
The “urban” in "urban media”
Michiel de Lange
[draft version, t 28t Nnvenbert 2014]

With instant electric technology, the globe itself can never again be more than a village, and the very nature of city as
a form of major dimensions must inevitably dissolve like a fading shot in a movie. 

(McLuhan, 1964: 378-379)

Ma,yt ternst havet bee,t cnio,edt thatt tet tngethert diogiotalt nedioat techt a,dt thet cioty t lioket “urba,t ,ewt nedioa” t “urba,t 
io,fnrnatcs” t thet “nedioat cioty/hybriodt cioty/snartt cioty” t a,dt snt n,.t Byt ,nwt thet pnio,tt iost wellt nadet thatt thet ciotyt hast 
becnnet a,t analgant nft thet physiocalt a,dt diogiotal.t Thet io,verset prnpnsiotn,t hnwevert hast snt fart receiovedt lesst ate,tn,.t 
Whyt thiost fncust n,t thet ciotyt io,t u,dersta,dio,gt ,ewt nedioa?

‘Thet cioty’t iost at ,ntnrionuslyt diofcultt ,ntn,.t Therefnret befnret a,swerio,gt thiost questn,t iott iost helpfult tnt frstt iode,tfyt severalt 
‘levels’t n,t whiocht thet ciotyt iost usuallyt cn,ceptualiozedt a,dt u,derstnnd.t 

1. Thet ciotyt iost at pnliotcallyt a,dt juriodiocallyt def,edt legalt e,tty.t Thet ciotyt io,t thiost vioewt iost at nu,iociopaliotyt wiotht iotst nw,t 
juriosdioctn, t pnliotcalt cn,stellatn, t electn,s t a,dt snt n,.t 

2. Thet ciotyt iost at gengraphiocalt e,ttyt wiotht partculart spatal t denngraphioct a,dt ecn,nnioct characteriostcs.t Thet ciotyt io,t 
thiost vioewt iost at spatalt cn,ce,tratn,t thatt nccupioest at wiodet terriotnry t hast hioght pnpulatn,t de,siotes t a,dt at larget 
,unbert nft io,habiota,ts.t Ciotest nfe,t havet at well-def,edt ce,tert (nrt severalt ce,ters)t a,dt at periophery t a,dt aret 
cnnpnsedt nft diost,ctt ,eioghbnrhnnds.t Ma,yt ciotest aret characteriozedt byt diost,ctt fu,ctn,alt areast (liovio,g t 
wnrkio,g t recreatn, t shnppio,g t travelio,g t neet,g)t a,dt spatn-ecn,nnioct clusterst (e.g.t io,dustrioalt areas t leiosuret 
zn,es t parks t narketplaces t electrn,iocst shnps t red-lioghtt diostriocts t hiogh-e,dt fashion,t streets t f,a,cioalt diostriocts t 
etc.) t a,dt byt beio,gt tedt tnt (nfe,t glnbal)t webst nft ecn,nnioct a,dt culturalt fnws.

3. Thet ciotyt iost at sncionlngiocalt e,ttyt harbnrio,gt speciofct wayst nft liofe.t Thet ciotyt io,t thiost vioewt iost characteriozedt fnrt exanple
byt thet heternge,eiotyt nft iotst penple t a,n,yniotyt a,dt liofet ann,gt stra,gers t at nndet nft dealio,gt wiotht diofere,ces t 
weakt sncioalt test att thet lncalt level t physiocalt a,dt sncioalt nnbiolioty t niogratn, t eth,ioct clusterio,g t fnsterio,gt na,yt 
(ynuth)t subcultures.t 

4. Thet ciotyt iost a,t e,viorn,ne,tt thatt stnulatest at ra,get nft -t usuallyt extrenet -t experioe,cest att thet cng,iotvet a,dt 
enntn,alt levels.t Thet ciotyt io,t thiost vioewt iost cn,sttutedt byt partculart phe,nne,nlngiocalt experioe,cest a,dt franest 
nft nio,d t fnsterio,gt at se,set nft placet thatt iost chantc t fast t nnbiole t diorty t lioberat,gt a,dt tnlera,t t exiot,gt a,dt 
tenpt,g t ln,ely t da,gernus t cnnpettve t at pressuret cnnkert fnrt experione,tatn, t creatviotyt a,dt io,,nvatn, t 
iode,ttyt play t causio,gt se,snryt nverlnad t etc.t Me,talt experioe,cest lioket theset aret freque,tlyt see,t tnt stent frnnt 
factnrst grnupedt u,dert pnio,tt 2t a,dt 3 t lioket hioght de,sioty t larget ,unbert nft penple t nnbiolioty t heternge,eioty.t 

5. ‘Thet cioty’t iost at nedioatedt a,dt dioscursiovet ternt thatt iost usedt io,t staggerio,glyt dioverset ways.t Thet ciotyt fgurest io,t at 
varioetyt nft nedioat ast backdrnpt nrt actnr;t frnnt sernn,st a,dt bnnks t tnt cio,enat a,dt televiosion, t tnt viodent ganest a,d
ast thet desiog,t netaphnrt fnrt websiotet ,aviogatn,t a,dt nrga,iozio,gt n,lio,et cnnnu,iotes.t Tha,kst tnt a,t arrayt nft 
nedioatn,st thet wnrdt 'urba,'t nayt bet assncioatedt wioth t nrt usedt io,t refere,cet nf t fnrt exanplet nusiocalt ge,res t 
dresst cndes t speecht pater,s t streett cultures t fnndt cn,sunptn, t alter,atvet nrt devioa,tt liofestyles t ref,ene,tt 
a,dt ciovioliozatn, t at wnrldyt nutlnnk t thet latestt tre,ds t artfcioaliotyt a,dt diosio,ge,unus,ess;t a,dt carrioest racioalt 
cn,,ntatn,s t a,dt cn,,ntatn,st nft (tech,nlngiocal)t nnder,iotyt a,dt futuriosn.t Rlhetnriocalt nppnsiotest the,t io,cludet 
,ature t ruralt liofe t fnlk t sionpliocioty t ,aturalt liofe t authe,tcioty t ,nrnalcy t lackt nft ref,ene,t t backward,ess t etc.t I,t 
addiotn, t netaphnrst a,dt a,alngioest aret usedt wiodelyt tnt u,dersta,dt thet ciotytt “thet XXt cioty” t nrt “thet ciotyt ast YY”.t 
Theset nayt pertaio,t tnt urba,t ecn,nnioct fu,ctn,s t lioket Munfnrd’st ‘cnurtnw,’ t ‘cnnnercetnw,’ t ‘cnketnw,’t 
(Munfnrd t 1961tt 446-474) t spatalt fnrnt a,dt nndet nft prnductn, t lioket Sasse,’st ‘glnbalt cioty’t (Sasse, t 1991) t 
ne,talt a,dt pnetct aspects t lioket Rlaba,’st ‘snft cioty’t (Rlaba,t io,tt Ha,,erz t 1980) t nrt eve,t thet lackt nft a,yt lncalt 
speciofcioty t lioket Knnlhaas’t ‘ge,erioct cioty’t (Knnlhaas t 1995).

Hnpefullyt thiost prnviodest at snnewhatt clearert vioewt nft thet nultfacetedt ,ntn,t nft thet cioty.t Yett iott leavest npe,t diofcultt 
questn,st nft cnnplexiotyt a,dt delio,eatn,.t Mnret tha,t ever t ciotest aret caughtt upt io,t webst a,dt ,etwnrkst a,dt exiostt n,t 
nultplet gengraphiocalt scales t ra,gio,gt frnnt thet lncalt tnt thet glnbal.t Spatalt nrt sncioalt def,iotn,st te,dt tnt sionpliofyt thet ciotyt 
byt takio,gt at statct a,dt lncaliozedt ‘cn,taio,ert vioew’t io,steadt nft u,dersta,dio,gt iott ast at dy,anioct ,etwnrkedt e,tty.t  tenptst att 
def,iotn,st io,t ternst nft phe,nne,nlngiocalt experioe,cest naket iott hardt tnt riogiodlyt delio,eatet whatt precioselyt iost nea,tt byt thet 
cioty.t I,deedt snnet arguet thatt urba,t nndest nft liofet a,dt attudest havet percnlatedt dnw,t io,tnt allt butt thet nnstt renntet 
areas.t Whatt the,t exiostst nutsiodet nf t nrt nppnsiotet tnt thet urba,?t Nature t ruralt areas t suburbioa?t Hnwt ca,t wet avniodt usio,gt 
‘thet urba,’t ast at vaguet catch-allt ,ntn,?t  espiotet theset cn,cer,st abnutt thet lackt nft at clearlyt def,ablet urba,t esse,ce t we

1/3



aret at biott betert equioppedt tnt a,swert thet questn,t hnwt thet ciotyt iost cn,,ectedt tnt diogiotalt tech,nlngioest a,dt whyt thiost naters
fnrt nurt u,dersta,dio,gt nft ,ewt nedioa.t 

Theoretical argument: the technology-urban nexus in academia and art
Theret iost at ln,g-sta,dio,gt wester,t acadenioct tradiotn,t nft thenriozio,gt thet ciotyt io,t relatn,t tnt nedioat a,dt tech,nlngyt (e.g.t det 
La,ge t 2010).t Earlyt nnder,t thio,kerst att thet begio,,io,gt nft thet 20tht ce,turyt questn,edt hnwt (att thatt tne)t ,ewt nedioat 
tech,nlngioest weret shapio,gt ciotyt liofe.t Sionnelt a,dt Be,janio,t fnrt io,sta,cet sawt nedioat tech,nlngioest a,dt thet ciotyt ast 
dioalectcallyt cn,,ectedt (tnet schedule t scriopt-ionage t phntngraphy t fln).t Theyt u,derstnndt nedioat tech,nlngioest io,t thet 
cn,textt nft a,t energio,gt netrnpnliota,t capiotaliosn.t Fnrt bnth t nedioat a,dt thet ciotyt weret ,ntt radiocallyt diosjnio,tedt realns.t 
Medioat a,dt thet ciotyt cn,sttutet n,et a,nther.t Urba,t liofet iost at nedioatedt liofe.t Latert n,t frnnt thet 1960s t nedioat schnlarst lioket 
McLuha, t det Snlat Pnnl t Viorioliont a,dt na,yt ntherst studioedt thet efectst nft electrn,ioct nedioat sucht ast thet telephn,et n,t urba,t 
spatalt pater,st a,dt behavionrst (McLuha, t 1964;t det Snlat Pnnl t 1977;t Vioriolion t 1997).t Theyt cn,cludedt thatt tech,nlngioest 
actedt ast substitutest fnrt urba,t liofe.t Thet assunptn,t wast thatt beio,gt io,t at placet ,nt ln,gert naters t sio,cet ICTst e,ablet 
penplet tnt cnnnu,iocatet wiotht a,yn,et a,dt f,dt io,fnrnatn,t frnnt a,ywhere.t Thet ciotyt ast at lncatn,t wnuldt bet nbsnletedt 
byt ‘placeless’t nedioat tech,nlngioes.t 

Sio,cet thet niod-t a,dt latet 1990st schnlarst agaio,t realiozet thatt ICTst a,dt thet ciotyt aret io,tnatelyt io,tertwio,edt a,dt 
cn,sttutet n,et a,nthert io,steadt nft beio,gt substtutes.t Earlyt io,ter,ett researcht wast fnu,dedt n,t twnt n,tnlngioes t thet realt 
a,dt thet viortual t thatt weret fu,dane,tallyt diofere,t.t Mucht curre,tt (nnbiole)t nedioat researcht questn,st thiost separatn,.t 
Thet nnbiolet phn,et a,dt nthert tech,nlngioest aret usedt io,t everydayt ‘realt liofe’t siotuatn,s t ,nt ln,gert justt frnnt at fxedt lncatn,
att wnrkt nrt hnne t lioket thet naio,franet a,dt PC.t Mnbiolet nedioat shapet thet uses t perceptn,s t a,dt ultnatelyt alsnt thet 
desiog,st nft urba,t placest (e.g.t McCullnugh t 2004;t Grahan t 2004;t Shepard t 2011).t Sioniolarly t nedioat artt hast tur,edt frnnt 
earlyt ‘,ett art’t explnratn,st nft at diost,ctt n,lio,et realnt tnt nnret siotuatedt a,dt perfnrnatvet lncatvet nedioat practces t 
freque,tlyt harkio,gt backt tnt at Siotuatn,iostt legacyt nft prnviodio,gt ludioct criotquet n,t urba,t cn,suneriostt spectaclest (e.g.t Paul t 
2008;t Tuterst &t Var,elios t 2006;t Tuterst &t det La,ge t 2013).

Empirical argument: the urban in new media history
Wet liovet io,t a,t urba,t wnrld.t  ccnrdio,gt tnt U,iotedt Natn,st Pnpulatn,t Fu,dt statstcs t thet najnriotyt nft penplet sio,cet 2008t 
liovet io,t ciotes.t Thiost iost predioctedt tnt grnwt tnt 60%t io,t 2030t (UNFP  t 2007tt 6;t nbservet thatt statstcst def,et thet ciotyt ast u,dert 
pnio,tt 1).t Ciotest actt ast hubst fnrt glnbalt fnwst nft io,fnrnatn,t a,dt cnnnu,iocatn,.t ICTt ,etwnrkst te,dt tnt cn,verge,cet 
naterioallyt a,dt physiocallyt io,t ‘glnbalt ciotes’ t bra,chio,gt nutt furthert io,tnt ,atn,al t region,alt a,dt lncalt ce,ters.t Thet veryt 
enbndioedt a,dt spatalt io,frastructurest ,eededt fnrt diogiotalt nedioat havet theiort basiost io,t urba,t set,gs.t 

Frnnt thet earlyt dayst n,t diogiotalt culturet hast evnlvedt frnnt urba,t culture.t Whiolet Sioliocn,t Valleyt iotselft nioghtt ,ntt bet 
thet nnstt netrnpnliota,t nft places t iott iost partt nft thet largert Sa,t Fra,cioscnt region,.t Thiost hast bee,t thet hntbedt fnrt 
experione,tatn,st io,t tech,n-utnpioa,t cnu,terculturet (Hiona,e, t 2001;t Tur,er t 2006).t Furthernnre t diogiotalt nedioat aret 
partt nft at prednnio,a,tlyt urba,t cn,sunert culture.t Newt tech,nlngioest nfe,t aret desiog,ed t develnped t narketed t 
lau,chedt a,dt io,iotallyt spreadt io,t urba,t set,gst wheret urba,t pnpulatn,st te,dt tnt bet at liotlet nnret afue,tt a,dt havet at 
cn,sunptn,-nrioe,tedt liofestyle.t 

Mucht pnliocyt ate,tn,t a,dt nn,eyt hast gn,et tnt stre,gthe,io,gt thet relatn,shiopt betwee,t ciotest a,dt tech,nlngioes.t 
Sio,cet thet latet 1980s/earlyt 1990st at ‘creatvet clusters’t a,dt ‘creatvet ciotes’t pnliocyt age,dat hast bee,t drafedt (e.g.t Castellst &
Hall t 1994;t La,dryt &t Bioa,chio,io t 1995;t Flnrioda t 2004).t Rliochardt Flnrioda'st trene,dnuslyt io,fue,talt ,ntn,t nft thet creatvet 
class t basedt n,t thet 3Tst nft Tale,t t Tech,nlngy t a,dt Tnlera,ce t wast diost,ctlyt urba,.t Sio,cet thet niod-2000st iott hast bee,t 
succeededt byt at 'snartt cioty't busio,ess t pnliocyt a,dt desiog,t age,dat thatt iost aionedt att ionprnvio,gt serviocest a,dt liovabioliotyt 
thrnught tech,nlngioest a,dt suppnrt,gt io,frastructurest lioket urba,t labs t a,dt iost rapiodlyt gaio,io,gt fnnthnldt io,t ciotest wnrldwiodet 
(e.g.t Hnlla,ds t 2008;t Caragliou t  elt Bnt &t Niojkanp t 2011).t 

Thet ciotyt iost thet prionet lncust nft cn,tenpnraryt tech-driove,t te,de,cioest io,t sncioety.t Theset ca,t bet sunnariozedt u,dert 
thet 3t Cst nft cn,trnl t cn,sunptn, t a,dt capsulariozatn,t (det La,get &t det Waal t 2013).t Fiorst t sio,cet thet Septenbert 11t WTCt 
atacks t at wiodet ra,get nft ,ewt cn,trnlt tech,nlngioest havet bee,t deplnyedt io,t urba,t set,gst wiotht trnublio,gt lackt nft publioct 
debate.t U,dert thet aegiost nft safetyt a,dt securioty t urba,t la,dscapest io,t na,yt wester,t ,atn,st havet becnnet thnrnughlyt 
nioliotariozedt wiotht CCTVt a,dt snfwaret algnriothnst thatt detectt suspiocionust behavionrt nrt k,nw,t nfe,ders t data-driove,t 
io,tellioge,ce t (u,na,,ed)t arioalt vehiocles t etc.t (Cra,gt &t Grahan t 2007;t Cra,dall t 2010).t Secn,d t thet tech,n-urba,t 
la,dscapet caterst tnt a,t io,te,siofedt cn,sunert culture t thrnught io,-stnret narket,g t ,arrnwcast,g t custnnert lnyaltyt 
cards t lncatn,-basedt servioces t a,dt agaio,t biogt data.t Thiord t thet ubioquiotnust uset nft persn,alt nnbiolet deviocest allnwst penplet 
tnt retreatt io,tnt theiort nw,t cncnn, t att thet expe,set nft e,gagio,gt wiotht theiort surrnu,dio,gst nrt nthert penple.t Theset threet 
develnpne,tst giovet rioset tnt criotcalt questn,st abnutt nedioatedt urba,t liofe.

 tt thet sanet tnet wet nustt bet carefult wiotht sucht claions.t  st wet havet alreadyt see,t u,dert pnio,tt 5t abnve t theret iost a,
nfe,t ionpliociott dioscursiovet relatn,shiopt betwee,t tech,nlngioest a,dt thet cioty.t ‘Thet urba,’t iost usedt ast at rhetnriocalt deviocet tnt 
cn,juret upt ionagest nft nnder,ioty.t Fnrt exanple t Japa,t a,dt nthert Eastt  sioa,t cnu,trioest aret nfe,t pnrtrayedt ast traiolblazerst 
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nft at prnjectedt ,ear-futuret tech,n-urba,t sncioetyt (Itn t Okabe t a,dt Matsuda t 2005).t Thet chniocet nft studyio,gt nedioat 
practcest io,t thet ciotyt nea,st thatt wet alsnt nustt bet criotcallyt awaret nft a,t ionpliociott rhetnrioct nft nnder,iotyt (quiotet sioniolart tnt 
studyio,gt nedioat ann,gt ynu,gt penple).

Pragmatic argument: strategic research & design agenda [unfnished]
-t Rlesearcht io,tnt ,ewt nedioat a,dt urba,t culturet iost clnselyt cn,,ectedt tnt thet desiog,io,gt dioscioplio,est (archiotecture t desiog, t 
nedioat tech t etc)t a,dt thet creatvet io,dustrioes.t Thiost iost at feldt wiotht na,yt pnte,talt crnssnverst betwee,t acadenioat a,dt 
io,dustrioes.t Mucht curre,tt fu,dio,gt (,atn,al t Eurnpea,)t gnest tnt theset crnssnvers.t 

-t Ethiocalt ionperatvett respn,siobioliotyt nft huna,iotest a,dt sncioalt scioe,cest tnt helpt adva,cet urba,t ,ewt nedioat beyn,dt tech-
ce,teredt ‘snlutn,iosn’t tnt cn,triobutet tnt trulyt liovablet a,dt liovelyt ciotes.t 

Conclusion [unfnished]
 llt thiost iost ,ntt tnt de,yt nrt excludet frnnt a,alysiost thet prnfnu,dt wayst io,t whiocht ICTst havet shapedt ruralt liofet (e.g.t Fiosher t 
1992).t Itt iost at natert nft brio,gio,gt at speciofct fncust a,dt cn,textt io,tnt thet researcht a,dt debatest abnutt ,ewt nedioa.t See,t io,t 
thiost lioght t at plethnrat nft dioscussion,st thatt beln,gt tnt thet ca,n,t nft nedioat studioest -t e.g.t frnnt viosualt culturet a,dt ionnersion,t 
tnt thet publioct spheret a,dt priovacyt -t ,eedt tnt bet reviosiotedt io,t relatn,t tnt thenriozio,gt urba,t liofe.t Fnrt exanple t It havet lnnkedt att 
hnwt ciotest havet bee,t thet classioct set,gst fnrt hioghlyt refexiovet iode,ttyt cn,structn,st a,dt expression,s t a,dt tedt thiost tnt a,t 
io,vestgatn,t nft hnwt nnbiolet nedioat shapet iode,ttyt cn,structn,t io,t playfult wayst (det La,ge t 2010).t …
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