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The infrastructure built in the United States in the first half of the 

twentieth century is crumbling. We are at a point in history where the problems 

caused by deferred maintenance have produced a number of major disasters. The 

August 2007 rush-hour collapse of a 600-foot bridge along Interstate Highway 

35W in Minneapolis that killed thirty people is only one in a long list. In May of 

2003, the Silver Lake Dam in Michigan failed, causing $100,000,000 in damages. 

Two years later, the inadequacies of the levees in New Orleans became 

horrifyingly clear in the aftermath of hurricane Katrina in August of 2005. Only a 

month before the Minneapolis Interstate Highway collapse, a hundred-year-old 

steam pipe had erupted in midtown Manhattan, causing millions of dollars in lost 

business. These events have led to increased questioning of the inaction leading to 

this situation, and increased calls for the repair and expansion of the existing 

infrastructure.
i
 

 However, the problem goes beyond maintenance. The tendency to 

associate the term infrastructure with public works keeps us focused on twentieth 

century infrastructure, preventing us from addressing the urgent need to rethink 

the very idea of  infrastructure itself. Radical changes in telecommunications and 

'telemediatization,'
ii
 following the development of new technologies of media, 
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communication and information processing, have begun to challenge our 

understanding of our infrastructures, in particular our transportation infrastructure, 

and the cultures associated with them. 

  America’s crumbling infrastructure is the manifestation of early 20
th

 

century European architectural avant-garde’s notion of urbanism. Modern 

urbanism, most notably Le Corbusier, fantasized about replacing the dark tortuous 

streets of the old cities with a new city that would welcome the sudden 

appearance of the machine, and more specifically, the car. The modernist city was 

organized on the basis of the oppositional separation of drivers and pedestrians to 

facilitate the fluid movement of the automobile. The old city streets were seen as 

obstacles to movement that should be surgically removed. 

 The very same European cities that were seen as impediments to progress 

by the modernists also shaped our notion of an urban culture, which is embodied 

in an infrastructure of urban rooms, streets and alleys.
iii

 The role of this urban 

infrastructure had always been to allow for the movement of people, goods and 

information and therefore to provide accessibility and contact. It took centuries to 

restructure the existing labyrinth of urban streets and alleys into a network of 

wide streets and boulevards to allow for a more fluid movement. It began with 

Pope Sixtus V restructuring Rome at the end of the sixteenth century, with new 

avenues linking churches to allow for the flow of religious processions, and 

culminated in the late nineteenth century with major European capitals 

restructured into networks of avenues that slashed through the old medieval fabric 
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linking cultural and political institutions. Train terminals occupied an important 

space in this network, marking the symbolic presence of the mechanical 

revolution, in the form of the railroad. 

 Modernist urbanism, based in the hard technologies of the late nineteenth 

and early-twentieth-century mechanical revolution, promoted new urban concepts 

such as the grid, the highway, and the super block. These new concepts would 

completely replace the fabric of the old European city and allow the uninterrupted 

movement and high speed of the car to replace the slow speed of the pedestrian. 

Modernist urbanism was the result of the mutual reshaping of the urban culture of 

mechanical modernism and the physical city. On both sides of the Atlantic, 

changes in infrastructure, most notably the highway system and suburbanization, 

affected both the physical city and urban culture. In particular, the United States' 

freeway system is one of the most important infrastructural works of the twentieth 

century and constitutes the best example of the change in urban form as the result 

of changes in infrastructure. Overdetermined by the Cold War and the possibility 

of nuclear warfare, the National System of Interstate and Defense Highways was 

the major infrastructural project implementing the strategy of dispersal under the 

directives of the National Industrial Dispersion Program which planned for 

survival after an atomic attack. Laid out by highway designers in consultation 

with federal civil defense agencies, the Interstate and Defense Highway system 

was inspired by the German Autobahn built in the thirties.
iv

 The American 

highway system is still completely embedded in our urban life and our 



 4 

consciousness as the infrastructural backbone of mid-century suburbanization. 

 However, for the last fifteen years we have entered a different situation 

characterized by a new condition of accessibility. Twentieth-century infrastructure 

allowed physical mobility based on the hard technologies of the mechanical 

revolution that dominated the previous century.  In contrast, today’s softer 

technologies--of electronic information processing and of media and 

communication systems--are generating new possibilities of interaction and 

contact for the production, reception, and distribution of information.
v
 The 

processing of information had always been a unique role offered by cities, but the 

accelerated growth of 'telemediated' activities has generated a radical change in 

the way we understand and practice accessibility. New values, experiences and 

emerging fantasies are producing what has been called a new culture of 

immediacy. “Watching television, typing scrolling clicking and browsing at the 

computer screen, talking, texting, or sending and receiving pictures on a mobile 

phone; tapping in P.I.N. codes and conducting transactions on the keypad [of an 

ATM] although so much a routine and taken for granted should be seen as cultural 

practices”.
vi

 

 With the introduction of the latest information and communication 

devices, new couplings are produced between the new media, old media, hard 

infrastructure, the physical city and the body.  In fact, the vast spaces of train 

terminals represent the physical coupling between the railroad - the nineteenth-

century hard infrastructure of transportation - and the city.  While the coupling 
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between the train and the city will accelerate the latter’s growth and density 

without modifying its structure in a substantial way, the articulation of the city 

and the car, which takes place through the coupling of the house and the car, will 

radically break away from the known city creating a completely new urbanity. 

 This new urbanity, promoted by the dominance of the car that rapidly 

replaced public transportation, also involves a third territory: the old media. The 

articulation
vii

 between physical spaces and media started in the early twentieth 

century with the coupling between the house, the telephone, and the radio, --a 

coupling that had been dominant prior to World War II.  The promotion of the 

dominance of the car in the mid- twentieth century established a new paradigm: 

the car as a mobile private space is entwined with the fixed spaces of the city and 

in particular with the house as well as the contemporary media. The coupling of 

the house and the radio was transformed by the introduction of the car and the 

television: the TV occupied the place of the radio within the house and displaced 

the radio to the car.  A profound symbolic restructuring takes place where the 

logic of the supplement eventually supplants what it was supposed to augment.
viii

 

In the suburban context, the TV began to supplant the central city and the car 

started to supplant the house.
ix

   

 Neither the new mid- twentieth century media nor the new couplings 

presupposed the obsolescence of the old media; the new media altered the 

couplings established by the old media and at the same time produced new ones. 

The physical / spatial city was also altered: old downtowns were radically 
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transformed by the flight to the rapidly expanding suburbs that soon surpassed the 

downtowns in size.  Over the last fifteen years, new media technologies, like the 

personal computer, and associated practices have undermined the mid-twentieth-

century paradigm and are now starting to produce the first new couplings of an 

emerging early-twenty-first-century paradigm. The rituals of the television culture 

and collective reception of the 1950s (where the TV set was the focus of the 

family) are being replaced by rituals of a new culture of immediacy that is 

composed of new structures of social networking and forms of producing, 

consuming, exchanging, and archiving information.
x
 

 How are the media technologies integrating with patterns of physical 

mobility and physical space in the fluid, light modernity in which we live? 

Telemediatization is not promoting a sedentary life, as Melvin Weber predicted in 

the 1960s and as Paul Virilio has argued more recently.
xi

 Rather telemediatization 

has been dynamically integrating an increasingly mobile population into a “fluid 

modernity.” It is fluid because contemporary culture is unfolding in the movement 

of the restless streets of the busy metropolis rather than in the isolated, controlled, 

and serviced environment of a wired dwelling. Beginning in the early-twentieth 

century, the house functioned as a center for information management, first 

through radio and telephone and then through television. The increased mobility 

provided by the coupling of the latest technologies and the body has caused a shift 

in the role of the house which has become the fixed personal center of 

'telemediated' activities where the 'heavier' infrastructure is located, such as 
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servers, large screen television and high-speed, wired connections to the 

internet.
xii

  How does the new media technology change the imagined relationship 

to the places we inhabit? The constant switching --from radio to TV to music 

player, to email and to internet browsing, to computer and to phone--is an activity  

not just associated with the stable, fixed place of the office or home but  now 

commonly projected onto public or semi-public spaces of the city.  

 While the introduction of the car produced radical changes in the urban 

structure, the introduction of the new technologies is causing a similar shift in the 

role of the car as the dominant means of transportation in the US.  In fact, the car 

is incompatible with the perceptual demands of telemediatization. On the other 

hand, public transportation, such as the train and the airplane, are rapidly adapting 

to these new demands. The incompatibility of driving and telemediatization 

presupposes the need for forms of transportation that allow the mobile twenty-

first-century individual to maintain contact.
xiii

  The transportation needs of the 

mobile, telemediated individual will certainly promote in the middle and long 

term a fundamental restructuring of the cities themselves.
xiv

 

 In the twenty-first century, it is the notion of mobility itself which is 

changing. For example, Virilio argues that there has been a shift in emphasis from 

the physical mobility of people and objects through physical space, to the virtual 

mobility of signal input and output, and from departure to arrival within 

electronic space. As opposed to the coupling between infrastructure and the city 

represented by the monumental train terminals of the mechanical revolution, with 
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the articulation between the new soft technologies and the body a new coupling is 

being produced. The new terminals cease to be fixed points in physical space 

organizing our patterns of mobility.  We carry them with us and perhaps soon 

within ourselves. 
xv

 Each of us is a potential terminal. The transformation is made 

possible as the easy communication of the mobile phone morphs into a mini hand-

held computer, social networking device and tiny, individual movie screen.. The 

new technology – effortless and ever-present technology appears to close the gap 

– preserved by the mechanical revolution – between here and elsewhere, now and 

later, desire and fulfillment 
xvi

  

 The coupling between the new technology and the body also has major 

implications at the social level, and in particular at the economic level where the 

cities behave as economic engines. For example, the new global economy 

contains electronically-based communities of individuals and organizations which 

interact in the non-physical, non-spatial, electronic realm. The internet enables 

these economic actors to relate to each other in real time seemingly disregarding 

the fixed spaces of the physical cities around them.   

Despite its pervasiveness, this new economic geography is only one 

fragmented moment in a vast chain of events which remain embedded in non-

electronic spaces that are never fully dematerialized.
xvii

 Digitization has not 

eliminated the need for spaces and infrastructure, but has fostered a dispersal of 

activities that can be developed independent of any fixed location in space. In 

most instances this dynamic has contributed to the most negative aspects of 
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exurban growth: the internet exchanges in buildings for clusters of servers, and 

the cluster of distribution centers filled with scale-less buildings built in places 

such as Woodbridge and other New Jersey towns, but also all over exurban 

America. The counterpart of the dispersal promoted by the digital is a new logic 

for the aggregation of activities. An example of this logic are the forms of 

articulation of people and territory revealed by the patterns of spatial 

centralization in the dense new suburban sub-centers correlated to the continuing 

growth of the exurban city..
xviii

 

Perhaps the most profound implication of this paradigmatic change takes 

place in the restructuring of the experience of urban contact. The experience of 

contact as a result of the accidental physical encounter, --the quintessential 

attribute of the urban realm, had been greatly reduced in the twentieth-century 

American city because of the dominance of the car as a mode of transportation 

and the urbanization it promoted.  Instead we have seen an increase in various 

forms of attenuated contact, such as visual interaction between drivers and the 

violent contact of the “car accident” which has been described as the “accidental”, 

physical encounter fostered by the suburban and the contemporary exurban city.
xix

 

In fact, since the mid-twentieth century the possibilities for interaction opened by 

twentieth-century infrastructure has increased exponentially while the possibilities 

for face-to-face contact have been greatly reduced, first with the development of 

the suburban city and in the last twenty-five years by the new diffuse, scattered 

and ever-expanding exurban city.  
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Another type of attenuated contact that has increased exponentially is the 

digital encounter promoted by the internet. Some of the constraints of human 

embodiment have been overcome by the coupling of the new tele-technologies 

and the body/subject,first, because of the portability of the new media and the 

perception that the world moves along with the individual at its center, and 

second, because of the phenomenon of tele-presence and the resulting condition 

of immediacy that has created an apparent closure of the gap between people. 

However, the immediacy of contact limited to the modality of electronic 

communication is not supplanting face-to-face contacts but seems to complement 

them.
xx

 Although the recent development of internet based social networking  

(Facebook, MySpace, etc) would first seem to work against the survival, 

persistence and growth of face-to-face contact, the opposite seems to be true as 

seen for example in the increased attendance to libraries  in the last few years, a 

situation that has accelerated with the current financial crisis.
xxi

 

Contact is precisely what provides social enjoyment and the high returns 

that make urban life truly rich. For this reason, the desire for a coupling between 

the new technology and spaces that offer opportunities for and facilitate contact, --

both the accidental physical encounter and the “digital encounter” allowed by the 

new tele-technologies, will continue to grow as well. The accelerating increase in 

the use of libraries, the exponential growth of cafes in the last few years (both 

independent and owned by corporations), and the proliferation of indoor and 

outdoor places for physical activity illustrate different forms of this new desire for 
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contact. And mobility is increasing as well: The new connectedness is increasing 

both the internet traffic and the real traffic, in particular because the new social 

networks include people who do not live nearby and therefore travel to connect. 

The constraints of the physical world, of the embodied human condition and 

ultimately of the exurban city, are contributing to the continuous growth of the 

vast contemporary economy of transportation in America with a growing 

emphasis in trains and light rail.
xxii

  

 What will the infrastructure that serves the new culture of immediacy be? 

What would be the twenty-first century equivalent to the mid-twentieth century 

Interstate and Defense Highway system?  Current trends point to the creation of a 

new slow infrastructure: public transportation that can perform as a “mobile base” 

for the millions of body-terminals that are constantly plugged into the new soft 

electronic infrastructure. The new slow, or soft, infrastructure that traverses every 

one of the eleven megaregions proposed by the Regional Plan Association
xxiii

 will 

be coupled to a restructured, augmented, and expanded twenty first century fast, 

and hard, infrastructure. While the restructured, hard infrastructure will 

consolidate the megaregions and link them together at a national level using high 

speed trains, buses, and airlines, a new slow infrastructure will organize the 

multiple scales within the different megaregions (from micro-scale to macro-

scale, i.e. from the neighborhood, town, city, metropolis, megaregion). This slow 

infrastructure will also restructure the green and open spaces, it will provide 

alternative energy, it will manage the waters, and will allow for a multiplicity of 
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movement systems that will support the millions of body terminals.  Architects 

and urban designers should be assigned the urgent task of finding public moments 

and spaces where interaction and contact with the other are possible. Architecture 

and urbanism should uncover those moments and develop the strategies and 

tactics to inhabit these emerging public spaces. 

 The new slow infrastructure proposes a displacement from the spatial to 

the temporal, from strict functionality to a multiplicity of overlapping activities 

and spaces of enjoyment. This displacement opens up new possibilities with 

respect to the object and the subject of infrastructure. This is particularly true for 

the new twenty-first-century body: a body that has been restructured in the last 

twenty years with prosthetic extensions and connecting fields which have 

constantly and continuously reinvented it.
xxiv

 Rethinking the object of 

infrastructure will displace the exclusive focus on the kind of accessibility which 

is provided by physical mobility, and replace that focus with an awareness of the 

new tele-mediated accessibility that constitutes the culture of immediacy.  

Rethinking infrastructure will also promote the study of possibilities for 

articulating new twenty-first century infrastructure inside, on top of, beneath  and 

beside hard twentieth-century infrastructure. It will also create new sites for 

architectural intervention, for the design and implementation of new types of 

sustainable, slow infrastructure from the local level to the national level of the 

megaregions.  
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(Figures 1 and 2 about here) 

Infrastructure of urban enjoyment: The South Amboy Greenway.  

The construction of the railroad in the nineteenth century produced one of 

the most important changes in the spatial and social organization of the U.S.: the 

generation of a new urbanity. For instance, every stop of the New Jersey Transit 

Rail encouraged urban growth. However, the demise of a number of routes and 

services in the mid-twentieth century has produced a no-man’s land that cuts 

through towns and cities, fragmenting them and separating neighborhoods. 

Service cuts also produced a reserve of undeveloped land and an opportunity 

uncovered in the South Amboy Greenway project developed by Agrest and 

Gandelsonas, Architects.  

 The South Amboy Greenway recuperates 340 acres of undeveloped land 

adjacent to the railroad in the city of South Amboy, one of the stops of the New 

Jersey Transit Rail. The project proposes a transformation of the old semi-fast 

infrastructure of the railroad into a new type of slow infrastructure, a new green 

zone for walking, jogging, biking, rollerblading, skateboarding and horseback 

riding, articulated by public spaces, sports and cultural facilities which are 

powered by solar panels and clusters of wind turbines.
xxv 

 

 At the physical level, the Greenway sutures the cut inflicted by the 

railroad and stitches together the neighborhoods that have been split from the 

downtown. At the social level, the transformation of the urban object, --the 
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undeveloped land adjacent to the railroad, produces a transformation of the 

subject, —the twenty first century urban actor and viewer, providing new 'activity 

nodes', articulating continuously flowing green vectors and linking new viewing 

positions which completely change the perception of the city.  
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