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DataSwirl

DataSwirl, on the surface, appears to be simply a tweeting toilet brush, but it is actually a catalyst for conversation. The absurdity of the object, paired with the seemingly seriousness of the narrative that surrounds it, is meant to encourage those that come in contact with it, to question their views of what constitutes as meaningful data being sent to the Internet.  As it becomes increasingly easy to update the world about the mundane detail’s of one’s life through social media or having our devices do it for us, I believe it should first be considered whether or not the data that we are sharing is   meaningful. I realize that the term “meaningful” is subjective, but I hoped that with this project people would see that just because they have the ability to send just about anything to the Internet, it doesn’t mean they should.

Ultimately this is an exploratory piece. The reactions to the object and my own conclusions about whether or not it alters people’s view of the data they put on the Internet is an ongoing process. For now I can only report on the intention of the project and its makeup. In the future I hope to place DataSwirl on Kickstarter and increase its exposure so that the experiment can become more widespread.


DataSwirl, the artifact, is an ordinary toilet bowl brush and stand. In order for it to sense data I drilled a hole in the base of the stand and attached a photocell. One leg of the photocell was then wired to a resistor and power, as well as to analog 0. The other leg was attached to ground. These wires were then attached to an Arduino Ethernet Shield, which connected to a regular Uno Arduino. The Ethernet shield enabled me to send the data from the photocell to Cosm, an API database. The photocell measured the brightness of the stand. Each time the brush was removed and then placed back into the stand, a tally was added to the counter and the amount of time there was brightness was measured. The code I used to connect to the database was provided by Cosm and was altered to meet the needs to the project. The versions of the code that were used had to be iterated on and changed several times. It was determined that both the original version and the second version that was not suited for the purposes of the shield. Changes to the actual brush were made and then discarded after I realized it wasn’t feasible to someone who used the brush in the real world. Originally, I was also using a tilt sensor that I drilled and placed into the handle of the brush. But it wasn’t possible to put all the hardware into the handle of the brush. And there would be an access amount of wire connecting the brush to the stand if this was placed there instead. It didn’t make sense to have three feet of wire connecting the handle of the brush to the cleaning stand. 

Iterations to the toilet brush narrative included the creation of the character John Brush. John is a twenty-six year toilet brush that works at a cleaning company called DataSwirl. His friends on Facebook also follow his tweets on his feed. John also has his own back - story including college and high school information, pictures with friends, and likes. The tweets that appear on John’s feed tell his followers about every time he goes to “work”. John’s work is obviously the time that he is being used to clean toilets. I experimented with this human persona for the toilet brush in order to see what kind of reaction I would receive, and whether or not my message would come across or not. John Brush did not encourage people to reevaluate what people sent to the Internet. Instead it did exactly the opposite of what I was trying to say. I essentially committed the vary act I was speaking out against. John was popular however, and was “friend-ed” by many people not associated with the program or the project. This wasn’t the attention that I had mind when creating the project, so I discarded John Brush. Instead I decided to continue creating a more serious story surrounding the toilet brush sensor. 
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With the creation of DataSwirl I not only wanted to address people manually sending data to the internet through social media such as Facebook and Twitter but the current infatuation of enabling their objects to send trivial information as well. I feel that the Internet of Things platform, which was created with a specific purpose of making our lives easier and less cluttered, has been used as another means of putting unnecessary data onto the Internet.  People no longer need to update their mundane, everyday events by manually typing them; they can simply have their object do it automatically. In order to differentiate my work with previous representations of objects sensing data and tweeting to the Internet, I created a narrative for my toilet brush sensing system. Through building a website, making a video, a Cosm API account, and a Twitter account I attempted to make DataSwirl appear as legitimate as possible.  
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The website for the DataSwirl initiative contains information that projects that would be considered similar have, including a statement of purpose page, goal page, an issues page, a how the sensing device operates page, a what you can do page, and a page on obtaining a DYI Kit. 

I chose to have the toilet sensory data uploaded directly to the API Database, Cosm, because I felt that it was well established and recognized as a legitimate platform form for sensory data collecting projects. It has already been used for several “Internet of Things” projects, such as “Air Quality Egg “ and “Don’t Flush Me.” By using a service that is associated with respected work I hope to make DataSwirl appear even more believable and thereby increase the level of questioning it received by users. Also, because Cosm features recently updated projects on their website I hoped that this exposure would encourage people outside of the Design and Technology program to see the project. Cosm also enables users to track and create visualizations of collected sensory data, allowing users to see that the object had a data “history” on the Internet and enabling them to “track” its history. Cosm also showed views of the DataSwirl page exact coordinates of where the project was located and where the data was coming from. By having DataSwirl associated with an actual physical address I also felt this added to is believability. From the Cosm site there is an immediate update to Twitter each time the toilet brushed is used. The DataSwirl Twitter feed informs followers of every time the brush had been used and for how long. This is meant for people to correlate commode bacteria levels with the amount of time the brush was being “used”. For example, if the brush had been used for 20 minutes then the commode is some percentage cleaner of bacteria.

The DataSwirl promotional video promotional video provides a history and evidence of a community for the project. It also explains why the project was begun, how it operates, the DataSwirl community’s goals, and what DataSwirl desires of its followers.  The video attempts to be as serious as possible and even mentions real bacterial issues so that viewers would have trouble discerning if the community and object it is representing is in fact genuine. The video is meant to further add to the evidence that DataSwirl is in real. 

By placing the object in a believable setting I hoped to encourage people that come in contact with it to spend more time considering its purpose. I did not want to simply say that meaningless data is being sent to the internet, instead I hoped by convincing people that this object existed and that by asking them to “follow” it on Twitter, these people would stop to ask themselves why would they want to follow the activity of a toilet brush. Then this may result in these people to consider the data that they put out and why they do it. 

In the future I would like to apply to put DataSwirl onto Kickstarter. If I am approved I think that my project will receive more exposure and from comments that people tend to write as a response, I think I can gauge peoples reactions to the artifact. I would like to set a funding goal and have people back me in exchange for the satisfaction of helping a “worthy” cause and for miscellaneous item I send them. I predict that some people will believe the act but others will recognize that it is a farce and understand the purpose of the project. 

While developing the project and concept I believe I made several missteps. I feel that I should have addressed the realm that DataSwirl was going to exist in much sooner. The project was about people interacting with the brush and its community, but I failed to get wide spread exposure for it. A part from the few people from Facebook, the department, and the critics, I didn’t have people coming into contact with DataSwirl. I should have been firm with my decision to make appear to be a serious object and focus on getting people to follow the toilet brush on Twitter. I had been able to get people to blog about DataSwirl more people would have known about it and I would have been able to track their responses. This would have also enabled me to apply to Kickstarter earlier and see people’s responses through it as well. 

I did, however, learn a great deal about using an Ethernet shield and connecting to API databases. And because I hadn’t made a website since Bootcamp I also relearned how to build a website, write the css for it and how to embed a video. And I think that my representation of Database through the website and video, as well as my presentation was quite believable. I feel this was evident through the final critics’ responses and questions about the project. 

To see the DataSwirl Website, Twitter feed or Cosm site please visit the following links:


http://a.parsons.edu/~petta518/dataSwirl/index.html

https://cosm.com/users/aapett
https://twitter.com/#!/DataSwirl
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