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Rationale

This Special Issue (Sl) arrives at a moment where representative democracy is again perceived to be in
crisis, marked by political powerlessness, mistrust, apathy, and negativity (e.g. Clarke et al., 2017). For
many urban researchers, cities have long suffered democratic failure, epitomised by the notion of
post-political cities, where democracy becomes little more than managing consensus between private
companies and governments (Swyngedouw, 2007). This perspective has shaped analyses of smart city
politics, often linked to technocratic decision-making and to authoritarian or populist tendencies in
governance (Akbari, 2022), as well as the growing concentration of urban political power and even
urban territory (Sadowski, 2021) in the hands of big tech firms and governments.

There is a substantial and growing body of empirical work on the politics of smart cities and platform
urbanism, in a context where scholars are calling for greater context-sensitivity (e.g. Luque-Ayala and
Marvin, 2015) and attention to the ‘glitchy margins’ of urban digital systems (Leszczynski, 2020).
Recent research has highlighted, for example, how smart cities initiatives tend to embody tensions
between ‘provincialising’ and ‘worlding’ visions of urban governance (Charnock et al, 2019; Irazabal
and Jirdn, 2020; Burns et al, 2021), provide a focal point for stakeholder claims (Jakonen, 2024;
Courmont and Baykurt, 2025), or highlight inequalities and differences in digitally-mediated
participation (Hatuka and Zur, 2019). While such work is valuable, it is rarer for such work to explicitly
tackle the implications of digitalisation for empirical practices and conceptual meanings of urban
democracy.

This Sl foregrounds a place-based, context-sensitive and ordinary account of democracy in digital
cities. As Beveridge and Koch (2017) have argued, there has been an inclination to treat urban politics
as universal, a tendency that risks foreclosing actually-existing practices of urban democracy and
emancipation. This line of argumentation does not so much prioritise empirical over conceptual work.
Rather, it advocates for the ongoing renewal of political concepts such as democracy to grasp the
multiple, relational, and contingent empirical phenomena of digitally mediated urban life (Tseng,
2025).

This Sl accordingly brings together a careful, critical, and original selection of case studies that reveal
ordinary democratic capacities, contestations and experimentations arising across various sites and
scales of digital cities. We selected cases not for how they advance particular urban theories (though
many will do this as well), but rather how they enact ordinary democracy as diverse and sometimes
contested practices of storytelling, claim-making, mobilisation, and negotiation, unfolding in the
increasingly but differentially digitalised dynamics of contemporary cities.
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