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EDITOR NOTES.
In his novel The City & The City, author China Miéville describes a pair of conjoined
cities that are illegible to each other but occupy the same ground. Residents are taught
the rules. Miéville’s story is an allegory for the unwritten rules governing cities and for
public goods and public space.
If there is a guiding principle for urbantech startups, it’s making invisible rules more
visible. Using various combinations of data, sensors, and smartphones — surrogates for
citizens — past and present cohort members of URBAN-X have exposed the price and
risks things like a strip of road, the value of a patch of greenery (and who can use it),
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from birth to “unsee” their counterparts with terrible consequences for those who break

and codified the fraught relationship between landlords and tenants. They have broken
these rules to extract value from the public realm.
The second edition of the URBAN-X Zine explores how startups and citizens are
augmenting increasingly machine-readable cities. Now that public space has been
quantifiably proven to be a critical, social reactor powering urban life, how will we
everything. But in doing so, will we learn the value of nothing?

THE HYPERLEGIBLE CITY

prevent companies from exploiting it? The obvious solution is to simply put a price on

Public
Space
after
the
smart—
phone.

THERE’S MORE AND MORE
DEMANDS ON PUBLIC SPACE.
BUT THERE’S LESS SPACE,
AND IT’S EXPENSIVE — WHICH
MEANS THESE PUBLIC SPACES
HAVE TO DO DOUBLE OR EVEN
QUADRUPLE DUTY.
—ROBERT HAMMOND
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urban fabric binding our
cities together through

PUBLIC—PRIVATE
Technology has transformed the scale at which companies can see and profit from public
space, while cash-strapped cities are grateful for the investment.

streets and sidewalks,
plazas and parks — is
exceptionally free of
restrictions compared to

Paul SalamA

private property. But the

do in the public realm — picture street hawkers in ancient

MA XIMIZING THE CAPACITY

implicit rules governing

Rome, turn-of-the-century New York, or Mumbai today.

OF THE STREET GRID; ON THE

What’s different now is the private sector realizing the full

OTHER YOU’RE DISRUPTING

its use have been made

scope of the space available. Waze rerouting traffic through

THE NORMS OF HOW PEOPLE

explicit in the smartphone

you’re maximizing the capacity of the street grid; on the other

era, enhancing its power to

People have always pushed the boundaries of what they can

quiet neighborhoods is a perfect example. On the one hand,

exploitation as well.
URBAN-X interviewed
entrepreneurs, futurists
and anthropologists to
prescribe new rules for
protecting and empowering
the public realm.

Robert Hammond
As more and more people move back to cities, there’s
more and more demands on public space. But there’s less space, and it’s
expensive — which means these public spaces have to do double or even
quadruple duty. They need to address a lot of needs.
Jerold Kayden
IF WE WANT TO BUILD A

Cities around the world are interested in new

PLACE TO MA XIMIZE ITS VALUE,

revenue sources. Any and all assets are up for

WE’D HAVE TO DO IT VERY

grabs — including the streets and sidewalks

DIFFERENTLY THAN TRADITIONAL

previously provided to all comers. Thinking more

REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT.

precisely about how different users take advantage

—ROHIT AGGARWALA

of public assets and attaching a price to those uses
is certainly going to be in the mix going forward.
Rohit aggarwala

Sidewalk’s philosophy starts with the idea that the defining feature of an urban
neighborhood is the public realm. And if we want to build a place to maximize
its value, we’d have to do it very differently than traditional real estate
development. Because whether you look at the history of Manhattan or most
suburban developments, you typically start with the transportation needs and
size of the plots, and the public realm is what’s left over.
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a dozen scholars,

USE STREETS.
—PAUL SALAMA

you’re disrupting the norms of how people use streets.

bring people together while
leaving it vulnerable to

ON THE ONE HAND, YOU’RE
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PUBLIC SPACE — the

So, we started by asking, can you design buildings and a resident experience —

GREG LINDSAY

or a citizen user experience, or whatever you want to call it — that encourages
people to use public space for as many different purposes as possible? We’re
good at designing spaces for recreation, or for retail, but we still don’t use the
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public realm for work, at least not in North American cities. So, how do you
encourage people to take that meeting outside? Because there’s value in that.
CONTINUED ON PG 12
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Place
isn’t
dead.
Physical
places
continue
to play
a really
important
part in
our lives.
KEITH HAMPTON

TECHNOLOGY SHOULD JUST BE
A LAYER ON TOP OF THE CITY
ALLOWING US TO GAIN MORE
ACCESS TO INFORMATION. THE
SPACE ITSELF SHOULD STILL
OPERATE ON THE PREMISE OF
ALLOWING PEOPLE TO COME
TOGETHER.
— SARAH WILLIAMS

PUBLIC GOODS?
In the absence of rules restricting their presence in public space,
mobility startups have seen streets and sidewalks as unpriced resources
to be disrupted. How best to restrain them?
Sarah WILLIAMS
All of these services are using real estate that’s been given to
the public for their own good — the sidewalk. And now scooter
companies are using that real estate without paying for it. I’m
not saying they’re bad — I like them! — but the city needs
something in return, starting with their data.
AGGARWALA
The problem some of these systems pose — particularly when
you get to an autonomous world — is the fact that a corporation
could, just by putting machines in the public realm, make money
by occupying space that is a finite and consumable resource. One,
that’s unjust. Two, it’s inevitably going to lead to overconsumption.
SALAMA
Conceptually, road pricing isn’t new, but we’ve finally reached
the point of being able to implement it intelligently. Imagine
during rush hour there are three lanes of traffic segmented
into autonomous vehicles-only, high-occupancy only, and a toll
lane. Maybe at other times it switches to only one or two lanes
— or blocked at lunch to all but scooters and bicycles. I think
we’re just scratching the surface on testing how this could
benefit the public.

REALITY IS DIVISIBLE
It was once assumed the Internet would kill public space, but

WE’RE HURTLING INTO A FUTURE

mobile social networks have enhanced it instead. Ominous

WHERE REALITY IS DISTINCTLY

new technologies threaten our shared reality, however.

DIVISIBLE — ONE IN WHICH SPACE IS
TAGGED, IDENTIFIED, VALUED, AND

KAYDEN

SLICED-AND-DICED.

The digital helps to gather people. It tells people where

— SCOTT SMITH

to meet, and that makes it more powerful, as we saw with
Occupy Wall Street and Tahrir Square. It amplifies the ability
of public space to be a collector of people.
Keith HAMPTON
Place isn’t dead. Physical places continue to play a
really important part in our lives, and because our social
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relationships are still based around places and maintained
through places, new technologies add a way of coordinating
outside of those places to encourage interaction.
WILLIAMS
Technology should just be a layer on top of the city allowing
us to gain more access to information. The space itself
should still operate on the premise of allowing people to
come together, congregate, talk, and do all the kinds of
things that excite us about being together.

PUBLIC SPACE TO BE A COLLECTOR OF
PEOPLE.

Katrina JOHNSTON–ZIMMERMAN
—JEROLD K AYDEN

Human beings just love quantifying things. When we have an
opportunity to do it just for the hell of it, we’ll do it just to see
what happens. But there’s a point where, once you have enough
surveys for a population, you’re in good shape, statistically
speaking. You can tabulate where people are sitting, what they’re
doing, and how they’re moving — and at some point it’s all the
same. There’s nothing more you can learn from the data.
Ian BOGOST

THE HYPERLEGIBLE CITY

[DIGITAL] AMPLIFIES THE ABILITY OF

The vast majority of “smart city” rhetoric is about gamification
— I’ll give you some sort of arbitrary reward to make you
feel good about checking in, and then we’ll use that data to
drive decision-making. The problem with this idea is that it
assumes the thing you’re doing, whatever it is, is insufficiently
interesting on its own. It needs some sort of supplement
in order to feel worthwhile. The whole infrastructure of
smartphone-driven consumer technology isn’t just eroding
public spaces, but the idea of doing anything for its own sake.
CONTINUED ON PG 14
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Alissa WALKER

WHAT KIND OF RULES DO WE WANT ? YOU

I love the idea of rewarding people for walking around their

CAN MARK UP EVERY STREET WITH TRAFFIC

communities and snapping photos of things, saying, “Hey! We

SIGNALS, PEDESTRIAN CROSSINGS, BICYCLE

need a bike corral here. Hey! This tree needs trimming. You can’t

CROSSINGS, AND SO ON… OR YOU CAN HAVE

walk safely around it.” How can we get more people playing these

SHARED STREETS IN WHICH EVERY THING IS A

kinds of games, which are really visionary exercises on how we’re

NEGOTIATION.

going to improve and govern our neighborhoods?

—K ATRINA JOHNSTON–ZIMMERMAN

Scott SMITH
When you map public space, you’re not seeing an objective
depiction of reality. It’s an agreement between the mapping
company — which has privatized the information about that
space — and governments that may wish to hide things. Couple
that with the ability to granularly edit what we see and what we
hear, and we’re hurtling into a future where reality is distinctly
divisible — one in which space is tagged, identified, valued, and
sliced-and-diced.
AGGARWALA
Public space has never been anonymous. “Walking around in
broad daylight,” is the expression, right? What is different now is
how searchable the data is. It’s one thing to be in the backdrop
of someone’s snapshot of Times Square when that image is
lost forever. Now all those snapshots are being loaded into
facial recognition software — and that’s where it gets scary. But
I’d argue it’s not about capturing the data, it’s about how it’s
used. We’ll need as many rules, and probably more, about the
acceptable use of data as we do for its existence. And who sets
those rules?

I LOVE THE IDEA OF REWARDING
PEOPLE FOR WALKING AROUND AND
SNAPPING PHOTOS OF THINGS, SAYING,
“HEY! WE NEED A BIKE CORRAL HERE.”
HOW CAN WE GET MORE PEOPLE
PLAYING THESE KINDS OF GAMES [AS]
VISIONARY EXERCISES…TO IMPROVE
AND GOVERN OUR NEIGHBORHOODS?
—ALISSA WALKER
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[INCREASE IN]
the value
of land is
directly
PROPORTIONAL
TO
RESTRICTIONS
ON ITS ACCESS.
HOW DO WE
CHANGE THAT?

CHANGING THE RULES
How can the technological and market forces imperiling public space be
tamed or diverted to equitably increase cities’ quality of life instead?
Niki CHOO
The rate at which you increase the value of land is directly
proportional to restrictions on its access. How do we change

NIKI CHOO

that, or at the very least work around it? I think it would be
public space was bookable for use.
Raphaël Cherrier
Can we teach machines the rules for what good public space looks
like? Just as architects use computers to model how sunlight
falls on a building, we can measure the impact of adding trees
or removing a road and teach machines to predict a good public
space by training it on similar environments. The goal isn’t to have
machines design these spaces, but to give architects and planners
the tools to build better ones.
SMITH
One of my classes in Barcelona came up with the idea that if
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great if more private spaces were open to the public and more

a company wanted access to private data, they would need to
trade a public good for it. So, if you want my neighborhood’s
health data, you’re going to build us a park or a clinic for it.
That’s how commercial transactions work, right?
JOHNSTON–ZIMMERMAN
What kind of rules do we want? You can mark up every street with
traffic signals, pedestrian crossings, bicycle crossings, and so on
ad nauseum until everyone has their own rule and their own binary
decision — yes or no, stop or go. Or you can have shared streets in
which everything is a negotiation. If an intersection is busy, it’s busy.
If it’s not, you just go. You can take the same approach to public
space — put a blanket or a chair or a planter here, and if no one has
a problem with it, it stays. You negotiate space as it happens.
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