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On Technology, Infrastructure, and the
Contemporary Urban Condition:
A Response to Coutard

STEPHEN GRAHAM

I very much welcome Olivier Coutard’'s (2002) further examination of the concept of
premium network spaces that | developed in a re¢t8#dRR article (Graham, 2000). As

he states, in the current period of rapid transition, the most glaring issue in the analysis of
the complex relations between technology, infrastructure and urban space is the need for
more detailed, critical, nuanced and comparative empirical work. Indeed, one of the aims
of ‘Constructing Premium Network Spaces’ was to deliberately concentrate on some of
the most visible, exemplary cases of contemporary change to try and help generate much-
needed debate on the issues. Along with the much larger and detailed exposition of a
broader thesis, encompassing the premium network space concept, now published in my
book with Simon MarvinSplintering urbanisnfGraham and Marvin, 2001), my aim was

to try and raise the status of analyses of infrastructural and technological mobilities within
urban studies.

Too often, treatments of the materialities of infrastructure and technology remain
marginal within critical urban and social science. Most usually, they are simply ignored
altogether. Even when they are addressed, treatments are often trapped within the
simplistic language and ‘impact’ metaphors of prevailing technological determinism.
They are implicitly steeped in assumptions of the political and technological rationality
of urban engineering and ‘public works’. Or they are reified as simple progenitors of
the urban and social forms functionally necessary to the particular urban ‘age’ in
guestion: the ‘steam’ age, the ‘auto’ age, the ‘electricity’ age, the ‘information’ age and
so on. In short, infrastructure, technology and mobility are cast not as necessary or
legitimate concerns of critical urban research but as purely technical, and rather dull
and banal installations which deserve scrutiny only when they fail or collapse. As
Coutard has argued elsewhere, ‘because these systems include complex technological
artefacts, they are often viewed as ‘engineers stuff’, not worth the interest of the social
sciences’ (Coutard, 1999: 1). In adopting such positions, however implicitly, critical
urbanists — especially Anglo-Saxon ones — have unintentionally helped to obscure
the dynamic relationships between the technological materialities of the urban, the
various flows that this sustains, and the exercising of social and political power (see
Urry, 2000).

The ironic result is that contemporary urban research, whilst now heavily influenced
by notions of flow and network mediation such as Manuel Castells’ (1996) concepts of
the ‘network society’ and the ‘space of flows’, tends still to dramatically underestimate
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the critical importance of technological mohilities, and the hard, red, materia

infrastructuresthat make them possible,to the moderncity. It neglectsthe ways in

which the changingmaterial basisof cities and infrastructure— as evidencedby the
tantalizingviews into the muddy urbanundergroundevealedby utility cutsandby the
exposedpalimpsesibf networksrevealedin the World Trade Centerattacks— is both
supportingand respondingto globalization,deregulation,socio-economiaestructuring
and the changingsymbolic, discursiveand legal practicesthat come togetherin the
productionof urbanspace(althoughseeGandy,2002,this issue).

In short,the failure to developa critical andcross-cuttingradition for analysingthe
relationsbetweenechnologyijnfrastructureandthe restructuringof urbanspaces botha
symptomanda causeof the prevailingtechnicalideology of the networkedcity solong
promulgatedby discourse®f urbanengineersfrom Haussmanron. It is in this context
that ‘ConstructingPremiumNetwork Spacesand Splinteringurbanismseekto build on
the relational, socio-technicabnd critical analyseshat have emerged(most notably in
Coutard’s home nation, France). They are efforts to try and constructcross-cutting,
interdisciplinary and international analysesof the changing relationships between
technology,mobility and urbanspaceon our urbanizingplanet.

Coutard’sanalysisof contextsandexamplesvherethereconstructiorof systemsof
infrastructuralmobility do not appearto matchthe premiumnetwork spaceghesisis
thereforea very usefulone. It helpsto exposesomeof the limits of our theorizations.
And it providescounterexampleswhich underlineboth the complexitiesof contem-
porary changeandthe risks of falling into ethnocentridinary transitionmodelswhen
mobilizing broad conceptsacrossa diverserangeof contexts.Nevertheless| would
like to countersomeof the key argumentsn Coutard’spaper.In this brief response,
andadoptinghis spirit of friendly dialogue,l would like to addressis threekey points
in turn.

Post-monopolisticnetworks and relative (re)distributions of social
powers of mobility

Coutard’s first suggestionis that the shifts away from monopolistic provision that
surround ‘unbundling’ and infrastructural liberalization do not necessarilylead to
increasedsocialand spatialdisparitiesof accessHe backsup suchclaimswith analyses
of waterre-regulationin variousdevelopingcities, where,in somecasesshifts towards
post-publicand post-monopolistigorovision — especiallyvia the franchisingof whole
serviceareas— hasparalleledwideningaccesgo water.He arguesthat unbundlingcan
lead to a diversification of standardservices,allowing more suitable provision in
unservedow-incomespacegespeciallyin developingcities). He alsostresseshat social
resistancefrom middle aswell aslow-incomegroups,cancombatpressureso rebalance
tariffs from privatizedregimes,asin BuenosAires.

I would not dispute these claims. However, | would stressthat in other water
privatizations,in SouthAfrica and Southeastsia in particular,the reductionof social
andgeographicatrosssubsidiedasled to efficiency gainsandbetterservicefor well-off
andserveduserswhilst the needsof the unservedooorhavecontinuedto be overlooked.
This hasworkedto keepthe unservedboorlockedinto informal andexpensiveprovision
throughwatervendors(see for example Bond, 1998;Kalbermatten1999).An example
comesfrom the SouthAfrican town of StutterheimHere,post-apartheigbrivatizationof
water‘was carriedout in suchaway thatalargeforeignfirm ‘cherry picked’ thelucrative
white and coloredareaswhich receivedependablavater suppliesat present,but which
left muchof the official Stutterheimtownshipunserved’(Bond, 1998:162).
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Anotherpoint to stresds thatwateris the networksectorwith the strongesandmost
resilient ‘network monopoly’ characteristics.This means that real alternatives to
monopolistic network provision tend not to materialize even after privatizaton,
liberalizationor unbundling.It tendsto be uneconomido build overlay water networks
which bypassprevailing systems,or to open piped waterto any form of competition.
People and ingtitutions thus have limited opportunities to secede from public,
monopolisticnetworksor to benefitfrom premiumnetwork spacegwhich, in the case
of water, are limited to private boreholesor bottled water). With electricity, gas,
telecommunicatios, televisionand evenurban streets,by contrast,the monitoring and
filtering capacitiesof information and surveillancetechnologiesprovide real opportu-
nities, within supportiveregulatorycontexts.to:

* Introducecompetitionand contestability;

« Introduce commodified and pay-per, rather than flat-rate, tariff charging (as in
electronically-chegedroad spaceor pay-per-viewTV);

» Completelybypassncumbentsuppliers(mobile phonednsteadof landline; satellite
or cableTV insteadof terrestrial;cablelnternetinsteadof dial-up modem;shopping
mall insteadof traditional street;competitive energysupplierinsteadof incumbent
monopoly; TGV insteadof old rail...); and

» Configurepremiumnetwork spacedor privileged users.

Water,then,is perhapgshe least‘typical’ of all the networksectors.

In addition to the examplesmentionedin Graham(2000), it is worth considering
somefurther examplesof how other networkedtechnologiesare being reconfiguredas
premiumnetwork and relatively marginalizednetwork spacesand usersin many cases:

¢ The recentintroduction of face-recognitionin urban CCTV systemsin the public
streetsof Newham,EastLondon, which actively seekto track and excludeknown
offendersfrom accesdy scanningfor their faces24 hoursa day;

¢ The widening use of electronicroad pricing, smartcardsand car transpondersn
citiessuchasLA, Melbourne,Singaporeand Torontoto supportthe developmentf
privilegedroadandhighwayspacesandcorridorsfor userswho areableandwilling
to pay premiumpricesto bypasstraffic congestionon public highwaysand streets;

e The recent constuuction of private ovelday Intemet trunks by private media
conglomeratesvhich, alongwith new ‘smart’ routers,allow certainpeople’straffic
to bypassInternet congestionwhilst less privileged users face non-functioning
services(with neithergroup necessarilyawarethat this is occurring);

e The use of new call-centre systems by many infrastructure companies to
automaticallyanswerthe calls of ‘good’ customerdefore’bad’ ones,without either
knowing that this hasoccurred;

¢« Theuseof IT innovationsin the UK utilities sectorto supportprivileged accesgo
value-addecenergy,homesecurityand other servicesfor targeted profitable users,
whilst utilities effectively ceasdo haveanycontactatall with over4 million usersof
‘pre-payment'metergwho haveto physicallytravelto top up their tokensin advance
of energyuse);and

¢ Theuseof biometrichandscansin the INSPASSinternationalmigration systemto
allow privileged businesstravellers to bypassairport migration controls whilst
‘illegal’ immigrants face the use of more and more capablelT and surveillance
systemsgconfiguredto try and preventthem crossingsuchspaces.

I would arguethat suchexamplesand many othersdiscussedn Splinteringurbanism
demonstratéhatthe currentconditionsof privatizationandliberalization,combinedwith
the biased configuration of technology,is, in many cases,leading to the relative
exaggeratiorf mobility andsocialpowerfor moreprivilegeduserswhilst marginalusers
canfacerelative,or sometimesevenabsolute Jossof mobility and social power.
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It is worth stressingthe crucially importantpoint herethat infrastructuralpower is
alwaysrelative. This meansthat evenwhen previously unservedpeoplegain accesso
lower quality infrastructureservices,they may still be, relatively, highly excluded,as
better-off usershave gained accessto premium conditions. Often, this segmentation
occurswithout usersevenrealizingthatthis disparity exists— suchis the ofteninvisible
and computer-mediatedatureof so muchsocialandtechnologicalpowertoday. Whilst
early usersof the Internetwith PCs,for example canenjoythe full galaxyof interactive
opportunitiesit offers, those using so-called‘set top’ boxesto accessthe ‘Internet’
throughcableare offered a very narrow choice.Normally this consistsof commodified,
pay-per,commercialservicesand e-commerceopportunitiesfrom only thosecompanies
underthe control of the transnationamediaconglomeratehat ownsthe cable provider.
The ‘horizontal’, interactive opportunitiesavailable are often limited, whilst ‘vertical’,
commercialized relations and ‘press now to purchase’ buttons dominate their
consumptiorexperience.

Such distinctions in infrastructural power are especiallyimportant in computer-
mediatedsocietieswhere softwarealgorithmsand IT systemsoperateto automatically
excludeand include, without discretion,through what Latour (1993) calls ‘obligatory
pointsof passage— PIN numberscomputenDs, ATMs, card-readersCCTV-surveilled
walkways etc. Theseare increasinglylinked to databasesvhich enablethem to treat
different usersin starkly different ways accordingto aggregatedpor individualized,
judgementf potentialor actualuserprofitability or risk. As LianosandDouglas(2000:
263) argue:

Nowadaysspontaneousormsrespondo prior changesn socio-technicaknvironmentsandto

the laws which maintaintheseenvironmentsElectronicinformation technologydesignsways
of organizing.Thesecan be anythingfrom magneticgatesand password-protectedomputer
networks to automatic turnstiles and image analysis systems. [Such socio-technical

constructions],once made,do not involve human participation. Their internal workings are
impenetrablefor the userwho receivestheir responseslt is meaninglesgo try and establish
whatis wrongwith the magneticbandof anundergroundicket, with the PIN of our bankcard
or with the passwordfor readingour e-mail ... [Suchtechnologies]radically transformthe
cultural registerof the societiesn whichtheyoperateby introducingnon-negotiatedontextsof

interaction (italics in original).

Suchprocesse®f mediatingaccesgo, and exclusionfrom, infrastructuralsystemsare
subtleand complex;they resistcartoonishstereotypingof the all-powerful transcending
the surrounding spaces of the impoverished. Strategies for condructing simple,
exclusionary, premium network spacesare exactly that: strategiesby coalitions of
interestsworking within complex governanceand urban contexts.Only very rarely do
theywork in the starkwaysintended,commonly theyfail to police boundariesanddo not
allocate differentiated accessand mobility authorizationsas hermetically as intended
(althoughthe porosity and error rate vary betweennetworksand cases).

Moreover,new practicesand networkedconstructiongnevitably needto maintaina
wide rangeof connectiongo the wider metropolis.Efforts to support,maintainandeven
strengtherpublic mixing and the collective distribution of network servicescontinueto
exist. The unavoidably ‘messy’, embodied, socio-technicalpractices of urban life
inevitablytendto creepbackin. Regulatoryresponsedrom thelocal to thetransnational,
can respnd to social movements themnselves stimulated by glaring inequalties,
reinstatingmeasureso ensurethe ‘publicness’of the networkedandurbanspacesinder
question.Finally, the widening diffusion of technologieslike mobile phonesand the
Internet, once they mature to become widely accessible,provides all manner of
opportunitieswherebythe disenfranchizeadan asserttheir counter-hegemoniclaimsto
technologicalnfrastructuraland expressivepower.
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Spatial specialization,fiscal equivalenceand the geographiesof
redistribution

Coutard’s secondargumentis that disparitiesamong social and economicspacesare
inevitableandthey arecertainlynot alwaysundesirableUnbundlingtariffs can,asin the
telephoneand electricity sectorsin France,be usedto updatethe geographie®f cross-
subsidysothattheyfall moreinto line with the contemporaryconditionsandlocationsof
the poor. The privatization of setsof urban and network spaces,especially ‘glocal’

businesenclavesandtheir interconnectingnfrastructuresis thereforenot a clearcaseof
fiscal secessiorandfortification.

| would agree that such spacesare major growth poles; their multipliers and
beneficial spin-offs and connectivitiesinevitably do ‘trickle down’ to someextentto
wider hinterlands— necessarilyranscendinghe intensifyingefforts of boundarycontrol
in the processl alsoagreethatthe key questionis the way in which nationalandlocal
stateregimesregulatesuch‘glocal’ economicspacegwhetherwe call themenclavesor
not), andattempt(or do not) to usevariousforms of taxationto redistributethe fiscal and
remunerativeflows that they anchor. Some examples,such as the lle-de-Francecase
Coutarddiscussesare certainlymassiveexportersof incomeand corporatetax, which is
redistributedthroughstatewelfare and public serviceprogrammes.

It is worth noting, however,that in Francetheseprogrammesalong with strategic
spatial planning regimes,have managedo resistpolitical and economicpressuregor
deregulationand liberalization far betterthan have most placesin the Anglophoneor
developingworlds. Coutardalsofails to seethat, underconditionsof intensifyingurban
competition and the deepeningscrutiny of supply-side conditions by transnational
corporationsthereis enormougpressurdo increasehe level of public supportgoinginto
maintainingthe infrastructuralconnectivityof key financial centrestechnopolesairport
spacesforeigndirectinvestmenspacesexportprocessingonesandthelike. Undersuch
pressuresand in many contexts,developmentalisand Keynesianregional and urban
planningand coordination,aimedat securingsomedegreeof inter-areaconvergenceis
oftenbeingreplacedinsteadglaboratestrategie®f ‘strategiclocalism’ (Jones1997)and
‘glocal rescaling’ (Brenner,1998) are underway,focusedexclusively on enhancingthe
mobility andinfrastructuralpowersof dominantenclavesand cores.

As aresult,in awide variety of urbancontexts Jargechunksof public sectorsupply-
side investment, at all state levels, go in to parallel already huge private sector
infrastructuralinvestmentsjn trying to establishnodal positionson networksof glocal
infrastructuredor strategiclocales.Whilst surroundingspacesnay benefitfrom labour
market spin-offs and some degree of development'trickle down’, often they also
indirectly, and regressively, subsidize the new glocally connectedspacesthrough
regressivgublic taxation.This is the case for examplejn Malaysia’sMultimedia Super
Corridor. Here, a massiveportion of Malaysia’s national public investmentis being
strategicallyconcentratedn constructinga 50km urbancorridor southof the relatively
prosperouscity of Kuala Lumpur, in an effort to attract global transnationaland
informationfirms to locatethere (seeGrahamand Marvin, 2001: Chapter7).

As Gleesonand Low (2000: 275) point out, from the perspectiveof Australia,the
deregulationof spatial planning has, paradoxically,often coincidedwith intensestate
fiscal, legal and discursive supportto ‘privilege certain investmentenvironmentsin
Augdralias cities for local and international elites. As in many nations, such
‘entrepreneuria urbanplanninghassupportedstate-backededevelopmenof river and
waterfrontspacesand major urbanfestivalsand events.The problemwith suchstrategic
localism (Jones,1997)is thatthe socialopportunitycostsof thesepublic investments—
the infrastructurenot supplied,the hospitals,schoolsandsocial servicesnot upgradedor
provided— have convenientlybeenoverlookedin the boosteristdiscourseghat have
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overtakenwhat remainsof strategicplanning. Urban policy hascometo focus on the
redevelopmentind promotion of central cities and adjoining areas,whilst the suburbs
(wherethe bulk of the Australianpopulationlives) havebeenresidualizedall butignored
in strategicthinking (Gleesonand Low, 2000:275).

| would also stressthe ways in which information infrastructures,especially
corporatelT networksandthe Internet,are being constructedo supportthe sharpened
exploitationof geographicatlivisionsof labour,to intensify corporatecapital’seffortsto
escapepublic scrutiny and state taxation in the first place. Such trends are utterly
regressiveboth spatially and socially. For, as GeorgeMonbiot (2000: 13) arguesiit is
increasinglyapparenthat transnationatorporationsof all forms are startingto:

install their web serverswhere taxesare lowest, disguisetheir tradein goodsas a trade in
services,and even launch their own virtual currencies.The tax burden,in other words, is
shifting to thosewho are unableto move their assetffshoreor out of the old economyinto
cyberspaceWith little elseto offer, poor countriesiand spacespndup giving everythingaway
in a desperatattemptto attractinvestment'.If taxationis notto becomewholly regressivewe
will haveto revolutionisethe meansby which the rich are charged.

Boundary control as socio-technicalpower

Coutard’s final argumentis that the privatization and ‘splintering’ of urban space,
intrinsic asit is to the developmenbf advancedocietiesjs a resultof wider processesf
economicspatial specialization.Here it would be hard to disagree But | would argue
againsthis furthersuggestiorthattheintensifiedpracticesof surveillanceand(attempted)
boundarycontrol aroundglocal networkspacess somehowa benignprocesskeepingout
peoplewho would not havewantedto enterthemanyway.

Rather,| would suggesthat suchstrategiesare aboutthe entrenchmenbf dominant
rhythmsand spatialitiesthat mostmeetthe demandsf financeandtransnationatapital
and its associatednterestsand employeesunderadvancedcapitalism.Real peopleare
excludedmostnotablybeggarsyagrantsandanyonewhosevisualappearances notseen
by dominant power-holdersas befitting these privileged locations. In the 29-acre
Broadgateredevelopmenin the City of London,for example modernfinancial services
companiesare gatheredaroundwhat looks at first like a genuinely‘public’ plazaand
atrium complex, repletewith ice rink, barsand cafes,and public performancegSumo
wrestling, Spanishhorses,dog shows. .). However,beyondthe visual appropriationof
the semioticsof ‘public space’ this domainis restrictedo peoplein ‘smartdress’through
intensesurveillanceand security practices;those‘undesirables’deemednot to ‘belong’
for whateverreasoriare rapidly escorteff the scheme’(Borden,2000:228). Moreover,
whilst the City tradersenjoy the stage-manageéventsabovethe surface,othersare
allowedonly provisionalaccessut are, literally, pushedunderground:Service workers
andmanyoffice cleanersaand maintenancetaff arekeptout of sight, hiddenbeneaththe
surfacein a dark, subterraneamundercroftof accessroadsand maintenancecircuits’
(Borden,2000: 229).

It mustalsobe stressedhat premiumnetwork spacestrategiesare not static. They
are dynamic and embedded within the swirling and contested geqpolitics and
governanceregimes that characterizethe construction and reconstitution of con-
temporaryurbanmobilities. Also in London,hugepublic subsidiesarelikely to go into
the constructionof a major urbanrail link connectingthe City financial core, and
possibly Docklands,directly to Heathrow airport. This is as a consequencef the
pressureof finance capital and property developersin those spacesto improve their
glocal connectivitiesat public expenseMeanwhile,otherlessaffluent partsof London
faceworseningtransportconnectionsMoreover,the boundarief the City of London
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aremovinginto, andappropriatingmany of the old adjacentethnic neighbourhood
EastLondon.Thisis leadingto the predictableandexclusionaryspiralsof gentrification
asanalysedecentlyby Solnit and Schwartzenberg2000)in SanFranciscso’slot-com
developmenbubble.

Similarly, at the nationalscale,severabillion poundsof UK statemoneyis goingin
to ensurethat the fast ‘premium’ rail link betweenLondonandthe ChannelTunnel(and
soonto the glocal city coresof Paris,Brusselsand Amsterdam..) is completeddespite
the effective bankruptcyof the rail track company,Railtrack, in October2001. At the
sametime, plansfor upgradingthe deterioratingrail links between_Londonandthe cities
of the Midlands, the North and Scotlandhavenow collapsedbecausdghe UK statehas
failed to promisethe requiredlevel of public investment.

Finally, the distributional effects of the electronicroad pricing of premium urban
roadspaceseedto be consideredThereare clearly major environmentakrgumentgor
using new computerand communicationsechnologiesto supportthe pricing of road
spacein placedike SingaporeandCentralLondon.However,it couldalsobearguedthat
another powerful (and often hidden) rationale for such a strategyis to use the
commodificaton of road spaceandthe legitimizing argumentf environmentalism{o
help shift ‘time-rich-cash-pooridrivers out of the way of the ‘cash-rich-timepoor’ ones
associatedvith glocal andtransnationahetwork spaces.

As Khan (2000)reports,for example the Hong Kong city councilis now thinking of
imitating its main rival Singapore’snew electronic road-pricing scheme.This is not
primarily becauseof the ‘environmentalsustainability’ that it will bring. Rather,it is
becausehe CEOsof majortransnationalspow usedto arriving in Singapore’sorporate
buildingson time andin air-conditionedcomfort, are complainingvociferouslythatthey
sometimedaveto walk the ‘last mile’ to similar meetingsn HongKong, in searingheat
and humidity, becauseof traffic congestion.

In sum, | would strongly emphasizethat the reorganizationof mobility systems
surounding corporate enclaves and premium nework spaces is unlikely to be
distributionally benignfrom the point of view of social power. Rather,it is aboutthe
reconstructiorof systemsf flow, mobility andstatesupportandsubsidyto supportsome
interestsat the direct (absoluteor relative) costto others.As Eric Swyngedouw(1992:
322) hasargued,the crucial point to stresshereis that:

thechangedmobility, andhence powerpatternsassociatedavith theinstallationof newmobility
commoditiesand infrastructuremay negatively affect the control over place of somewhile
extendingthe control and powerof others. .. Beingtrappedin particularplacesandsubjectto
processe®f restructuringand depreciationundermineshe control and commandof spatially
imprisonedindividuals and social groups, while this very restructuringand depreciationis
organizedby thoseCyborgmenandwomenwhoseability to commandplaceis predicatedipon
their powerand ability to move over hyperspace.

Stephen Graham (s.d.n.graham@cl.ac.uk), School of Architecture, Planning and
LandscapeCentrefor UrbanTechnology University of NewcastleuponTyne,Newcastle
uponTyne NE1 7RU, UK.
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