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TOWARDS FULL AUTOMATION: A WORLD WITHOUT WORK 

Intermediate 14 uses design as a tool of research 
into the sociopolitical implications of new 
technology and its impact on architecture at 
every scale. Distinguishing itself for a penchant 
for provocation, it is unafraid of tackling head-on 
the most contentious topics of our time: the 
breakdown of individual privacy, the ubiquity of 
surveillance, the corporatization of the domestic 
sphere, democracy’s crisis of confidence. All of 
these we understand as issues with architectural 
implications. Last year, Inter 14 set out to explore 
the extreme frontiers of domesticity in the age of 
network culture. We examined the means 
through which the Net seeps into the spaces of 
everyday life, becoming more full-bodied, 
saturating the most intimate spaces of the home 
with smartness.

Technology, we found, is a beguiling housemate 
from whom there is no escape, and in this new 
order, data becomes a commodity, much like oil. 
Like oil, data is tapped, extracted, sold, stolen 
and refined. Entire economies become 
dependent on it. For such economies to function, 
the data must be rich and inexhaustible. This 
year Inter 14 will open a new chapter in its 
ongoing investigation into living with technology, 
examining the architectural and urban 
consequences of full automation of labour as we 
know it. Throughout the course of the year, unit’s 
design activities will be informed by a collective 
reading of Benjamin Bratton’s volume The Stack: 
On Software and Sovereignty, understood as a 
analytical roadmap through the landscapes of 
planetary-scale computation.

Previous page: Skype Butt, Sofia Pia Belenky, (Inter 14 2015-16)
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PART I.  LIVING AS LABOUR 

Automation did not occur suddenly, and technology 
has long been the primary shaper of cities. Yet urban 
form does not always materialise as expected. In his 
seminal vision for the transnational megalopolis of 
New Babylon, Constant envisaged the city of the 
future as an infrastructural “layer” floating above the 
current city in which 80% of space was public, and the 
primary activity of its nomadic inhabitants was play. 
Reality turned out to be somewhat more prosaic: the 
transnational infrastructures that stitch our present-
day New Babylon together—Uber, Airbnb, etc—are 
private, immaterial, and largely originate in Silicon 
Valley. 

As for play, we have Pokémon Go.

We kick off the year by revisiting Marc-Antoine 
Laugier’s proposal for an archetype of architecture, 
the Primitive Hut. As an attempt to capture the 
concept of dwelling in its most essential form, 
Laugier’s hut challenges us to freely the definition of 
“architecture” in a given context. 

Literally nobody cares about Pokémon Go anymore.
—Alessandro Bava (@alebava3, via Instagram)
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What social, political and economic order will the 
home embody in a technologically dominated 
future built around full automation? Will it be a 
safe room, a fortress, a stage? Individual or 
collective? Stationary or mobile? Private, public 
or both? In this first exercise we will examine - 
and question - the individual elements that 
compose the architectural envelope of our 
Primitive Hut. Starting from a hypothetical map 

of behaviours and activities, we will redesign the 
architectural shell as the embodiment of 
transformed attitudes towards living. We will 
question the conceptual separation between 
labour and leisure, suggesting they could be 
understood as one the same thing. We will 
shape this exercise around a reading of the first 
two chapters of The Stack, exploring the levels 
of USER and INTERFACE.

Illustration from The Stack: On Software and Sovereignty 
(Benjamin Bratton, MIT Press, 2016)



AA Intermediate Unit 14 — Extended Brief Unit Masters: Joseph Grima and Pernilla Ohrstedt

 

 

Advertising for TaskRabbit, an online service 
providing “safe and reliable help in your neighborhood“
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PART II.  TASKRABBITVILLE. BOSS IS 
AN ALGORITHM 

In the second chapter of our research, we will shift 
the scale of our analysis from USER and 
INTERFACE to ADDRESS and CITY. Here, we 
investigate fluctuations in the fabric of the city as 
algorithmically enacted events, and delve into the 
ideology implicit in the automation, substitution or 
downright negation of labour and its consequences 
on urban form.

We will start out by distinguishing between two 
forms of “responsive urbanism” - slow and fast. The 
former operates at an infrastructural level, deploying 
robotics to automate major transformations of the 
urban fabric. “Slow” responsive urbanism is 
responsible for building bridges, roads, grids, large 
enclosures and public infrastructure.

Right: Garden of Earthly Delights (Jakob Skote, 
Inter14 2015-16)
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Above: robots hard at work building a bridge over 
a canal in London (design by Joris Laarman)
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To understand “fast” responsive urbanism we 
must leave behind the distinction between the 
stationary (architecture) and mobile (vehicular) 
elements of the urban landscape. This would 
represent a move away from contemporary 
urban-planning guidelines, based as they are on 
assumptions about what constitutes 
“architecture”. Automation, at this level, will have 
architectural consequences of an altogether 
different scale, which we can most easily imagine 
as a convergence between architecture and 
vehicle design. If vehicular interiors can 
accommodate the activities possible at their 
destinations, the vehicle becomes a destination 
in and of itself, and destinations could become 

other vehicles. The mediating experience of a 
journey between places would be eliminated, and 
once physical locations are rendered as abstract 
coordinates in a user interface, they effectively 
become arbitrary: the experience of moving 
between places could become more similar to 
traveling by elevator between floors of a single 
building.  The notion of responsive urbanism, 1

implicit as it is in the dream of full automation, 
has far-reaching consequences for the concept of 
“place”. The experience of inhabiting a place 
could be decoupled from any sort of permanent, 
physical specificity, reallocating itself to context 
as a function of a continual process of 
optimisation.  

 For more on this, see “Perpetual Motion Machines” an excellent 1

article by Chenoe Hart in Real Life Magazine (available online). 
On the right, seeing like a machine
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Seeing the city like a machine, courtesy Google
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PART III. FULL AUTOMATION: INHABITING THE STACK 
The final chapter of our investigation leads us to 
the levels of CLOUD and EARTH. Here, in the 
true realm of planetary computing, we encounter 
a clash between two logics of governance, two 
geometries of territoriality. The first is a “legacy” 
understanding of statehood, in which authority 
and territoriality correspond. In the second, 
CLOUD functions replace entire sectors of the 
State, relocating them to a distant and abstract 
dimensions suspended in limbo between 
materiality and immateriality, effectively causing 
them to “fail” in their expected functions. In the 
process, they pioneer new models of politics and 
publics.
How a system fails, artist Hito Steyerl has 
suggested, can be designed, and devising ways 
to navigate on the brink of failure can be a 

strategy to achieve superiority in a situation of 
competition of conflict. For our final assignment 
we will consider the State as a system that can 
intentionally incorporate failure into its own 
design, deterritorialising its own “body” in ways 
pioneered by the CLOUD. Building on out 
previous work exploring the implications of 
automation for the building and the city, we will 
speculate on the possibility of enclaves, freeports 
and extraterritorial zones where the sovereignty 
of the state is intentionally broken—a kind of 
“opportunistic statelessness” . The architectural 2

form of these extrajudicial archipelagos will be 
the expression of the economy that drives them, 
and the function they perform at a planetary level, 
the level of EARTH. 

 Hito Steyerl, Duty Free Art (published in e-flux Journal)2
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Marine extraterritoriality I: Microsoft technicians preparing to launch a 
prototype unit of an experimental underwater data centre as part of Project 
Natick, 2016 
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Marine extraterritoriality II: Hanjin Rome, a 65k gross tonnage Hazard A (Major) 
cargo ship operated by Hanjin Shipping, currently in a state of arrest off the coast of 
Singapore following the company’s bankruptcy. The (unpaid) crew is caught in a 
state of indefinite limbo, and can neither move nor disembark the ship.
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FIELD TRIP: HONG KONG ISLANDS / 
SHENZHEN SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONE 
Our field trip will take us to Hong Kong, where we will explore 
the economies and ecologies of the outer regions of the 
archipelago. From there we will cross the border to Shenzhen, 
where we will investigate the geographies of manufacturing, 
distribution and research in automation.
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Inter14 on Elephanta Island, Mumbai, India. October 2015
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NOTES ON PROCESS 
Inter 14 is a research-driven design unit that deals with highly speculative scenarios which are 
nevertheless grounded in the observation of the present.

✦ During the first two terms the unit will work with graphic designer, artist, and filmmaker Simone 
Niquille (@technoflesh) to develop ambitious film and animation-based projects throughout the 
course of the academic year and to coordinate the presentation of work in the final exhibition. A broad 
range of media and technologies will be explored including 3D scanning, infrared photography, 
Python, Grasshopper, and others. Emphasis will be be placed on the study and production of film/
animation as a narrative device. The use of camera/stabilization equipment, post-production software 
such as Adobe AfterEffects, experimental 3D capture techniques and the preparation of a script will 
be part of the unit’s coursework.

✦ Given the topics that will be addressed, the unit seeks individuals unafraid to embrace controversy, 
willing to take risks, and motivated by an interest in architecture’s ability to achieve social and political 
impact through the production of ideas. In order for these ideas to achieve impact, they must be 
effectively communicated, and therefore the development of a compelling narrative is seen as central 
to the unit’s work. The unit places great importance on communication and presentation, viewing it as 
a fundamentally important moment in the design process.

✦ Internal presentations will be frequent; juries with invited external critics will take place at the end of 
each term; students can expect to present in front of internationally renowned figures in the fields of 
the visual arts, design, technology, urbanism, media and activism as well as architecture.  
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