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Beyond flatland: when smart cities make 
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Abstract 

The ‘smart city’—insofar as the concept has any definitive purchase—is really what I termed in my (2008) a ‘hypers-
patial’ city. That is, its social world is not just connected, but hyperconnected. This means that the risks it generates are 
not just those of an everyday physical space, or even what was once termed a ‘cyberspace’, but perils with multidi-
mensional properties—ones which go far beyond mass data-veillance, or the hacking of a home hub by tech-savvy 
burglars. For as McLuhan once warned, when citizens are multiply interconnected, the second order nervous system 
which emerges risks generating debilitation as much as facilitation, deformation rather than information and insecu-
rity rather than security. In this paper I address the nature of this risk from two angles. First the way the advent of the 
smart city concept has also revealed a striking level of unpreparedness for managing everyday life and security within 
hyperconnected urban space. Given that cities have always been technologies rather than merely technologized, 
there are profound questions to be asked about why this latest evolution of our most successful tool for enabling 
mass proximity social organisation has been perceived to be so different from previous transitions. A second angle 
focuses more directly upon the metaphysics and ecology of the hyperconnected city. Utilising two key determinants 
of contemporary urban life, the virtualised economy and automated governance I consider whether life within the 
smart city may so reorder traditional ideas of security and the citizen that both are rendered obsolete.
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‘All you had you wasted’1

Introduction
What exactly is ‘smart’ about a smart city? Does it involve 
the citizens who make up its population, or is smartness 
a property of the city itself? And should smartness be 
read in comparative or purely descriptive terms? That is, 
should we take the smart city concept to imply that urban 
environments have become more smart than they used 
to be, or does the term refer exclusively to the range of 
information based benefits now available to contempo-
rary city dwellers? These are not trivial definitional ques-
tions. The term ‘smart city’ is one that come with a host 
of implicit associations, whether these involve supposed 
benefits like enhanced security and a better quality of life, 
or simply more informed ways of utilising services. But 
such assumptions need far more testing—in particular 

the assumption that everyone knows what smartness 
amounts to. In this paper I aim to interrogate some of 
these questions by relating the development of the smart 
city to a wider set of reflections about technology and its 
interfaces with everyday life. Considered through this 
wider lens, some of the optimistic claims being made by 
‘smart city’ advocates (see for example, Belanche et  al. 
2016, Neckermann 2017; WEJ 2017; Bibri 2018) become 
more ambiguous. Just as the process of technologisation 
has often been argued to be offer us mixed blessings, one 
where we suffer losses—or amputations as McLuhan put 
this (McLuhan 1964)—as much as gains, the movement 
towards more technology dependent cities may come 
with an under discussed sting in the tale. For, I will argue, 
as the clamour for smarter cities becomes more strident, 
we risk damaging the most crucial component of any 
city—the citizens who constitute it. The problem is this: 
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as cities become ‘more smart’ does this also accelerate 
a process of what Sennett has called ‘stupefaction’ (Sen-
nett 2013)—a loss of control over how we use cities? Or 
is it worse? Is the real outcome stultification—a comple-
mentary dynamic where the smarter our cities become 
the more ‘stupid’ we all become? If such an observation 
has any plausibility then profound questions arise—not 
just about the kind of security smart cities provide but 
the nature of their impact upon the human condition. 
For example, though climate responsive thermostats, 
time-sensitive milking tools and chip-implant operated 
barn doors may make a herd of cattle ‘more secure’, it is 
a reasonable question to ask what type of security this 
represents? Or indeed, what kinds of animals these then 
become in acquiring it? A seeming trade-off results, one 
between a more open ended, dynamic and challenging 
kind of security and a more controllable, but ultimately 
stultifying variety.

When cities go smart
Though the operation of a smart city requires a signifi-
cant amount of technological complexity, the basic ambi-
tion behind them is fairly straightforward. A smart city is 
meant to permit citizens to make informed choices about 
their environment in order to make everyday life more 
efficient, less stressful and just ‘better’ all round. That is, 
to offer:

…integrated frameworks, procedures, processes, strat-
egies and policies to foster advancement and inno-
vation in urban systems, namely built environment, 
infrastructure, administration, governance, and eco-
system and human service provisioning, while con-
tinually optimising efficiency gains (Bibri 2018, p 3).

Characterised thus, one might reasonably wonder 
whether this is really so dissimilar to what the project of 
urbanisation has always involved, especially as population 
densities began to increase from the nineteenth century 
(Hall 2001). For, the development of the cities has been 
a long (albeit not always smooth or continuous) process 
of enhancements to security, functionality and efficiency. 
For example, the advent of hard surfaced, asphalt roads 
from the 1800s (which of course merely reinvented pro-
gress already made in earlier societies) (Lay and Vance 
1992); the advent of street lighting in the 1800’s (Schivel-
busch 1995); the development of urban telephone net-
works in the 1900 s’ (Hugill 1999). All represent ways in 
which cities have not just developed methods of ‘work-
ing’ more effectively, but—without stretching the point 
too far—have also become ‘smarter’. That is, urbanisation 
has always progressed when it has been able to provide 
more informed responses to the social and environmen-
tal challenges of mass living.

Of course the contemporary advocate of the smart 
city will object that this is the ‘wrong kind’ of smart-
ness. For these earlier examples all lack what is usually 
identified as the crucial factor in making contemporary 
urban space ‘smart’—ubiquitous access to digital, infor-
mation technology and its network infrastructures. For 
it is this which now allows a city to,

Make(s) optimal use of all the interconnected 
information available today to better understand 
and control its operations and optimize the use of 
limited resources (Cosgrove et al. 2011).

Such technologies are interwoven with urban life in 
increasingly complex ways but ultimately involve,

The effective integration of physical, digital and 
human systems in the built environment to deliver 
sustainable, prosperous and inclusive future for its 
citizens (BSI 2014).

Thus within a smart city we might typically expect to 
find features like;

–	 The wholesale embedding of computerised sensors 
into the urban fabric—including everything from 
bike racks and lamp posts to advertising hoardings 
and traffic lights.

–	 Centralised digital management of home appliances 
such as internet fridges and remote-controlled 
heating systems.

–	 Instantly accessible real time information about 
ongoing events/incidents such as traffic hold-ups, 
air quality or, weather movements,

–	 Comprehensive forms of e-governance and online 
access to services.

–	 Intelligent buildings, able to respond to changes in 
climate, levels of sunlight and so on.

For others, a more catholic view of the smart city pre-
vails, and a recognition that human capital remains as 
an important ingredient of the smart city as informa-
tion technology,

A city [is] smart when investments in human and 
social capital and traditional (transport) and 
modern (ICT) communication infrastructure fuel 
sustainable economic growth and a high quality of 
life, with a wise management of natural resources, 
through participatory governance. (Caragliu et al. 
2011).
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In general however, the buzz phrases about new urban 
life tend to come back to the same kind of (technology 
based) themes: efficiency, optimisation, predictability, 
convenience and of course enhanced security.

Viewed in these terms, who could disagree that the cit-
ies of the 21st will not just be smarter than ever before, 
but will constitute better places to live, places which fur-
ther our personal development as much as they do urban 
life in general?

The essence of a smart city?
A first criticism of the seeming hegemony of the smart 
city concept might centre upon confusions around what 
makes a city smart. The stress upon technology as the 
primary factor here raises the spectre of technological 
determinism (Feenberg 2002), and highlights a tendency 
to overlook the central role of human actors in all this 
(Winner 1977). For smart cities, as with the information 
society more generally, this has meant that other key con-
textual factors have been rather overlooked. Aside from 
the obvious range of political and ideological influences, 
new kinds of structural and relational factors are play-
ing an essential role in defining life within these evolving 
urban/information spaces. In particular the new possibil-
ities of social connection/connectibility are far more sig-
nificant than the form of any technology which produces 
them. Thus, by focussing more clearly upon connection 
and its social implications, we can derive a far more com-
plex picture of what is driving the smart city. We can then 
reimagine this as a series of multidimensional n-place 
relations with relata that can take many forms— i.e.:

And so on.
The multidimensional nature of this connectivity can-

not be overemphasized. For its impacts go far beyond 
epiphenomenal features such as user friendly social 
media tools, or more comprehensive datasets. Rather, 
it entails a wholly new form of societal structure. It 
is not just one where anyone can be connected to any-
one, from anywhere, at anytime (though this is signifi-
cant enough). This expanded relational structure also 
means that individuals can be connected to any kind of 
information at any time, from anywhere. I have argued 
elsewhere (McGuire 2008) that the plurality of such rela-
tions—which underpin a state of hyperconnection, was 
rather overlooked in the rush to associate information 

Individual ←→ Individual

Individual ←→ Datapoint

Datapoint ←→ Datapoint

Individual ←→ Time

Individual ←→ Interpretation

technology with a ‘cyberspace’ where the old rules of 
human interaction somehow became ‘virtualised’ (Levy 
1997). Instead, it now makes equal, if not more sense 
to think in terms of hyperspatial rather than cyberspa-
tial urban environments. This is no mere terminological 
nuance. There are substantial explanatory resources to 
be gained from exploring analogies between the hyper-
connected city and the spatial/‘hyperspatial’ relation pre-
viously discussed only by physicists and geometers (cf 
Pickover 1999; Mlodinow 2003).

One example of this can be had by briefly reflecting 
upon Edwin Abbotts classic exploration of the impacts 
of geometry upon social life—his mathematical par-
able Flatland (Abbott 1884). The novel provides a sim-
ple illustration of the relationships between lower and 
higher order spaces (hyperspaces) and the new kinds of 
actions and orientations the latter provides—actions 
which appear quasi-magical to inhabitants of ‘lower 
order’ spaces. For example, Abbott shows how inhabit-
ants of a purely ‘2 dimensional’ world (where there is no 
‘up’ or ‘down’ direction) would view the appearance of a 
simple 3D object like a sphere as something strange and 
inexplicable. Since its full dimensions would be invis-
ible to them, all they would witness is a circle (i.e. an 
intersection of a sphere on the two dimensional plane) 
which increases and diminishes in size before ‘disappear-
ing’ (i.e. moving into the invisible up/down dimension). 
Thus, when the hero of the novel (a Mr A. Square) is 
lifted ‘out’ of Flatland into a three dimensional world, he 
assumes he must have acquired the power of ‘omnividi-
ence’—an attribute associated with divinity by Flatland-
ers—because he can see into houses, or locked rooms 
as a result of being able to view them from above, rather 
than only from the side.

Such examples suggest how there might be a parallel 
relationship between pre-digital spaces and the ‘hyper-
connected’ spaces typified by ‘data-communication net-
works’. For, in much the same way, hyperconnection 
seems to allow us to reshape causality, enabling many 
previously impossible outcomes to now be realised. Thus, 
the ‘space–time compression’ (Harvey 1989) provided by 
a hyperconnected world means that we can fall in love 
with someone on one side of the world whilst simultane-
ously being robbed by someone on its other side. We can 
create 3D simulations of new buildings before they are 
built, just as we can conduct immersive walks through 
city landscapes as they were 500 years ago. We can move 
rocks around on Mars via a remote interface or we can 
simply switch on our heating before we get home. By 
rendering our algorithms as data-rich as possible, it has 
even become increasingly common to suggest that we 
can ‘predict’ and manipulate the future. Such predictive 
power goes far beyond being able to say whether it might 
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rain, or to predict that a train will leave the central station 
at noon the next day. It has also been suggested that this 
allows us to anticipate as yet un-actioned behaviours—
especially criminal ones—which threaten the enhanced 
social order smart cities are meant to offer.

Thus, just as the (ostensible) magic of 3D space to Flat-
landers is ultimately rooted in material reality, a focus 
upon hyperspatiality helps remind us that the parallel 
‘magic’ of the smart city also derives from relatively mun-
dane social facts. In the remaining sections of this paper 
I will explore how our failure to appreciate this has been 
instrumental in the process of stultification smart cities 
seem to induce.

Smart cities and stultification
In his discussion of two typical ‘off the peg’ smart cit-
ies—Masdar (in the United Arab Emirates) and Songdo 
(in South Korea) Richard Sennett made the following 
observation:

A large city can be thought of as a complex organ-
ism whose innards do not work perfectly in sync, 
whose parts do not add up to a unified whole. Yet 
there is something valuable just about these disso-
nances. They can create opportunities economically, 
when someone seizes on a market irregularity, while 
lack of coherent control enables personal liberty, and 
disorder might make subjective experience rich and 
multi-layered-at least novelists from Defoe to Proust 
hoped so. To take advantage of these possibilities, the 
big city needs to be learnt. The risk is that new tech-
nologies might repress the inductive and deductive 
processes people use to make sense, for themselves, of 
the complex conditions in which they live. The smart 
city would then become a stupefying smart city. 
(Sennett 2013)

Sennett concurs with the idea that there is no ‘magic’ 
behind what a smart city can offer. Rather, just like many 
previous urban environments, smart cities are simply 
complex socio-technic structures. Attempting to manage 
this complexity by drawing upon technological solutions 
that are ‘too joined up’ simply fosters enhanced forms of 
control. The result is that exploration, uncertainty and 
the inherent irregularities of more organic urban spaces 
become stifled. We cease to have to ‘work out’ how to 
use and interact with the city and it is at that point where 
what he calls ‘stupefaction’ begins. But rather than stupe-
faction—which implies mere bewilderment or a (tempo-
rary) loss of sense, I argue that there may be deeper and 
longer lasting impacts. The smart city may stultify far 
more than it stupefies—that is, it may so actively denude 
and erode our traditional capacities to use urban space 

that its citizens (literally) become stupid. And whilst stu-
pefaction primarily negates the ‘rich and multi-layered’ 
subjective experiences previously enjoyed by the urban 
flaneur, stultification has wider consequences. For it 
affects a far more diverse range of individuals who occupy 
and use urban environments,—whether to conduct their 
work, bring up families, or simply for leisure. In the fol-
lowing sections I will review some of the ways in which 
smart cities appear to foster stultification and what this 
implies for the way humans come to dwell within them.

Types of stultification
Unnecessary complication, over‑engineering and stupidity
An oft cited virtue of technology rests upon the mantra 
of ‘ever increasing efficiency’ (Marcuse 1982). Such effi-
ciency is perceived as plastic and flexible, enabling us 
to do everything from working more quickly, calculat-
ing more accurately, seeing and hearing more precisely 
and at greater distances, thinking more rationally, eat-
ing more healthily and ageing more slowly. It has even 
been claimed that improved efficiency allows us extend 
time itself, creating ‘more than 24 h a day’ (Archer 2016). 
When this kind of received wisdom has been directly 
questioned the challenge has tended to focus upon decid-
ing which technologies are more efficient, rather than 
the more fundamental question of whether technology is 
efficient at all. But is it always a given that a technologi-
cal solution is the more efficient option, or that it is part 
of the essence of technology to be ‘efficient’? Part of the 
problem in answering this lies in the subjective character 
of many judgements of efficiency and how to distinguish 
between what counts as ‘useful’ or efficient in one con-
text and what counts as wasteful or inefficient in another. 
To Bataille for example, the wasteful, or the unproduc-
tive remains just as an important feature of industrialised 
economic and social life as it was in the pre-industrial 
world (Bataille 1991), albeit less obviously. Whilst pre-
modern societies were comfortable with extravagant 
forms of waste (such as disposing of an individuals entire 
wealth within their tomb) we have lost the sense that 
there is any worth in engaging in (seemingly) unproduc-
tive and inefficient activities. In the modern ‘restricted 
economy’ we tend to favour ‘what works’ over the kinds 
of activities (such as art) that “have no end beyond them-
selves” (Bataille 1985, p 118).

By reconsidering where the lines between waste and 
efficiency should be drawn, questions about how efficient 
we can assume any technology to be come into a clearer 
focus. Is there always a necessary connection? Can some 
technologies be inefficient? And if they are, at what point 
does it become stupid to assume that an inefficient tech-
nology is efficient merely because it’s a technology? One 
striking visual interpretation of this conundrum was 
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provided by the French artist Tinguely. Designs like his 
Eureka machine—the ‘good for nothing machine’ involve 
highly engineered assemblages of materials directed to 
perform useless and inefficient tasks like making cog 
wheels jam, or engaging in acts of self destruction (Fig. 1).

As the art critic John Canaday once put this—‘Tinguely 
makes fools of machines, whilst the rest of mankind per-
mits machines to make fools of them’ (Time 1960) But 
perhaps the most evocative recent set of examples of inef-
ficient technology have been produced by the Japanese 
artist Kenji Kawakami. Utilising the concept of ‘chindogo’ 
(literally useless machines), Kawakami designed a range 
of imaginary technological artefacts which perform tasks 
that are as inefficient as they are ridiculous (Figs. 2, 3, 4).

In one especially prescient example, the idea of a ‘self-
portrait camera stick’ was introduced. At the time, the 
idea of taking self-portraits with a specially engineered 
extendible stick seemed about as absurd as tying rags to 
a crawling baby and calling that a mop. But as so often is 
the case, reality has ended up reifying the previously sur-
real, and the ‘selfie-stick’ is now a (seemingly) fixed part 
of the urban experience—one that has even generated its 
own neologism—the ‘selfie’. To many, the sight of individ-
uals hauling around mobile phones on sticks in order to 
generate self-images that demonstrate their presence at 
famous locations has become an apocryphal signifier of 
the stupidity of modern life. And even though there are 
more efficient options available (such as asking someone 

to take your photograph) the selfie stick has taken on an 
air of apparent indispensability in a very short time.

Life in the smart city is replete with similar examples 
of ever more over-engineered solutions to non-problems 
like these. Take for example, the ‘HAPI-fork’2 designed to 
regulate over-eating by tracking the number of mouth-
fuls of food eaten during a meal and how many seconds 
pass between bites. The fork vibrates and lights up if it 
decides you’re eating ‘too quickly’. Or what about the 
SmartMug—which safeguards us against the risks of a 
burnt tongue by lighting up when a cup of tea of coffee is 
the ‘right temperature; Or for those who find themselves 
unable to follow a street sign, or read a map, Lechals 
‘GPS shoes’ (with Bluetooth enabled insoles) can guide us 
safely to our destinations by linking to a preset route on a 
smart phones and vibrating when it is time to turn left or 
right (Fig. 5).

Whilst these examples appear to be unlikely fictions 
they are all real products and mirror far more extensive 
instances of banal or unnecessary technological ‘solu-
tions’ to smart city living. It is not hard to see how such 
solutions risk stultifying rather than extending us.3

Innattentional blindness and stupidity
The tendency to perceive far less of the world than we 
think we do is significantly exacerbated by life in a smart 
city where we are constantly bombarded by distractions 
and desensitised to large parts of our environment. Over-
familiarity and our readiness to edit out informational 

Fig. 1  Tinguelys Eureka machine.  Source: https​://www.tofug​u.com/
japan​/chind​ogu-japan​ese-inven​tions​/

Fig. 2  The noodle cooler.  Source: https​://www.tofug​u.com/japan​/
chind​ogu-japan​ese-inven​tions​/

2  https​://www.hapi.com/produ​ct/hapif​ork.
3  See https​://www.linke​din.com/pulse​/20140​92012​4414-16774​143-10-stupi​
dest-innov​ation​s-the-worst​-over-engin​eered​-produ​ct-ideas​-of-2014 for 
more examples.

https://www.tofugu.com/japan/chindogu-japanese-inventions/
https://www.tofugu.com/japan/chindogu-japanese-inventions/
https://www.tofugu.com/japan/chindogu-japanese-inventions/
https://www.tofugu.com/japan/chindogu-japanese-inventions/
https://www.hapi.com/product/hapifork
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20140920124414-16774143-10-stupidest-innovations-the-worst-over-engineered-product-ideas-of-2014
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20140920124414-16774143-10-stupidest-innovations-the-worst-over-engineered-product-ideas-of-2014
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‘noise’ is key to this and anyone who has lived next to 
a busy road will recognise how easy it becomes after 
a while to ‘tune out’ the sounds of vehicles. In this and 
other ways we have become highly proficient at ‘delet-
ing’ those parts of the urban sensorium which we wish 
to ignore. Such tendencies become increasingly signifi-
cant in a world where technology is embedded into every 
object and process within our immediate environment. 
For it is not just that we simply cease to pay attention 
to the technological origins of any solution or support 
offered by a smart city but—far more dangerously—we 
fail to perceive it all. Heidegger once observed that “the 
more efficiently the tool performs its function, the more 
it tends to recede from view”. (Harman 2002, p 21) and, 
as Ihde predicted (1993), it is increasingly clear that we 
live in a world where we no longer properly notice tech-
nology—until it ceases to work.

Our capacity to overlook significant objects and 
events which are right in front us was long ago antici-
pated by Walter Benjamin in terms of what he called 
the “casual noticing, rather than attentive observation” 
(Benjamin 2002, p 120) of urban architectures. The idea 
that, by opening our eyes we take in everything within 
our field of vision seems like a natural assumption 
prima facie, but overlooks factors like over-familiarity 
or distraction which can cause us to become oblivious 
to the seemingly obvious. Psychologists have analysed 
these tendencies in terms of the concept of ‘inatten-
tional blindness’ (Mack and Rock 1998) and illustrated 
how this functions by way of various experiments. 
In one, Mack and Rock asked participants to view a 
small cross which appeared on a screen and to decide 
which of the crosses arms was longer than its others. 
After a number or trials another, unexpected object 
was introduced in the visual field—such as a brightly 
coloured rectangle. They found that many participants 
often failed to see the object, but as soon as their atten-
tion was not distracted by the cross they easily regis-
tered their appearance. They concluded that, unless our 
attention is directly stimulated, perception either does 
not occur, or happens only subconsciously. A more 
recent demonstration of this effect is the famous ‘gorilla 
experiment’ (Chabris and Simons 2010) where observ-
ers are invited to observe two basketball teams, one 
dressed in white and the other in black and asked to 
count how many times one team passes the ball to other 
team members. Because of their focus upon the task, 
up to 50% of participants fail to notice when someone 
dressed in a gorilla suit walks across the scene, stops in 
front of the camera, beats his chest and walks off.

A particularly insidious form of stultification results 
from inattentional blindness when we are exposed 
to complex technologies—especially the assemblage 
which characterises smart cities. One the one hand, 
having things done for us which we used to do our-
selves results in a kind of infantilisation (Bernardini 
2014). But it also generates a kind of atrophy within 
our critical faculties and a ‘taken-for-grantedness’ of 
the (ostensibly) seamless embedding of everyday life 
into technology. Increasingly, our capacity to challenge 
or even to conceive of alternatives becomes subsumed 
within a distracted indifference to what the smart city 
is doing—other than an expectation that it will con-
tinue to do it. This, then is a kind of stultification which 
directly endangers us—partly because we become 
‘comfortably numb’ and lose any sense that things could 
(or should) be done differently. But, more seriously, our 
expectations that almost any challenge can be managed 
by way of a menu of personalised ‘solutions’ provided 

Fig. 3  The baby mop.  Source: https​://www.tofug​u.com/japan​/chind​
ogu-japan​ese-inven​tions​/

Fig. 4  The subway sleeper.  Source: https​://www.tofug​u.com/japan​/
chind​ogu-japan​ese-inven​tions​/

https://www.tofugu.com/japan/chindogu-japanese-inventions/
https://www.tofugu.com/japan/chindogu-japanese-inventions/
https://www.tofugu.com/japan/chindogu-japanese-inventions/
https://www.tofugu.com/japan/chindogu-japanese-inventions/
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by the smart city, risks damaging our traditional capac-
ity to act when disaster strikes or our devices cease to 
function.

Gratitude, trust and stupidity
A third form of stultification induced by the smart city 
relates to peculiar set of contemporary transactional 
relations. These involve the provision and exchange of 
the information technologies so vital to the smart city. 
No artefact emerges in cultural isolation so it is worth 
recalling just how comprehensively the slogan ‘informa-
tion is free’ permeated early digital cultures (cf. Ander-
son 2009). This idea is still visible in presumptions about 
our ‘right’ to freely access online information in all its 
forms—whether this involves music downloads, copies of 
TV shows, software, browsers and so on. Such presump-
tions have had a significant influence upon the business 
models of many of the major wealth generators of the 
information age from Google, to Facebook. An essential 
feature of what has been dubbed the ‘platform capital-
ist’ economy (Srnicek 2017) is the commitment of these 
platforms to giving away their complex tools and services 
to users—seemingly for ‘free’. No-one ‘pays’ for a Google 
Browser, just as there is no subscription for Facebook 
services and this has encouraged us to think that similar 
principles apply to any information technology environ-
ment. Thus, we increasingly expect (and demand) urban 
spaces to provide technological services—whether these 
involve public wi-fi zones, digital displays of information 

like transport updates, services made available via ‘free-
to-download’ apps, and so on. But this is not public 
beneficence in the 19th century sense, for the idea that 
we are getting something for nothing is almost always 
an illusion. In reality there is always something we must 
pay back to the modern providers of such public lar-
gesse. Most often our paybacks come in the form of the 
most valuable commodity available within an informa-
tion society—our data (and lots of it), but on a deeper 
level something still more personal is also surrendered. 
For such transactions rest upon their real nature being 
cleverly concealed, and the impression maintained that 
the service and support provided comes in the form of 
a ‘gift’. But as Maus once pointed out, the gift economy 
is never wholly altruistic, or entirely benevolent, for it 
always involves an obligation of some kind (Maus 2016). 
On the one hand, there is the initial obligation to pro-
vide the gift. On the other there is always an obligation 
to ‘pay back’ any gift with another. Viewed in this way the 
technological largesse of the smart city becomes part of a 
complex set of social relations which tie us into a vicious 
cycle of obligation and reciprocal giving, one where all 
we can provide in return for the original gift is ourselves 
(cf. Schuilenburg and Peeters 2017)

Gifts also induce gratitude and gratitude as Simmel 
once observed is a very powerful kind of social tie. Sim-
mel also pointed out that it is an asymmetric tie, for 
the giving of the gift, in effect, creates the bondage of 
gratitude—a moral “character indelebilis”—a tie that 

Fig. 5  The ‘GPS shoe’
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can never be fully discharged. In this sense, gratitude is 
a far more powerful social relation than it might at first 
seem for it may be the only one of our feelings which can 
be demanded. Ingratitude is simply not an acceptable 
response to generosity and so we become the uncondi-
tional subject of the giver, or at least the giving act.

It is perhaps here where we can most clearly discern 
how this variety of stultification emerges. It is visible in 
the way that we fail to notice that the gift-giving act is 
phoney and leads us into a cycle of gratitude and obliga-
tion without anything really having been given for free. 
It is visible in our compliant willingness to become sub-
jects because we have seem to have been granted gifts by 
the smart city. But it is perhaps most evident in the way 
gratitude for the technological ‘gifts’ provided by a smart 
city so quickly blurs with trust. What Morozov has called 
‘technological solutionism’ (Morozov 2014)—the faith 
that where there is a problem, technology will invariably 
offer the best solution can be directly correlated with 
this more insidious side effect. For just as the Flatlanders 
saw magic in simple spatial rearrangements, the quasi-
‘magic’ of hyperspatialised technological solutions can be 
directly related back to the gratitude we feel for having 
been granted them.

And so we relax, sated and secure in our gratitude. We 
are content to permit the technological solutions of the 
smart city to work invisibly, for the field of control which 
emerges is inconspicuous and so never appears threaten-
ing. If anything, it is benevolent, dispensing further gifts 
such as security, efficiency and comfort, all wrapped up 
within alluring user interfaces. But of course invisible 
solutions also mean solutions with no accountability. 
And so we grant authority to remote and indecipher-
able forms of power and control—an authority we would 
never have granted had it been driven by overtly human 
agents. The result, is an increasingly seamless field of 
relational control which uses hyperspatial technologies 
to direct itself from everywhere, to everyone, all of the 
time. Deleuze was well aware of the important effects of 
this shift upon the nature of control. For it represents a 
shift away from earlier, disciplinary power which oper-
ates via enclosure (such as that seen in factories, schools 
or prisons) towards a more universal, more modulated 
form. That is, towards a continuous, unbounded network 
of control where access is delimited by our data and sig-
nified by passwords/code (licit or illicit) or the database 
itself (Deleuze 1992). Access details are, in effect, the gifts 
we reciprocate—the obligation to which we are bound 
in virtue of the original gift we received. But since our 
awareness of how we fulfil our obligation is limited, we 
always seem to be in debt, always in hoc to further obli-
gations. Thus, as we marvel at our intelligent transport 
networks, smart cards and driverless vehicles which can 

take us anywhere—we forget that they are recording our 
every movement. As we delight in home hubs which talk 
to us, time control our lighting, remind us that it is our 
wedding anniversary or allow to see who is ringing our 
doorbells when we are away, we are willing to overlook 
the detailed information about our lives which is passed 
on as a result. And as we come to depend upon smart 
technologies to send us updates about the weather, avail-
able parking spaces and even crime alerts, we ignore the 
resulting micro-portrait of our tastes and preferences 
which also emerges. Our sense of benefit, or security is 
thus far more a product of stultification than genuine 
material reward, for it rests upon our failure to notice 
that there is no debt, and that we have given away far 
more than any gift could obligate.

Reductions of uncertainty and a false sense of security
Hobbes, Bentham and Mill and most of the classical 
writers on security were in agreement that the promise 
of security has been one of the most appealing motiva-
tions for a civil society. But, as just suggested, the kind of 
security offered by a smart city involves a far less trans-
parent contract between citizens and governance than 
these early thinkers originally proposed. It also depends 
upon a highly questionable premise—the idea that its 
technologies enhance security by ‘reducing uncertainty’. 
Many of our current ideas about security centre upon the 
belief that we have tools which enable us to predict (and 
thereby manage) the future. The promise of predictive 
technologies and predictive analysis, which is meant to 
tell us, “what happened, how it might unravel, and what is 
the general possibility of events happening in the future” 
(van Hooijdonk 2017) are cornerstone ingredients of the 
smart city’s offer of greater security. For example, the use 
of predictive policing software like ‘Predpol’ which tells 
us where to arrest burglars offers the promise of reducing 
social disorder (Moses and Chan 2016); Forecasting tools 
which use satellite and similar data to predict extreme 
weather events like tropical storms, or natural disasters 
like landslides offer the promise of greater safety; ‘Smart 
energy’ software which predicts peak flows and troughs 
in energy usage offers the promise of more economical 
power; Integrated transportation tools which anticipate 
likely bottlenecks offer the promise of more effective 
traffic and transport solutions. When coupled with the 
techniques of ‘predictive maintenance’ (Levitt 2003) 
which promises to use the monitoring of key parame-
ters to anticipate when systems need to be taken offline 
or to be fixed, we seem to arrive at a state of perpetual 
safety and total security where nothing threatens, where 
discomforts vanish and where nothing is ever at risk of 
malfunctioning again. And at this point a quasi-magi-
cal, almost divine perception of security re-emerges, for 
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when applied to our own bodies predictive maintenance 
has been argued to offer the prospect of extending life 
itself (Zell 2017)!

But the assumption that, by reducing uncertainty, we so 
exhaustively rearticulate our relationship with time that 
the future ceases to be an unknown, is as flawed now as it 
was when Roman priests assumed animal entrails would 
foretell what the future might bring. For whilst we have 
been very successful at utilising scientific understanding 
to make certain predictions about the natural world—
such as the date of equinoxes or how two elements will 
react when brought together, that same understanding 
also tells us that there are also strict limitations imposed 
by nature upon our capacities to predict the future. The 
butterfly effects within complex, non-linear systems, the 
NP limits of computable functions or uncertainties at 
the quantum level itself are amongst multiple kinds of 
phenomena which remind us that unpredictability is not 
just an epistemic fact but something which operates at 
a far deeper, ontological level in the world. And as Sen-
nett and others have argued (cf Floridi 2015) this may be 
something to be embraced, rather than evaded, Thus, in a 
world irreducibly shaped by indeterminacy and the ran-
dom effects of human subjectivity, to assume that tech-
nology will guarantee us secure knowledge of the future 
is not just folly but stupidity of the highest order.

Amputation and stupidity
A final way in which the smart city is as likely to stul-
tify as it is to enlighten operates as a kind of background 
factor within all of problems identified above. It derives 
from a recurring paradox about technology, the fact that 
it always appears likely to have as many negative impacts 
as it does benefits (Postman, 1993; Feenberg 2010). Long 
before the first Luddite broke the machines which had 
permanently made their skills redundant, classical theo-
rists like Plato and Aristotle were cautioning that purely 
technological driven approaches “represented an aspect 
of brute force and implied a want of moderation” (Ellul 
1964, pp 28–29)

One of the starkest, and most evocative accounts of 
this paradox of technological gain and loss was theorised 
by McLuhan in terms of his distinction between techno-
logical extension and technological amputation. McLu-
han recognised that, “All technologies are extensions of 
our physical and nervous systems to increase power and 
speed” (McLuhan 1964, p 90), and provided numerous 
instances of this. For example, the wheel extends our feet 
just as the phone extends our voice. But with every addi-
tional capacity we gain through technological extension 
comes a loss—an ‘amputation’. Thus wheels may allow us 
to travel faster and more widely—but we see and expe-
rience far less along the journey than if we had walked. 

Similarly, the telephone, and more recently social media, 
have allowed us to talk more widely and with more peo-
ple, but with none of the verbal cues and communica-
tion ‘depths’ of F2F conversation, or the written word. In 
this way something fundamental and instinctive about 
human interaction has arguably lost forever (Turkle 2012, 
Chan 2014).

McLuhan suggested that this process of extension/
amputation, has been decisively shifted by the advent of 
‘electric technologies’ for these involve impacts upon our 
‘inner’ as well as our outward faculties. Since these now 
extend our central nervous system as much as they do 
our brains, the result is that,

… we approach the final phase of the extension of 
man—the technological simulation of conscious-
ness, when the creative process of knowing will be 
collectively and corporately extended to the whole of 
human society, much as we have already extended 
our senses and nerves by the various media (1964, 4)

Amongst the sweeping costs to this shift are a range of 
amputations which directly limit our faculties and our 
consciousness. For example, whilst the smart city and 
modern analytic tools act together to assemble our con-
sciousnesses into an interconnected nervous system 
which permits us to live ‘more connected’, more conveni-
ent lives, they also promote increasing stress and nerv-
ous anxieties. They involve the loss of key abilities and 
faculties such as navigation and spatial awareness; our 
capacity to engage in face to face contact and intimacy; 
the capacity to wander and experience urban space ran-
domly (like the flaneur)—and so on. Worse still, the 
‘global village’ that results from global communication 
networks produces a world where oral communications 
(like text, social media posts etc.) gain a new kind of 
precedence and rumour and gossip become increasingly 
foregrounded over truth. Our very capacity to distinguish 
fact from fiction thereby becomes lost in a slew of relative 
perceptions and ‘alternative’ facts. The stupidities around 
producing or believing in fake news represent one of the 
more obvious consequences of these kinds of amputa-
tion. But McLuhans conclusions about where this might 
lead indicate a worse kind of stupidity. For in the hyper-
connected world and the smart city, McLuhan sees;

“…a development that suggests a desperate and sui-
cidal auto-amputation” (1964, p 43)

That is, a process whereby human beings now voluntar-
ily set aside their own abilities in place of technological 
substitutes. The passivity of human responses in the face 
of hyperconnected technical domination results in a kind 
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of surrender to machinic logic and technological ration-
ality likely to subordinate humanity more effectively than 
any human dictator has ever done. And if accepting that 
is not stultification it is hard to know what is.

Conclusion
The rewards of living in a smart city may turn out to 
match the hype, but this outcome is far from clear at pre-
sent. The argument outlined above has identified a num-
ber of reasons for being sceptical about the promise of 
the smart city to offer enhanced security and well-being. 
For Sennett, the problem lies in the way smart cities 
zone, bound and constrain the open, non-linear aspects 
of traditional urban spaces which encourage informal-
ity, spontaneous interaction and ideas. In the smart city 
there are no grey zones where the rules are uncertain, no 
interstitial places where unfiltered, unregulated, ‘ground 
upwards’ interaction can easily occur. And by removing 
our need to ‘learn’ how to orient ourselves within urban 
spaces, smart cities thereby ‘stupefy’ us. I have suggested 
that there may be good reasons for thinking that smart 
cities do something worse—a process of ‘stultification’ 
rather than stupefaction. For within the comforting 
embrace of the smart city we become less aware of sub-
stantive threats and less able to respond to them as they 
arise. We become immured within over engineered, over 
complex environments where technological solutions 
blind us to other varieties. And within such spaces tech-
nology becomes such a norm that we become effectively 
blind to its actions and to its impacts. In effect, we enter 
into a state of denial about the fundamental uncertain-
ties which make up the world and substitute blind trust 
in technological solutionism for informed, objective 
evaluation of what is gained and what is lost when algo-
rithms are permitted to run societies. And as recipients 
of technological gifts we cease understand how easily we 
have become locked into a cycle of obligation and grati-
tude which is often more akin to addiction than informed 
consent.

In doing all this, the smart city risks erasing the very 
essence of what cities are meant to be, for they make us 
lose sight of the very thing which once defined them—its 
citizens. And since a city with no citizens is scarcely wor-
thy of the name, this seems like a pretty stupid kind of an 
outcome for any city.
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