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Where are the options?
What is at stake?

Are there really options?
How should we choose?1

The notion that there is any singular definition of the architectural profession, is, at 
least on the margins, continuously questioned. But the ‘middle’ is strong, and the 
very fact that a multiplicity of ‘other’ agendas and their attendant methodologies 
are marginalised attests this strength. 

alberto altés arlandis and oren lieberman
questioning strong discourses: the liai

1 Mol, Annamarie. Ontological Politics. A Word and Some Questions, The Sociological Review Volume 46, Issue S, pages 74–89, 
December 1998.
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Perhaps, however, being outside what 
might be seen as conventional prac-
tice, one that is all too often complicit 
with neoliberal agendas isn’t such a 
bad position to be in. But: is one ever 
really ‘outside’? As many have pointed 
out, including Pierre Bourdieu, neolib-
eralism is a “...‘strong discourse’. It is 
so strong and so hard to combat only 
because it has on its side all of the 
forces of a world of relations of forces, 
a world that it contributes to making 
what it is.”2

There is, as Mol says, much at stake 
here. Too numerous to list are the in-
equalities, tragedies, and oppressive 
regimes which are engendered by this 
‘strong discourse’. Architecture, with 
its wide purview of spatial, social, cul-
tural, political, economic, technological 
and ethical concerns, cannot sit on the 
side as a bystander. But what, indeed 
are the options in the face of our know-
ing and unknowing implication in the 
biopolitics of power over lives?

At the Laboratory of Immediate Archi-
tectural Intervention, we believe that 
our only option is to understand, cri-
tique, intervene in, and devise the vari-
ous apparatuses which are enmeshed 

in our enactments of the world in order 
to qualitatively transform it. Agamben 
understands the apparatus as anything 
which can “capture, orient, determine, 
intercept, model, control, or secure the 
gestures, behaviors, opinions, or dis-
courses of living beings”.3

He not only includes Foucault’s “pris-
ons, madhouses, the panopticon, 
schools, … factories, disciplines, ju-
dicial measures” but also “… the pen, 
writing, literature, philosophy, agricul-
ture, cigarettes, navigation, computers, 
cellular telephones and--why not--lan-
guage itself ...”.3

Apparatuses co-determine our enact-
ments of the world.

Our work questions one of architec-
ture’s apparatuses – the oft-persistent 
mirroring and representation of spaces 
of neoliberal agendas – and develops 
transversal, diffractive methodologies 
that produce effects in exchange with, 
and which transform, sites. 

The Laboratory interrogates an ex-
panded notion of site, one which is 
physical, social, topographical, emo-
tional, phenomenological, biographi-

cal, institutional, dialogical, negotiable, 
discursive, gendered, colonised. So 
sites include spatial elements and is-
sues of various sorts (geographical, 
local, physical, regional, national, glob-
al); individuals; specific groups and 
organizations; political and economic 
components and interests (e.g., the 
state, NGOs, local or regional regimes, 
political parties, etc.), time (history, the 
seasons, duration, etc.); technologies; 
material infrastructures; specialized 
knowledge/expertise; ‘things’ of all 
sorts; ‘sociological’ dimensions (e.g., 
religion, race, sexuality, gender, ethnic-
ity, nationality); moral/ethical dimen-
sions; and situation-specific discours-
es. 

Sites, as apparatuses, are made, not 
‘given’.

In the Laboratory, sites are excavated 
and made through their discourses 
of issues and their methodologies of 
events. Real local, regional, national, 
and global issues transverse the lab-
oratory’s practices of performative, 
immediate intervention in, and trans-
formation of, space in ‘real time and 
place’.

The Laboratory broadens the archi-
tect’s range of activities, and empow-
ers its community through its members’ 
ability to actually make a difference. 

This making a difference entangles us 
ethically and politically in the world.
 
Just as Umeå School of Architecture 
was conceived of as a critical labora-
tory of architecture - one in which the 
discussion about architecture and ar-
chitectural education and their roles in 
the transformation of society is perma-
nently installed - so too, the LiAi is de-
veloped to be committed to research 
in its broadest sense, a research that is 
focused on practice as much as it is on 
theory, or rather, on an intense entan-
glement of the two.

The LiAi is becoming what it is precise-
ly on the basis of intense and produc-
tive discussions among us - its coor-
dinators- and our guests, our students 
and other members of the faculty at the 
Umeå School of Architecture and the 
rest of the Art Campus in Umeå.

As for what we mean with ‘interven-
tion’, or what are the possible under-
standings of ‘immediate’, these re-
main fundamentally open questions 
that make the laboratory a laboratory. 
Nevertheless, we try to explore and 
discuss them throughout this book, 
advancing a number of provisional an-
swers, whilst unfolding a multitude of 
other questions.

The LiAi is structured around the idea 

2 Bourdieu, Pierre. (Utopia of endless exploitation: The essence of neoliberalism, Le Monde Diplomatique archive Dec. 1998, http://
mondediplo.com/1998/12/08bourdieu accessed 28.08.11)

3 Agamben, Giorgio. What is an Apparatus?” in What is an Apparatus? And Other Essays. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2009: p. 14
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of architectural intervention, interro-
gated in relationship to its duration and 
effects, in and around the community 
where it takes place - indeed, in its po-
tential to create community. Whilst the 
approach of the laboratory can be re-
lated to certain artistic practices, it is 
rooted in an understanding of spatial 
conceptualization and production as 
the architect’s most important skills. 

Very differently from those who have 
revisited the idea of a ‘light theory’, 
advocated by those who label them-
selves as ‘post-critical’ and urge us to 
stop thinking in order to “[...] aim wildly 
at getting something going. Anything. 
Bigger pictures, funnier punch lines, 
larger stakes”4, we believe that it is not 
enough to just do ‘something, any-
thing’, but that we need to carefully dis-
cuss and assess, among other things, 
the duration of that ‘something’ and the 
effects that ‘something’ has on its sur-
roundings, on the world (things, people, 
spaces, places, discourses, events, ...) 
and of course, also, the duration of 
those effects.

Our practices and interventions are en-
tangled with our thoughts, in a seam-
less thinking/making that makes the 

world as the world makes us and our 
thinking/making.

The Laboratory encourages interven-
tions that engage actively in and with 
the public realm (here understood as 
broadly and openly as possible). We 
want our interventions to do ‘things’ 
to the public sphere, to produce space 
and to do ‘things’ to other things, and 
to other bodies and to other discourses. 
Sometimes these interventions will just 
happen, sometimes they will ‘stand and 
wait’, sometimes they will ‘ask’ to be 
carried elsewhere, or initiate their own 
dialogues with other people and things 
and institutions. More generally, they 
will help us investigate, test and explore 
the ability of architecture to interfere 
with, make sense of and participate in 
the often inexplicable and inarticulate 
making of the city and the world.

Often starting from direct involvement, 
being-there, observation and situation-
al analysis - understanding the role of 
architectures within the meshwork of 
relations they are part of instead of 
looking at them as autonomous and 
isolated (closed) objects - the laborato-
ry explores the possibilities of architec-
tural practices that conceive and artic-

ulate diverse processes of community 
development and transformation. 

As we already mentioned above, the 
“sites” of these interventions in the 
public sphere are made, not given, 
and their ‘construction’ includes in-
volvement with other institutions, gov-
ernmental agencies and other actors. 
Sites might include asylum homes for 
unaccompanied refugees (minors), dis-
placed houses, backyards, institutions, 
a network of connected spaces, parts 
of the hinterland in Norrland, dance 
scenes in Västerbotten, a suburb, a 
salad-factory, the Russian community 
in Umeå, a walk along the river, the Art 

Campus in Umeå, or all the fast-food 
restaurants in the city, to name a few...

In some cases these interventions will 
be just tools in the process of test-
ing and researching, maybe helpful to 
collect information, to start a dialogue 
or to create a platform for other inter-
ventions to come. Almost always they 
try to raise and give some answers to 
questions such as: how is the city be-
ing transformed and produced? How 
can we participate in the making of the 
city? How can we make that ‘making’ 
a public matter again? How do we ar-
ticulate our co-existence? How and for 
whom do we architect the city? //4 These were the words of the “hi-jackers” (as they introduced themselves) of number 5 of the well known journal of architectural 

theory “Log”. Somol, Robert E. and Sarah Whiting, 2005, Log 5, Any Corporation, New York


