
Guest  Post:  Mark  Orton  on
Metadata, the Government and
You

Mark Orton, our  friend and
former  Cantabridgian,  now
living  in  Hudson,  NY  (aka
Cambridge  on  the  Hudson),
suggests that the government
is not being straightforward
about  how  the  multitude  of
data  it  is  collecting  is
being used. He  recommends a
new  tool  called  “Immersion”
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 with which you can check out
just  how  easy  it  is  to
compile  and  understand  your
own metadata.
Mark first posted the following on July 9 at Current Matters
as “The uses of metadata: an experiment you can conduct with
your own life.” 

—AMH
With  the  recent  revelations  of  the  NSA  vacuum  cleaner
collecting metadata about every aspect of our lives1 we have
been  subjected  to  calming  incantations,  “We  are  only
collecting metadata, we aren’t looking at the content”. As I
(and many others) have pointed out earlier, this is complete
nonsense.

Now three fellows at MIT have provided us with a web tool to
visualize metadata from our own lives. If you have a Gmail
account, you should trundle over to Immersion and take a look
at your own metadata.

I have been using my Gmail account as my main email system for
a  number  of  years.  There  are  four  other  email  addresses
connected to it so the graphic below presents much more than
just my Gmail email address’s activity.

(click on the graphic to see it full size)
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Keep in mind that the Immersion site offers a great deal of
interactivity. You set sliders to see different chunks of
time, pick out particular people and see how they connect to
others, and much more. There are three mysterious sliders on
the  left,  “charge”,  “node”,  and  “link”  that  change  the
organization of the chart. I have been unable to determine
exactly what they do and the MIT guys have, to my knowledge,
provided no explanation. Perhaps in their cocoon on Mass Ave,
they assume that everyone will know or immediately intuit the
uses of these sliders.

In my case it was very easy to identify the basic clumps of my
life: family and friends, Hudson business community, and the
library. Then you might notice floating around the periphery
are a lot of nodes without links (or only occasional ones) to
anyone else. These are my clients. I don’t email most of them
very often. And, excepting a referral by me for some specific
business purpose they never know about the existence of others
amongst my client base, therefore no links between them.

Now, having played with this a bit one gets a much more
visceral sense of how important and useful metadata is. And,
imagining a pool of metadata that adds telephone contacts,
location  data  from  cellphones,  text  messages,  Facebook,
LinkedIn, and financial transactions, it is easy to see how



fine grained and comprehensive a picture could be constructed.

So, as noted in an earlier post, NSA Vacuuming, Meta Data,
Mistaken  Misleading  Metaphors,  the  government  is  being
disengenuous,  to  be  mild,  to  describe  metadata  as  only
metadata.

Here is a view of my data for just the last year. Some people
have  disappeared,  new  ones  added,  and  the  shape  of  the
intensity  of  the  interactions  changed.

 

We  are  forced  to  assume  that  they  are  collecting1.
everything,  emails,  telephone  calls,  financial
transactions, text messages, anything digital which is
virtually every aspect of life unless you took to the
woods  before  2000  and  have  been  subsisting  in  an
entirely cash economy without any communications that re
not face to face. The tangle of lies by every government
official involved will not support any other sensible
interpretation. [↩]
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Communications Group, an award-winning  public relations and
marketing firm located in Kendall Square, Cambridge, MA. 
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