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Stephen Graham’s paper The end of Geography or the explosion of place? 

Conceptualising space, place and information technology  provides a 

summative essay into various perspectives presented in writings about 

the relationship between information technology and the physical world. 

Graham identifies three key perspectives which dominated discourse on the 

subject at the time of his writing, 1998. He identifies them as: substitution and 

transcendence; co-evolution and recombination. 

Perhaps the most intriguing and enduring of Graham’s categories is his final, 

recombination. Where substitution and transcendence could be dismissed as 

hyperbolic, and co-evolution as technologically deterministic, recombination 

captures the complexity and nuance of our relationship to space, place and 

technology. 

Graham presents actor-network-theory (ANT) conceived by Bruno Latour and 

Michelle Callon, as a method for approaching the recombination perspective. 

ANT is concerned with the relationship of human and nonhuman actors 

and, somewhat controversially, considers a nonhuman actant to be just as 

vital to a network as a human one. However, ANT offers a thorough way to 

consider rich, relational ties between humans and things. The value of such an 

approach is the way it serves to combat deterministic views of both social and 

technological advancement or “essentializing sociotechnical relations”1. 

“The computer has escaped the box”2

Keller Easterling 2012

1. Stephen Graham, “The 
End of Geography or 
the Explosion of Place? 
Conceptualising Space, 
Place and Information 
Technology,”  Progress in 
Human Geography 22, no. 
2 (1998): 180.

2. Keller Easterling, “An 
Internet of Things,” E-Flux 
Magazine, January 5, 
2012, accessed April 23, 
2017, http://www.e-flux.
com/journal/31/68189/an-
internet-of-things/.
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Fig. 1 A network of actants, both human and nonhuman
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The focus on relationships between human and nonhuman actors - integral to 

ANT - was recently brought into a more contemporary dialogue by Tim O’Reilly:

“My point is that when you think about the Internet of 

Things, you should be thinking about the complex system of 

interaction between humans and things, and asking yourself 

how sensors, cloud intelligence, and actuators (which may be 

other humans for now) make it possible to do things differently. 

It is that creativity in finding the difference that will lead to 

the breakthrough applications for the Internet of Things and 

Humans”3

The Internet of Things (IoT), is essentially the connecting of physical objects 

to the Internet; using sensors, a network and actuators4. With the proliferation 

of cheap electronics and powerful software a great number of devices are 

becoming “smart”. These smart things which constitute IoT, make ANT and 

the idea that nonhuman actants might be considered equal much less radical. 

Within IoT, whether human or not, information is exchanged equally between 

actants represented - democratically - only as numbers in an IP address. 

So too does IoT serve to confirm Latour’s notion that “telecommunications 

systems actually act as technological networks within which new spaces 

and times, and new forms of human interaction, control and organization are 

continually constructed”5. Using a range of technologies, IoT offers buildings 

and cities the possibility to realise Latour’s claims by imbuing them with the 

capacity to sense, record, process, transmit and respond to information and 

activity taking place within and around them6. As such we are on the cusp of a 

fundamental reconfiguration of physical space that architect Gregory Wessner 

suggests is analogous to the way our built environment was impacted by the 

advent of the electrical grid. Graham’s paper is concerned throughout with 

the impact of technology on space and place and I imagine IoT would have 

certainly been mentioned had this paper been written 10 years later. In fact, in 

2007 Graham coauthored a paper titled Sentient Cities: Ambient Intelligence 

and the Politics of Urban Space  further confirming the relevance of IoT in 

understanding our relationship to space, place and technology.

3. Tim O’Reilly, “#IoTH: The 
Internet of Things and 
Humans,” O’Reilly Radar, 
August 16, 2014, accessed 
April 23, 2017, https://www.
oreilly.com/ideas/ioth-the-
internet-of-things-and-
humans

4. O’Reilly, “#IoTH”.

5. Bruno Latour, Science 
in action: how to follow 
scientists and engineers 
through society (Oxford: 
Oxfor University Press, 
1987), 56.

6. Gregory Wessner, 
“Preface,” in Sentient City: 
ubiquitous computing, 
architecture and the future 
of urban space , ed. Mark 
Shepard (Cambridge Mass: 
MIT Press, 2011), 9.
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Homo Ludens, meaning “The Playing Man” is Johan Huizinga’s seminal work 

on play. Having not studied Latin the word ludic, common in this text, was 

unfamiliar. Early on in the reading this unfamiliarity led to the misreading of 

ludic for lucid. Initially not much thought was given to this confusion, however, 

upon reflection this wordplay offered an interesting avenue of inquiry into 

Homo Ludens : Is lucid dreaming ludic?

One particular evolutionary theory of lucid dreaming is that it has a simulation 

function resembling play behaviour in mammals1. Both dreaming and playing 

have the ability to mimic reality in order to rehearse conditions and interactions 

in a context free from danger2. Huizinga does not however accept the 

conclusion that this sort of play is utilitarian, dismissing quantitative scientific 

methods which “all start from the assumption that play must serve something 

which is not play”3.

Huizinga’s first main characteristic of play is “that it is free, is in fact freedom”4. 

Lucid dreaming is by definition being in control of one’s dream or “having an 

awareness of freedom and decision”5. That is not to say however that any act 

of freedom is also one of play.

The second main characteristic of play according to Huizinga is the 

extraordinary or “not real life” quality of play. Play sits outside of ordinary life 

and is not subject to material interests or biological needs6. Lucid dreaming 

is certainly not real life, it exists outside of consequence and reality. A lucid 

experience is totally immersive and, just like “any game can at any time wholly 

1. Nicolas Zink and 
Reinhard Pietrowsky, 
“Theories of dreaming 
and lucid dreaming: 
An integrative review 
towards sleep, dreaming 
and consciousness,” 
International Journal of 
Dream Research 8 (2014): 
37.

2. Ibid., 39.

3. Johan Huizinga, “Nature 
and Significance of Play as 
a Cultural Phenomenon”, in 
Homo Ludens: A Study of 
the Play-element in Culture 
(Boston, Mass: Beacon 
Press, 1971), 2.

4. Ibid., 7.

5. Zink and Pietrowsky, 
“Theories of dreaming,” 37.

6. Huizing, Homo Ludens, 9.

Fig. 2 Ludic or lucid dreaming, or both?



run away with the players”7 so too could a dream if it weren’t broken by the 

inevitable awakening.

Awakening from a dream displays the final main characteristic of play outlined 

in Homo Ludens. Play’s limitedness in time and space. A dream, like a game, 

will come to an end. So too must it exist in space, which is a more complex 

characteristic for a lucid dream to display. Huizinga’s notion of “the magic 

circle” describes the space in which play takes place and where the rules of 

play apply. The ambiguity of the “magic circle”, one could argue, allows the 

mind to be the space in which a lucid dream takes place.

Lucid dreaming exists in a peculiar realm. It is not voluntary in that we 

cannot freely choose to dream lucidly; that fact alone sits uncomfortably with 

Huizinga’s first characteristic. However, once within a lucid dream we can 

experience an immersive freedom unrestricted by the rules of ordinary life; 

where we can play, be ludic and have fun.

7. Huizing, Homo Ludens, 8.
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In October 2015 the 1,800 year old Triumphal Arch of Palmyra was blown up 

by Daesh militants1. This attack is just one in a list of many sites of cultural 

heritage which have been destroyed by the extremist group in recent years. 

The purpose of this destruction is that, according to Columbia University 

historian Christopher Jones “they see themselves as recapitulating the early 

history of Islam”2. The group believe the monuments and statues are idolatry 

and just as the Prophet Muhammad “shattered the idols…when he conquered 

Mecca” so too will they in their efforts to destroy Syria and the world. 

In The Production of  Space Henri Lefebvre discusses the monument 

and monumental space at length. He provides us with the notion that the 

monument offers society a collective identity “an image of that membership”3 

and an opportunity to express a collective celebration. The monument 

however, also carries a darker characteristic of repression since it will have 

been commissioned by a “generally accepted Power”4 a way of homogenising 

citizens’ views. 

Lefebvre’s observation that in history “conquerors and revolutionaries eager 

to destroy a society should so often have sought to do so by burning or razing 

that society’s monuments”5 is of particular relevance when reflecting on the 

destructive actions of Daesh. Monuments carry such a wealth of extrinsic 

value, of celebration, identity and power that the act of destroying them has the 

potential to dissolve a nation. 

What separates the aforementioned event of the destruction of the Palmyrene 

1. Jalabi Raya, “Replica of 
Syrian arch destroyed 
by ISIS unveiled in New 
York City.” The Guardian, 
September 20, 2016, 
accessed April 17, 2017, 
https://www.theguardian.
com/us-news/2016/
sep/20/palmyra-arch-syria-
new-york

2. Andrew Curry, “Here 
Are the Ancient Sites 
ISIS Has Damaged and 
Destroyed.” National 
Geographic, September 
1, 2015, accessed April 
17, 2017, http://news.
nationalgeographic.
com/2015/09/150901-
isis-destruction-looting-
ancient-sites-iraq-syria-
archaeology/

3. Henri Lefebvre, “The 
Production of Space 
(extracts)”, in Leach, Neil. 
Rethinking Architecturein 
Cultural Theory  (London: 
Routledge, 1997) 139.

4. Ibid., 139.

5. Ibid., 139.

Fig. 3 Replica of the destroyed Palmyrene arch in Trafalgar 
Square



Arch from such other ruinous acts is what happened afterwards. From a bank 

of thousands of images a 3D model of the arch was painstakingly constructed 

by Oxford’s Institute for Digital Archaeology (IDA). A two-thirds the scale model 

was then CNC machined from Egyptian marble and the 5.5 metres tall model 

has since been on a world tour. At its unveiling in London’s Trafalgar Square, 

Roger Michael, director of the IDA stated that monuments are “significant and 

complex repositories of cultural narratives” and that “terrorists [should not 

have] the power to delete such objects from our collective cultural record”6. 

Michael’s assertion is a confirmation of Lefebvre’s rejection of a purely 

semiological understanding of monuments; they are so much more than mere 

signs or symbols. 

Through this innovative application of materials and technology an otherwise 

fixed monument has travelled the world and the monumentality of the arch has 

been experienced by many - Daesh’s actions seem to have been somewhat 

counterproductive. The reconstruction of the arch not only carries the cultural 

significance of its original but carries a new defiant consensus that history, 

culture and civilisation will not be threatened by the actions of terrorists.

6. Mark Brown, “Palmyra’s 
Arch of Triumph recreated 
in Trafalgar Square.” The 
Guardian, April 19, 2016, 
accessed April 17, 2017, 
https://www.theguardian.
com/culture/2016/apr/19/
palmyras-triumphal-arch-
recreated-in-trafalgar-
square

1211
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In his essay Game Design as Narrative Architecture  Henry Jenkins attempts 

to establish a middle-ground between the opinions of Ludologists and 

Narratogloists; the former being concerned more with the mechanics of 

game play, the latter with storytelling.  The dispute between the two groups is 

summarised well by Greg Costikyan who understands that “divergence from 

a story’s path is likely to make for a less satisfying story; restricting a player’s 

freedom of action is likely to make for a less satisfying game”1. However, 

to combat this apparently mutually exclusive dilemma, Jenkins offers the 

notion of “environmental storytelling”. Environmental storytelling offers game 

designers the opportunity to become narrative architects who use space and 

environment to invoke story within games. 

Jenkins suggests that narrative architects use spatial stories - instead 

of traditional narrative we might find in literature or film - to “create the 

preconditions for an immersive narrative experience in at least one of four 

ways: spatial stories can evoke pre-existing narrative associations; they can 

provide a staging ground where narrative events are enacted; they may embed 

narrative information within their mise-en-scene; or they provide resources for 

emergent narratives”2.

Of course this notion of narrative architecture need not be reserved for game 

space or virtual environments. “Real world” architects might also consider the 

narrative quality of the buildings and spaces they design. All four of Jenkins’ 

categories have significance from an architectural perspective. In fact within 

1. Greg Costikyan, “Where 
Stories End and Games 
Begin.” Game Developer 
Magazine, (September 15, 
2000), 44.

2. Henry Jenkins, “Game 
Design as Narrative 
Architecture”, in Salen, 
Katie, and Eric Zimmerman. 
Game Design Reader: A 
Rules of Play Anthology 
(Cambridge, Mass: MIT 
Press, 2006), 676.

Fig. 4 Barajas Airport by Rogers Stirk Harbour + Partners



the essay architectural evidence is offered. 

Amusement parks are offered as an example of an evocative space. Buildings 

within the park might play on a visitor’s pre-existing knowledge of a story and 

this is also the case with other architectural typologies. A castle may conjure 

narratives of Kings, Queens and war, whereas a place of worship may instead 

evoke stories of prophets, relics and ritual. 

When considering an urban plan an ambition to create an architecture of 

enactment may prove beneficial. A city that encourages or provides a staging 

ground for interactions and narratives to develop could consist of more 

pedestrianised zones or public places designed for greater sociability and 

conversations between citizens.

Jenkins offers the example of  a broken door or a crashed vehicle to 

demonstrate embedded narrative within game design. These elements might 

encourage the player to progress with the plot of the game whilst contributing 

to the greater story. Especially when designing public architecture, architects 

might find it useful to embed narrative to aid navigability such as in Richard 

Rogers’  Barajas Airport. Here Rogers uses gradients of colour to enable 

greater understanding of the terminal’s layout and help way-finding. The 

gradient of colour is applied to the structural columns of the terminal building 

which have been designed intentionally with a “nature-mimicking”3 aesthetic. 

The tree-like columns support a fluid waved roof into which large apertures are 

made which Rogers calls “canyons”4. All of this embedded narrative perhaps 

serves to calm frantic travellers eager to catch their flight.

The final category Jenkins offers is emergent narrative. This is perhaps most 

applicable to “real world” architecture. Jenkins describes spaces possessing 

emergent narrative as being “rich with narrative potential, enabling the story-

constructing activity of players”5. Rogers’ Barajas airport - perhaps because 

it is an airport - is an excellent example of this, the building is designed 

specifically to enable thousands of travellers to pass through it each day, each 

one constructing their own story.

1615

3. Hazem Raad, “T4 Madrid 
Barajas Airport | Richard 
Rogers Partnership + 
Estudio Lamela,” Arch20 
Magazine, June 20, 2013, 
accessed April 23, 2017, 
http://www.arch2o.com/
t4-madrid-barajas-airport-
rshp/

4. Raad, “Barajas.”

5. Jenkins, Narrative,  686.
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In Walter Benjamin’s unfinished Arcades Project, the flâneur, is used to aid 

Benjamin’s discussion of modern life, with particular reference to 19th century 

Paris. Although Benjamin was not the first to employ the literary concept - he 

owes much inspiration to George Simmel1 - his work evolved the flâneur into a 

complex literary construction many have attempted to define. Sociologist Chris 

Jenks offers this definition:

“The flâneur is the spectator and depicter of modern life, most 

specifically in relation to contemporary art and the sights of the 

city. The flâneur moves through space and among the people 

with a viscosity that both enables and privileges vision…The 

flâneur possesses a power, it walks at will, freely and seemingly 

without purpose, but simultaneously with an inquisitive wonder 

and an infinite capacity to absorb the activities of the collective, 

– often formulated as ‘the crowd.”2

Benjamin writes about the flâneur as a gentleman of leisure, strolling through 

the “glass-roofed, marble-walled passages”3 of the Parisian arcades where 

he “would not be exposed to the site of carriages”4 and other discomforts of 

the street. The covered arcade was the particular architectural development 

that gave rise to the flâneur or, enabled flânerie. The majority of the Parisian 

arcades were built in the 15 years following 18225, the year after Charles 

Baudelaire’s birth (1821), a poet whom Benjamin refers to extensively in his 

writing about the flâneur. Benjamin believed flânerie began, and was specific 

to, the Parisian arcades of the mid nineteenth century6 and that with the 

1. Marcela Crickenberger, 
“The Structure of 
Awakening: Walter 
Benjamin” (PhD diss., 
University of South 
Carolina, 2007).

2. Chris Jenks, Visual Culture 
(London: Routledge, 1995), 
141.

3. Walter Benjamin, “On 
Some Motifs in Baudelaire” 
and “Paris, Capital of the 
Nineteenth Century”, in 
Leach, Neil. Rethinking 
Architecture: A Reader in 
Cultural Theory  (London: 
Routledge, 1997), 34.

4. Benjamin, Paris, 29.

5. Ibid., 34.

6. Kevin Milburn, 
“Following the Flâneur: 
a methodological and 
textual critique.” (University 
of Nottingham Centre 
for Advanced Studies: 
Landscape, Place, Space, 
2009), 4.

Fig. 5-9 Astronaut.io attempts to achieve the “overview effect” 
experienced by astronauts when they view Earth from 
space. Astronauts who’ve felt it have described an 
intense feeling of connectedness with humanity that 
the creators of Astronaut.io tried to aproximate this 
feeling by sequencing an endless stream of mundane 
yet mesmerising unwatched Youtube videos.
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development of the department store came “the flâneur’s last practical joke”7 

and his ultimate demise. However, flânerie may have yet endured.

In his essay Following the Flâneur: a methodological and textual critique 

Kevin Milburn presents the idea of the cyber-flâneur as a contemporary 

reincarnation of the strolling gentleman of leisure. Instead of 19th century Paris 

the cyber-flâneur is free to wander the spaces of the cyber city eaves dropping 

in on others’ conversation, sometimes choosing to participate, other times 

opting simply to observe8. Just as the flâneur would stroll without purpose 

but always with a curious gaze, the cyber flâneur may meander through 

the digital landscape without destination or goal9, all the while perusing the 

many curiosities the Net has to offer. With websites like the discovery engine 

StumbleUpon (a website with the sole purpose of transporting you to a random 

page online) or Astronaut.io (a website that presents an endless stream of 

Youtube videos with 0 views and generic titles i.e. IMG, MOV, WMV) there is 

certainly many opportunities to partake in cyber-flânerie. 

Author of The Net Delusion  Evgeny Morozov would however disagree. 

Morozov argues that social media giant Facebook threatens all that makes 

cyber-flânerie possible “solitude and individuality, anonymity and opacity, 

mystery and ambivalence, curiosity and risk-taking”10. So too is cyber-flânerie 

under threat from our ever decreasing online privacy, our browsing history and 

habits being monitored in order to direct adverts and content determined to be 

to our taste. The market driven Internet is compromising the cosmopolitanism 

that was so important to the flâneur and replacing it with homogenising ‘filter 

bubbles’ that serve to confirm our existing biases.

“The most successful tyranny is not the one that uses force to 

assure uniformity, but the one that removes awareness of other 

possibilities.”11

Sherry Turkle 2016

What Morozov fails to acknowledge however is that whilst the flâneur may be 

an aloof, individual character threatened by the homogenisation of Facebook 

“the crowd is his element”12. Whilst the cyber-flâneur may abstain from being 

consumed by the activities of the crowd, in order to be, as Baudelaire put it 

“the incarnation of the painter of modern life”13 the spectator of contemporary 

manners” surely the cyber-flaneur must “allow himself to be jostled”14 by its 

800 million users. 7. Benjamin, Paris, 37.

8. Milburn, Following the 
Flâneur, 11.

9. John Hendel, “ The Life 
of the Cyber-Flâneur,” The 
Atlantic, February 8, 2012, 
accessed April 23, 2017, 
https://www.theatlantic.
com/technology/
archive/2012/02/the-life-of-
the-cyberfl-neur/252687/.

10. Evgeny Morozov, “The 
Death of the Cyber-
Flâneur,” The New York 
Times, February 4, 2012, 
accessed April 23, 2017, 
http://www.nytimes.
com/2012/02/05/opinion/
sunday/the-death-of-the-
cyberflaneur.html.

11. Sherry Turkle, “The Public 
Square”, in Reclaiming 
Conversation: The Power 
of Talk in a Digital Age 
(New York: Penguin Books, 
2016), 307.

12. Charles Baudelaire, The 
Painter of Modern Life and 
Other Essays. New Ed 
edition (London: Phaidon 
Press, 1995), 12.

13. Bauelaire, Painter, 13.

14. Benjamin, Paris, 29.
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Society is continually speculating as to the possibilities, potentials and 

problems of emerging technologies. Few technological advancements since 

the advent of the Internet have warranted such speculative conversation 

which, rightly so, continues to this day. 

Wertheim offers the term “Internet dreaming” to describe this contemplative 

process. The World Wide Web was initially created and given freely by Tim 

Berners-Lee to aid research exchange between scientists1  globally, a moment 

in time when Internet dreaming was philanthropic and collaborative. What 

Wertheim underlines in her essay is a shift in Internet dreaming that coincided 

with the dot.com boom at the turn of the millennium and confirmed the 

financial potential of the Internet. That which had previously been the realm 

of the hacker, the academic, a place of DIY and pseudo communistic vision 

shifted, in what Wertheim suggests was “a reassertion of the status quo”2 .

The key to Wertheim’s essay is in comparing a shift in Utopian thinking - from 

the origin of the word in Thomas More’s Utopia to Francis Bacon’s New 

Atlantis - with the aforementioned shift in Internet dreaming. This comparison 

raises powerful observations, among others, about participation. Central to 

More’s Utopia is the fair division of labor among islanders (Utopians) whereas 

Bacon’s citizens, who living under their technologically superior “Fathers”, 

“seem almost superfluous”3 . Wertheim’s Baconian comparison appears 

strikingly accurate within today’s consumer rather than producer culture; our 

technological oligarchs4 the likes of Zuckerberg and Gates. 

1. Margaret Wertheim. 
“Internet Dreaming: A 
Utopia for All Seasons,” in 
Tofts, Darren. Prefiguring 
Cyberculture: An 
Intellectual History. New 
Ed edition. (Cambrifge, 
Mass.; Sydney: MIT Press, 
2004) 222.

2. Ibid., 217.

3. Ibid., 224.

4. Ibid., 221.

Fig. 10 My instructable.com profile, a website to which I post 
“How tos” for various projects. Websites like instructables.
com encourage active producer communities onnline.



In 2004 Facebook was created and coincidentally is the same year Wertheim 

wrote her paper. The explosion of social media platforms such as Facebook, 

or Twitter 2 years later, has provided the average Internet user the means to 

no longer be passive consumers but instead active producers; and slightly 

upsets Wertheim’s tidy comparison. The ease of uploading a photo, sharing an 

article, commenting, posting a status or “liking” something has made the act of 

participation online much more accessible than the years before mainstream 

social media. However, the ease with which these contributions are made is 

often enough to discredit them. Personally I rarely use Facebook other than to 

arrange social events, co-ordinate group work or scroll through my feed in aid 

of procrastination; leaving my producer to consumer ratio below par.

More recently I have been producing content for a skill sharing website, 

instructables.com. Here makers, hackers and tinkerers share tutorials about 

the various things they have created. The result is an incredible resource 

full of detailed information about wood/metal work, cooking, electronics 

and programming to name a few. The atmosphere on the website is one of 

collaboration, fun and genuine interest in the activities of fellow members. 

Negroponte’s suggestion that “geographic proximity [will no longer be] the 

sole basis of friendship, collaboration, play and neighborhood”5 is realized. 

And instructables.com is not unique. Therefore it would be wrong to suggest 

Internet dreaming could not shift again to resemble something closer to the 

Internet dreaming of the early 90s in which people would choose to actively 

produce rather than to merely consume. 

It is easier than ever to post a photo or write a comment, which means 

that many photos and comments we come across online are disposable. 

Simultaneously however, that easy sharing has opened up new environments 

such as instructables.com for many people to become producers. Perhaps we 

have not yet made it to Bacon’s New Atlantis.

2423

5. Nicholas Negroponte, 
Being Digital (London: 
Coronet Books, 1996), 230.
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Simply put we might consider that simulacra or a singular simulacrum, might 

be something that imitates the real. However, Baudrillard’s treatise Simulacra 

and Simulations presents the postmodern era as a time in which meaning is 

destabilised and “the real is no longer possible”1. In 2016 Oxford dictionaries 

named “post-truth” the word of the year, a decision inspired mainly by two 

particularly contentious political events, Brexit and the US presidential 

election2. Objective facts no longer a requisite for meaningful political 

discourse; perhaps the impossibility of realness is no longer so radical or 

abstract. 

Writing in response to Lefebvre’s text The Production of Space (week 3)  I 

discussed the reconstruction of the destroyed arch of triumph in Palmyra 

using digital fabrication. The new arch is a complicated kind of simulacrum. 

It “masks the absence of a basic reality”3, one of Baudrillard’s phases of the 

image, since the real arch no longer exists. However, in touring the world and 

being displayed in many locations foreign to the arch, Trafalgar Square and 

Central Park for example, it fulfils another of Baudrillard’s phases in which “it 

bears no relation to any reality whatever”4. It seems fitting that this connection 

between readings be made since Baudrillard studied under Lefebvre’s 

guidance5. 

Although the arch can be considered a pure simulacrum I believe it avoids 

hyperreality; often a consequence of simulacra. The arch is transparent about 

1. Jean Baudrillard, “Simulacra 
and Simulations”, in Jean 
Baudrillard: Selected 
Writings. Edited by Mark 
Poster. Translated by 
Jacques Mourrian. 2nd 
Revised edition (Stanford, 
Calif: Stanford University 
Press), 180.

2. Alison Flood, “‘Post-truth’ 
named word of the year 
by Oxford Dictionaries.” 
The Guardian, November 
15, 2016, accessed 
April 17, 2017, https://
www.theguardian.com/
books/2016/nov/15/post-
truth-named-word-of-the-
year-by-oxford-dictionaries

3. Bauldrillard, Simulacra and 
Simulations, 173.

4. Ibid., 173.

5. Stefan Steinberg, 
“French philosopher 
Jean Baudrillard dies in 
Paris.” World Socialist 
Web Site, March 17, 2007, 
accessed April 17, 2017, 
https://www.wsws.org/en/
articles/2007/03/baud-m17.
html

Fig. 11 A 5 axis CNC machine mills a piece of Egyptian marble, 
creating a replica of the Palmyrene Arch of Triump de-
stroyed by ISIS in 2015.



its illegitimacy through its surreal exhibition locations and as such does not 

achieve a level confusion as to its realness necessary for hyperreality. 

What I believe is most peculiar about the arch is that its crisp, new material and 

modern fabrication, which appear to be sterile and devoid of story, may come 

together to create something which communicates so much narrative. It is not 

the material but the final form which creates the simulacrum a characteristic I 

believe sets it apart from a common type of architectural simulacra, the use of 

reclaimed material. 

Reclaimed materials are widely used in the interiors of architectural projects 

and for a number of reasons. Perhaps due to budget constraints, an 

environmental stance or — and more relevant to the phenomenon of simulacra 

— to create the illusion of a rich history. This subtle deception is particularly 

commonplace where the designer or architect is trying to create a sense of 

nostalgia, history or ambience. Unlike the reconstructed arch the application 

of reclaimed material knowingly deceives the viewer into believing something 

that is not “true”; dissimulating that there is in fact no history. But is this 

something one should be concerned by?

Throughout Simulacra and Simulations  Baudrillard offers complex thoughts 

on truth, realness and reality after which one will inevitably reflect on the 

usefulness of this method of understanding the world. I believe Baudrillard’s 

work is particularly relevant in critically consuming media however, I am 

reluctant to submit to the idea that “the real is no longer possible”6 in all 

aspects of life.

6. Baudrillard, Simulacra and 
Simulations, 180.
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Many of the texts we have encountered throughout this theory course have 

addressed the notion of immersion. However, the idea of digital swimming: 

“an immersive experience…being surrounded by a completely 

other reality, as different as water is from air”1

presented in Janet Murray’s text Hamlet on the Holodeck  is, for me, the 

most visceral illustration of immersion. Today we are witnessing the early 

years of mainstream virtual reality, arguably a technology which will radically 

transform the immersive nature of film, gaming, televised sports, theatre and 

other media. Of course while we may find the power of such a technology 

to saturate, stimulate and convince our senses exciting, it is also potentially 

hazardous. And this wariness of advancement in representational power is not 

new. Murray illustrates this timeless concern by citing Cervantes’ character 

Don Quixote who, in the 17th Century, warns of a man who, in believing all that 

he read, lost his grip on reality and gave up his life to become a knight2. A 

more harrowing and contemporary example of this surrender of reality comes 

from South Korea in 2010 where a couple obsessed with raising a virtual child 

in an online game, Prius Online, neglected their own daughter to the point of 

starvation3. Whilst this story is undoubtedly as extreme as it is uncommon it 

raises significant questions about the threshold between the virtual and ‘real’; 

questions that Murray addresses with Brecht’s theatrical device, the fourth 

wall. 

1. Janet Murray, “Immersion”, 
in Hamlet on the Holodeck: 
Future Narrative in 
Cyberspace (Cambridge, 
Mass: MIT Press, 1998) 98.

2. Ibid., 97.

3. Mark Tran, “Girl starved 
to death while parents 
raised virtual child in online 
game.” The Gaurdian, 
March 5, 2010, accessed 
April 17, 2017, https://
www.theguardian.com/
world/2010/mar/05/
korean-girl-starved-online-
game

Fig. 12 Brecht’s Epic Theatre performances used verfrem-
dungseffekt or alienation effect to remind the audience of 
the fictional reality of the stage.One way he achieved this 
was by breaking the imaginary fourth wall, the liminal space 
between the audience and the performers



The fourth wall in theatre refers to the imaginary wall between the audience 

and those performing onstage. The device is effective in preventing audience 

participation, something which may threaten the immersive quality of the 

performance4. But when we don our virtual reality headset, to watch a film 

or play a game, we find ourselves amongst the action, choosing the camera 

angle. So does VR spell the end for the fourth wall and what should we make of 

audience participation?

One significant difference between experiencing a game, film or performance 

through a VR headset compared with a conventional screen is the absence of 

space between one’s eyes and the screen; the liminal space where the fourth 

wall would have previously stood. In other words there is no space between 

the observer and the observed. A powerful and playful example of this 

elimination of spacial boundary can be observed in the VR game Lucky’s Tale 

on Oculus Rift. The gamer controls Lucky, a Sonic the hedgehog-esque fox. 

The player’s head movements are monitored such that if you lean forward or 

backward you can zoom in on, or away from any subject. Should you lean too 

close to Lucky though, your physical presence is felt and Lucky will fall back, 

the effect of which is incredibly powerful and immersive5. Virtual Reality games 

also have the power to breakdown the fourth wall in their conceptual design. 

The choice can be made as to whether the gamer will control a character or if 

they will retain their identity and play the protagonist themselves, with the story 

and aesthetic of the game serving to backup this narrative. 

Murray argues that to “allow us to surrender to the enticements of the virtual 

environment” we must first discover the digital equivalent of the theatre’s 

fourth wall6. As virtual reality becomes more and more convincing I expect the 

complexity of this discovery also to grow, but it is a discovery worth making.

6. Murray, Hamlet, 103.

4. Murray, Hamlet, 100.

5. Natasha Floksy, Denis 
Tambovtsev, and Olga 
Peshé, “Breaking Through 
the Fourth Wall in Virtual 
Reality.” VR Scout, June 
8, 2016, accessed April 17, 
2017, http://vrscout.com/
news/breaking-fourth-wall-
virtual-reality/
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Will the Internet of Things spark a 
re-emergence of cyber-utopian 
thinking?



This essay aims to gather some of the thoughts and findings which are the 

result of participating in the Studies [Reading] Contemporary Architectural 

Theory course. In particular this essay will focus directly on the phenomenon 

of the Internet of Things. 2012 saw the number of devices/things connected 

to the internet surpass the number of humans on the planet; with the number 

set to increase year on year. This essay will not attempt to imagine the 

consequences nor prescribe a strategy for dealing with the vast number of 

intelligent devices — capable of sensing, processing and actuating — it is 

believed will be found in every facet of our future lives. Instead it will seek 

to describe the Internet of Things and thus forge an understanding of it. In 

doing so we will be faced with issues of security and privacy; democracy and 

exclusion; diversity and homogenisation, all subjects which have also been 

central to discussions about the Internet since its creation. In the 1990s the 

Internet was heralded as inherently emancipatory by cyber-utopians such as 

Nicholas Negroponte, but with the firm reassertion of the status quo during 

the dot.com boom, cyber-utopianism has faced harsh criticism from the likes 

of author of The Net Delusion Evgeny Morozov. But does the Internet of things 

offer something new to the discussion; to the utopian possibility of the Internet.

Abstract

21



Introduction

43

“Writing and electricity become so commonplace, so 

unremarkable, that we forget their huge impact on everyday life. 

So it will be with ubiquitous computing.”1

Weiser & Seely Brown 1996

Whether referred to as ubiquitous computing, physical computing, haptic 

computing, things that think or the Internet of Things, the next chapter in the 

history of the Internet is upon us and it is going to make the societal impact 

of the current internet look trivial2. Simply put the Internet of Things, herein 

referred to as IoT, is about connecting the physical world to the Internet, thus 

allowing communication between objects, applications and us. And indeed 

anything can be a ‘thing’ in IoT. Although debated, the first ‘thing’ to be 

connected to the Internet was a coke vending machine at Carnegie Mellon 

University within the computer science department in 19823. By connecting 

the machine to the Internet, staff and students could go online to check if the 

machine was empty, saving them from walking up to the 6th floor and being 

disappointed.

However trivial the coke machine example may appear, it marked the 

beginning of IoT. Since then the decreasing cost of hardware and huge 

advances in software means that by 2020 it is forecast that some 50 billion 

devices will be connected to the Internet4. Every aspect of our lives may be 

‘enhanced’ by connected things; surely then IoT is a phenomenon that will 

radically change the place of technology in our lives5. Such a fundamental shift 

in our relationship with technology has inspired the focus of this essay. Might 

IoT revitalise notions of cyber-utopianism? 

1. Mark Weiser and John 
Seely Brown, Designing 
calm technology. 
(California: Xerox Parc, 
1995), 25.

2. John Barrett,  “The 
Internet of Things.” Filmed 
October 2011. TED video, 
17:31. Posted October 
2012, accessed April 23, 
2017, http://ed.ted.com/
on/3wzl6iUv#watch

3. “The “Only” Coke Machine 
on the Internet,” accessed 
April 17, 2017, https://
www.cs.cmu.edu/~coke/
history_long.txt

4. Dave Evans, The Internet 
of Things: How the Next 
Evolution of the Internet 
Is Changing Everything. 
(California: Cisco, 2011), 5.

5. Weiser and Brown, 
Designing, 28.



Cyber-Utopianism

65

Since its creation, the Internet has been at the centre of debates about the 

utopian possibility of technology. Writing in the mid 1990s, arguably the peak of 

cyber-utopian thought, Nicholas Negroponte proffered “digital technology can 

be a natural force drawing people into greater world harmony”6. Negroponte 

and other cyber-utopians believed this new egalitarian sphere was made 

possible because geographic limitations were no longer the determining 

factor for friendship or collaboration7 and that anonymity afforded by “the Net 

would dissolve the very boundaries of gender, race and age”8. 

In the early 90s Linux released the first free, open-source operating system 

which had been a global collaborative effort, afforded by the ability to 

coordinate large numbers of diverse, dispersed contributors via the Internet, all 

of whom were volunteers. This example of almost communistic participation 

is indicative of the ethos of the early years of the Internet9. Margaret Wertheim, 

in her essay Internet Dreaming: A Utopia for All Seasons, compares this early 

period of the Internet with Thomas More’s Utopia. Participation, equality and 

community were at the centre of both More’s Utopia and Internet dreaming 

of the early 90s, virtues that cyber-utopians believed could permeate beyond 

the realms of software projects like Linux and disrupt political convention. 

In his series All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace, Adam Curtis 

presents the digital entrepreneurs of Silicone Valley in the 90s as pioneers 

who envisioned “a society where the old forms of political control would be 

unnecessary because computer networks could create order in society 

without central control”10. The utopian notion of an autonomous, libertarian 

society enabled by the Internet however did not materialise. The cyber-

utopians from Silicone Valley would come to realise the networks and global 

systems they had created, had not distributed power they had instead shifted 

6. Nicholas Negroponte, 
Being Digital (London: 
Coronet Books, 1996), 230.

7. Ibid., 230.

8. Margaret Wertheim, 
“Internet Dreaming: A 
Utopia for All Seasons,” in 
Tofts, Darren. Prefiguring 
Cyberculture: An 
Intellectual History. New 
Ed edition. (Cambrifge, 
Mass.; Sydney: MIT Press, 
2004) 220.

9. Ibid., 217.

10. Adam Curtis, “All Watched 
Over by Machines of Loving 
Grace.” Vimeo video, 59:33. 
September 2, 2013. https://
vimeo.com/groups/96331/
videos/80799353
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and focused it. Nor had the world wide web become a new kind of democracy. 

Wertheim instead concedes that at the turn of the millennium, with the dot.

com boom, came a “reassertion of the status quo”11; Silicone Valley did not 

replace Wall Street, it simply allied it12. Great power and wealth now amplified 

was afforded to technological-oligarchs, today the likes of Apple, Microsoft, 

Google and Amazon. 

Former cyber-utopian now cyber-skeptic Evgeny Morozov, author of the Net 

Delusion, posits that it was narrow minded of cyber-utopians to overlook the 

fact that the Internet would penetrate all facets of social and political life, not 

just the ones conducive to equality or democratisation13. Being Belarusian 

Morozov has lived under an authoritarian regime and refutes the notion that 

increased technology and connectivity will necessarily propagate democracy, 

a delusion he has dubbed “iPod liberalism”14. iPod liberalism ignores the reality 

that oppressive governments will employ censorship, troll social networks and 

even pay bloggers to spread propaganda15 upsetting the generally accepted 

notion that the Internet is inherently emancipatory. 

So will the new Internet era of IoT change anything, or will it serve to confirm 

the status quo? To explore the utopian potential of IoT we will look to the city, 

a typology that has oftentimes been the subject for architects to project their 

utopian visions, from Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh to Niemeyer’s Brasilia to 

Foster & Partners’ Masdar. 

11. Wertheim, “Internet 
Dreaming,” 217.

12. Ibid., 225.

13. Evgeny Morozov, The Net 
Delusion (New York: Public 
Affairs, 2011), xv.

14. Evgeny Morozov, “How 
the Net Aids Dictatorships.” 
Filmed June 13 2008. TED 
video, 23:45. Posted July 
23 2009. https://www.
ted.com/talks/evgeny_
morozov_is_the_internet_
what_orwell_feared

15. Morozov, Net Delusion, xv.

Fig.1 Thomas More’s Island of Utopia



In 2008 the world’s population reached an important landmark, the number of 

people living in urban areas surpassed those living in rural ones16, with more 

set to migrate to cities as we continue into the 21st Century.  The City is per-

haps the place where we as citizens will feel the effects of IoT the most, and 

this city, embedded with networks of sensors and actuators has unsurprisingly 

been named the ‘Smart City’. IoT offers a plethora of opportunities for making 

the way we inhabit our cities more playful, healthy, safe, sociable and green but 

of course extreme caution is required since the consequences of peppering 

our cities with technology could be drastic. The motor car promised to save 

nineteenth century urbanites from the piles of horse manure that clogged their 

city streets, the unintended consequences of which are air and noise pollution, 

congestion and arguably a sedentary population17. It is imperative therefore 

that we adopt a critical eye when approaching the smart city and consider all 

outcomes we can .

Science fiction author E. M. Banks wrote of a future society he named the 

culture who delegated control of their planet and its resources to a network 

of artificial intelligence. In doing so resources could be distributed efficiently, 

according to each citizens’ needs and “strife was eliminated”18. This example 

is of course extreme and the complexities of how such an arrangement would 

be achieved are not explored here. John Barrett, head of Cork Institute of 

Technology, nevertheless uses the example to illustrate the notion that IoT will 

be our ally in cleverly managing our resources and doing so in a democratic 

fashion. And this is what will be necessary in the ever more populous city, to 

do more with less. We are already well accustomed with peer-to-peer (P2P) 

sharing enterprises like Airbnb which tend to offer richer social exchange to 

The Smart City

+

109

16. Anthony Townsend, Smart 
Cities (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, 2013), 1.

17. Ibid., 14.

18. Barrett, The Internet of 
Things.
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visitors who get to “experience a city like a local”19. We might also argue that 

the demand for building more CO2 costly hotels is diminished. Architect Frank 

Duffy has written extensively on the flexible use of spaces and said, “we have 

already built all of the buildings we will ever need. We just need to use them 

more intensively”20. As much as this statement is provocative (especially to 

an aspiring architecture student) it is nonetheless valid and possible with IoT 

and not only applies to architecture. Radio frequency identification (RFID) com-

monly employed in IoT is used by car sharing company Zipcar to allow users to 

identify themselves with their smartphone23 and unlock vehicles. This intense 

use of one car saves 20 more from being built and this IoT approach could be 

applied to countless other items from lawnmowers to bicycles. 

Author of Smart Cities, Anthony Townsend suggests it is not only a question 

of doing more with less in our new cities, however. It is also an “opportunity to 

rethink and reinvent government on a more open, transparent, democratic and 

responsive model”21. This desire to redefine our role as citizens with technol-

ogy is something that occupied cyber-utopian thought throughout the 1990s. 

Strong links can be observed between the non-hierarchical social order of 

More’s Utopia and the Libertarian aspirations of cyber-utopians like high-tech 

entrepreneur Esther Dyson, who wrote in her book Release 2.0: A Design for 

Living in the Digital Age : 

“The Net offers us a chance to take charge of our own lives and to rede-

fine our role as citizens of local communities and of a global society. It 

also hands us the responsibility to govern ourselves.”22

Dyson’s book preceded the release of the first iPhone by 10 years, and the 

power and near-ubiquity of smartphones today present them as effective 

tools for societal change. In Abidjan, the economic capital of Ivory Coast, IBM 

gathered anonymous smartphone23 data from commuters allowing them to 

propose 65 improvements to the underperforming bus services. IBM conclud-

ed that a 10% reduction in average travel times could be achieved24. Although 

this kind of community engagement sees the citizens as passive actors, their 

involvement via phone data ensures the route of their commute is considered 

in the redrawing of the city’s transport system. This is perhaps not the total “re-

vitalisation of community and engagement of all citizens”25 that Wertheim ob-

serves as key themes of both More’s Utopia and the vision of cyber-utopians 

but it certainly disrupts and maybe even redefines our role as local citizens.

19. “Airbnb Home Page,” 
accessed April 17, 2017, 
http://www.airbnb.com

20. Frank Duffy, Work and the 
City (London: Black Dog 
Architecture, 2008), 67.

21. Townsend, Smart 
Cities, 1.

22. Esther Dyson, Release 
2.0: A Design for Living in 
the Digital Age (New York: 
Broadway Publishing, 
1997) 56. 

23. There is some debate as 
to whether a smartphone 
is or is not a thing in IoT. I 
am choosing to consider 
that it is because of 
the number of sensors 
within a smartphone 
and that those sensors 
are communicating with 
each other and other 
applications; all of which is 
networked via the Internet.

24. Emilie Chalcraft, “Mobile 
phone data used to 
redesign bus network 
in Ivory Coast,” Dezeen 
Magazine, May 2, 2013, 
accessed April 17, 2017, 
https://www.dezeen.
com/2013/05/02/mobile-
phone-data-ibm-research-
redesign-bus-network-in-
ivory-coast/

25. Wertheim, Internet 
Dreaming. 220.



Fig.3 Proposed improvements to Abidjan’s bus networkFig.2 Smartphone location data from IBM’s AllAboard project
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Fig.4 Satirical meme relating to CIA hacking Internet enabled 
televisions

Whilst the prospect of new tech-centric cities may appear at first glance 

exciting and progressive, we must be careful not to be seduced. IoT depends 

on a host of networked sensors, which if used without our knowledge become 

instruments of surveillance26 making IoT the ultimate manifestation of 

Bentham’s Panopticon27. Compromised Internet privacy is already something 

many of us have learnt to accept but the recent Wikileaks revelation that the 

CIA has hacked Internet enabled televisions disturbed many. For myself and 

indeed many others, we are willing to forego our privacy online in exchange 

for convenience, at least while the consequences of which are relatively banal 

personalised adverts. But when health insurers are receiving data about 

citizens’ levels of activity via wearable tech devices, and penalising inactive 

customers, will we then begin to take ownership of our data seriously? Author 

of Reclaiming Conversation, Sherry Turkle not only challenges us to consider 

the consequences of privacy personally but also on society by asking “what 

is democracy without privacy? Is there free thought without privacy?”28. Free 

thought, and thus democracy, is at risk when browsing habits are leveraged 

to target new content. If someone’s ‘digital double’, a term Turkle coined, is 

deemed not to be interested in the Syrian refugee crisis, news stories on 

the subject will not appear on, for example, that person’s Facebook feed. 

Algorithms used to selectively display content in this way serve to enforce 

people’s existing biases and generate ‘filter bubbles’. If we stop to consider 

the quantity of data that will be available to such algorithms in the Smart City, 

we might imagine a severely fragmented, misinformed society. 

Algorithms are at the core of a number of discussions about the Smart City 

as they, among other things, will determine how and what data is collected as 

well as what actions should be made as a result of that data. Author of Slave to 

the Algorithm Paul Currion suggests “the work of coding needs to reflect the 

values necessary for open-source projects”29, values of community, equality 

and participation key to both the open-source Linux project and More’s Utopia. 

It is also critical then that not only engineers and computer scientists are 

the one’s shaping society’s algorithms; it must be a collaborative effort by all 

citizens. Jane Jacobs highlights, in her seminal book The Death and Life of 
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and Life of Great American 
Cities (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1993), 238.

31. Townsend, Smart Cities, 
xii.

32. Andrew Herscher is an 
architect and teacher who 
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architects, and activists 
working on behalf of an 
inclusive, equitable, and 
democratic city.

33. Andrew Herscher, “The 
Architectural Imagination” 
(lecture, Edinburgh School 
of Architecture and 
Landscape Architecture, 
Edinburgh, March 16, 2017).

Fig.5 2014 demonstration against water shutoffs in Detroit

Great American Cities, the importance of participation:

“cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only 

because, and only when, they are created by everybody”30

This is a noble target, and although I would posit that IoT is our best chance 

to achieve it, the complexities in engaging all citizens to attain democratic 

results are many. The aforementioned AllAboard project by IBM to redraw 

Abidjan’s bus network attempted this by leveraging data from thousands of 

smartphones. Whilst this would improve the journeys of many commuters 

it brings questions of equality and exclusion into focus. Simply, what if a 

citizen cannot afford a smartphone, will their route be disregarded from the 

discussions? AllAboard is a civic-tech innovation that seeks to make direct 

democracy faster and more efficient,  not necessarily smarter or wiser.

City councils employing IoT systems is a way to “tame and green the chaos 

of booming cities”31 but will afford immense power to those in charge. 

Earlier this year, in a lecture given at ESALA, Andrew Herscher32 spoke of 

the political punishment33 residents of Detroit have suffered in recent years. 

The deindustrialisation of Detroit has resulted in economic crisis and an 

impoverished population, many of whom are unable to afford water bills. In 

reaction, swathes of districts have had their water cut off by the authorities. A 

harsh reality of the Smart City is that its systems could be used to deliver such 

political punishment and with great accuracy. Not only might governments 

seek to abuse the power of the Smart City though. In the event that the 

security of such systems be compromised, cyber-terrorists could cause havoc 

to city wide infrastructures of transport, power, water and communication.  
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Sentience The Smart City and all its data driven endeavours might appear as objective 

fact gathering, whereas in fact this is not the case. From deciding what data 

should be collected and what should be ignored, to how that data is to be clas-

sified and how it will be interpreted by software algorithms; each step is highly 

subjective. In considering the subjectivity of IoT in Smart Cities artist and archi-

tect Mark Shepard has developed the concept of the Sentient City. Sentience 

implies the ability to feel and perceive and lends a softer more responsive per-

spective to the potentially clinical Smart City typology. The book Sentient City: 

ubiquitous computing, architecture, and the future of urban space, edited by 

Shepard presents case study projects which were conceived in response to 

the book’s title. The projects argue against a techno-determinism that grants 

formidable agency to new tech34 and placing data on a pedestal. 

The case studies present IoT applications which sensitively leverage tech-

nology but are not driven by it and avoid generic large scale ‘solutions’ often 

in favour of hyperlocal applications. One such project by hacker Leif Percifield 

aims to encourage New York residents to reduce the amount of raw sewer-

age which gets expelled into the city’s waterways. At times of high rainfall 

sewerage systems will reach capacity and excess waste will overflow through 

gates into the rivers and bays. Percifield’s project Don’t Flush Me  consists of 

a small IoT device that monitors these overflow gates. When open the device 

tweets to encourage citizens to limit their waste water production and instead 

“let it mellow”35. This case study and many others in the book utilise the open-

source platform Arduino to realise their projects. The open-source philosophy 

championed by cyber-utopians democratises the ability to make useful things 

34. Mark Shepard, “Toward 
the Sentient City,” in 
Sentient City: ubiquitous 
computing, architecture 
and the future of urban 
space , ed. Mark Shepard 
(Cambridge Mass: MIT 
Press, 2011), 14.

35.  Leif Percifield, “Don’t 
Flush Me,” in Sentient City: 
ubiquitous computing, 
architecture and the future 
of urban space , ed. Mark 
Shepard (Cambridge Mass: 
MIT Press, 2011), 54.
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Fig.6 Leif Percifield and his Don’t Flush Me device in a New York 
City sewer (above)

Fig.7 Leif Percifield’s Don’t Flush Me device (left)

like Percifield’s device - and like Linux - a collaborative, encouraging communi-

ty has formed around Arduino to help facilitate more projects. 

The success of Don’t Flush Me  is, in part, thanks to its engagement with 

citizens who can participate in the way the infrastructure of their city operates. 

Percifield’s invention goes someway in redefining the role of the citizen and 

harks back to the cyber-utopian thought that old forms of governance aren’t 

necessarily the only way to avoid anarchy in society36. 

36. Curtis, Machines.
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Conclusion

37. Townsend, Smart Cities, 
320.

Through this essay an attempt has been made to explore whether IoT might 

offer up an opportunity for the reemergence of cyber-utopian thought. We can 

indeed say that IoT is here to stay and its presence will be felt much more in 

years to come, especially in our cities. Prior to writing this essay I had a fairly 

limited understanding of what IoT was and what it might mean for cities and 

architecture, although I had experimented with building an IoT device — an 

Internet enabled weighing scale to monitor the amount of milk in the fridge 

or anything else one might want to keep track of. This experience excited me 

despite the triviality of what I had created. Upon my deeper inquest into the 

subject I was optimistic that indeed IoT could initiate a cyber-utopian renais-

sance. However, I now believe that a more appropriate conclusion to draw 

would be that IoT will off a strong argument for the cyber-optimist; something I 

consider myself to be. 

When asked which is the smartest city, author of Smart Cities Anthony 

Townsend always replies “the one you live in”37. IoT affords hackers, enthusi-

asts and citizens the opportunity to create hyperlocal systems to redefine their 

role as citizens and reshape their own cities from the bottom up. Whilst IoT, 

just like the Internet, has the potential to do great harm I believe it has greater 

potential to do good.   
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