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Cyborg Urbanization: Complexity and 
Monstrosity in the Contemporary City

MATTHEW GANDY

Introduction

She referred to the high-rise as if it were some kind of huge animate presence, brooding over
them and keeping a magisterial eye on the events taking place. There was something in this
feeling — the elevators pumping up and down the long shafts resembled pistons in the chamber
of a heart. The residents moving along the corridors were the cells in a network of arteries,
the lights in their apartments the neurones of a brain (J.G. Ballard, 1975: 40).

Now, the boundaries between the organic and the inorganic, blurred by cybernetic and bio-
technologies, seem less sharp; the body, itself invaded and re-shaped by technology, invades
and permeates the space outside, even as this space takes on dimensions that themselves
confuse the inner and the outer, visually, mentally and physically (Anthony Vidler, 1990: 37–
8).

The body-territory [corpo-territorio] poses a problematic form of corporeal identity that in
becoming ever more routinized has tended to dissolve the distinctions that formerly existed
between the organic and the inorganic (Tiziana Villani, 1995: 118).

As she tentatively begins to play the piano, the replicant, named Rachel, recalls that
she once had lessons but cannot be sure whether these memories are her own or simply
the implanted memories of someone else. In this poignant scene in Ridley Scott’s Blade
Runner (1982) we explore the possibility that human identities might be artificially
created in order to produce advanced androids whose intelligence and sensitivity is
comparable with that of their human creators. The figure of the cyborg, as represented
in science fiction cinema, is not an automaton or robot but a sophisticated creation that
seems to simultaneously extend but also threaten our understanding of what it means to
be human. If we were to locate the cyborg as an idea, we could say that it is clearly
linked to fantastical combinations of bodies and machines but is nonetheless a way of
thinking about the world. It is, in other words, an ontological strategy for extending the
limits to human knowledge as well as an apposite means of describing those phenomena
that appear to reside outside conventional frameworks of understanding. If a cyborgian
sensibility is explored within the context of the contemporary city, we find that it has
developed out of several interconnecting strands of thought as a trope of critical
reflection which uncovers a series of anomalies, fractures and tensions lurking within
dominant modes of urban and architectural thinking.

Since the early 1960s the potential applications of the cyborg concept have
proliferated to include developments such as whole organism cloning, in vitro
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fertilization, gene sequencing, advanced prosthetics and other sophisticated medical
technologies. In tandem with these technological manifestations, the imaginative field
of the cyborg has expanded through literature, cinema and the fantasy spaces of
contemporary culture.1 It is since the mid-1980s, however, that the idea of the cyborg
has been associated with a more densely argued series of theoretical applications as a
means to explore the interface between technology and the body. The key intervention
here is Donna Haraway’s article entitled ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’, first published in the
Socialist Review in 1985, and later included in her influential collection of essays
Simians, Cyborgs and Women where she writes in her introduction (1991a: 1):

A cyborg is a hybrid creature, composed of organism and machine. But, cyborgs are
compounded of special kinds of machines and special kinds of organisms appropriate to the
late twentieth century. Cyborgs are post-Second World War hybrid entities made of, first,
ourselves and other organic creatures in our unchosen “high-technological” guise as
information systems, texts, and ergonomically controlled labouring, desiring, and reproducing
systems. The second essential ingredient in cyborgs is machines in their guise, also, as
communications systems, texts, and self-acting, ergonomically designed apparatuses.

This succinct and revealing definition reminds us that the idea of the cyborg, as
originally elaborated by Haraway, is at root a political as well as an intellectual project,
an idea which originated in and from the ‘belly of the monster’ (1991a: 4), that nexus
of political and economic entanglements that we might term the ‘first world’ in
distinction to the proliferating spaces of marginality that lie beyond.2 Since its inception
as a critical intellectual concept in the 1980s the cyborg metaphor has been deployed to
challenge disembodied, dualistic, masculinist and teleological bodies of knowledge. It
has infused science and technology studies with feminist epistemological strategies. It
has opened up new possibilities for the understanding of relations between nature and
culture. And it has facilitated greater sensitivity towards social and spatial complexity
through its emphasis on ‘situated knowledges’.

The idea of the cyborg shares an affinity with related concepts such as ‘cyberspace’,
‘cybernetics’ and ‘cyberpunk’. Yet the contemporary use of the term ‘cyborg’ is different
from these virtual, analytical and fictional constructs because it is grounded in the living
and breathing flesh of the human body. Whilst the ‘cyber-’ metaphor has tended to be
associated with various forms of virtuality, the idea of the cyborg is closely linked with

1 The word ‘cyborg’ is widely attributed to the NASA scientists Manfred E. Clynes and Nathan S. Kline
who used the term in 1960 to describe a series of experiments that explored how the human body
might be technologically enhanced in order to allow space travel. The etymological roots of the term
‘cyborg’ can be traced to the eighteenth-century word ‘organism’ (derived from the French
organisme) and the more recent term ‘cybernetics’ introduced by the mathematician Norbert
Wiener in the 1940s to describe the study of complex systems of control and communications in
animals and machines. The literature on the cyborg ranges from conceptions of the cyborg as an
ontological or epistemological strategy to explorations of specific manifestations of the cyborg in
social and material practice. See, for example, Haraway (1984; 1991a; 1991b; 1992), Springer (1991),
Alaimo (1994), Schroeder (1994), Dumit et al. (1995), Franklin (1995), Gabilondo (1995), Gray et al.
(1995), Tomas (1995), Balsamo (1996), Lock (1996), Bostic (1998), Hacking (1998), Mitchell (1998),
Picon (1998), Schaub (1998), Formenti (1999), Hayles (1999a), Fox (2000), Allison (2001), Tofts et al.
(2002) and Zylinska (2002). For early accounts of the development and impact of cybernetics see,
for example, the original contribution of Wiener (1948), Halacy (1965), Schöffer (1969; 1973) Lefebvre
(1971), Delpech (1972), Negroponte (1975) and George (1977).

2 For greater detail on the geneology and impact of the ‘cyborg manifesto’ see Sofoulis (2002) who
claims that the essay’s most critical contribution was to challenge the prevalent essentialism within
eco-feminist responses to science and technology. The earlier work of Haraway is perhaps best
conceived in relation to the emerging post-Heideggerian critique of technology developed by, for
example, Guattari (1993), Stabile (1994) and Lykke and Braidotti (1996), and in this sense provides
a critical bridge between neo-Marxian political economy, feminist epistemologies of science and
post-structuralist theory.
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the corporeal experience of space.3 In this sense the cyborg can be read as an alternative
way of conceptualizing the growth and development of cities that serves to destabilize
the pervasive narratives of dematerialization, spatial malleability and virtualization. The
underlying materiality of the cyborg metaphor has acquired heightened significance now
that the earlier polarity between virtual space and ‘meat space’ articulated in the first
wave of cyber literature is losing its conceptual utility and now that the very idea of
‘virtual reality’ is itself imploding as it becomes either relocated in the context of a
heightened dimension of the real (see, for example, i ek, 2002) or simply derided as
an inherently oxymoronic formulation (see Grosz, 2001).4

The emphasis of the cyborg on the material interface between the body and the city
is perhaps most strikingly manifested in the physical infrastructure that links the human
body to vast technological networks. If we understand the cyborg to be a cybernetic
creation, a hybrid of machine and organism, then urban infrastructures can be
conceptualized as a series of interconnecting life-support systems (see Swyngedouw,
1996; Marras, 1999; Gandy, 2002; Mitchell, 2003). The modern home, for example, has
become a complex exoskeleton for the human body with its provision of water, warmth,
light and other essential needs. The home can be conceived as ‘prosthesis and
prophylactic’ in which modernist distinctions between nature and culture, and between
the organic and the inorganic, become blurred (Vidler, 1990: 37). And beyond the
boundaries of the home itself we find a vast interlinked system of networks, pipes and
wires that enable the modern city to function. These interstitial spaces of connectivity
within individual buildings extend through urban space to produce a multi-layered
structure of extraordinary complexity and utility.

The figure of the cyborg is at root a spatial metaphor. But how does the idea of the
cyborg intersect with spatial theory? In what ways does the cyborg reinforce or
contradict other emerging strands of urban thought that also emphasize urban
complexity and hybridity? Has the epistemological subtlety and political prescience of
the cyborg, as originally formulated in the 1980s, been realized in practice or simply
been diffused through the term’s widening usage? And should we ultimately reject the
idea of the cyborg as an anachronism derived from cold war science and the first
generation of twentieth-century cyberpunk culture? In the rest of this article I will try
to address these issues through an exploration of the somewhat haphazard presence of
the cyborg in contemporary urban discourse. I will focus in particular on the example
of urban infrastructure as a concrete manifestation of the cyborg idea in order to explore
different facets of the relationship between the city, the body and the human subject.
My aim is not to foreclose discussions surrounding the ‘cyborg city’ but to open up a
series of dialogues in order to explore contemporary thinking around these questions.

Neo-organicism and the rhizomatic city
One of the principal difficulties with delineating the cyborg city as a clearly defined
entity is derived from the entanglement of the cyborg idea with a variety of urban
metaphors ranging from organicist conceptions of the nineteenth-century city to ‘neo-
organicist’ representations of the post-industrial metropolis. In its classic nineteenth-

Ž ž

3 There is now a vast literature on cyberspace. Useful starting points include Benedikt (1991),
Featherstone and Burrows (1995), Turkle (1995; 2002), Bingham (1996), Ludlow (1996), Woods
(1996), Kitchen (1998), Lunenfeld (1999) and Wolmark (1999).

4 In the earlier phase of the digital revolution human consciousness was widely perceived as caught
between what William Gibson referred to as the ‘meat space’ of the body and the disembodied
subjectivity of the digital or virtual realm (see Stone, 1991; Greco, 1995; Hayles, 1999b; Downey, 2001;
Mitchell, 2003; Thomas, 2003). Neil Leach (2002: 14), for example, insists on the use of the term
‘digital realm’ rather than virtual reality to better capture the interface between new technologies
of representation and the evolving dynamics of urban space.
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century form the organicist conception of the city emerged out of a functional analogy,
originating within the medical sciences, wherein spatial differentiation corresponded
with a distinctive arrangement of human organs. We find that Kantian notions of the
self-organizational characteristics of animate matter were combined with new insights
into the human vascular and arterial system and an emerging circulatory emphasis within
the nascent science of political economy. In recent years, however, the organicist
emphasis on the city as an integrated body with identifiable organs, which emerged in
response to the nineteenth-century industrial city, has been increasingly displaced by
the idea of urban space as a prosthetic extension to the human body. The body-city
problematic has been reconceptualized in the context of post-Cartesian and post-
positivist modes of thinking. The emphasis on the city as a self-contained body or
machine has been challenged by a hybridized conception of space as a system of
technological devices that enhances human productive and imaginative capabilities. The
cyborg metaphor not only reworks the metabolic preoccupations of the nineteenth-
century industrial city but also extends to a contemporary body of ideas that we can
term ‘neo-organicist’ on account of the deployment of biophysical metaphors for the
interpretation of social and spatial complexity.

In the neo-organicist city we encounter a shift of emphasis away from an anatomical
conception of space as an assemblage of individual organs towards a neurological
reading of space as a diffuse and interconnected realm of human interaction. The film
maker Michael Burke, for example, director of Cyborg City (1999), describes how
beneath the ‘glass and concrete’ of the future city there will be a ‘humming mass of
technology’ acting as a central nervous system, ‘constantly monitoring and controlling
both its own functions and those of its citizens’ (Burke, 1998).5 The mechanical and
hierarchical model of the relationship between the body and the city has been supplanted
by a more complex and non-linear pattern of urban development in response to the
spread of new information technologies (see Gille, 1986; Rabinbach, 1990; Akira,
2001). The organicist city of the modern era was founded on a clear separation between
mind and body that enabled the city to be conceptualized as a coherent entity to be acted
upon, disciplined, regulated and shaped according to human will. The emergence of the
neo-organicist city, in contrast, is founded on the blurring of boundaries rather than their
repeated delineation. At the same time, however, there remain important continuities
between the kind of machine-based metaphors associated with the early twentieth-
century futurism of figures such as Mario Chiattone, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti and
Antoniono Sant’Elia and the elaborate computer-based metaphors deployed in the
contemporary city (see Villani, 1995; Boyer, 1996; Schaub, 1998). Other significant
continuities include, for example, the avant-garde bricolage of early cinema and the
surrealist bodies depicted in the art of Hans Bellmer, Francis Picabia and other responses
to ‘a sterile and over rationalised technological realism’ (Vidler, 1990: 42).6 These
interconnecting strands between cultural modernism and the emergence of the cyborg
metaphor are significant because they underlie the centrality of corporeal metaphors for
the critical interpretation of urban form. The current emphasis on corporeal and
neurological analogies in the neo-organicist literature owes more to earlier developments
than is widely acknowledged.

We can detect two principal dimensions to contemporary neo-organicist urban
thought. A first strand, rooted in the bio-physical sciences, perceives the city to be a
special kind of complex, yet intricately ordered system. This homeostatic perspective,
which is inflected by ecological thinking and recent developments in evolutionary
biology, has diffused through parts of the architectural literature and is only tangentially

5 Other cinematic representations of the cyborg besides Michael Burke’s Cyborg City (1999) include,
for example, Masayuki Akehi Cyborg 009 (1980); Albert Pyun Cyborg (1989); Gianetto De Rossi
Cyborg: Il geuerriero d’acciaio (1989); and Michael Schroeder Cyborg2 Glass Shadow (1993).

6 For further insights into the historical continuities in the idea of the human body as a cyborg form
see, for example, Canguilheim (1992), Biro (1994), Sykora (1999) and Keller (2002).



30 Matthew Gandy 

International Journal of Urban and Regional Research © Joint Editors and Blackwell Publishing Ltd 2004

linked with the epistemological challenge of cyborg theory.7 A second and more
intellectually significant development is represented by the convergence of ideas
surrounding the ‘thinking space’ of the city and the indeterminacy of spatial forms. If
the body-city nexus is conceptualized as a thinking machine then the analytical focus
shifts towards the identification of those critical networks or ‘neurones’ that sustain the
relationship between the body and the city (Kurokawa, 2001a). Though this dimension
to the neo-organicist perspective shares important continuities with the technological
preoccupations of early twentieth-century modernism, it extends its conceptual purview
into different aspects of cultural modernism. The influential speculations of Gilles
Deleuze and Felix Guattari, for example, develop Antonin Artaud’s conception of the
‘body without organs’ to produce a philosophy of spatial complexity quite different from
that associated with dominant modernist traditions (Deleuze and Guattari, 1986; 1987;
Rajchman, 2000; Uno, 2001). Their philosophical challenge is to perceive space in the
absence of any previously existent categories, hierarchies or systems as a form of
‘anarchic non-identical proliferation’ (Luckhurst, 1997: 128). The organic metaphor of
the ‘rhizome’ is deployed in distinction to ‘arborescent’ conceptions of cities as
hierarchical structures (Teysott, 1990; Akira, 2001; Kurokawa, 2001a). In addition to
this emphasis on non-hierarchical structures of difference Deleuze and Guattari’s
conception of concrete space also seeks to incorporate the imaginary, libidinous and
oneiric realms of human experience. From their ‘neo-vitalist’ perspective, which builds
on the philosophical ideas of Henri Bergson, the virtual realm is not simply a mimesis
or reflection of physical reality but an independent domain that generates new kinds of
spaces and ideas. The political significance of the virtual realm lies in its experimental
and emergent role as part of an envisioned space that has yet to be realized within the
taken-for-granted realm of concrete reality (Boundas, 1996; Massumi, 2001). The role
of the diagram or ‘abstract machine’ takes on special significance in this context as an
attempt to give visual expression to new models of reality.8 In the case of architecture,
for example, there has been an intense dialogue between developments in building
design and the speculative possibilities engendered by computer-aided simulations so
that ‘physical space increasingly resembles cyberspace’ (Mitchell, 2003: 197). Some
architectural practices have deployed so-called ‘genetic algorithms’ in order to generate
a form of ‘in vitro’ architecture which derives its inspiration from nature yet remains
autonomous from it as a purely digitized space of imaginative exploration (see Chu,
2002; De Landa, 2002).9 Examples of architectural practice inflected by post-
structuralist ideas which move beyond purely ‘in vitro’ speculations to fully realized
projects include the work of Peter Eisenman, Frank Gehry and Bernard Tschumi, where
sophisticated combinations of form, structure and materials have been achieved, which
are quite at odds with modernist conceptions of architectural form.

A conceptual synthesis can be discerned in some of the recent literature between
post-structuralist philosophies of space and Latourian conceptions of actor-network
theory to produce a new kind of urban theorization which eschews the meta-narratives

7 Examples of this coalescence between neo-organicist ideas and ecological thought in architecture
and urban studies include Jencks (1993), Papanek (1995), Sukopp et al. (1995), Slessor (1997), Poole
(1998), Ruano (1999), Kurokawa (2001b), Pearson (2001), Gauzin-Müller (2002), Gans and Kuz
(2003), Lalvani (2003) and Senosiain (2003). Key influences on the incorporation of natural forms
in urban design include classic works such as Zevi (1950), Katavolos (1961), Häring (1962) and
Alexander (1964). Other important inputs into what one might term ‘organic’ architecture also
include the designs of Alvar Aalto, Hans Scharoun and Bruno Zevi and also the influential metabolist
manifesto of Kisho Kurokawa (see Kurokawa, 2001a; Frampton, 2003; Gandy, 2004a).

8 See, for example, Deleuze (1988; 1993), de Vries (1993), Wigley (1993), De Landa (1994; 1998a; 1998b;
2002), Robbins (1998); Bostic (1998), Kinnard (1998), Lynn (1998; 1999), van Berkel and Bos (1998),
Coyne (1999) and Di Cristina (2001).

9 Examples of so-called ‘parallel’ or virtual architectural practices include Asymptote, UN Studio and
AMO.
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associated with neo-Marxian approaches. Building on the insights of Deleuze and
Guattari these approaches have sought to remove all the extrinsic or foundational
aspects to urban theory and pare analysis down to the movements and interactions that
constitute ‘the city’ as a particular kind of spatial form or activity that is independent
of conventional accounts of scale, structure or order.10 The brain or ‘thinking space’ of
the city persists yet is dispersed through innumerable nodes and networks in contrast
with the embodied cyborg citizen to be found in the more technophile literature. We
can trace these developments back to the emerging critique of architectural modernism
in the 1970s and 1980s that increasingly drew on the theoretical ontologies of post-
structuralism in order to advance a radically unplanned built form.11 From this
perspective the role of ‘chaos’, for example, takes on a very different significance from
that associated with the modernist city and is perceived as a field of evolutionary and
radical experimentation. Chaos is no longer seen as an anomalous dimension to the
urban experience to be problematized or excluded from analysis but a rich vein of
social and spatial interaction through which we may perceive signs of alternative or
hitherto overlooked urban forms. Chaos may also be characterized as a more
sophisticated, resilient and adaptable form of order as Rem Koolhaas has suggested
with respect to the dynamics of West African urbanism (Koolhaas et al., 2001;
Koolhaas, 2002). The theoretical novelty of such a perspective sits sharply at odds,
however, with the capacity for what one might term ‘avant-garde urbanism’ to actually
explicate any substantial dimensions to urban change (see, for example, Rauterberg,
2002; Gandy, 2004b). We can detect within urban and architectural discourse an
emerging counter current to post-structuralist and avant-garde urbanism led by a
combination of formal, technical and political critiques (see Frampton, 1996; van
Berkel and Bos, 1998). Though the post-structuralism of Deleuze and Guattari seeks to
make explicit linkages between the ‘real’ and the ‘virtual’, and is in this respect a
significant advance on the flattening and one-dimensional simulacra of Jean
Baudrillard, there is a persistent difficulty in articulating any kind of cogent political
critique of the cyborg city. The emphasis on the fluid characteristics of urban space
risks overlooking the particular combinations of fixed capital and human expertise that
enable specific nodes within the global urban system to play enhanced roles in the
arena of cultural and economic production. The disavowal of structure hampers
the evaluation of the theoretical and practical significance of these insights despite the
potentially fertile coalescence between Deleuzian post-structuralism and a cyborg
sensibility towards the mutual entanglement of the real and the virtual. We are left with
an ironic continuity between the functionalist reading of the industrial city and a ‘neo-
organicist’ preoccupation with the design of space that resides quite comfortably
alongside reworked formalist idioms in architectural criticism.

From endo-colonization to the cyborg citizen
The emerging depiction of the human-machine interface as a technological monstrosity
is strongly associated with nineteenth-century romanticism: anxieties over
uncontrollable science and technology, for example, form part of a long-standing counter
discourse to modernist teleologies of technological progress (Clayton, 1996; Tsouvalis,
2003). In recent years, however, the trope of technological monsters has tended to divide
between a Haraway-Latour axis of new affinities towards excluded others on the one

10 See, for example, Thrift (1999; 2000a; 2004), Amin and Thrift (2002), Doel and Hubbard (2002),
Thrift and French (2002) and Smith (2003a; 2003b). We should note, however, that Deleuze resisted
the categorization of his work as post-structuralist (see Rajchman, 2000: 146).

11 For greater detail on the impact of deconstructive and post-structuralist ideas within architecture
see, for example, Wigley (1993). An emerging emphasis on ‘anti-planning’ can be found in, for
example, Koolhaas (1990; 1995). See also Hughes and Sadler (2000).
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hand, and the persistence of fears towards technology and its ‘malevolent autonomy’ on
the other hand (Waldby, 2002: 28). The appearance of the cyborg has engendered a new
wave of fear and trepidation towards the invasion of the body by strange technologies
that threaten to eliminate or overwhelm the human subject. In the writings of Paul
Virilio, for example, we move beyond the romantic and Heideggerian critique of
technology towards a political economy of technology and its intersection with the
human body. Virilio sees the colonization of the body by new technologies as a
‘revolution of transplantations’ that marks the critical ‘third wave’ of modernity
following the earlier revolutions in transportation and communications technologies
(Virilio, 1997: 6). Virilio charts the advance of a ‘neo-eugenics’ in which the power of
military-scientific imperialism leads towards an ‘endo-colonization’ of the human body
itself so that we no longer talk of the body in the city but of the ‘city in the body’ (see
Virilio, 1995; 1997). The cyborg figure becomes a symbol for the militarization of
society: we are no longer dealing with a cold war astronaut but with the technologically
enhanced soldier of the twenty-first century peering around the corner of buildings in
defence of prosperous nations and their corporate sponsors.12 The hygienist discourses
of the past have been radically extended by new technologies of surveillance and control
in order to construct the cordons sanitaires of the twenty-first century. New defensive
structures have developed that combine long-standing mechanisms of social exclusion
such as housing markets with enhanced forms of social control through a mix of
architectural, ideological and intelligence-gathering processes. The growing significance
of urban warfare in particular is now leading towards military strategies which
specifically target the destruction of essential technological networks such as water and
power in order to subdue civilian populations and eradicate sources of political
resistance (Graham, 2003; 2004). A deliberate process of decoupling modern societies
from urban technological networks or ‘decyborgization’ to use Timothy Luke’s (1996)
expression is reducing marginalized communities to a state of biological subsistence so
that they are no longer political subjects but mere inhabitants struggling for existence
(see also Agamben, 1998; Bauman, 2004). Through a process of deliberate
disenfranchisement from modernity whole societies face the prospect of annihilation
through a combination of disease, impoverishment and overt acts of violence.

Ranged against the more fearful readings of technology we can discern an emphasis
on the cyborg as a means of becoming ‘post human’ in order to liberate the human body
from the illusory boundaries of the autonomous self.13 In the work of William J. Mitchell,
for example, we can trace a lineage from ‘Vitruvian man’, through the
phenomenological experience of space, to the contemporary networked urban citizen as
‘a spatially extended cyborg’ (Mitchell, 2003: 39). ‘For millennia’, writes Mitchell
(1998: 173), ‘architects have been concerned with the skin-bounded body and its
immediate sensory environment . . . now they must contemplate electronically
augmented, reconfigurable, virtual bodies that can sense and act at a distance but that
also remain partially anchored in their immediate surroundings’. In this sense Mitchell
builds on the technologically inflected historicism of earlier writers such as Reyner
Banham, Sigfreid Giedion and Pierre Naville who depicted modernity as a series of
revolutionary technical innovations. Focusing on wireless infrastructures Mitchell
explores the extraordinary technological potentialities of the cyber city and the
increasing interaction of digital code with virtually every sphere of human activity
(Mitchell, 2003). Yet this is a strangely undifferentiated future in which the polarities
and exclusions of space are largely overlooked. Mitchell (2003: 5) claims, for example,
that we are witnessing ‘the shift from a world structured by boundaries and enclosures
to a world dominated, at every scale, by connections, networks, and flows’ but he ignores

12 On the future development of military technologies see, for example, Gray (1997), Virilio (1997) and
Der Derian (2001).

13 On the post-human subject see, for example, Grosz (1992), Halberstam and Livingston (1995), Wood
(1998), Hayles (1999a), Feenberg (2000) and Murdoch (2001).
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the devastating disparities between the mobility of capital and labour that condemn much
of humanity to economic serfdom. In the final instance his perspective is so heavily
driven by technological change that it begins to assume the role of an independent
variable in his analysis.

Agency, hybridity and distributed cognition
The blurring of boundaries between the body and the city raises complexities in relation
to our understanding of the human subject and the changing characteristics of human
agency. An extended conception of human agency would include, for instance, the role
of biophysical processes and socio-cultural technological systems that impact upon the
social production of space. Bruno Latour, for example, has emphasized different scales
of analysis to allow the extension of our conception of agency to include those objects,
forms, structures and non-human elements that have been systematically excluded from
both positivist and materialist epistemological traditions (Latour, 1993; 2004).14

Whereas the work of Haraway has tended to emphasize the affinities between human
and non-human nature the practical import of Latour has been the mapping or
delineation of ‘cascading micro-decisions’ linking between different kinds of networks
or structures (Zitouni, 2004). The cyborg can be conceived in a Latourian sense as both
a new kind of social interaction with space but also a disordered concept to be conceived
in opposition to the purified realm of modernist urban thought. Yet a Latourian public
realm, with its hybridized conceptions of agency, is quite different from that envisaged
within Habermasian philosophical traditions because of the radical extension of human
agency to encompass those technical and organizational systems which the Frankfurt
School philosophers sought to specifically exclude from the realm of ethical and political
judgment.

The concept of hybridity also entails its own spatiality, its own geometries of power
between its constituent elements. The idea of the cyborg as a hybrid can be conceived
as a problematic re-inscription of technical discourses derived from core locales or some
overarching teleological template for urban change but it can also entail a reverse flow
of ideas and developments from the margin to the centre. The complexities of colonial
and post-colonial urbanism, for example, can be explored in terms of locally specific
combinations of materials, practices and ideas drawn from disparate contexts (see, for
example, Gabilondo, 1995; King, 1995; Hall, 2003). The cyborg metaphor can be used
in this sense as an explicit recognition of the limits to formalist or teleological
architectural discourses rooted in purified and neatly demarcated conceptions of cultural
change. Following Latour’s admonition that we have never been modern, we could argue
that we have always led a cyborg existence since virtually every human endeavour has
involved a combination of disparate cultural and technological skills ranging from the
origins of language to the latest developments in materials science. But if we abandon
any historical or geographical specificity to the cyborg idea we risk diluting its analytical
utility as a means to engage with the cultural and technological complexity of the
contemporary city.

The complexities of human agency in the cyborg city point to the intersection between
technological change and the reformulation of the public sphere inherited from the
industrial city. But can the cyborg idea help us to understand the changing dynamics of
infrastructure provision in relation to a digitized or diffuse conception of the public
realm? If the interactions between human and synthetic sentience have eroded the idea
that ‘conscious agency is the essence of human identity’ (Hayles, 1999a: 288) then this
contradicts many of the insights of cultural history that have focused quite specifically

14 For explorations of the significance of hybridity for the understanding of relations between nature,
culture and the production of space see, for example, Bingham (1996), Wolch (1996), Luke (1997),
Swyngedouw (1999; 2004), Kull (2001), Murdoch (2001), Whatmore (2002) and Latour (2004).
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on the co-evolution of material realities and systems of cultural meaning. The arguments
made by Alain Corbin (1986), for example, over the evolution of olfactory perception
locate these changes precisely within the context of a more individuated experience of
modernity within which communal experiences begin to acquire a different set of
meanings. What Catherine Hayles and the other ‘post-human’ theorists are in a sense
suggesting is that new forms of ‘distributed cognition’ are creating a more integrated
rather than individuated system of sensory perception that directly challenges the
established trajectory of modern consciousness and experience.

Post-human political discourse is grounded within the context of the decline of meta-
narratives, the erosion of the public realm and the radical indeterminacy of the human
subject. If the ‘autonomous self’ can be regarded as an illusory and highly restricted
(socially and historically) realm of human experience, we are still left with the
uncertainty of delineating the characteristics of the human subject in a cyborg society
(Callard, 1998; Hayles, 1999a: 286). If the body-city interface is conceptualized as a
non-Cartesian space, then the distinction between mind and body and between the
material and the virtual becomes extensively blurred. But what happens when the human
subject is increasingly merged with the fabric of the city itself? Whilst it is easy to accept
that our hybridized interactions with space involve a greater role for ‘silicon, copper
and magnetic subsystems’ (Mitchell, 2003: 168) it is much harder to conceive of ethical
judgements as a digitized process of remote interactions with not only other humans but
also non-human machines and networks. The physicist Michio Kaku, for example,
describes a world emerging between 2020 and 2050 in which computers as we know
them will be superseded by an invisible network with the power of artificial intelligence
(see Broderick, 2002). But even if an interconnected skein of nanotechnology were to
extend into all aspects of everyday life (at least in the hyper-connected nodes of global
cities) the problematic distinction between human and non-human forms of sentience
would remain unresolved. The rapid co-evolution of what Gregory Bateson has termed
‘distributed cognition’ between human and artificial intelligence exposes an emerging
disjuncture between the virtual realm of information production and the relatively finite
reserves of human attention capable of engaging with the proliferation of sensory stimuli
(see Hayles, 1999a: 287). In the final instance, however, the notion of ‘distributed
cognition’ advanced by Bateson and other advocates of artificial intelligence, blurs the
boundary between sentience and non-sentience, and between bodies and machines, and
results in a digitized ontology that delimits rather than extends the possibilities for the
reconfiguration of urban experience. The increasing significance of non-human decision-
making marks a radical technological intrusion into those spheres of human cognition
that both Frankfurt School and Heideggerian philosophical traditions have sought to
protect. With distributed cognition the built space of the city has not only become part
of the human body but has begun to impinge upon the process of thought itself.

Phantom spaces and the public realm
The pervasive dilapidation of urban infrastructures, and especially those physical
networks associated with the growth of the modern industrial city, is intimately
connected with questions surrounding the state of the public realm and its future
prospects. The marginal spaces of the post-industrial city are now littered with
technological relics: the twisted combinations of metal and concrete which cluster along
rivers and major rail intersections and extend beneath the surface of the city can be
likened to what William Gibson describes as the ‘semiotic ghosts’ of yesterday’s
tomorrows (cited in Dery, 2002: 303). These ‘anxious landscapes’, to use the historian
Antoine Picon’s (2000) term, are emblematic of a new kind of urban form which finds
its logical counterpart in the new shopping malls, corporate atria and other quasi-public
spaces that characterize the post-industrial city. Yet even before their neglect and
abandonment these complex assemblages of physical artefacts, technical expertise and
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accumulated cultural meaning had begun to fade from collective consciousness and were
no longer an integral part of the ‘social imaginary’ of the modern city (see, for example,
Castoriadis, 1987; Taylor, 2004). From the middle decades of the twentieth century these
vast infrastructural networks gradually disappeared from view as part of the ‘taken-for-
granted’ world of everyday life (see Williams, 1990; Garver, 1998; Kaïka and
Swyngedouw, 2000). These centralized and quasi-universal systems embedded within
urban space, which Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin (2001) have referred to as the
‘modern infrastructural ideal’, represent a constituent element within the socio-spatial
structure of modern societies ranging from gender relations to the political delineation
of the nation-state. These vast infrastructure networks can be interpreted as a concrete
manifestation of what Habermas (1998) has termed ‘normative universalism’ yet we
know comparatively little about the cultural and political dynamics of their decline in
comparison with their growth and development.15 The routinization of spatial regulation
in the modern era contributed towards a gradual detachment of modern infrastructure
from the legitimating ideals that made the political and administrative transformation of
urban space historically possible (see Ingram, 1994: 253). These municipal networks
required incessant inputs of capital and human labour in order ‘to prevent the entropic
disintegration of frail material circuits’ (Otter, 2002: 14) and have been especially
vulnerable to the protracted fiscal crisis facing the modern state since the 1970s. Despite
their evident technical and fiscal frailty, however, these technological structures retain
a crucial role in delineating not only the practical possibilities for urban governance but
also in defining the ideological and metaphorical parameters of political discourse. Yet
in the absence of comprehensive failures such as power blackouts or spectacular
corporate corruption scandals, the politicization of networks remains largely restricted
to their human interface rather than to their complex patterns of ownership and control.

The cyborg city is widely perceived as a post-metabolic city in which the exchange
of information has supplanted the role of material exchange to become the dominant
dynamic behind the shaping of urban space. In a sense the idea of urban metabolism
has moved closer to the original nineteenth-century emphasis on material transformation
or Stoffwechsel as post-industrial cities take on an increasingly alchemic function of
producing wealth out of abstract rather material transactions. The last 20 years has seen
an accelerating process of dematerialization or ‘derritorialization’ driven by the spread
of informatics, increased capital mobility and the fracturing of place-bound identities,
yet the implications of this urban transformation for the public sphere remain extensively
occluded in the cyborg literature. The sociologist Konstantinos Chatzis (2001), for
example, asks what possibilities for collective thought and action might exist in the
fractured and heterogeneous spaces of the cyborg city and berates Latour and Mitchell
for their avoidance of these political questions. In a similar vein the architectural
historian Christine Boyer (1996) asks what the political implications of cyborg
urbanization are for the future of the public realm and remains sceptical that digital
connectivity can take the place of a concrete public sphere (see also Dean, 2001). The
public sphere of the industrial city was defined by human labour in terms of its political
delineation and physical expression. It was both a tangible form and a metaphorical
space through which a progressivist, albeit partial, conception of urban politics could
be articulated in the public arena. Yet the public sphere engendered by the industrial city
was deeply flawed, both in theory and practice, and proved highly unstable under the
combination of political, economic and social pressures that emerged during the 1970s
and 1980s. A cyborgian public realm, à la Latour, might, for example, include a whole
variety of non-human organisms, yet-to-be-named assemblages of things and
multitudinous chains of agency, but would this ‘parliament of pipes’ and other assorted
quasi-objects actually represent a political advance over an anthropocentric public

15 On the evolution of modern infrastructure networks see, for example, Hughes (1983), Abriani (1988),
Callon (1991), Dupuy (1991), Picon (1992), MacKenzie (1996), Latour and Hermant (1998), MacKenzie
and Wajcman (1999), Jacobson (2000) and Melosi (2000).
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sphere grounded in some workable variant of inter-subjective understanding? A more
fruitful avenue might be to explore the variety of actually existing grassroots
organizations currently mobilizing in disparate urban spaces around issues such as social
justice, shelter rights and access to sanitation (see Appadurai, 2002). In some instances
international networks and novel institutional structures have emerged which both
confound the limitations of the bourgeois public sphere — especially within the context
of the megacities in the global South — and also challenge the new constellations of
political and economic power now concentrated in international financial institutions
such as the World Bank. Yet the enrichment of civil society cannot in itself act as a
viable substitute for a functional public realm which is connected to the development
of democratic institutions (see Sennett, 2000; Calhoun, 2002), including those very
structures of urban governance which enabled the historic development of the
technological networks which comprise the fabric of the modern city.

The territorial and administrative structures associated with the industrial city have
been displaced by an increased plurality and simultaneity of different spatial forms. ‘At
the end of the twentieth century’, suggests Paul Virilio (1991: 15), ‘urban space loses
its geopolitical reality to the exclusive benefit of systems of instantaneous deportation
whose technological intensity ceaselessly upsets all of our social structures’. Virilio lies
in the vanguard of an urban literature that posits a radical diminution in the traditional
role of cities as focal points for social and economic life. When taken to extremes,
however, the ‘deterritorialization’ arguments appear to deny any clear role for space in
the constitution of power. The Japanese architect Kuniichi Uno (2001: 1020), for
example, suggests that ‘contemporary power possesses no center but only borders’,
whilst the economist Francis Cairncross (1997) declares the end of location as an
important factor in global capitalism. Over 15 years of research, however, has
demonstrated that an overemphasis on the deterritorialization of space and power is
misplaced because spatial dispersal within the global economy has paradoxically
necessitated the recombination and re-concentration of power in specific places and
locales (see Castells, 2000; Sassen, 2001). Yet this influential body of literature on
networks and the paradoxical enhancement of spatial propinquity tends to overlook the
marginal spaces where unequal power relations, violence and social exclusion are most
powerfully manifested (see, for example, Tadiar, 1995; Simone, 2001; 2002; Robinson,
2002). The dominant use of the network metaphor within the ‘global city’ literature is
characterized by an extensive degree of economic and technological determinism within
which the role of human agency is systematically downplayed. The very idea of the
network is trapped within an epistemological myopia that privileges issues of
quantification and scale over the everyday practices that actually enable these networks
to function (see Smith, 2003a). An emphasis on cyborg urbanization extends our analysis
of flows, structures and relations beyond so-called ‘global cities’ to a diversity of
ordinary or neglected urban spaces. The cyborg city is, in other words, closer to an
interpretative analytical framework that can connect analysis with the cultural and
ideological realm of everyday life and include those ‘unconventional’ urban landscapes
that have emerged outside the core metropolitan regions of the world economy and
where incongruities and displacements are an even more pervasive feature of the urban
experience.

From virtual space to concrete space
There is an implicit disjuncture between the technological sophistication associated with
various manifestations of the virtual city and the state of dilapidation and disinvestment
experienced in the concrete city. In one sense this reflects the widening gulf between
‘wired’ and ‘wireless’ technologies that is extensively downplayed in flow-based,
digitized and nomadized accounts of urban change. The bifurcated geographies of post-
industrial cities are characterized by global citadels of connectivity encased within a
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wider landscape of neglect and social polarization. The multi-lane flyovers of Manila,
Mumbai and the other megacities of the global South, for example, enable a literal as
well as metaphorical lifting of the new middle-class elites out of the congestion and
poverty of the city below. The emerging nodes of hyper-connectivity and premium
service provision in the financial districts of cities such as London and New York
similarly ensure that core trading and managerial functions can withstand outside
pressures and uncertainties. The centralized modes of universal service provision
associated with the development of the modern city have been replaced by a new logic
of differentiation and exclusion. Many former sites of service provision have merged or
melted into a proliferating zone of urban ‘non-space’ that is disconnected from
contemporary patterns of economic production (see Augé, 1995). And the hidden city,
exemplified by nineteenth-century water and sewer networks, now faces the prospect of
extensive collapse with far-reaching fiscal and public health implications. The role of
urban infrastructures has been altered within an emerging reorganization of territoriality
marked by a progressive dislocation between urban spaces and those administrative and
governmental structures associated with the emergence of the modern city and the nation
state.16

Despite the conceptual lineages between the cyborg and various manifestations of
the virtual or digital realm, the metaphor does not necessarily conflict with materialist
readings of urban space. The idea of the cyborg is especially useful in this regard by
emphasizing the shifting interrelationship between ‘wired’ and ‘wireless’ technologies
and the interdependencies engendered by these evolving structures and relationships.
The cyborg metaphor allows us to conceptualize the interaction between social and
biophysical processes that produce urban space and sustain the possibilities for everyday
life in the modern city. In the case of water, for example, we can explore the linkages
between the volatility of global capital markets and the concrete dynamics of the
hydrological cycle through ‘the production of hybridized waters and cyborg cities’
(Swyngedouw, 1996: 80; see also 1997b; 1999). The idea of the cyborg city, as used by
Erik Swyngedouw, is simultaneously an analytical framework and an imaginative
strategy that ‘opens up a new arena for thinking and acting on the city’ (1996: 80). In
contrast to the ‘electromonadic cyborg’ of Mitchell (2003: 62), the cyborg is used in a
relational way by Swyngedouw to illustrate the hybridized socio-ecological relations
that underpin the production of space rather than the experience of the technologically-
enhanced urban citizen. We encounter the political economy of the cyborg city in a way
that is largely absent from the more technologically orientated literature. A materialist
reading of the cyborg city can be used to illuminate different facets to the history of
capitalist urbanization: the interaction between trade in specific commodities, for
example, and the cyclical pulse of capital combine to produce successive cycles of
investment in the built form of the city. The cyborg metaphor goes further than the neo-
Marxian tradition in its engagement with the inherent messiness and indeterminacy of
urban space. Yet it is not inconsistent with neo-Marxian conceptions of relations between
material and abstract space since the cyborg is at root both a materialist concept and an
idealist construct that eschews a purely phenomenological or fragmentary worldview
through its recognition of multiple and interconnected collectivities of agency. The
relational or dialectical cyborg, with its explicit engagement with different forms of
capital — ranging from tangible manifestations to speculative abstractions — provides
a significant alternative to neo-organicist models of urban space.

A materialist reading of the cyborg metaphor can also be extended to the micro-
political realms of power that characterize the structuring and use of private space in
the modern home. The technological sophistication of the contemporary city has led
towards an intensification of the dependence and co-evolution between urban societies
and urban technological networks. There is clearly a periodicity to this process so that

16 See, for example, Swyngedouw (1997a), Brenner (1998; 2000), Graham (2000), Jessop (2000) and
Graham and Marvin (2001).
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what Mitchell has characterized as the ‘Me++’ complex of the cyborg city has
superseded the ‘auto-house-appliance complex’ of the Fordist era which replaced in
its turn the earlier waves of technological diffusion through the interior spaces of the
nineteenth-century industrial city (see Nantois, 2002). The latest wave of digital
architecture conceives of self-organizing robotic assemblages within the modern
home, for example, which will blur the distinction between architecture and furniture
to create new kinds of interactive and ergonomic spaces (see Schumacher, 2002). Yet
the impact of this emerging edifice of domestic technologies on the comportment of
the human body remains uncertain. The evolution of domestic space entails its own
geometries of power through the disciplining effects of modern technologies on
human behaviour. We encounter not only the physical infrastructure of spatial
connectivity, but also the social networks and institutional forms which enable these
structures to function. The development of the cyborg city is thus intimately related to
the evolution of modern forms of governance or ‘governmentality’, to use Foucault’s
term, in which human conduct is shaped indirectly in order to conform to modern
conceptions of rationality.17

The evolution of human-technological systems is a reflexive process in which the
shaping of space begins to reflect modern aspirations for mobility, privacy, salubrity and
other characteristic features of the emerging cyborg city. In this sense technologies play
a role in producing the body as a discursive field rather than simply through the
prosthetic modification of biological limitations (see Grosz, 1992). Consider, for
example, the evolutionary phase of the relationship between the body and the
development of modern plumbing systems in the second half of the nineteenth century.
The processes involved the extension of public water networks into the private spaces
of the home; the inculcation of new washing habits; the spread of new fashions in
plumbing and interior design; the construction of elaborate sewer systems to dispose of
increasing quantities of waste water; and the intensification of bourgeois ideologies of
domesticity.18 A simultaneous transformation in modes of human interaction with water
and social attitudes towards the body found its logical endpoint in the modern bathroom:
a private space that marks a clear manifestation of indirect social control of the type
that Foucault explored in relation to the bio-politics of the modern body (see Osborne,
1996). A critical theme which emerges from this discussion is whether the evolutionary
dynamic of virtual networks in the contemporary city is fundamentally different from
that engendered by the waves of physical infrastructure embedded in the modern city.
Katherine Hayles (1999a: xiii) suggests that the cyborg form emerges where ‘the enacted
and represented bodies are brought into conjunction through the technology that
connects them’ but the longer-term implications of continuous surveillance and
technological interdiction for the bio-politics of the body remain uncertain.

Representing complexity
The cyborg metaphor allows for the simultaneity of concrete and imaginary perceptions
of urban infrastructure so that the categories of the ‘real’ and the ‘virtual’ become
interconnected facets of urban experience. The cyborg metaphor is, in other words,
peculiarly suited to an understanding of the contemporary metropolis not only as a
morphological entity entwined with various technical and aesthetic discourses, but also
as an abstract and inter-subjective realm through which political and cultural ideas
become constituted or ‘fleshed out’ in parallel with the concrete development of the city.

17 For greater detail on debates surrounding ‘governmentality’ and the modern state see, for example,
Gordon (1991), Law (1994), Barry et al. (1996), Dean (1999) and Rose (1999). On subjectivity and
architecture see also Wigley (1990).

18 On social and cultural histories of modern plumbing see, for example, Giedion (1948), Hamlin (1998),
Lahiji and Friedman (1997), Laporte (2000) and Kaïka (2004).
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Some of the most significant insights into the modern city have combined markedly
different intellectual registers to powerful effect: consider, for example, Walter
Benjamin’s combination of Marxism with Jewish mysticism, Georg Simmel’s account
of the alchemy of money or Henri Lefebvre’s distinction between representational space
and spaces of representation. The intellectual tensions that emerge from these conceptual
juxtapositions are not indicative of an analytical incoherence but actually signal an urban
discourse that is closer to the complexity of its object of inquiry than any ‘purified’ or
mono-disciplinary approach can provide. Writing and thinking about cities can aspire
to the kind of ‘border writing’ suggested by Emily Hicks (2001) where edges,
interactions and confusions between different codes and symbols take precedence over
aspirations towards cultural homogeneity or the binary ‘real’ versus ‘unreal’ distinctions
of literary genres such as ‘magic realism’ which effectively sever culture from politics.
The cyborg concept enables us to make better sense of urban and industrial landscapes
that are produced through the interaction between ostensibly contradictory systems of
social and cultural signification.

Urban infrastructures are not only material manifestations of political power but they
are also systems of representation that lend urban space its cultural meaning. We can
conceive of urban infrastructures as modes of cognition as well as processes
underpinning the restructuring of urban space. The development of the cyborg metaphor
has coincided with the re-emergence of urban infrastructure as a discursive field
permeated by crisis, uncertainty and political contestation. The association between the
cyborg metaphor and the rediscovery of the jumbled mass of pipes and wires that
constitute the hidden city reminds us that the technological fascination of the cyborg
city, exemplified by the tubular nightmare of Terry Gilliam’s Brazil (1984), owes as
much to late modern sensibilities in architectural design than to any putative shift
towards ‘dematerialization’ in the postmodern city.19 The aesthetic dimensions to the
cyborg city are related to the scale and complexity of urban infrastructures as forms that
transcend our conceptual grasp of urban space to produce a cognitive hiatus that is given
its clearest expression in science fiction cinema and literature. ‘Unthinkable complexity’,
writes William Gibson, ‘Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and
constellations of data. Like city lights, receding . . .’ (Gibson, 1984: 51). In this now
classic passage from Neuromancer Gibson suggests, like Mitchell, that the city can be
conceived in terms of a neurological analogy but he goes further than this in his
representation of the future city as a structure lying beyond any rational mode of
comprehension. A similar sense of overwhelming complexity is portrayed in the opening
sequence of Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982) where the camera pans across a
seemingly limitless expanse of flickering lights to show an urban galaxy representing
Los Angeles in the year 2019. For Fredric Jameson the proliferation of dystopian
technological fantasies since the 1970s is indicative of an exhaustion of utopian thought
through the displacement of concrete conceptions of possible urban futures. These
anxious landscapes may even represent a late imperial vision of Western cities after the
fall — invaded by other cultures and life forms — so that urban monstrosity can be read
as a fear of cultural as well as technological miscegenation (Jameson, 1982). In taking
such a position, however, Jameson fails to allow the cyborg perspective to be read as a
form of social and political allegory that serves to extend our imaginative grasp of urban
space (see Bukatman, 1993; Wolmark, 1994). We are fascinated by the cyborg landscape
because it tells us something about ourselves as well as about the complex changes
underway in the structure and meaning of contemporary cities.

19 Examples of the late-modern ‘wired city’ include the work of Archigram, Archizoom and Superstudio.
By the 1970s a sense of unease about urban technological networks had evolved into a ‘techno-
fetishist’ vision of urban space encased in a hyphal network of giant ducts, wires and pipes that
manifested in the late modern architecture of the exoskeleton exemplified by Richard Rodger’s
designs for the Lloyds building in London and the Pompidou Centre in Paris. See Picon (1998),
Armstrong (2000) and Mitchell (2003).
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These cognitive polarities between concrete and imaginary space can be explored
with reference to the aesthetic categories of the sublime and the uncanny that have begun
to permeate critical writings on urban and industrial landscapes.20 The deployment of a
neo-Kantian reading of the sublime in order to develop our understanding of urban
complexity leads in a rather different direction from the ‘non-representational theory’
developed within post-structuralist urban discourse. The geographer Nigel Thrift
(2000b: 222), for instance, elaborates on the distinction between concrete spaces and
their ‘ghostly correlates’ but there remains a conceptual hiatus between the analytical
scope of non-representational theory and the experiential and sensory realm of modern
consciousness. To what extent, for example, are the post-human transcendence of the
body and the neo-Kantian spatio-temporal transcendence of the body conceptually
incommensurate? Does the concept of the sublime extend across both these cognitive
and conceptual realms or is it best conceived as a philosophical anachronism in relation
to the post-human subject and the ‘distributed cognition’ of the cyborg city? There are
clearly difficulties with a conception of the sublime that relegates inexplicable
dimensions of human experience to a non-cognitive sphere of spatio-temporal
transcendence. A modified conception of sublimity in the cyborg city might allow a less
optically centred account of aesthetic wonder to incorporate a wider variety and depth
of sensory stimuli as part of a more inclusive and responsive intellectual strategy for the
interpretation of urban complexity. Rather than a romantic longing for an ‘organic unity’
(Rajchman, 2000: 22), the contemporary city needs a conceptual vocabulary that can
give expression to the unknown, the unknowable and what is yet to come.

Conclusions
It may appear arcane — abstruse even — to utilize the idea of the cyborg as a means
to explore the contemporary urban condition. Yet a cursory glance at the recent literature
shows that the earlier incarnations of the cyborg as an isolated yet technologically
enhanced body have proliferated into a vast assemblage of bodily and machinic
entanglements which interconnect with the contemporary city in a multitude of different
ways. The richness of the cyborg concept allows us to negotiate a multiplicity of spaces
and practices simultaneously and in so doing develop epistemological strategies for the
interpretation of urban life which come closer to any putative ‘reality’ than those
approaches which long for the mechanistic or deterministic simplification of their object
of study. Unlike some of the other conceptual tools currently in vogue — whose
deployment of the ‘post’ prefix denotes an ending or culmination of a predetermined
sequence of developments — the cyborg offers a sense of continuity in our critical
appreciation of the intersection between different and often contradictory modernities.

The idea of cyborg urbanization has emerged as a way of conceptualizing the body-
technology nexus that underpins the contemporary city, but also as a corrective to those
perspectives which seek to privilege the digital or virtual realm over material spaces.
The cyborg concept can in this sense be enlisted into an intellectual project to ‘re-
materialize’ the city and establish substantive connections between the body, technology
and space. But what kind of city is envisaged by this shift of emphasis towards the
corporeal dimensions of urban experience? And, more importantly, what kind of political
implications are bound up with the deployment of the cyborg concept in urban
discourse? This article has identified a series of ways in which the idea of the cyborg
intersects with urban politics: the neo-Marxian analysis of the commodification of the

20 For more details on the spatial dimensions to the sublime and the uncanny see, for example, Lyotard
(1982; 1989; 1994), Deleuze (1984), Vidler (1987; 2000), Crowther (1992), Boyd Whyte (1993), Nesbitt
(1995), Riese (1998), Patterson (1999), Freyssinet (2001), Demos (2003), Royle (2003) and Kelley
(2004).
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body, nature and space (and the circulatory dynamics between these elements); the post-
Cartesian promotion of an ever-widening orbit of affinities and networks between the
human and the non-human; the technophile anticipation of a liberating conjunction
between the body and ever more sophisticated assemblages of technological networks;
and the recurring allegorical trope of urban dystopias within which to foreground a
critique of the contemporary city. I want, however, to emphasize one strand in particular:
the potential for cyborgian conceptions of the city to emphasize the continuing political
salience of the public realm. By doing so I wish to differentiate a historically grounded
conception of the cyborg city from those morphological constructs associated with neo-
organicist conceptions of urban hybridity. Whilst the idea of the cyborg is rooted in the
recognition of spatial complexity, it also serves to emphasize unitary dimensions to the
experience of space exemplified by the development of vast technological networks. A
materialist reading of the cyborg city points to a critical reformulation of the public
sphere which can encompass a different set of urban realities and a new range of
epistemological themes. In a sense, therefore, the current challenge is to expose the
elision between the technological and the political so that the cyborg city is opened up
to contestation through a renewed connection between urban governance and the public
realm.

The very fact that the cyborg is difficult to pin down in any fixed or categorical sense
is a testament to its intellectual fecundity as a focus for extending urban thinking beyond
conventional polarities. What I have attempted to do here is to develop the idea of the
cyborg as part of a more nuanced vocabulary for the critical interpretation of cities. The
cyborg concept, when used in conjunction with other key terms such as neo-organicism,
rhizomatic space and distributed cognition, begins to enable a more precise discussion
about the technological characteristics of contemporary cities. I have sought in particular
to develop a relational and materially grounded reading of the cyborg as an intrinsic
dimension to the co-evolution of social and technological systems. I have suggested that
the concept raises issues that extend beyond the development of urban technological
networks to encompass expanded conceptions of the human subject, changing
conceptions of the public sphere and new ways of interpreting urban landscapes. Most
notably, however, the distinction between ‘city’ and ‘non-city’ becomes extensively
blurred under cyborg urbanization to produce a tendential landscape exhibiting different
forms of integration between the body, technology and social practices. Viewed in this
way the city is both a tangible entity but also a relational construct so that we cannot
disentangle the one from the other. Yet, neither Haraway nor Latour is able to
satisfactorily resolve the tension between expanded conceptions of agency (or affinity)
and the need to contextualize technological networks within the bio-political dynamics
of power that enable modern cities to function. There is, in other words, a conceptual
lacuna at the heart of cyborg discourse emanating from the historicity of the body-
technology nexus and its relationship to an ideological sense of the city as a functional
whole. The blurring of agency in the cyborg city — which fundamentally contradicts
the idea of modernity as a movement towards greater degrees of cognitive and sensory
individuation — raises the prospect of a technically mediated public sphere but not in
the sense of a digitized public realm. Part of the political challenge facing the hybrid
city and its multifarious entanglements between the ‘real’ and the ‘unreal’ is to construct
new kinds of autonomous spaces within which it is possible for different conceptions
of the city to take shape. The emergence of the cyborg at a time of infrastructural crisis
is more than coincidental since the concept simultaneously engages with both the
renewed recognition of urban vulnerability and the theoretical hiatus facing the study
of the city as a polymorphous web of different social practices, imaginative constructs
and material elements.

Although the cyborg city represents a challenge to universalist conceptions of space,
it is rooted in modernist discourses of cultural and political critique. A tendency towards
the idea of the cyborg as a radical fusion of the body and technology can be discerned
well before the term ‘cyborg’ began to acquire its current panoply of potential meanings
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and applications. The fantastical conjunction of human and machine, for example,
predates the emergence of the cyborg as a named artefact and is an integral element in
the critical vocabularies of cultural modernism that emerged as a counter discourse to
the technological fervour of twentieth-century modernity. Unlike Haraway, however, I
have emphasized those aspects of technological monstrosity which allow us to explore
those contradictory aspects to modernity which can find no straightforward articulation.
By enlisting the cyborg as a conceptual tool in urban discourse we can develop an
imaginative response to the unknowability of the city and its power to generate cultural
energies that ultimately impact on wider social and political processes. If the clearly
defined human body of the industrial city has been replaced by the technologically
diffuse body of the cyborg city, then what kind of bodily occlusions are implicated in
this shift? How do the poorly paid workers within the interstices and margins of the
global economy — the hidden bodies of late capitalism — struggling under the yoke of
what Alain Lipietz once described as ‘bloody Taylorization’ fit into an enlarged and
more sophisticated conception of the human subject? The undifferentiated ‘we’ of
the more speculative and futuristic urban literature tends to overlook the emerging
disparities in access between ‘wired’ and ‘wireless’ infrastructures exemplified by the
infrastructure crisis facing the rapidly growing cities of the global South: new
communications technologies may be increasingly ubiquitous but the numbers of people
without adequate access to safe drinking water or effective sanitation have grown
inexorably over the last quarter century. The cyberslums of the future will be the living
embodiment of the contradictions inherent in a technologically rather than politically
driven strategy for the creation of more socially inclusive cities. If monstrous
representations of the cyborg city represent allegories for wider social injustice then we
need to explore those forms of political monstrosity that have generated imaginary
monsters. In dreams, after all, it is fear that creates our monsters rather than monsters
that create our fear.

Matthew Gandy (m.gandy@ucl.ac.uk), Department of Geography, University College London, 
26 Bedford Way, London WC1H 0AP, UK.
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