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“[Automation] is a concept through which a machine-system is caused to operate with 
maximum efficiency by means of adequate measurement, observation, and control of its 
behaviour. It involves a detailed and continuous knowledge of the functioning of the system, 
so that the best corrective actions can be applied immediately they become necessary. 
Automation in this true sense is brought to full fruition only through a thorough exploitation 
of its three major elements, communication, computation, and control – the three ‘C’s.” 
(Bagrit, 1966)(p. 14) 
 
Urban development was not amongst the applications given by Bagrit, even though 
automation logics for city systems were already conceived and being developed back then 
(Marvin and Luque-Ayala, 2017). More recently, imagining the city as an operating system has 
found its fullest expression in the Smart City discourse; which has come to dominate research, 
policy and practice in urban governance, assisted by powerful advances in digital network 
technologies and their corporate promotion (Marvin, Luque-Ayala and McFarlane, 2015). 
What began as an agenda driven by technology corporations for developing markets and 
promoting products and services, has expanded into an encompassing vision for automated 
urbanism.  
 
Communication, computation and control remain central to the Smart City logic. By inserting 
sensors across city infrastructures and creating digital platforms that interlink these data 
sources - including citizens via their mobile devices - Smart City managers can use analytical 
techniques like Big Data to monitor and visualise urban phenomena in new ways and in real 
time and, so the argument goes, efficiently intervene in urban activity for the benefit of 
responsive, connected Smart Citizens. Governance is presented largely as a technical and 
managerial matter, justifying digital interventions in terms of apparently universal, calculable 
and legitimate measures of efficiency for healthy, sustainable, and competitive cities. The 
Smart City challenge is to articulate messy urban practices with city operating systems and 
platform functionality: things have to become legible to the monitors; urban activity, flows 
and states have to be amenable to data analysis; idiosyncratic neighbourhoods have to adapt 
to the categories and visualisations that characterise them; and social ngs n S PlToUc PRyR :ú f::T s :
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for a problem: a crowd-funded open hardware device for measuring pollution, whose data 
users could upload to a web-platform for comparison with information from other users. The 
Kit made use of Arduino and other open hardware and software components for computing 
and communicating noise levels automatically. Designs and instructions were shared on 
GitHUb for open adaptation and use. In practice, early adopters found the technology trickier 
to install than developers had presumed. Even successful users stopped monitoring because 
there was little community purpose. A new approach was needed. Noise in Plaça del Sol 
provided a problem for this technology fix. 
 
Through meetings and workshops residents learnt about noise monitoring, and, importantly, 
activists learnt how to make technology matter for residents. The noise data they generated, 
unsurprisingly, exceeded norms recommended by both the World Health Organisation and 
municipal guidelines. Residents were codifying something already known: their square is very 
noisy. However, in rendering their experience into data, these citizen scientists could also 
compare their experience with official noise levels, refer to scientific studies about health 
impacts, and correlate levels to different activities in the square during the day and night.  
 
The project decided to compare their square with other places in the city. It was only at this 
point that they discovered the Council’s Sentilo Smart City platform already included a noise 
monitor in their square! As part of the earlier Smart City strategy, and continuing under the 
new technological sovereignty policy, the council had been installing sensors across the city 
for different functions, and communicating the data produced to a platform called Sentilo. 
The idea was that eventually this open data would form part of a city-wide Operating System. 
So, officials had been monitoring noise but not publicising the open data. Presented with 
citizen data, officials initially challenged the competence of resident monitoring, even though 
official data confirmed a noise problem. But as Rosa, one of the residents, said to me, “This is 
my data. They cannot deny it”.  
 
Attention turned to solutions. A citizen assembly convened in the square one weekend 
publicised the campaign and sought and discussed ideas with passers-by. Some people 
wanted the local police to impose fines on noisy drinkers, whereas others were wary of heavy-
handed approaches. Some suggested installing a children’s playground. Architects helped 
locals examine material changes that could dampen sound. 
 
The Council response has been cautious. New flowerbeds along one side of the square 
remove steps where groups used to sit and drink. Banners and community police officers 
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in the square. According to participants in Making Sense, residents were not consulted about 
the installation of sensors and gathering of data, and felt side-lined by such an approach. 
Some reductions in noise are claimed, but residents still consider it a nuisance. It is interesting 
that knowledge production activity remains dedicated to noise in its technical aspects, and 
not to exploring the longstanding botellón phenomena with participants, and conflict 
management methods that promote conviviality. Residents continue to press for changes …   
 
Residents could monitor the noise after these interventions. But they sense also that their 
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it was no longer just noise. The data project arose through face-to-face meetings in a physical 
workshop space. Importantly, this meant that neighbours got to know one another better, 
and had reasons for discussing life in the square when they bumped into one another. The 
Making Sense digital technology project was not simply producing codified knowledge about 
noise, it was also reinforcing and producing a collective that wanted to act. Open data on the 
Sentilo platform does not involve the production of shared experience and purpose in the 
same way as the community technology project. Sentilo does not automatically mobilise 
people into creating the Citizen’s Assembly – that was enabled through a very different 
sociotechnical configuration of digital technology. It was the way Making Sense organised 
people, technologies and produced knowledge in a well-understood situation that mattered. 
And for that, Making Sense had to connect to a matter of concern to the citizens. 
 
!"
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residents learnt about technology. Existing knowledge (about noise) was codified into an 
officially-recognised form that enabled communication with authorities (at the council, and 
in terms of scientific research on health). Relations between noise and activities in the square 
could be computed and correlated. 
 
However, limitations also became apparent, even in this human-centred, neighbourhood 
smart monitoring system. The root causes of the noise problem are structural – indeed, 
residents know this as noise became a proxy for reflecting upon multiple developments in 
and around their square
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scheme for understanding politics in the digital age’, in Building a Digital Europe: 12th 
Int


