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Urban Heterotopia: Zoning Digital Space [1]

Today we live in an “era of space” and, as Foucault explains in a lecture, delivered at the

Parisian Cercle d’études architecturale on March 14, 1967, this era is an “era of

simultaneity, of juxtaposition, of proximity and distance, of coexistence and dispersion.

The world is understood not so much as a big living organism which develops through

time, but as a net whose skeins intersect and connect points.”[2] Foucault’s problem of

networked space thus gives rise to a rather unconventional definition of a specifically

achieved utopia.[3] “Heterotopias” are “counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia

in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within culture, are

simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted.”[4] Foucault’s examples of

heterotopias are gardens, cemeteries, psychiatric clinics, brothels, prisons, the villages of

Club Mediterranée, etc. These heterotopias form counter-spaces by creating illusions,

which infiltrate reality. I argue that digital space itself constitutes such a counter-site,

namely, a heterotopia in the Foucaultian sense. Cyberspace – considered as virtualized

reality, which composes the horizon of possible expectations[5] – is not only a structural,

but always a cultural, phenomenon as well.

The Information City

In recent years, discussions and investigations of digital networks have become the

determining morphology of our society. Handling the current discourse about these new

dynamics with Foucault’s “theoretical kit” henceforth provides a specific point of view

from which the description of the global network society can be confronted with a variety

of local forms of knowledge. At the beginning of the 1990s, an active media culture scene

was formed to discuss both the promises and risks of recently built network technologies.

This fact forms the starting point for my work, which sets out to define these pioneer

projects as an experimental ground for contemporary forms of subjectivity, and

furthermore, to describe the current conception of network society more generally. A

focus on media archaeology, therefore, results from the question of how technology – and

respectively, the discourse over technology – has been and continues to be crucial for our

understanding of the dominant organizational form within the information age.[6]

Clemens Apprich

IWM Junior Visiting Fellows’ Conference Proceedings, Vol. XXVI © 

2009 by the author

Readers may redistribute this article to other individuals for 
noncommercial use, provided that the text and this note remain 
intact. This article may not be reprinted or redistributed for 
commercial use without prior written permission from the author. If 

you have any questions about permissions, please contact the IWM.

https://www.iwm.at/publications/5-junior-visiting-fellows-conferences/vol-xxvi/urban-heterotopia/
http://archiv3.iwm.at/#_edn2
http://archiv3.iwm.at/#_edn3
http://archiv3.iwm.at/#_edn4
http://archiv3.iwm.at/#_edn5
http://archiv3.iwm.at/#_edn6


2

Understanding the city as spatial metaphor to describe digital networks enables further

conclusions to be drawn about the implicit assumptions – found in media but also

academic discourse – of today’s network society.

In what follows, I would like to provide some insights into the current debate on our

digital future by tracing the tracks of techno-cultural visions back to the early years of

network building. When the Internet (a synonym for the “world wide web”) was still in its

infancy, categories like hypertext had already been widely discussed.[7] Given the fact

that the electronic data management had produced an enormous amount of information,

the question arose as to how this new, invisible digital space could be adequately

structured? At the beginning of the 1990s, Andreas Dieberger coined the term

“Information City” to describe a spatial user interface for hypertext.[8] In order to resolve

the problem of “getting lost in hyperspace,”[9] Dieberger’s city metaphor attempted to

make the structure of information systems easier to understand by drawing a cognitive

map of the information space. In his concept, hypertext documents are visualized as

houses in the Information City using architectural knowledge from city planning in order

to build an information environment that helps to navigate hypertext.[10] The

Information City “defines an ontology of spaces and connections” in order to “explicitly

create structure in an unstructured information domain.”[11] In this sense, navigation

through cyberspace is only possible when this structure is communicated to the user.

Structuring the Invisible

The visualization of information space expresses meaning by using familiar images from

everyday life like city’s streets and buildings in order to structure the data space. But

unlike “real” life, computer generated space is theoretically infinite and non-Euclidian.

Thus, one important problem (or perhaps, possibility) of cyberspace is that its “original

architecture” is non-hierarchical.[12] Implementing the (hyper)texturing concept of the

Information City, therefore, provides a rich set of navigational infrastructures by using

existing knowledge about a structured environment (i.e. the city itself). To use Dieberger’s

words: “An important advantage of…city metaphors is that they define several levels of

enclosed spaces.”[13] The elements of a city (i.e. districts, neighbourhoods, blocks,

buildings, etc.) are “ideal sources for metaphors that describe strong encapsulation and

access control.”[14] It is this concept of inclusion and exclusion that transforms the pure

data space into a highly contested social place. Although considering information

structures in terms of the city does not mean that the structure must look like a real city,

this idea of structuring an invisible space relates to the modern dream of a governable city

and its reason of state.[15] The city, therefore, provides an organizational regime, in order

to visualize the invisible. It is important to note that the spatial metaphor of the

Information City sees itself as an alternative to the merely abstract “Storage-and-

Retrieval” techniques that require a rather concrete idea of the search result. Hence, the

Information City provides a pragmatic approach to cope with the problem of locating and

re-finding information.[16]
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The utopian idea of gathering and structuring the (world) knowledge within the

Information Cities also refers to the desire of informational control. The Information City

as organizational regime therefore constitutes a “New Jerusalem” which promises to

pacify today’s “Babylon of information.”[17] This attempt to structure the chaos within

digital space is one of the main characteristics of the so-called “pioneer days” of the

Internet (i.e. the early 1990s). However, as can be seen from the concept of the

Information City, this idea of an ideal utopia is never disconnected from the “real” world.

On the contrary, Cyberspace does not represent a “new pure continent,” but rather, it

functions as a projection surface for our own fantasies.[18] Considering Foucault’s lecture

mentioned above, one may point out how this information space provides a venue for

individual and social practices, for ways of living, cultural patterns, knowledge, power,

and domination. The digital space therefore constitutes a mirror, which interfaces the

experiences of virtual reality and real life. As Foucault writes: “The mirror is, after all, a

utopia, since it is a placeless place. In the mirror, I see myself there where I am not, in an

unreal, virtual space that opens up behind the surface…But it is also a heterotopia in so

far as the mirror does exist in reality, where it exerts a sort of counteraction on the

position that I occupy.”[19] Thus, Cyberspace is not an utopia, conceived as a genuinely

exceptional place, but rather, it is a heterotopia conceived as a particularly achieved

utopia. According to Foucault, it would be the task of so-called “heterotopology” to

explore these other spaces, in order to make them visible and legible.[20]

The Digital City

At the beginning of the 1990s, the city metaphor was not only used to stage an ideal space

of knowledge, but it was also used to constitute the location of an ideal social order. The

notion of the “virtual community,”[21] therefore, gave rise to various Digital Cities, which

were founded during the first days of the Internet (for example: De digitale Stad

Amsterdam, Internationale Stadt Berlin, and Wien.at – Digitale Stadt). Although for

different reasons, all of these projects failed in the end, they still provided an important

place from which to analyze the preconditions of network society. In doing so, a sustained

effort grew to revitalize the democratic system by implementing new information and

communication technologies. Hence, the “new Athenian age” was developed as a result of

technological emancipation. “Cyberdemocracy or electronic democracy are the new tubes

which should transform the passive spectator democracy into an active participatory

democracy and, at the same time, create a global public sphere.”[22] It is important to

note that in this sense, only the well-informed citizen constitutes an important and

valuable part of the virtual community. The Digital City, therefore, interferes with the

Information City, where all knowledge is gathered and structured through spatial

organizational regimes, in order to be visible for the digitally enlightened Netizen.[23]

In contrast to way in which the urban area forms the traditional framework of civic

society, the proclaimed deterritorialization of the city was supposed to depart from this

tradition. In this sense, many authors called for a redefinition of communities within

digital space, whereas the complex interaction between old and new spheres was at the

centre of discussion.[24] But instead of the anticipated “electronic agoras” and their

cyberdemocratic ideals, the only domain that seems to be left over today is the capitalistic
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market place. Access to the digital space, therefore, is only granted to those who are able

to participate (i.e. to those who have access to computer networks).[25] For this reason,

the contemporary imperative of constant connectivity relates to a new form of

governance: “This is based on the instrumentalization of personal loyalty relationships

and the willingness to actively take responsibility: governance through community .”[26]

In relation to the welfare state, Nikolas Rose, a British sociologist, points out that this

“communiy-discourse” goes far beyond the scope of “society,” leaving a disparate field of

communities structured through convictions, values and cultural identities. Hence, the

technological change interlinks with a social transition by dissolving the previous

structure of solidarity and therefore stretching digital networks over the yawning gap. In

this new situation, participation of certain communities becomes vital, whereas any

violation of the common ideal gets penalized with the expulsion from these communities.

[27]

New Regimes of Control

As we have seen, digital space constitutes one of the vanishing points of network society.

From the ground of this virtual heterotopia, we experience the world through “precarious

interspaces,”[28] which transform our common perceptions of everyday life. These

perceptual breaks, however, only remain visible before they become part of our everyday

media life. Hence, in order to reveal the implicit knowledge in our ordinary use of new

culture technologies, we need an archaeology of Cyberspace and by recovering the

Informational as well as the Digital City as organizational and social regimes, we come

across the old desire for a total accumulation and rigorous control of knowledge and

power.[29] In contrast to pure Cyber-utopianism, new information and communication

technologies have always been structured by powerful interests. Like the city, Cyberspace

has a military origin. Today’s struggle is primarily about hegemonic power over

information and control of communication. These new regimes of classification and

categorization therefore structure the abstract and infinite data space into visible and

legible units. In this sense, every human-computer interface uses some sort of metaphor

(for example: Laptop, Desktop, folders, trash can, windows, etc.). The metaphors used in

the interface determine how the user conceives and navigates the computer and how the

world is accessed via this computer. In keeping with this matter, media theorist Lev

Manovich states: “Far from being a transparent window into the data inside a computer,

the interface brings with it strong messages of its own.”[30] Hence, by organizing the

digital space in specific ways, the interface provides distinct models of the world.

The computer interface, which was shaped by the city metaphor in the beginning of the

1990s, becomes a key semiotic code in the information society. In this context, semiotics

looks at culture as a form of communication which broadcasts its messages on the basis of

socially accepted codes: codes that represent a certain system of symbols and meanings,

whose definition establishes the cultural hegemony over our everyday life. Every time we

use the Internet, everything we access – i.e., texts, images, photographs, videos, music or

whole virtual environments – has already been filtered by these “cultural interfaces.”[31]

Given the fact that digital data is simply a sequence of zeros and ones, there are numerous

ways in which it could be made visible. Thus, it is not by accident that the city was one of
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the most meaningful metaphors in the early days of the Internet. The city is defined (at

least symbolically) by walls whose gates constitute the interface to the city.[32] In relation

to current media practice, this leads to a rather paradoxical situation: on the one hand,

new media technologies have become more accessible and easy-to-use; on the other hand,

access to the information generated by users is largely controlled by a few companies .[33]

T his specific form of a “digital panoptism” insidiously affects the user by employing new

techniques of data-mining and marketing research, while its centre remains closely

guarded, and therefore, unreachable to the user. Hence, it seems that the network society

turns out to be yet another society of control. The virtually free “space of flows”[34]

remains within strict boundaries because the technological infrastructure is increasingly

controlled by commercial and state interests.[35]

Conclusion

By tracing the Information City back to its utopian dimension of an “ideal space of

information sharing and consumption,”[36] we can locate some of the fractures in this

historical line of thought. A fundamental critique of this utopian thinking must begin with

a critique of techno-determinism and its talk about intelligent systems, digital

communities, and new continent.[37] The rise of the network society is not a social or

technological necessity and this is why we have to break with the still existing teleological

approach of technological innovation. In this sense, technology will never deliver us from

the unsatisfactory nature of our life, but it can function as an instrument in the process of

this deliverance .[38] Technology, understood as material tool (i.e. the Internet), and

meaning, understood as symbolical construction (i.e. Cyberspace), are two of the main

constituents of human action, which, in turn produce and shape society. Vis-à-vis today’s

information flood, we should not be dreaming about floating cities, but rather, we should

be building ships in order to navigate in the oceans of knowledge. This is because the ship,

according to Foucault at the end of his 1967 lecture, “is the heterotopia par excellence. In

civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, spying takes the place of adventure, and the

police take the place of pirates.”[39]
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