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Heterotopias – The New Frontier


	In reading Of Other Spaces by Michel Foucault, I came to the realization that many of his principles did not lay specifically in the material or physical world.  So I began to wonder what spaces would Foucault consider a ‘heterotopia’ to be today? “In a nutshell, heterotopias are worlds within worlds, mirroring and yet distinguishing themselves from what is outside” (Heterotopiastudies.com, 2019). While, there is no doubt that the technological age and internet commonly known as ‘cyberspace’ with its social platforms like Facebook, virtual reality and gaming platforms creating whole new ‘spaces’ all located on a small disk have secured their place in history, I wanted to examine these virtual places as potential for being heterotopias as well as them giving rise to other more unexplored areas of ‘space’ and ‘place’.
	But first what makes a place a ‘place’, the location or the people that populate that location?  Or the people acting and reacting within that space? A heterotopia seems to be based on the condition of the people who are operating within it versus those outside it.  Is physical presence a requirement, i.e. tangibility, or is the consciousness of its population solely sufficient for it to exist?  In the example of a cemetery, it only consists of physical bodes void of their consciousness.  So, can a place exist only with the presence of the conscious solely?  “If we follow the concept of heterotopia, what they have in common is their difference (hetero) with the dominant space (topos). The problem, in that case, is that a space cannot be declared as heterotopia as such, but rather is an heterotopia from the point of view of another space.” (The Funambulist Magazine, 2019) 
	In Of Other Spaces, Foucault cites “…the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exits by itself, that is closed in on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea…the ship is the heterotopia par excellence”. (Foucault, 1967)  This description could easily fit our modern definition of ‘virtual reality’.  Spaces where people ‘meet’ consciously and can ‘travel’ virtually to fantasy worlds engaging in activities without ever physically leaving their home.  To help with further explaining this dynamic, the term “digital cities” will be used.  These digital cities are experienced in numerous ways such as the Internet, computers, mobile devices, etc.  A few of these examples are: social networks (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram), games and virtual worlds (e.g. Second Life, World of Warcraft), open source (e.g. Wikipedia), as well as augmented reality such as virtual reality where a person can put on a headset and move around as if they have been physically transported into an entirely new world but in actuality, have stayed in one location.  “According to Foucault, one of space, and particularly the relations among sites. In digital cities one can imagine the relations among multiple layers in digital networks, intertwined with physical spaces, thus the spaces that relate those sites, and the nodes of interactions creating them can be explored as heterotopias. Digital cities exist of flows of self-organized networks, layers and nodes of connections, emerging “other spaces”, and heterotopia of the sixth principle”. (Handlykken, 2011)

	So with technology transporting our conscious minds into the many different realms of these digital cities or modern heterotopias, is it possible that our minds could be transported without the aid of technological devices?  In many different cultures, there are legends of mystical realms such as Shangri-La, Avalon and others.  Could these places actually exist?  And would Foucault consider them heterotopias? But how would one access these places?  With spiritual aspects such as astral projection (a.k.a. out of body experiences) that have been documented for centuries particularly by shamans in many different cultures, the use of the mind could be further investigated as a travel tool, perhaps like the boat suggested by Foucault.  Near death experiences would also fall under this category.  Are there places that have been created by ‘others’ who we do not know but actual exist?  If a video game company can create a virtual reality where many people from around the world can log on and enter into that world at any time then is it possible that this could be duplicated in a non-technical way? Is there some truth to ‘other worlds’ as suggested in countless myths and legends, ones spoken of in many religions? 
	For the most part, Foucault’s examples of heterotopias consist primarily of places where the physical and conscious mind is both present.  However, his principles do not restrict it to such requirements as stated above. Cyberspace places do not require a physical body present just as a host for the conscious mind to be able to engage with others in a virtual place.  The juxtaposition is viable.  I believe it’s possible that solely conscious-based heterotopias can exit.  And if so, then our journey to discovering ‘other spaces’ may dare to enter the spiritual or religious zones that have been available to us for thousands of years.  
	Although Foucault’s explanations of heterotopias can be somewhat unclear, it is Foucault’s style to prompt humanity to keep searching, looking for something that is more than the mirror’s reflection; more than what is visible. He beckons us to look deeper and not with just our eyes.  And so the technical age has contributed in many ways that I believe even Foucault couldn’t imagine but do fit within his definition of ‘heterotopia’ and remain true to its principles.  “We must think that what exists is far from filling all possible places”. (Foucault, 1980) Perhaps there are plenty of unexplored ‘spaces’ and ‘places’ that we have yet to comprehend just as I suspect Foucault didn’t comprehend the digital age.
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