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Whiteness, Reloaded
Addressing the ghosts in reverse  
of the cities yet to exist

Prologue: address to the ghosts1 

I know you.
You come from me.
Born in the point cloud of the rig
Ready-posed from birth.

I see you.
You are here before me,
Manifesting our destiny
In the city-not-yet 

You look back at me with anticipation
Prefiguring the time when I will be You.

I return your fixed gaze across time
In the future presents you can render so fast.
They are ruins by the time I get there.

And though your image will be gone
you will still be there somehow
a residual quasi-object left behind.

Your haunting will soak the scene
as an old image of colonial postures
freeze-framed from the phantom ride 
of a ghost train.

1 Given the spectral nature of the ‘ghosts in reverse’, the use of poetics here is intended as an expressive invocation casting a 
kind of ‘spell’, its verses directly addressing the inanimate urban actors of the rendered worlds of cities yet to exist that this 
text is preoccupied with and calling them out into a dialogue with us that acknowledges openly their anticipatory roles in 
urban discourses. 
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In recent years, images of ‘futuring’ of the contemporary city – a term borrowed from the language 
of future management – have been largely shaped by spectral urban figures/agents within urban 
processes and regeneration atmospheres which I would describe as acts of ‘future colonisation’. 
The most notable aesthetic objects of this production of urban imaginaries are the CGI (computer-
generated imagery) renderings of future urban spaces to be found on the hoardings that surround 
building sites of new developments during construction.  Whilst on a cursory level this visual imagery 
simply functions as advertising for the sale and investment opportunity of the development, they 
also exceed such basic purposes as needed by real-estate marketing, through the use of persuasively 
photo-realistic aesthetic means of representation.

Ironically the more rationalised these spatial products become, the better they are suited to irrational 
fictions of branding.1

By occupying a threshold between the temporalities of the existing and the yet-to-exist city in their 
encounter within the location they occupy, these surfaces open a unique discursive space with social 
and political dimensions, loaded with intense affective agency. 

CGIs are not only representations, but actually have agency and become embedded in the construction of 
space, place and social life – through a powerful mobilisation and assemblage of people, skills and ideas.2

Because of their properties, these peculiar snapshots of moments in the future social life of urban 
spaces in the making – and the virtual actors within them – help to make apparent some recurring 
devices of contemporary city-making, that extend into a form of colonisation of urban futures 
through the fixated preoccupation with producing images of ‘future presents’, defined as ‘technologi-
cally constituted futures prone to anticipation’.3 Acting in a spatial urban domain under constant 
reshaping as oracles of the inevitable becoming of future cities, these spectral urban agents have 
consistently summoned up a future urban landscape in the present.

These are the ‘ghosts in reverse’ of our cities, the paradigmatic urban actors with anticipatory agency, 
prefiguring the city yet-to-exist and occupying its future ahead of its time. Because of the place 
dialectic they set into motion in specific sites across different times, these aspirational digital people 
as virtual urban citizens are entering in some kind of ‘messianic’ dialogue with the present time and 
those encountering them as passers-by in the ‘here-and-now’. 

The reference to Walter Benjamin’s interruptive philosophy of history is not casually employed here. 
The spectral presence and haunting power of these ‘ghosts in reverse’ and their CGI future worlds can 
be understood through Benjamin’s conception of discontinuous time as discussed in his Theses on the 
Philosophy of History, alas in an opposite direction. 4 Rather than unsettling the facile historicism of 
a linear past, here a crossing point is exposed between ‘present futures’ yet-to-be-written and ‘future 
presents’ traded and exchanged for wealth creation. 

But whilst in Benjamin’s philosophy, a disruptive event instigates anamnesis of such discontinuity 
and seizes the continuum of time with redemptive possibilities for a more just world, in the spaces 
opened up by the images of the city yet-to-exists in their architectural renderings, we see no signs of 
redemptive social and spatial justice in the future city. 

Racial homogeneity, economic inequality, atomised subjectivities, cultural appropriations, speculative 
global investments, and a privately managed public realm are steady characteristics of these tableaux 
understood as images of ‘future presents’. 

Glaring omissions are also significant in these representations, where all actors on the ‘scene’ are 
pasted into a sedated, totally socially compliant situation, with no policing or surveillance cameras as 
part of their visible infrastructure. To all effects, these renderings exist as images of an ideal present 
transposed into a predetermined future where nothing changes. Acting both as harbingers and as 
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proxies, the operative ghosts enlisted by the financialised urban imaginary of global investment 
are shadowy figures of anticipation and prefiguring with the power to extend beyond the present 
and shape the future as a matter of marketing and management, carrying with it all the desires and 
unconscious biases of their creators.

In the utter uncertainty of the present, the time of the global institution and its own planning (whether 
business or cultural seems not to matter anymore) is the one that asserts its ownership, it prefigures and 
articulates future urban landscapes visually and  aurally and sets their goals to achieve them through 
marketing and management.5

It is in these spectral conceptual mobilisations, that the silent narrative of capital investments leads 
to the unfolding of a financial imagination of the future city6, conceived as a terrain that is empty, 
open and subject to colonisation7. They perform deliberate acts of prefiguring the occupation of future 
residents and city dwellers in advance of their actual presence on the site, anticipating their existence 
in affirmative and expressive ways through projected identity and lifestyles, actions and positions 
in public space. Their actual roles and functions are mostly determined by the selected offerings 
of human activities typologies by the companies that provide ‘ready-posed’ figures for the creative 
assemblages of designers involved in the architectural visualisation industry.

And as we look more closely at these spectral urban agents as significant packages and products 
of the visualisation industry, we can get a sense of how the social dimension of ‘rendering’ emerges 
right at the moment of acquisition of human photogrammetry data. In the journey from scanning, 
through point cloud renderings and to ‘ready-posed’ figures, these human-like spatial products carry 
with them all self-evident social descriptors and aesthetic assumption of their source identities as 
pattern recognitions of contemporary life fed back to the viewer, into the urban simulations they will 
become a part of. We know who they are, because they are like crude postures of ourselves, captured 
in contemporary street photography-like images.

But they also carry the algorithmic biases of their makers as stealth material into the futures they 
are imaging. Looking at the technological structure needed for these harvesting processes and their 
geographic distribution, we can see how the use of the word ‘colonisation’ becomes deliberately 
associated with a ‘scanning bias’ that reinforces ‘whiteness’8 in architectural visualisation of places yet 
to exist, sanitising the global majority out of its boundaries.9 A digital version of white supremacy 
futurism becomes embedded in the industry of production of the spectral agents that populate the 
renderings of future cities, most notable at the point of purchase from specialised visualisation indus-
try companies, when these agents are available either as single figures or in ‘bundles’, as members of 
potential but ‘inoperative’ communities.10 

We can think of them as a service population assembled from singular individual acquisitions of 
actual humans who relinquished the licensed use of their features to become animated ‘people’, 
whose destiny is to be copied and pasted into existence as part of a purpose-made screenplay. By 
inoperative (désoeuvrée), Nancy does not mean dysfunctional or failing, but rather ‘a spontaneous 
or “unworked” inclination to come together that has no object or purpose other than itself ’. Nancy’s 
definition of ‘inoperative community’ fits well the condition of these actors as potential, ready-posed 
agents of place-making without a cause, with no object or purpose other than itself.

In the data decoding and recoding that occurs in the process of 3D scanning and acquisition from hu-
man beings to products on a shelf, the objects and purposes of the 3D people are voided and reset – 
rendered ‘inoperative’. That is, until they are set into action to perform human presence in a rendered 
urban context, becoming an active part of choreographed ‘scenes’ of social dynamics (citation on 
scenes) and collective mobilisations of urban atmospheres: from people to puppets as products and 
back to ‘surrogate people’ again.



In this transition, they are switching from being bundled products and turning into imagined citizens, 
the affective communities of places yet to exist. The ‘bundles’ are packaged offerings where a group 
of individual digital characters are brought together in some specific situations, and whose means of 
association can be derived from purely spatial or circumstantial proximities, or otherwise deliberately 
attributed basic social categories.  For example, the company 3Dpeople proposes ‘workers bundles’, 
‘shopping bundles’, ‘sports bundles’, ‘café bundles’, ‘mobility bundles’, ‘travelling bundles’, but also ‘kids 
bundles’, ‘sauna bundles’ and even a ‘VR bundle’11. As their names suggest, the ‘bundles’ constitute a 
crude sociology of everyday assemblages, but one that satisfies the basic laws of demand and offer 
of the visualisation industry. After all, a bundle is both ‘a number of things that have been fastened 
or are held together’ or ‘to make someone go to a particular place by pushing them in a quick, rough 
way’.12 

The purpose of turning people into commodities that the technological and commercial process 
of this industry is dedicated to – from scanning to bundles to renderings – inherently acquires the 
spectral and structural violence of the colonial enterprise as the subservient acquisition of bodies as 
products for unique and specific purposes, a digital chattel extracted from reality, ‘ready-posed’ to act 
out the visual script they are meant to fit into. These digital bodies are displayed as bundled products 
for ease and convenience, but the corollary dimension of these bundling decisions also speaks of a 
social politics at the point of sale: ‘who gets bundled up with whom?’ and ‘for what reason?’

We use the term ‘whiteness, reloaded’ here, to signify the continuity between reality and the virtual, 
then back into reality, and to identify a pernicious and inherent tendency within the visualisation in-
dustry – even before it has visualised any urban scene – that becomes established by these choices, 
as they are presented on the shelves of the companies that offer the ‘bundles’. An ‘Ethnic Bundle’13, 
as well as a ‘Diversity Bundle 1’ and ‘Diversity Bundle 2’14 are on the shelf of 3Dpeople products that 
supply the global industry of renderings for urban development. The chilling effect of this bundling 
violence comes through as a persistent evidence of whiteness as an oppressive ideology and a regime 
of representation, reloaded into the building blocks of a racialised future manifested into being 
through apparently innocuous images, but perpetrating its othering logic into a prolonged ‘future 
present’, where nothing actually changes.

By the compound effect of the inherent othering of the ‘ethnic’ and ‘diversity’ bundles at the point of 
sale (whiteness) and the future colonising at the point of visualisations meeting the street level, a 
‘spectral-structural complex’ at work in the architectural urban visualisation industry comes into view.  
Once understood as part of such future colonising impulses, echoes of notions of ‘manifest destiny’ 
reminiscent of US frontier conquests, imbue the architectural renderings with soft violent histories 
and visual manifestations of self-generated psychotic fantasies, a desire for possessing the real 
through the use of the architectural visualisation as representational evidence of its unequivocal be-
coming. The message is: ‘This will be your future because we show it to be so’, even when disclaimers 
of ‘subject to change’ appear in small print on the very same hoardings.

But in the actuality of our present, the condition of urban spaces in all their planetary connectedness 
is now openly haunted by racial (Black Lives Matter) and immunological (COVID-19) histories – in 
between all others – that have emerged as finally inevitable key factors in the determination of any 
possible future of human proximity and co-habitation of our cities. 

These stored up grievances, concerns and preoccupations have incubated for a long time as a set 
of emancipatory and autopoietic speculative futures. But they are now also fully active agents of 
alternative futures in the making: they are active ‘histories that disturb the present’15 and fully opera-
tive actors in the imaginary of future cities. Their presence has flooded the ‘thirdspace between reality 
and ideas of the city’16 with further hauntings, taking us into an animated state in which a repressed 
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or unresolved social violence is making itself known: ’The ghost demands your attention. The present 
wavers. Something will happen’.17

At the point of convergence of these multiple hauntings and social demands – the spells and 
counter-spells that make up the city in its incommensurability – the ghosts in reverse of the city 
yet-to-exist demand our attention as actors of a scripted urban future, a future where the histories 
that disturb the present are sanitised by the normative ideology of its maker. In Michael Taussig’s 
ethnographic writing on Occupy Wall Street, a voice appears, engaged in an imaginary dialogue 
between them and Walter Benjamin’s writings in This Space for Rent.18 Alex, a code writer sleeping 
rough in Zuccotti Park is rummaging into her own dialectic caught up between sleep and revolution: 
‘We are emerging from slumber but we are disoriented, stupored, caught between the dream-work 
logic of capitalism and the newly forming world’.19 A world scenario where ‘whiteness’ finally, only 
occupies ‘a place in the rainbow’, as Linda Martín Alcoff writes about in The Future of Whiteness20, ap-
pears still elusive in the present approach to urban architectural renderings and its service industries, 
where whiteness still appears as the normative presence against which the ‘ethnic’ others are bundled 
up together as the non-normative presence in cities yet-to-exist.

But the gap between the dream-work logic of capitalism and the newly forming worlds is also the 
space in between urban narratives and urban realities, where the reclaiming work of haunting and 
exorcising the ghosts in reverse of the city yet-to-exist, may begin. 
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