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Cyberpunk Urban Fantasies in the Gulf: The Line as
an Incubator of Modernization in Saudi Arabia and
Beyond
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Abstract: The Line is a futuristic city under construction in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia. This paper examines its development as an incubator of modernization,
seeking to transform the socio—cultural and infrastructural landscape of the
Kingdom. The paper notes how The Line’s aspirations are genealogically based
on a Western cyberpunk imaginary picturing hypermodern cities populated by
artificial intelligences. It reveals the influence that cyberpunk fiction had in the
conceptualization of The Line, in a way that represents a conscious break with
the urban and cultural past of Saudi Arabia. In this regard, the paper critically
analyses the role that modernization, as a double—edged sword, plays in advancing
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novel ideas inspired by Western culture while, at the same time, undermining the
roots of traditional Saudi culture.

Keywords: Modernization, Experimental Cities, Saudi Arabia, Urbanism,
Cyberpunk.
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Federico Cugurullo, Frankenstein Urbanism: Eco, Smart and Autonomous Cities, Artificial Intelligence and the End of

the City (London: Routledge, 2021), p. 12.

(2) Cugurullo; David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change
(London: Wiley—Blackwell, 1991), pp. 3-4.
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(5) Esmat Zaidan & Ammar Abulibdeh, "Master Planning and the Evolving Urban Model in the Gulf Cities: Principles,
Policies, and Practices for the Transition to Sustainable Urbanism," Planning Practice & Research, vol. 36, no. 2 (2021),
p. 196.
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(6) Harvey Molotch & Davide Ponzini (eds.), The New Arab Urban: Gulf Cities of Wealth, Ambition, and Distress
(New York: NYU Press, 2019), pp. 2-3.
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(8) Ali A. Alraouf, "The Urban Megaprojects Paradigm in Qatar: A Holistic Criticism and Premeditated Prophecy,"
Journal of Urban Research and Development, vol. 1, no. 1 (2020), p. 30; Davide Ponzini, "Large Scale Development
Projects and Star Architecture in the Absence of Democratic Politics: The Case of Abu Dhabi, UAE," Cities, vol. 28,
no. 3 (2011), pp. 251-259; Agatino Rizzo, "Sustainable Urban Development and Green Megaprojects in the Arab States
of the Gulf Region: Limitations, Covert Aims, and Unintended Outcomes in Doha, Qatar," International Planning
Studies, vol. 22, no. 2 (2017), pp. 85-98.
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International Planning Studies, vol. 29, no. 3 (2024), pp. 252-267; Federico Cugurullo, "Urban eco—modernisation and the
Policy Context of New eco—city Projects: Where Masdar City fails and why," Urban Studies, vol. 53, no. 11 (2016), p. 2417.
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Geography, vol. 5, no. 1 (2015), pp. 31-35; Femke Van Noorloos & Marjan Kloosterboer, "Africa’s New Cities: The
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Brains," Journal of Urban Technology (2024), pp. 1-25.
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Transnational Smart City as Urban Eco-Modernisation: The Case of Masdar City in Abu Dhabi," in: Karvonen Andrew
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