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VIRTUAL GEOGRAPHY

Michael Batty

Geography and its study are changing in subtle and dramatic ways in the rapid
transition to a digital world. Here we present a preliminary discussion of how
this new geography, which we call ‘virtual geography’, might be classified. Vir-
tual geography is not merely cyberspace per se for it comprises many types of
place and space in which the digital world finds expression. We define cspace—
the space within computers, cyberspace—the use of computers to communi-
cate, and cyberplace—the infrastructure of the digital world, as key components
of what Castells’ refers to as ‘real virtuality’. Virtual geography is all this as
well as the study of these worlds from traditional geographic perspectives. Like
all classifications, the interesting questions lie at the boundaries between
classes—between cspace and cyberspace, cyberspace and cyberplace, and
between all of these. We illustrate this variety and complexity with examples.
© 1997 Elsevier Science Ltd

The new virtuality: computers and communications

Powerful ideas have dramatic social impacts that are rarely anticipated. Such ideas are
hardly understood for their origins invariably lie in deep theory whose science is esoteric.
Computation is one such idea whose impact on contemporary society is so sweeping
that all predictions of its power to change the world have been wrong. Even the pioneers
who first glimpsed the fact that the computer was a universal machine, failed to see how
all pervasive such technologies might become.>? Computers of course are simply the
vehicles that are directly associated with computation, and as computation itself is pervas-
ive across all media, traditional bounds posed by the constraints of space and time are
fast being changed, in scale and scope, qualitatively as well as quantitatively. In this
essay, we will sketch the impact of computation on space and place, on geographies,
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on the study of geography, collapsing all these notions into the concept that many facets
of geography are becoming virtual.

Digital computation rests on the coming together of two of the most important ideas
of the 20th century. The notion that all knowledge might be reduced to a two-valued
binary logic—either/or, true/false, on/off, 0/1—was an idea that grew in importance in
the early century and was elevated to universal status as a form for dealing with the
world by the mathematical genius of those such as Turing and von Neumann. The associ-
ation between two-valued logic and electric switching circuits held out some promise
for the practical implementation of machines for digital computation, but it was the
second idea—the discovery that silicon or sand could conduct electricity—that heralded
the invention of devices such as the transistor and the integrated circuit, which made the
notion of universal computation possible.

At the end of the Second World War, the pioneers argued that no more than a dozen
or so digital computers would ever be required for it was impossible to anticipate the
process of miniaturization that began from the invention of the transistor, although they
might have taken the practicality of the concept of the universal machine more to heart.
A quarter of a century later, those in the vanguard of main-frame and mini-computing
were equally adamant that there would never be any demand for personal computers.?
Miniaturization might make them possible but what would people do with them? A fail-
ure, once again, to perceive that computers were universal machines. Now that com-
puters have become truly graphic, when their extension to many other forms of media
looks eminently possible, and when new worlds based on such computation are being
invented, there is the same disbelief. This essay will attempt to suspend it through an
account of the way the geographical world is being changed by computation, and by
the emergence of virtual worlds which have their own sense of place and space—their
own geography.

The idea that a picture might be reduced to binary digits is clear enough today but
even as late as 1980, it was still quite alien to computing. It was the personal computer,
itself a consequence of exponentially increasing silicon memory, that opened up the
world of computation to those who wanted to have fun, to a generation of hackers whose
interest was in making computers do incredible things especially through games that still
represent the cutting edge of graphics and multimedia. It was graphics that made com-
puters friendly and it was games that propelled them into the public consciousness.> From
games have come the most amazing graphics interfaces where we sit at screens, point
and click, draw and type, cut and paste. And from graphics interfaces has come the
retreat into virtual realities where entire environments are being constituted within the
machine. In a sense, most graphical computation is now geo-graphical. The geography
might be the geography of the screen but it is more likely to be linked to the geography
of the real world. Games are often manifestly geographical in that they either attempt to
constitute a fictional reality or even portray a real reality, but in either event the portrayal
is virtual.® Practical applications for more prosaic purposes such as work often attempt
to put the geography of the real world into the computer and analyze, model and predict
it; the classic example in contemporary geography being geographic information systems
or GIS. Putting real geography and inventing fictional geography inside the computer is
thus our first benchmark for a virtual geography.

Our second benchmark involves that other remarkable convergence of 20th century
technologies between computers and communications. Until some 2 or 3 years ago, most
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of the world’s direct experience with computers was through single personal computers,
but suddenly everyone is connected and computing is across networks. Not so remarkably
perhaps for from the dawn of digital computing, there was always a sense of remote
interaction. In the beginning, it was by taking computer applications from the place where
they were prepared to the place where the computer was located but gradually, networks
were established to link users to remote computers. By the mid-1970s, most large com-
puter installations had users connected to them in the form of some star network. Personal
computers blew the network idea apart in that computers were brought directly to users
but a good idea will never die entirely and the networking of machines continued less
visibly but inexorably. Electronic mail formed the first application of virtual communi-
cations across academic networks such as BITNET. But advances in communications
protocols, data compression, and network technology itself meant that by the early 1990s,
personal computers could be connected to one another across telephone lines, heralding
in the era of the Internet and the World Wide Web.

The deregulation of communications systems and the exponential growth in band-
width have made universal network computing not only a possibility but something that
is as dramatically different and all pervasive as the personal computer of a generation
ago. Computing itself is drifting to the net, while computers are being used more and
more as devices for actually communicating as well as computing, for accessing data,
services, information of many kinds, as well as for talking, browsing, and for all types of
* communication that traditionally have taken place face-to-face. The convergence, how-
ever, has only just begun. Television, cameras, video recorders and players, diaries, tele-
phones, faxes are all being collapsed into various types of digital box, which are consist-
ent with one another as anything that can be pictured or written becomes digital.” Wires
are disappearing as the wireless revolution takes off after a century of ingestion. Eventually
computers will be everywhere—in paper, in clothes, in highways, in the very fabric of
material society itself as entire cities become computable.?

This is generating an entirely new dimension to geography.” Real geographies are
being changed through virtual communications while virtual geographies are being
invented over the net that have little or no resemblance to the geography of reality. In
fact, although real and fictional worlds were first developed inside the computer, these
worlds are themselves emerging from the net itself. This is William Gibson’s'® science
fiction of the near future: Cyberspace —'... a graphic representation of data abstracted
from the banks of every computer in the human system. Unthinkable complexity. Lines
of light ranged in the non-space of the mind, clusters and constellations of data. Like city
lights receding’—Virtual Geography.

Classifying virtual geography

At the outset, we should define reality and its variants: fiction, abstraction, and virtuality.
Reality once extracted from context exists at different levels of abstraction, as indeed
does fiction, which we consider to be ‘imagined reality’. The central distinction we pose
is between reality and fiction, which once embedded within computers and across net-
works we define as ‘virtual reality’. This is a broad definition for it suggests that all compu-
tation is virtual, ethereal,'’ but it says nothing about the way in which computation itself
is redefining material reality, which is very much part of virtual geography. However, we
will begin by defining clear differences between geography inside computers and geogra-
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phy inside computer networks, which are both distinct from the geography of computers
and the geography of networks. On top of this, there is a new geography of everywhere
that is being created by the very acts of embodying computation within networks and
within the material infrastructure of society itself; we will return to this by way of our
conclusion. Computation is thus two-way traffic in that it is largely abstract and ethereal
but it is also changing the material reality which is the subject of that abstraction in the
first place. As Bailey'? so perceptively envisaged in the title to his article: ‘First we reshape
our computers, then our computers reshape us’.

We must also attempt to define or at least situate geography. Geography is about
place, but once abstracted, places are conceptualized as spaces, as relations between
them, as activities and processes in space, which break up into those that determine the
physical form of the world—geomorphology, those that determine the natural form—
biogeography and the environment, and those that determine the man-made form—
social, economic, urban-human geography. There is a countless spin on such definitions,
with little agreement as might be expected in a vibrant yet small discipline. The field is
strong and its intellectual following convincing: our’s is a working definition. Virtual
geography then is the study of place as ethereal space and its processes inside computers,
and the ways in which this space inside computers is changing material place outside
computers. Around this Janus-like face of virtual geography lies the study of the geography
of computers and networks from a traditional, non-ethereal standpoint.

Our typology of virtual geography is preliminary and like all initial self-conscious
forays, it is overcomplex. We have arranged the framework on two levels: first at a macro
level, the level of geography itself, perhaps reflecting the material world, which is based
on the distinction between space and place, while second, at a lesser perhaps micro or
ethereal level, we can define how real and imagined place/space is influencing individual
and collective human behaviour. Above all this at a meta level, the geography of com-
puters and communications attempts to explain the macro and the micro.™ The macro
is our starting point and we define four foci involving place and space:

place/space: the original domain of geography abstracting place into space using tra-
ditional methods;

cspace: abstractions of space into c(lomputer)space, inside computers and their net-
works;

cyberspace: new spaces that emerge from cspace through using computers to com-
municate; and

cyberplace: the impact of the infrastructure of cyberspace on the infrastructure of
traditional place.

Before we elaborate these distinctions, we must emphasize that the introduction of
new terms such as cspace is meant to separate the uses of computers for games, design,
various types of science, word processing and so on from the use of computers for com-
munications, which is the traditional theme of cyberspace. In the same fashion, dis-
tinguishing new computer spaces that comprise cyberspace from the impact of cyber-
space on traditional places, legitimates its extension as cyberplace. We chart these
distinctions in Figure 1 where we show how these spaces have evolved from one another.
Our chart makes a clear distinction between place and space where these varieties of
geography are situated and this is arrayed against the geography of single and related
places and spaces as nodes and nets.
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Figure 1. Virtual geography as place and space in nodes and nets.

The first uses of computers for geography generated cspace, but it was not until the
convergence of computers with communications over the last decade that the burgeoning
use of networks for human interaction and the delivery of services generated new geo-
graphical spaces within the ether, which are now popularly called cyberspace after Gib-
son.'* The effect of these on the way we organize our infrastructure and our geography
of real places has been happening ever since computers were invented but this is gather-
ing pace as cyberspace begins to change the role of real places, as the new material
infrastructure of telecommunications and computers itself replaces their non-digital equiv-
alents, thus providing an extended medium for cyberspace: the idea of the information
city, smart buildings, and intelligent architecture constitutes much of this geography.

Some further explanation of the place-space relation is necessary. Space is geogra-
phy’s or the geographer’s abstraction of place but Figure 1 does not distinguish this in
terms of where traditional geography is situated. Cspace, cyberspace and cyberplace all
involve digital representation but there is a necessary translation from place to space
before such digital representation is possible. In the cell marked by nodes and place, we
blur this issue by implying that the translation from place to cspace usually involves non-
digital abstractions, theories, models, whatever, of space. The circularity implied in Figure
7 is meant to suggest the order in which space and place has been influenced by the
gathering momentum of the digital world; with standalone computing first being the norm
in terms of cspace, then networking applications between computers—cyberspace—
becoming significant, and the impact of computers and communications on place itself
following in this wake. Of course once set in motion, this process of influence feeds back
and forward in every conceivable way, and it is perhaps at the boundaries between these
classes that the most interesting questions emerge—between place and space, cspace
and cyberspace, cyberspace and cyberplace... .

At the micro-level, we can picture the territory of each of these place-space foci as
an array of real and imagined geographical abstractions, diversified by the ways in which
such digital abstractions might be used. Personal, individual, organizational, and collec-
tive uses in cspace, cyberspace, and cyberplace abound and in the rest of this paper, we
will elaborate these uses to give some sense of exactly what might compose a virtual
geography built around this classification. Once we move below the level of place and
space, our foci embody the ethereal in contradistinction to the material of the macro
level but these distinctions are fluid and expedient, and obvious examples that stretch
this paradigm are easy to define. Our typology is simply a tool to get started, a way of
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structuring discussion, for in the rapidly emerging world of ‘unthinkable complexity’ that
the digital and the virtual now imply, classifications are intrinsically limited to provide
total comprehension as each change in the perception of this new world generates a
different emphasis.

Cspace

From the digital beginning, all potentially computable activities that involved intensive
and/or extensive data were rapidly affected by the development of computers. Transaction
processing and scientific calculations formed the essential activity of computation
throughout the 1950s and 1960s and these embraced rudimentary geographic research
in which researchers began to develop spatial analytic models based on extensive spatial
data as geography itself became more quantitative.’ It is now hard to disentangle the
development of this type of geography over these years from the development of compu-
tation, but in hindsight, geographers used their computers merely as large-scale calcu-
lators, rather than as a new medium in which to conceive and manipulate geographic
theory. Cspace was at arms length until the advent of the personal computer although it
is hard to argue that computers did not change geography during these early years: it is
clear, for example, that models and analytical methods were applied to data in ways that
would have been inconceivable before the digital age but it was the development of
nascent simulations, which is likely to turn out to be more important to virtual geography
" than simply the uses of computers to crunch ever bigger and more data intensive geo-
graphic applications.

Much of what has happened in terms of the way computers have disseminated
throughout society during the last 50 years applies to everything else as much as it does
to geography. Representation of (geographic) systems through data, analysis of spatial
relationships, simulations of spatial processes, and applications to policy are all generic
features of computable geography. GIS, computer cartography, spatial analysis packages,
simulation models, decision support systems, optimization, and computer-aided design
(CAD) are all distinct features that now act as methods for embedding geography in
cspace. As the computer revolution has progressed, applications have become ever more
graphic with GIS representing a current obsession, and ever more qualitative data in the
form of pictures being processed digitally through remote sensors and the like. Against
these professional-research uses, educational applications based on computer-aided
learning are taking off, while the development of generic software based on word and
graphics processing is becoming central to a range of high and low level functions that
comprise the activity of geography.

What defines the development of cspace is the contrast between the early use of
computers as extended calculators and the current personalized use in which very high
level software is the medium through which much geographical study now takes place.
This is marked by the divide between traditional and contemporary computing through
the development of graphics-based software where the mode of use is very different from
the uses of computers a generation ago. Where the dominant media is digital in contrast
to the age when digital media were simply another extension of geographic research and
study, the influence of computation on geography is wide but subtle and hard to unravel.

The very first applications of digital computers to geography were doubtless in the
1950s, probably from the 1950 US Census, with the very development of the punched
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card machine and of IBM itself directly attributable to Herman Hollerith’s invention of
such devices for the US Census of 1890. Large-scale number crunching has always driven
computing and will continue to do so. But it was in the development of quantitative
geography from the mid-1950s at places like the University of Washington that the first
simulation models and spatial statistical techniques were developed by pioneers such as
Berry, Marble, Garrison and others.'® In a parallel vein, transportation modelling began
with computing in the Chicago Area Transportation Study in the mid-1950s while munici-
pal governments in the US and UK had begun to use computers for a variety of trans-
actions processing onto which scientific applications were grafted. Graphics began during
this era too but it was not until the development of the microprocessor that useful appli-
cations for more routine problems became possible. The story is one of continual and
remorseless advance driven by developments in computing and graphics, but one which
is now so significant that magazines such as the British monthly Geographical give over
regular columns to developments of the latest geographical software defining cspace.

Most of this domain involves geographical study that in an earlier era was
accomplished independently of computers, although many of the methods and some of
the questions are intrinsic to digital computation per se. However what depends almost
entirely on digital computation for its rationale are the imagined geographical worlds that
are central to computer games and also appear to a more limited extent in educational
software. The basic adventure games (MUDS — Multi-User Domain$§ or their earlier
equivalents—Multi-User Dungeons and dragon$) are intrinsically geographical as are
many kinds of simulation that make use of geographical backdrops while formal games,
such as SimCity and Civilization, take these applications much further in that they com-
bine both reality and imagery in a way that accords in some measure to geographic
theory.'” How far the imagined penetrates the real in cspace is difficult to measure but
increasingly computers are being used to visualize what might be. In one sense, all human
endeavour is a blend of the real and imagined. Computers provide new ways in which
such endeavour might be developed: new ways of illustrating real geography are imagin-
ary in some sense while the best geographical fiction seeks to confuse the real with the
imaginary as in all the creative arts.’® It is not our purpose to trace the impact of cspace
on geography and geography on cspace but we must note some of the major innovations
that the digital world brings. Simulation is clearly of major import, indeed simulation is
the essence of virtuality,'® but the other key is what we will call ‘the digital relation’. As
digital media has developed, it is now possible to link any aspect of software or data to
any other within any application. Different software running on the same computer can
be accessed from any application, thus enabling the possibility of building digital relations
between any and every piece of data and software. For example, running animations,
enabling drawing, simulation, playing games, using whatever software, from within, say,
a word-processing package (read any other software package) is now possible. This ability
of linking diverse activities wherever they are on the desktop is called ‘hotlinking’ and
it is now widespread in cspace. In fact, this is equivalent to networking within the
machine and its generalization to physically remote machines, individuals, and places
lies at the basis of cyberspace and cyberplace.

Cyberspace

Interactivity between remote computers defines cyberspace. The move from nodes to nets
requires more than simply links that swap information, for cyberspace is only created
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through communications that link purposeful agents which, to all intents and purposes
at present, are humans. Clusters of professionals who surround a computer on which
some application such as CAD might be being performed and who are engaged in using
the output collectively, does not constitute cyberspace, nor is linking into some single
remote computer without links between the users. Cyberspace differs from cyberplace in
that the spaces created do not map in any one-to-one relation onto real places, but
cyberspace is not necessarily imagined space—it is real enough in that it is the space set
up by those who use remote computers to communicate.

Cyberspace emerged in three distinct ways in the 1970s and 1980s. First, the high
energy physics community and the US Department of Defense resolved to build a net-
work between their computers that would be ‘bullet-proof’ to the nuclear holocaust, but
the net that emerged—DARPANET—soon became the medium for electronic communi-
cation—for professional e-mail. The world’s science community began to connect up
and by the mid-1980s, all kinds of academic networks ranging from simple e-mail—
BITNET-—to Unix-based networks—UUNET — were in existence. This was the beginning
of the Internet. Second, local area networks began to emerge in the mid- to late-1970s.
At Xerox Parc, the Ethernet was invented and the notion of clients and servers was borne.
Most of the 1980s was based on the remote connection of dumb terminals to main-frame
or minicomputers on which applications were run with perhaps constellations of those
computers sharing tasks. But subtly, inexorably, this began to change as servers were
used to download information to remote machines with the same or more processing
power and where software and data were swapped back and forth to optimize compu-
tation. Third, proprietary internets offering e-mail and bulletin boards and commercial
information of all kinds such as Compuserve and America OnlLine had been formed by
the late 1980s, and these enabled those without access to academic networks to link up.

In the 1990s, this network paradigm is now writ large, ‘...the symbol of science for
the next century...” as Kelly?" persuasively argues. Computation can take place between
any place and any other, software and data can be similarly remote, and processing can
take place anywhere and everywhere. The best example of this phenomena is the rise
of the World Wide Web, the paradigm of late 20th century computing, which is in many
senses the visual interface to the net; to e-mail, the downloading and use of software and
data; to bulletin boards and newsgroups, and all the other information sources that are
now linked together in the anarchic organization of the net. The kind of geography that
is emerging in this cyberspace is one that in its clearest form, mirrors local communities
or interest groups linked through some common purpose as virtual communities, virtual
self-help groups, groups that talk and act across the net, informally, expediently,
embodied in net-action; as ephemeral as ‘internet relay chat’ to formal research groups
such as those based on professional communication amongst peers involving frequently
asked questions, preprints of articles, announcements of meetings in cyberspace as well
as real place. These kinds of geography are being popularly discussed, explored and
charted?' but the geography is simple and the spaces only identified superficially and
informally to date.

To chart the limits of cyberspace more formally, we must identify its activities. Any
and every type of human interaction has some potential to be representable in cyber-
space. Production and consumption for work or leisure, both in routine and less routine
contexts, are beginning to find their expression across the net while within these, generic
activities such as communication, learning, simulation and decision are all behaviours

344






