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The term cyber-urban space emerges from
the need for a spatial concept to capture the
spatial reality of contemporary life, namely
“the fluid and complex spatial landscape we
live in, with its blurred boundaries between
cyber and physical space” (Lim 2015, 118). It
recognizes that the digital and the material
spaces are becoming more integrated and
acknowledges our hybrid existence in this
integrated realm. Etymologically, cyber-urban
space is a compound rooted in two terms,
“cyberspace” and “urban space.” Here, the
word “urban” is used, rather than “physical,”
to reflect the twin processes of rapid urban-
ization and rapid digitization – expansion of
digital information networks – all over the
world. Information and communication net-
works are urban less for the location of their
points of access than for the interactional
spaces created; they are mobilized using an
urban imaginary (Crang 2000). In 2015, more
than half of the world’s population lived in
areas characterized as urban. It is estimated
that, by 2030, two-thirds of the global popu-
lation will be urbanized. Meanwhile, in 2015
around 40 percent of the world’s population
had an Internet connection and more than
90 percent of this population lived in urban
areas.

At the heart of this term is the need to
challenge the concept of spatial dualism
which views cyberspace as separated from
physical space. Early work on the Internet and
computer-mediated communications tended
to perceive cyberspace as distinct and essen-
tially different from “real space,” the physical
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and material world. The Internet and digital
world was once thought of as revolutionary,
a site where one could shape identities,
relationships, and socialities in a world apart
from the material world. Much of the early
work dichotomized online/cyber/virtual life
and offline/real/physical life. One is “real,”
connected to the reality and existence of
time, space, and geographical boundaries,
and bounded to corporeal constraints and
social inequalities. The other is “virtual,”
where distance is dead and individuals are
free from physical and social constraints.

Over the last decade, however, a number
of scholars have begun to criticize this digital
dualism and reveal the ways that cyber worlds
and “the real” world are interconnected. More
recent empirical work, especially studies con-
cerning the everyday usage of digital media
and technologies, shows that the digital realm
is rooted, embedded in, and entangled with
the physical one. Some scholars explicitly
call for the rejection of spatial dualisms and
advocate a nonessentialized understanding
that the boundaries of digital and material
are blurred and indistinct.

While neither specifically using the term
“cyber-urban” nor offering any spatial con-
cept, among the earliest scholarship in
this topic was that of urban geographers,
especially those studying cities and telecom-
munications systems (Graham 1995; Graham
and Marvin 1996; Aurigi and Graham
1997; Crang 2000). Focusing equally on the
materialities and experiences of technolo-
gies in the urban landscape, these scholars
accommodated both spatial and critical
approaches in linking everyday places to
networked processes. They called for a more
dialectical approach in analyzing the increas-
ing role of information and communication
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technologies (ICTs) in the urban settings by
treating ICTs as part of the order of modern
cities where the economic order and relation-
ships between cities are increasingly mediated
through bits, flows of information, instead of
bricks. Cities, they contended, are located in
a digital terrain as much as a physical one.
Within this integrated digital/physical sys-
tem, they further argued, social inequalities
are profound, pervasive, and even growing
as inequalities of both realms are woven into
the fabric of contemporary cities. In 1999,
the sociologist Manuel Castells revisited his
earlier theory, which tended to privilege space
of flows (electronic space) over space of places
(geographical space), by pointing out that

the geography of the new history will not be
made, after all, of the separation between places
and flows, but out of the interface between
places and flows and between cultures and social
interests, both in the space of flows and in the
space of places. (1999, 302)

An explicit attempt to conceptualize the
digital/physical dynamics using the term
“cyber-urban” emerged later through the
work of digital activism scholars (Lim 2006,
2015; Marolt 2013, 2015). Cyber-urban space
reflects “where” contemporary urban people
live much of the time, juggling multiple
identities that transcend online and offline
spheres. In China (Marolt 2015), Indonesia
(Lim 2006), and elsewhere, it is urbanites who
dominate the online spheres in terms of usage
statistics, ideas, and discourses. For contem-
porary social movements, Lim (2015) argues,
cyber-urban space is not only the site for com-
munication but also a part of the contestation
of power. In this context, cyber-urban space
may contribute not only to new discourses
of power but also to the emergence of new
spatial conceptions or new heterotopias
(Foucault 1997) that give rise to different
social possibilities. The hybrid cyber-urban
space is integrated into the genesis and

development of contemporary social move-
ments. “Its fluidity and resilience suggest that
cyber-urban space will continue to be part of
any future social movement, presenting new
possibilities as well as new complexities and
challenges for protests’ imaginaries, practices,
and trajectories” (Lim 2015, 123).

The trajectory and development of the
concept of cyber-urban space suggests the
more integrated research, theorization, and
methodology in studying societal impli-
cations of digital media and technologies.
It encourages multi- and interdisciplinary
research that contributes an important spatial
dimension to the study of the Internet/ICTs
and society. It may provoke scholars of
communications and information studies to
consider the physical dimensions of societal
dynamics of urban spaces and, similarly,
scholars of urban studies to incorporate
informational networks into their analysis.
Methodologically, it also encourages the
development of combined online/offline
methodologies that blend research methods
and challenge the online/offline dichotomy.

SEE ALSO: Digital Cities; Heterotopia; Space;
Spatial Analysis
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