the existeof a single

‘public interest’ that can be identified by plans@nd is gender

and race neutral.”
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| suggest that this quote is a fairly representas@mple of how radical urbanists see the legacy
of positivism in the city. And | suggest that fab many planners and policy elites do conform
to this portrayal. Let me be absolutely clearns gositivist establishment is dangerous and evil

indeed.

The machine politics of Positivist City Hall opegdhrough an enforced patronage system of
modernism, rationality, expertise, race, class, ggader, sexuality, hierarchy, epistemology,
methodology, state authority, and (false assertidneeutrality and objectivity. The machine is

built on a powerful triumvirate apistemologicapretentions of objectivity, rationality,
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universality, and incontrovertible certaintyethodologicailvorship of mathematical logic and
guantitative sophistication, ampalitical acquiescence for the conservative power geometrats
gave us a century of war and imperialism. All sfalhould unite to destroy this machine, even if

we may not agree on exactly what should replace it.

But here’s the problem: we rarely encounter PasitCity Hall with all of these features, and

even when we do, it looks almost progressive wie¢magainst the anti-urban hegemony of

today’s Global Right.
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Steinmetz is eloquent and powerful when he conmatgwentieth-century positivism with the

high-modernist Fordism of America’s military-indtiat complex.

But let’s not forget that there were some domestlievements of the Fordist positivist planner,
and today we realize that there was never any gteegdhat a post-industrial, post-Fordist, post-

positivist world would automatically deliver us frothe evils of militarism, class exploitation,

16



and racism that were once controlled from Postti€isy Hall. In their war on the right to the
city, conservatives have been tactically brillianhijacking the theory, practice, and discourse

of poststructuralism.

“We're an empire now,” declares Karl Rove, “and whee act, we create our own reality.” Use
words that work, Frank Luntz advises, and if yoatecol discourse you control the conversation

over climate change, the death tax, and job creatévolution is just a theory. Maybe Obama’s
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birth certificate is a forgery. Maybe the Holocalhiappened, maybe it didn’t. As we watch
Perry, Gingrich, Cain, Santorum, Bachmann, and Ronimimself chase the far-right “Anybody
but Romney” vote, we should be horrified by thehsigf conservatives abusing the lifetime
work of Harding, Haraway, Derrida, Latour, and gvether postpositivist who has labored to
document the social construction of scientific $ac€onservatives now understand: if reality is

socially constructed, then they’ll construct exactkle reality they prefer.
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This is why we need to view Positivist City Halbin different vantage points. Today, urbanists
recognize the machine by its positivigtistemologyligned with quantitativenethodologyand
state-centric conservatiymlitics. But these three axes were neatly aligned farg short

period in a very exceptional place -- perhaps begiodied in the Fordist positivist who went to
Washington to model and supervise an imperial, olea@l genocide in Vietnam. But look
away from America’s McNamara in the 1960s, andiffeent places at different times, the axes

shift to unexpected angles.
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In the early 1970s, radical sociology’s struggleiteate RC21 and thaternational Journal of
Urban and Regional Researahvolved an uneasy alliance between Western Migrxis
challenging market hegemony and Eastern Europeanderats whose positivist objectivity was
positioned as a radical opposition to the offidirxist doctrines of “actually existing”

socialism.
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And in America, forty years after the “IBM mainfrenwith legs” of McNamara, right-wing

poststructuralism gave us the “unknown unknownsRoimsfeld.

Constructivist contingency is even more radical pravocative. Attacks on Positivist City Hall
are based on an intellectual history that has yeatieved the status of Kuhnian “normal
science” in a self-consciously post-Kuhnian world.this intellectual history, the mid-twentieth

century applied versions of what Steinmetz calletmdological positivism” are most vivid, but
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there is also a fairly clear image of the Viennecléj with their idealism before it was about to
be shattered by Depression and global war. Sorestihowever, Positivist City Hall is
explicitly connected with the distant, long-forgattfigure who came up with the word itself:
Auguste Comte. But nobody reads Comte anymoreés stelong forgotten that he’s not even
mentioned once among the two hundred profiles amo8iCritchley’s playfuBook of Dead

Philosophers

22



If Steinmetz is correct and we are forced to liveriworld of zombies, then | want to reanimate
Comte. For those of you on the epistemologicd] tafs is quite a provocation. Let me push my

chips to the center. I'm all in. Here’s an equélhzardous provocation for the epistemological

right.

Comte, if and when he is remembered, is viewedrasedeenth century French embodiment of

Brian Berry. With all due respect to Berry, ifdudd talk with Comte and show him our cities of
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today, | could turn him into Bill Bunge.

When Comte is remembered, it is because o€Charse in Positive Philosophg giant six-
volume set published between 1830 and 1842. Whidreaative style that makes Marx’s prose
look like John Grisham, Comte traced the histomtlelopment of human knowledge through
the stages of theology, metaphysics, and now seieliags from theCoursethat we now

recognize the definition of positivist science,wils emphasis on observation, the use of
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verification and falsification procedures, the aowtural “if A then B” logic of causality, the
unity of science, and the suspicion of all unobably and metaphysical knowledge claims. But
the Coursewas actually a distraction. Comte wrote it afterfinished an earlier essay in 1822,
called the “Plan of the Scientific Operations Nesagyg for Reorganizing Society.” Comte had a
gonzo moment -- “a train of continuous thoughtifastor eighty hours” -- that convinced him
he first had to rebuild philosophy before he cawlduild society. But that was always the goal:

Comte’s vision was less a Cartesian vision from Imen& and more an activist’s eyes on the
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prize. TheCoursetook longer than expected, but finally in 1852 sleeond half of the project

began to appear: the four-volur@gstem of Positive Polity

When Comte is remembered, he is chopped in hal.g& theCourse but not theSystemin
part because Mill and other fans of tbeursewere horrified by th&ystem Comte saw no
contradiction between radical science and radiostigs. In theCourse science challenged the

orthodox theology in which reality was decreed Iy Church; in th&ystemscience was
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mobilized to reorganize society. The plan wastuidion the history of the positive sciences --
mathematics, astronomy, physics, chemistry, phggigland social physics -- in order to
develop a new science of ethics to replace theamaps and unaccountable decrees of theology.
Science would be freed from religion, but the ethand moral purposes of spirituality would

flourish in a reconciliation of human imaginatiantpered by scientific observation.
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Comte was the original secular humanist: thifiésgroject he called “the religion of humanity.”
It was about science, but it was also about IoMais is what Comte wrote for the first line of the
first page of the first volume of tt&ystem “We tire of thinking and even of acting; we neve

tire of loving.”

Comte’s utopianism was like Comte himself, andtswais bizarre, dramatic, and prone to what
Comte’s primitive form of public relations called'serious cerebral disturbance.” After a short,
intense controversy in which Comte managed to dffarery ally he had made while building a

scientific challenge to theology, it failed witlksuch into spectacular obscurity.
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| want to rescue Comte from this obscurity to makew points: positivist science was a radical
challenge to illegitimate state authority. It veéagence, but it was also politics, ethics, and love
And it was up against a violent hegemony, an otiair was at once all-powerful and unstable,

always on the edge of collapse.

Dot Comte
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This is where we are today, with the violent hegeynaf an increasingly unequal, fully
globalized, urbanizing capitalism. It is an accatimg capitalism, driven by the social and
informational possibilities of digital technologie$Social physics” has a quaint, awkward sound
when we use the phrase to describe the birth ablsgy, but in the age of Web 2.0 the concept

makes perfect sense.

The bots and algorithms are all built on the poswibdnian laws of motion of capital

accumulation, coercive consumption, and ubiquiswrseillance.
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WWACD? What would August Comte do? First and foeost, Comte would be fascinated by

the naturalized, taken-for-granted way that we uvstdad observation in positivist science.
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Comte would be sympathetic to Foucault’s governaéwptcritique of the huge data
infrastructures built in the nineteenth and twehteenturies to observe and monitor populations.
But he would be horrified at the way conservatiliage co-opted poststructuralist sensibilities of
personal identity to undermine and destroy cenat& even as private dataveillance initiatives

proliferate.
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And he would help us understand and challenge dhigafly automated epistemology we see

today.

Here’s what | mean by automated epistemology.hénRordist methodological positivism of our
memories and textbooks, man struggled with mactordevelop new ways of answering
guestions. The struggle was a labor relation adieval craft guild on its way to Fordist
assembly line, with teams of assistants or studantshing cards for input in the pre-keyboard

days. Here’s one of those students, Daniel Barlepwembering the pain of innovation:
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“All of these changes have been painful to a ceratent .... We went from the
IBM 701 to the IBM 704, to the IBM 7090, the IBM 949, to the CDC 6400 and
at Colorado from the 7090 to the IMB 709. ... @@sin computer operating
systems and programming languages have been negreefit than changes in
computer. As a consequence, the productive wasknsewhat less than half of
what would have been accomplished under stable ganponditions. Perhaps

that is progress,”

Bailey reflected, but he didn’t seem convinced.
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Yet this entire enterprise was driven by the humeed to understand why. The positivist
scientists were trying to discern order in a cl@meawrld, and the machines were a means to an
end. Here’s Charles Wrigley's remembrance of Bialsupervisor, the psychologist Robert C.

Tryon, and his work in the days before all the gi&M beasts:

%&

“At that time, all computations had to be done bydh Tryon was later to speak

of his mis-spent youth, because too much of his tad been spent with a desk

35



calculator. In the 1950s the practice of clust&lgsis was restated in computer
terms to enable the investigator to escape frond leaftulations. Tryon and
Bailey therefore planned this book to be the defieiaccount of postcomputer
cluster analysis. The manuscript was almost fedsivhen Tryon died suddenly

in 1967.”

Our first instinct is to ask if anything has readlyanged. Desk calculators are now BlackBerries
and iPads. But I think there’s more. In the trext®nal circuits of corporations, subcontractors,

and all the other legal constructions of homo ecainos, the human being asking “why” is
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being sidelined. More and more of the algorithmesgaulling away from the need for human
intervention, unhinging the personal connectiomieein the ends and the means. For the busy
consumer, who cares how and why the social netwgr&ite, or the smartphone app, works the
way it does. So too with Wall Street firms thag asing bots to scan press releases, news
stories, and anything else from the discursivetaigicosystem for positive and negative words
about publicly traded companies -- and then toraataally execute trades on the news. A
week before the Lehman Brothers collapse in Septen2008, an accidental re-posting of a six-
year-old story about United Airlines’ bankruptchrg unleashed a wave of automated sell

orders. A billion dollars of market capitalizatisras erased in twelve minutes.
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But most of the time, all the bots and apps andesavork just fine. It's now standard
procedure for corporate test-marketing plans tdoyemultiple products, sites, and practices in a
real-time, digital randomized trial model that msktecrystal clear what option words best.
Why? The numbers are right there on the screesre Hre the page views, these are the

YouTube hits, this is the revenue. Why? Who carkeok at the revenue.
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This is the “computational social science” diagribbg Gary King and his students. At one end
of this evolving hierarchical hegemony, we find tfeeporate strategies and accumulation
imperatives embedded in a code that has no hunsirede understanahy. At the other end

we see the digital paint dots of a new impressiones we all live the lives of what Michael

Curry calls “the digital individual.”

Our mistake has been to see the infrastructurempatational social science as just another
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positivist zombie from Steinmetz’'s mid-twentietmboay Fordist urbanism. But computational

social science is not positivist.

It is entirely compatible with the poststructuraisorlds of situated knowledges and co-
produced realities of consumer identities perfortedugh gender, race, ethnicity, age,
sexuality, and every other imaginable positiontahdpoint epistemology. But every embodied
subjective identity is seen from the View From Nandhof a Cartesian capitalism -- not just the
individual Archimedes moment that Alan Greenspamfessed in his bathtub, but the unifying

theologyof market fundamentalism.
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This is where Comte shows us a radical and ematocippath forward. Comte struggled
against the hegemony of a theological order, angddsobsessed with observation because that
order was protecting itself by corrupting scienséctor Cousin, the dominant philosopher in
France in Comte’s day, espoused an eclecticisnbidahced the “partial truths” of

sensationalist empiricism with mysticism and ideal]
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all rooted in a Cartesian foundation of the noneiding God who allows humans the special
privilege of self-awareness of human knowledge thedhought process itself. This is the
doctrine of “interior observation,” and it was cialdn the theological defense of power and
privilege against the radica, revolutionary demtcnaossibilities of science. For Comte,

interior observation was not just bad science asnit science at all.
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But this is the issue, isn't it? Theology and powa@-opt science, and use it to disguise doctrine

as reality. “We're an empire now, and when we @aet create our own reality.”
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Those of us in the reality-based community are holdto worry, that the interior observation of
leadership is working just fine. We should allsfmpping, and we’ll make sure the terrorists

don’t win.
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Cut taxes and the job creators will save us. TopWagor Cousin’s “interior observation” is the
functional MRI brain scans used by corporate cdasts to refine advertising messages in the

fast-growing field known as “neuromarketing.”
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The Radical City

| am a naive, idealistic optimist, so let me endaguositive note. Positivism need not be the

conservative hegemonic ghost we recognize fronmtldetwentieth century. Marx is a scientist,

and so are Gibson-Graham, so is Harvey of Explanaind Harvey of Enigma.
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Comte was more radical than we remember, and ifgyeel me enough time on Woodward
Avenue or State Street with the man christenedoisaduguste Marie Francis Xavier Comte, |
guarantee he’d become the best of Brian Berry al@iénge, the best of John Adams and

Slavoj Zizek.
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The integrity of science is entirely compatibletwitidical politics: gonzo geography may very
well be the only way we can unfuck the world. Iwerld of theologically conservative coercive
capitalism, you can't follow the ten commandmeritsansumption without eventually getting

to apocalypse and revelation.
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In this world, science and positivism are downrigddical, because they offer the possibility that
there are some realities that we can know. Taeresome good things we can do. There are
some good things we can build together. Scientienati save us automatically. But good
science and good politics are the best hope we foavmiilding a better world. That world will

be urban, and maybe, just maybe, this radicalstdsts right here in Chicago.

Like I said, this is my kind of town.

50



