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The sea is the territory that the encounter between abstract and concrete spaces is most visible. 
Since the end of  the thirteenth century the process of  appropriation of  the sea has begun, as the 
first nautical charts were made, becoming de facto a multiscalar design problem. Ever since, the 
sea is appropriated, divided, and exploited. Such condition has not only changed the way in which 
the marine space is defined, but also has altered the relationship between the land and the sea, 
their architecture, and their subjects. In Diploma 7 Fluid Territories: The North Sea, we would 
investigate architectural propositions that react to such territories; frames that capture, forces that 
trigger, lines that appropriate, and lenses that make visible the conflicts between space, the terri-
tory, and its subjects.

This year Diploma Unit 7 dwells in the juridical ambiguity associated with the North Sea, which 
generates the possibility of  creating a state of  exception, a spatio-temporal condition in which the 
rule of  law is suspended. Displacement, confinement, unlimited resource extraction and ecological 
crime, human incarceration, are justified in this peculiar territory that exists ‘away and elsewhere’ – 
it is set as an outside of  unlimited opportunity.  Thus, one could claim that the ‘architecture of  the 
sea’– whether be in form of  a military platform, a ship, the coastal settlement, or the invisible lines 
of  multiple spatio-temporal jurisdictions–, emerges before and outside any specific appropriation. 
This architecture exists within a reality of  extreme asymmetrical and disproportional violence and 
colonial externality. It becomes a ‘liminal space’; a space that in its formal separation from the rest 
of  the world presents a realm of  instability and possibility. 

In our reading, the North Sea represents an exemplary case; while having served the colonisation 
of  the territories across the world, it is the most urbanised body of  water, and a disputed territory. 
While bordering the mainland Europe it has been often turned into a platform for geopolitical 
affairs with the UK as well as the Nordic countries. Such strategic role has manifested itself  in 
various military, religious, economic, and social ties and divides, which has consequently made the 
North Sea a conflictual ground. Indeed, its contested history has never ended, and it is ever more 
present to this day. The ongoing disputes about resource extraction, trade, fishing, management 
of  refugee flows and of  course Brexit are only very recent examples of  what such a long history 
could reflect on today’s affairs. 
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The Infrastructural Space

The Sea has been always; a multi-layered ecosystem of  interactions and adaptations; a source of  
food, energy, life, and power – and thus a contested space. Like most ecosystems, the North Sea 
contains many processes that escape direct observation. Although the seamless sea and its bound-
less territory deceive us as infinite spaces, they are submitted to multiple legal frameworks, as well 
as social, political, and economic protocols, along with the intrinsic laws of  nature that rule them 
all. 

North Sea is shaped out of  logistic flows; a dynamic system of  infrastructure that has made the 
sea as one of  the world busiest hubs. Goods, energy, materials, information, and of  course capital 
are being circulated through the North Sea not only for the use of  its neighbouring countries, but 
rather to form a centralized market globally and to create surplus value through the mechanism 
of  redistribution an capital accumulation. Spaces of  trade, storage, and distribution are often 
transformed into centres of  detention and expulsion for labourers; whose bodies are not only 
controlled by the automated machinery and robots but are also dominated by the obscure desires 
of  the others. Logistics is a biopolitical apparatus.

A frictionless movement of  goods, capital, and information enables the forms of  control and 
measurement that ensure these fluxing demands will be satisfied in a timely and efficient manner. 
Corridors, hubs, terminals, distribution centres, and ports are the emblematic spatial manifesta-
tions of  this constant process of  capturing, directing, and releasing movements across a given ter-
ritory. The space of  logistics is therefore defined in relation to the power that operates it. In order 
to reach a specific place more quickly and easily, geographical features are manipulated and new 
infrastructures constructed. However, this greater connectivity is achieved at the cost of  erasing 
all obstacles that stand in its way, be they human flows, urban fabric, or environmental elements. 
Such a process is never peaceful: Fittingly, logistics has military origins. As first systematized by 
General Antoine-Henri Jomini in his 1838 Précis de l’art de la guerre,1 logistics is the management of  
armies on a battlefield. Its remit encompasses not only the composition, lodging, and movement 
of  troops, but also the distribution of  supplies in hostile territories, the transportation, storage, 
and delivery of  food, ammunition, medicines, and fuel. Ultimately, logistics is concerned with 
setting up efficient communication networks for the collection and transmission of  information.2

Thus, logistics has to depart and learn from our lives, our movements, and our desires. Frantically 
but efficiently, it makes connections in a laborious paranoia. It establishes associations through 
the aggregation of  data and the expansion of  infrastructure. No single body is really able to con-
trol logistics and, like a scientific experiment gone wrong, a monster has been conjured beyond 
the control of  its dispersed creators. The Free Sea3 has turned into spaces of  free-trade; ever-ex-
panding networks of  commerce, where behind their user-friendly digital interfaces, fast, efficient, 
and most economic forms of  storage, packing, and distribution have created non-human spaces. 
Fitted with ‘smart’ devices, the fulfilment centres are transformed to centres of  detention and 
expulsion for labourers whose bodies are not only controlled by automated machinery and robots 
but are also dominated by the obscure desires of  others, conducted through endless ‘scrolling’ 
and ‘clicks’.

 1. Antoine-Henri Jomini, Précis de l’art de la guerre (Paris: Anselin Libraire, 1838).
 2. Military knowledge of  logistics informs the organization of  cities and territories in times of  peace as well. It is not by chance that 
the first Western treatise on architecture was written by a soldier and carpenter in the army of  Julius Caesar.
 3. The Free Sea (Mare Liberum), refers to the first published book on the international law written by Hugo Grotius in 1609, in which 
he outlined the principles of  seafaring trade. The space of  the sea (ocean) was then defined as a free space for all, that nobody had the 
right to deny others access to it. See Hugo Grotius, The Freedom of  the Seas (New York: Oxford University Press, 1916).
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“Our premise is that the sea remains the crucial space of  globalization. Nowhere else is the disorientation, vio-
lence, and alienation of  contemporary capitalism more manifest, but this truth is not self-evident, and must be 
approached as a puzzle, or mystery, a problem to be solved.”

— Allan Sekula and Noël Burch, 2010



This biopolitical machine is grounded on the division of  life into biological life and political life.
In taking full control and systemic management of  all living and non-living components, this 
machine reduces all parameters into predefined algorithms, minimizing the risks and preventing 
any unforeseen action. Life within such an environment is a tamed chaos. In expanding such con-
cept, Giorgio Agamben coins the term ‘bare life’ that refers then to a conception of  life in which 
the sheer biological fact of  life is given priority over the way a life is lived, by which Agamben 
means its possibilities and potentialities. The latter constitutes a political life.4 The same means 
of  division, however, is precisely what permits one to construct the unity of  life: a life that is not 
separate from its form. As Agamben puts it, such a form of  life is not defined by its relation to 
work necessarily, rather by its potentialities to work, manifested indeed through ‘inoperativity’;5 

“This essential inoperativity of  man is not to be understood as the cessation of  all activity, but as 
an activity that consists in making human works and productions inoperative, opening them to a 
new possible use. […] it is this inoperativity which creates the political potential for what he calls 
‘destituent’ power.”6 That is, the activity of  making human productions and works ‘inoperative’ 
opens up a pure potentiality in which life and its form, private and public, cross over a threshold 
of  indifference and the question is no longer one of  life or work, but of  happiness. 

The military origin of  logistics manifests itself  spatially since its inception,7 where movements 
of  food, resources and troops were efficiently orchestrated. The architecture of  logistics there-
fore generates an operational space. It not only circulates goods, capital, and information but 
also distributes spaces, rights, and bodies, and thus produces territories. While the prevalence of  
mobility and circulation seems to suggest that smooth spaces of  flows and uninterrupted fields 
are produced, spaces of  logistics are on the contrary spaces of  conflict where secure movement 
is facilitated by the creation of  exclusive zones, military actions, and, most significantly, land ap-
propriation. As Deborah Cowen has noted, dispossessions are often “the literal and figurative 
grounds for new logistics spaces.”8 She further continues “This military history reminds us that 
logistics is not only about circulating stuff but about sustaining life.”9 Architecture of  logistics thus 
becomes the arsenal of  such biopolitical machine.

In this respect the architecture of  logistics is profoundly political. It measures, maps, and modu-
lates the terrain through its projection of  power-relations onto the topography. It creates spatial 
networks that are constituted through the circulation of  capital and calibrated to meet the require-
ments for security and risk management. Such a direct translation of  risk factors and economic 
values into a spatial configuration inevitably produces a territory that is alienated from both the 
natural topography and forms of  labour. If  workers are never able to take control of  the abstract 
operational mechanisms of  logistics, this must also mean that logistics exceeds the control of  
capitalist systems themselves. Therefore, logistics calls for a surrealist paranoid-critical heuristic 
device that could lead connectivity, and the capacity for organization, down unusual paths. 

4. See Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998).
5. Giorgio Agamben, ‘Resistance in Art’, a lecture delivered at the European School, 
6. Giorgio Agamben, ‘What is a Destituent Power?’, transcribed lecture given in France in 2013.
7. The principles defined in Vitruvius’ De Architectura are intrinsically logistical and military in nature: ordinatio, the ordering of  space 
according to quantity; dispositio, the regular arrangement of  parts according to a whole; eurythmia, the proportional relation of  the 
inner parts in a plan; symmetria, the complementary correspondence of  the elements within a composition; decor, propriety in relation 
to customs, traditions, and ‘natural’ conditions; and finally distributio, economy in the choice of  site, building materials, and techniques 
The logistical nature of  architecture becomes even more explicit in the last book of  the treatise, dealing with mechanical apparatuses, 
military devices, and stratagems to undermine enemy forces.
8. Deborah Cowen, The Deadly Life of  Logistics, University of  Minnesota Press, Minneapolis (MN) 2014, p. 3.
9. Ibid.
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The political dimension of  logistics is not limited to its spatial implications on multiple scales, 
from genetics and bodies to large-scale infrastructure, for it also produces spatial imaginaries.10  

These scenarios are projective, in the sense that they provide a framework to conceive of  the fu-
ture and suggest tools to deal with new situations. Rather than being firmly fixed in the social con-
sciousness, they remain open to conflict and negotiation as environments and societies evolve.11 

These qualities manifest themselves best when they are instrumentalized as modes of  articulation 
between forms and action, between production, perception, and thought – what Jacques Rancière 
calls the distribution of  the sensible.12 

But logistics is not an over-arching, transcendent power imposed on the planet’s surface and on 
our lives. On the one hand, logistics originates and learns from our lives, our movements, our de-
sires. Frantically, but efficiently, it makes connections through the aggregation of  data. The archi-
tecture of  logistics, ranging from the shipping vessels, dockyards, oil rigs, harbours, warehouses, 
and fulfilment centres, is then a direct modulation of  these standardized procedures, making the 
space a highly generic environment able to cope with (economic, environmental, political) insta-
bility and change. Often considered as an “architecture without humans,” such architecture is in 
fact the breeding ground for new forms of  resistance, appropriation and re-organization.

Such infrastructural landscape recalls Bernard Cache’s definition of  such territory as a space that 
is not the immobile closed space of  “the context” to which a building must be mimetically ad-
justed; and the relation of  architecture to territory is not that of  a complete plan or organized sys-
tem.13 According to Cache’s definition, what we would call ‘image’ is analysed in terms of  framing 
territories rather than in terms of  model and imitation, figuration and abstraction.14 In this shift, 
architecture acquires a singular new role, quite different from the traditional notion of  a closed 
system or architectonic; and a new question arises: how to show or create the kind of  movement 
that is prior to the representation of  stable objects, and so introduce a new dynamic conception 
of  both image and architecture.

Commonly, the sea is regarded as a mythopoetic source instigating in the individual a vivid im-
agery, the desire of  an unrestrained freedom towards the unknown, the need of  adventure, and 
the vital hope of  imagining oneself  in a better place and condition. At the same time, this pro-
jective existential approach is always combined with - or, it is activated by - opposing forces in 
which the sea conversely represents a danger - a menace revealing vulnerability and epitomising an 
obstacle to be overcome to fulfil desires and needs. The understanding of  the nature of  the strug-
gle established between projective ideas and desires associated with the sea, and the underlying 
opposing forces that governs it, can generate an elementary consciousness guiding both research 
and - above all - a creative approach to the sea. It can be argued in fact, that in the definition of  
the conflict directed by individual but also collective expectations, and involving both intellectual 
and material aspects, emerges the particular notion of  the sea as a resource, ultimately connoted 
by a positive dimension.

10. See Cornelius Castoriadis. ‘Radical imagination and the social instituting imaginary,’ in Gillian Robinson and John F. Rundell (eds.), 
Rethinking Imagination: Culture and Creativity, Routledge, New York 1994, pp. 136–154.
11. Richard Peet, “Culture, imaginary, and rationality in regional economic development,” in Environment and Planning 32 (2000), pp. 
1215–1234.
12. Jacques Rancière, The Politics of  Aesthetics, Continuum, London 2004.
13. “Melting Arctic ice opens new route from Europe to east Asia,” The Guardian, September 28, 2018.
14. Bernard Cache, Earth Moves: Furnishing of  Territories, Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 1995, p. xi.
15. Ibid, p. viii.





Over the last few decades, however, and especially in recent years, the sea seems to have lost the 
positive perception, as well as its inspirational power, and begun instead to be described in a se-
ries of    immanent threats, the most characteristic being the ‘rise of  the sea level; due to climate 
change’. A negative perception of  the sea is reinforced by the effects of  uneven development and 
transnational investments, involving the exploitation of  its stock and resources (the sea life and 
its subsoil), the increasing dependence from constantly changing logistic routes and consequently 
also from physical infrastructures marking the sea bed, and leading to the remodelling the shore 
and of  the land. Finally, the negative perception of  the sea is instigated also by extensive migration 
presented by nationalist and fascist agendas as an explicit threat to nations’ stability and cultural 
identity. 

As a direct consequence of  the aforementioned phenomena, the natural and political limits are 
systematically questioned and marked by often undecipherable signs, while, at the same time, 
these overwhelming discourage any projective approach that address them. This worrisome sce-
nario and implications described above appear impenetrable to the vision and knowledge of  our 
discipline. In fact, it cannot be underestimated that the effects - both endogenous and exogenous 
– produced by these undergoing transformations affects all the scales of  the built environment. 
Furthermore, it could be also argued that the conventional system of  relationships binding the 
notions of  territory, city, and architecture (intermediated at a various level by the infrastructure, 
and by normative-professional apparatuses) appear less and less capable to govern and direct the 
transformations operating in it. 

Diploma Unit 7 addresses these aspects through a year-long research-by-design project. It begins 
with a collective research that would serve individual projects; to be developed its in own proper 
media format; models, drawings, movies, photography that together envision possible futures 
for the North Sea region. Within this framework, the sea stands at the centre of  inter-European 
and global disputes. We claim that the North Sea should be seen as a politicized territorial entity 
through which broader political, environmental, economic and societal questions could be ad-
dressed. In this way any spatial proposition, whether landscape, urban or architectural, are chal-
lenged and revisited through the lens of  the North Sea as a referenced territory.  The projects 
would propose new spatial interventions that would address the complex, yet not always visible, 
spatial, juridical, environmental and geopolitical natures of  the North Sea, triggering the future 
scenarios that are informed not only by climate adaptation and clean energy futures but also by 
political propositions. Such scenarios dwell on micro- and macro-politics, from the scale of  the 
body to the territory, exploring the ways in which any form of  co-habitation is conditioning or 
conditioned by the interaction between human and nonhuman environments and agents.

Left: Nicole Ng, Terraforming common-ground, 2019
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The Studio

In Term 1: Frame, Territory, Subjectivity, the unit will focus analysing and understanding of  
the North Sea territory. Through three consecutive exercises on mapping the ‘targeted geogra-
phies’, the ‘flows and patterns’, and the ‘ecologies and systems’, the studio will produce collec-
tively an atlas of  the North Sea. In the unit, we understand mapping as a project; it is not simply 
an act of  registering and representing cartographic information. It is projective since we select 
specific conditions, forces, and systems, and making them visible in order to both reveal and re-
alise hidden potentials. We also select historically and culturally specific means of  representation, 
drawing techniques and systems and units of  measurement.

Throughout the first term, we will study the history and theories around the idea of  territory and 
its subjects, through which the North Sea territory will be revisited and possible projects can be 
discussed. The studio fieldtrip will be during the Open Week, in which we will have a week-long 
bus and ferry trip along the Dutch coast and the UK’s east coast. Based on the gathered informa-
tion, observation, and literature studies, in the second half  of  the Term 1, each student will select 
his/her own target site and will formulate relevant research questions, to address a project for the 
territory and its subject(s). The synthesis of  historical analyses, geographic features, modes of  
production, and forms of  settlements, in relation to specific sociopolitical context of  the chosen 
site, will generate a frame of  relations, an organizational diagram that would eventually be devel-
oped into series of  projective drawings, models, written narratives, and moving/still images. The 
students will formulate their own design brief  that includes a position text (manifesto), outlining 
a projective statement that would responds to the research questions, and a multi-scalar design 
proposal.

Term 2: Towards a Project, will be dedicated to development of  the design brief  into site-
specific spatial interventions; projects should address multiple scales. The unit will host guest 
lecturers who will reflect on different design methodologies. Detailed architectural proposals will 
be informed by technical, structural, and environmental studies, through which the idea of  the 
project shall be entailed. Students will use different mediums such as models, drawings, writings, 
and moving images, to develop and test their design proposals.

In the Term 3: The Image, parallel to consolidation of  the proposals, we will develop  custom-
made techniques of  representation in order to convey the project in all applicable scales. We will 
invite external guests to discuss methods of  representation helping the students to choose the 
best format for their projects. 
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