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Introduction 

Infrastructure 
 
Infrastructure can be thought of as the processes, functions, structures and hierarchies that 
construct and position various fields of activity in relation to wider socio-political 
frameworks, such as education, culture, communications, and enable them to function. But 
before they are realised in the familiar infrastructural objects and systems that make up 
functional and meaningful life, infrastructure leads a double existence — as plan and as 
condition. For example: admissions protocol in universities favour those with addressable 
skills; membership strata in museums order the visibility of access; permanently upgrade-able 
operating systems make for fungible cognitive maps. In infrastructure’s realisation, objects, 
protocols and users are enfolded together as functioning means and uses in each 
infrastructural instance and encounter. 
 
Following Susan Leigh Star and Karen Ruhleder, we ask not what infrastructure is, but 
instead, owing to its tendency to deny fixity in favour of being relational, when it is. When 
does something become an infrastructure, for whom and how? Further, how can we identify 
this moment?  
 
The reader renders these questions through the physical, metaphorical, and functional worlds 
that infrastructure builds as it defines its own answer to them through the ‘proper’ use and 
users that animate it. With these parts in place, the reader takes on its invitation to find an 
annotation method and put it to work; using its texts to point towards the possibility of an 
alternative when as well as what; a modelling of space-time not premised on infinite 
infrastructural expansion and thus enclosure and certainty, but on a precise means of 
assembly points, slippages and breakages that engage such possibility. 

Intervention on a field 
 
The reader is an intervention on what can be referred to as ‘the infrastructural’. We refer here 
to the disciplines and fields that formulate study of infrastructure ranging from Cybernetics 
and Systems Theory in the 1960s and ‘70s, Science and Technology Studies (/Society) in the 
1990s, a more recent focus on both the materiality of infrastructure and its social effects, and 
to contemporary practices of the Curatorial as modes of epistemological consideration. 
 
The infrastructural emerges spliced: as technologies have evolved during the past sixty years, 
manifesting in geopolitical, computational, social spheres, infrastructures have become 
resolute shapes and systems and feelings and dispositions to be utilised, occasionally 

 



 

inhabited and rarely destroyed. Across this spectrum of forms, infrastructure appears as both 
a technical structure, which has social, material and mediating qualities and effects. As a 
ground on which activity takes place, these inherent qualities and effects can be said to create 
the conditions in which certain activities are possible and others are not.  
 
Infrastructure’s very nature is resolute, dogged; its visibility, comprehensibility, relies often 
on its breaking, and when it is fixed it more or less disappears. To study infrastructure feels 
like a game of cat and mouse, a matter of outwitting its matrix of intended figures — 
subjects, users, objects and organisations. With every technical update, the task of 
infrastructural theory falls into the pattern of constantly updating its accounts of these 
qualities and effects — hoping to present and expose its contradictions, hoping to enable 
wiser, more cautious or more cunning users; and yet how and why we rely on those qualities 
and effects remains somewhat out of reach.  
 
While much study of technical systems and material assemblages and the spectra of feelings, 
dispositions, and shapes has offered a diagram for the infrastructural conditions through 
which that type of infrastructural life is built — an alternative approach to infrastructure 
comes into view. Exemplified in the work of Brian Larkin, Keller Easterling, Fred Moten and 
Stefano Harney, Ashley Carse et al., and featuring in this reader, it is the forms and figures, 
that the uses of infrastructure take as they animate and determine the relations between 
infrastructural objects and conditions. These are the surfaces on which we can see what is 
built when we build infrastructure. And yet, like all social-determining forms and institutions, 
infrastructural forms move through the constant maintenance and determination of an idea of 
‘proper’ form; the forms, figures and metaphors which allow them to self sustain; forms, 
figures and metaphors to which those subjected to infrastructure must also be configured. 
Beyond the illumination of these surfaces alongside the materialities and systems that 
constitute infrastructure, the reader also therefore considers the construction and performative 
maintenance of such ‘proper’ forms within the worlds of infrastructural objects and 
organisation. 
 
Using Jack Halberstam’s proposition of unbuilding — a critical reading of Gordon 
Matta-Clark’s contribution to the 1974 Anarchitecture works (anarchic, site-specific cuts into 
abandoned buildings) — as metaphorical and architectural device, this reader pursues and 
manipulates these forms and figures of infrastructural use through which infrastructure, as a 
plan and as conditions, can come to be treated as a way of life.  

Halberstam and Unbuilding  
 
The abstract and architectural metaphor of unbuilding is a tool for dis-arranging what a 
structure stands for and stands as.  
 

 



 

In their text, ‘Unbuilding Gender: Trans* Anarchitectures In and Beyond the Work of 
Gordon Matta-Clark’, Halberstam reads Matta-Clark’s anarchitectural experiments — 
specifically, in which he cut through a house from top to bottom, tilting one half outwards, 
balancing precariously, from the incision — as an act that interjects both the metaphorical 
form and functioning of the house as the site of domesticity. While the building can no longer 
materialise shelter as the ground on which the gendered space of the home is reproduced, the 
object is not quite destroyed. Instead, unbuilt and opaque to its original meaning, the structure 
of the house, though unstable, allows other meaning and possiblity into that space through 
that incision. Halberstam’s target in the deployment of this unbuilding is the binary institution 
of gender, specifically as it has come to define the possibilities for trans embodiment, and the 
journeys of transition in non-definitive terms. As with the disarraying effect of Matta-Clark’s 
anarchitectural cuts, Halberstam reclaims the disassembly and rebuilding of bodies, not to fix 
bodies which were never broken anyway, but to vindicate the possibilities of transition in all 
directions and forms: to unbuild the goal of gender and to make peace with those cuts so that 
all other possible embodiments can enter.  
 
We propose to take Matta-Clark’s cutting and Halberstam’s unbuilding to infrastructure: not 
simply because of this shift to architecture, but because what is built as category — form — 
can also become the infrastructural ground on, and through, which to arrange objects against 
determining backgrounds,, sexuality. Halberstam refers here to Sara Ahmed’s examination of 
how sexuality, premised by the same binary institution of gender, literally grounds itself, 
taking root; how heteronormativity comes to land through categorically establishing the 
refusal of what it is not and thereby in the (re)production of what it is. This delineating and 
limiting tendency simultaneously clears the ground of the refused, inhibiting possibility, 
therefore one form over another prevails in taking up space.  
 
Taking Halberstam’s use of unbuilding to the forms of infrastructure, urges a way of being 
with infrastructure open to the possibility of unknown and shimmering figures and forms. A 
way in which it is possible to be opaque to given infrastructure, whilst also able to slice 
through and self-institute new infrastructural worlds.  

Annotation strategy 
 
The reader can be seen to function as a configuration — from the latin configurare as the 
shaping of a thing after a pattern — it can also be read following what Karen Barad calls the 
act of cutting-together apart, as a slice through existing, but disparate, thinking on, of and 
about infrastructure to pull a field into resolution. Halberstam’s call to Barad impresses the 
possibility of differentiation without full division, which helps us to clearly articulate how we 
arrive at the question of annotation. 
 

 



 

Returning to the reconfigured cuts and incisions of Matta-Clark with Barad’s 
cutting-together-apart, we can also develop a mode of annotation towards unbuilding. Rather 
than a mark on the surface of discourse, the annotation becomes a break in the repetition of 
infrastructural, then epistemological, certainties. It reinterprets infrastructure, not just as 
technical systems to be fixed, but as abstractions that build architectures / architectures that 
build abstractions. Where unbuilding is taken in its architectural sense, and loosely 
registering Matta-Clark’s anarchitectural cuts, we move through unbuilding as a series of 
annotational interruptions, incisions, and disarticulations. Cutting into these aims to unbuild 
proper forms of infrastructure and infrastructural use. This annotation strategy intervenes at 
the point of when we can say something is infrastructure and therefore what becomes 
infrastructure. 
 
Taking on Halberstam’s proposition of unbuilding as a metaphor for intervening on the 
binary institution of gender, however, we also propose to unbuild a discourse on 
infrastructure. In Halberstam’s refusal of gender, through its deconfiguration, we find the 
imperative to ask what might be left when we disarrange the very conditions that enable 
something like infrastructure to retain its function and meaning. A tool for registering what 
an infrastructural object and organisation stands for, and stands as, and for taking that down, 
unbuilding offers an alternative ontological and epistemological ground to the careful 
copying down of infrastructural form.  
 
Where unbuilding is abstract and metaphorical, unbuilding again works as a metaphor to 
deconfigure, to unmarry texts as theoretical propositions, analyses, critique, readings and 
hybrid organisations, from their intended disciplinary contexts. That which is deconfigured, 
unbuilt, becomes up for grabs as extradisciplinary matter. In this way the reader reconfigures 
its texts in order to find alternative modes of engaging infrastructure as a critical capacity, an 
unbuilt means for staging and articulating that extradisciplinary matter. 

What the reader does 
 
With this reader then, we pose and address a series of questions with texts to engage the 
metaphor of unbuilding as a series of annotations on the field. These annotations-as-questions 
offer up one configuration of a method for unbuilding infrastructure. In this sense, the reader 
self-annotates according to an infrastructural logic. In its shaping of this movement in flight 
and definition, the process of the reader’s materialisation has become the annotation onto ‘the 
infrastructural’.  
 
Both abstract and architectural, plan and condition, and anchored by the texts’ engagement 
with aspects of art, design, policy and education, the reader sets a new ground for unbuilding 
infrastructure. These new renders of infrastructure could be policies, architectures, artistic 

 



 

works, events, interventions repetitions etc., and which can ultimately be represented by a 
proxy object in and as this reader.  
 
It is our intention to find ways and modes of cohering the material and symbolic conditions of 
what builds and unbuilds — makes possible — infrastructure and what infrastructure in turn 
builds and unbuilds; when this is often resolved in and through institutions (for example in 
disciplines, knowledges, powers), presently, we find that (de-) and (re-) configuring art, 
design, policy and education as an ‘extradisciplinary’ disposition of, simultaneously, defining 
a field of infrastructure and landing its critical capacities begins to do this.  

Using the reader 
 
The reader is structured via seven annotations. These can be used to navigate the reader as a 
configuration of texts, and as a model for unbuilding: 
 

1, If the context for this reader proposes institutions as a way of life, then can we 
distinguish infrastructures as a way of life? 
2, What does infrastructure build?  
3, How might we change infrastructure?  
4, Where to start unbuilding infrastructure? 
5, How might we unbuild: gestures towards a critical use of infrastructure.  
6, The question of opacity and living with unbuilt infrastructures, and, how can we 
find ways of being with the disarrangements of infrastructure?  
7, How can we apply this thinking to existing and substantiated infrastructural objects 
(such as the organisational — art, design, education and policy — structures of adpe)? 

 
Each annotation is addressed through a series of extracts of texts that perform each moment 
of unbuilding, thus configuring a line through an alternative discourse of the infrastructural. 
In the reader, each extract is coupled with an introductory annotation as to how it unbuilds. 
Annotation seven takes the form as an appendix of existing infrastructural objects and 
organisations that we draw on to exemplify the potential application of unbuilding 
infrastructure.  
 
The reader can be read like a user’s manual for annotating, thinking about, and unbuilding 
infrastructure. The reader is one site on which to show how this annotation might be done; at 
the same time, it offers a plan to be taken beyond it. With these pieces in place, we hope that 
the reader offers a method for annotating and unbuilding infrastructure itself — whether 
physical, organisational, conceptual, practices, or for making claims on those infrastructures 
not yet there.  

 



 

 

 



 

Reader 

Annotation 1, If the context for this reader proposes institutions as 
a way of life, then can we distinguish infrastructures as a way of 
life? 
 
Unbuilding begins with a recognition of a distinction, between the forming of an idea or 
plan, and its becoming an architecture, ground or condition.  
 
Both infrastructure and institutions build, and are built through the maintenance and 
realisation of metaphors that define and repeat social forms that shape our lives. 
Infrastructural forms are, as Brain Larkin writes, equally political as those institutions of 
knowledge and power which long concerned Michel Foucault. Differentiation is tricky, 
however. For instance, the forms taken by institutional and infrastructure sometimes overlap 
(like ‘education’), are sometimes represented or stand in for the same thing (like the ‘lab’). In 
imaging the lab as a model space for education, we call a specific set of objects to mind: in 
imaging the ‘critical’ ‘media’ ‘lab’ in Basel, Switzerland, as part of the Institute of 
Experimental Design and Media Cultures in the Academy of Art and Design, University of 
Applied Sciences and Arts Northwestern Switzerland, we might move from the periodic table 
of its elements to the infrastructure that reproduce the aspirations bound up in that label in its 
various users, from students to staff. Euroboxes, soundproofing curtains and temporary walls, 
transience, productivity, criticality. But in the different ways those metaphors, forms or 
figures are achieved, we can spy a difference. Here, we call on: 
 
Illich, Ivan, ‘Institutional Spectrum’, in Deschooling Society  (London: Marion Boyars, 1970) 
< https://monoskop.org/images/1/17/Illich_Ivan_Deschooling_Society.pdf> pp. 53-7 
 
Larkin, Brian, ‘Promising Forms: The Political Aesthetics of Infrastructure’, in The Promise 
of Infrastructure  (Duke University Press, 2018) 
< https://comparativemedia.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/Promising%20Forms%20-%20Th
e%20Political%20Aesthetics%20of%20Infrastructure.pdf> pp. 175-8 
 
By situating, categorising and delineating forms of institutionality and instituting (telephone 
link-ups, subway lines, mail routes, public markets, to law enforcement, the military, jails) on 
a scale between convivial and manipulative institutions, Illich’s ‘Institutional Spectrum’ also 
offers ways of breaking with them. While the definitive way in which this helps to categorise 
such forms of institutionality within a socio-political field, it’s outcome-oriented approach 
can help us to think about how infrastructure might create similar effects. For Brian Larkin, 
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the materialist turn, through which much of infrastructure studies has been carried out, has 
offered important insight into the specific effects of the objects and organisational principles 
of infrastructure. It is, however, key that their formal and aesthetic dimensions be brought 
back into connection with our understanding of their systems. Infrastructure for Larkin 
materialises the political decisions that have lead to their construction and realisation in the 
first place.  
   

 

















 

 

 



 

Annotation 2, What does infrastructure build?  
 
If unbuilding has led us to consider how infrastructure might build, unbuilding 
infrastrucuttre then next requires pinpointing what  infrastructure builds? 
 
Infrastructure, it is said, is the material and organisational ground on which other activities 
take place. Here, the inherent qualities and effects described in theory are said to create the 
conditions in which certain activities are possible and others are not. To achieve itself as a 
condition of possibility, infrastructure must habituate itself. As Nigel Thrift writes, quoting 
Lauren Berlant, infrastructure must be seen to be repeatable, with that repetition as its aim. It 
must create users who anticipate those conditions, perform its plan, and conjure its function. 
Not only building functional conditions then, infrastructure also builds worlds in which the 
outcomes of those functions can be expected when its conditions are met and its plans are 
enacted. Here we can see this in: 
 
Easterling, Keller, ‘Disposition’, in Extrastatecraft: The Power of Infrastructure Space 
(London: Verso, 2014) < https://www.versobooks.com/books/2163-extrastatecraft> pp. 71-3 
(see also: p. 21) 
 
In its capacity to metaphor the relationship between the materiality of infrastructure and the 
symbolic, via a series of undercurrents and spirits who shape and shimmer both plan and 
condition. Easterling’s ‘Disposition’ moves away from apparatus and instead gestures 
towards something potentially fugitive, another type of life for infrastructure. 

 
Rogoff, Irit, ‘Infrastructure’ (presented at the Documents, Constellations, Prospects, Haus der 
Kulturen der Welt, Berlin: Former West, 2013) 
< https://formerwest.org/DocumentsConstellationsProspects/Contributions/Infrastructure> 
(see also: ‘Looking Away: Participations in Visual Culture’, in After Criticism: New 
Responses to Art and Performance (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005) 
< https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/9780470774243.ch6>) 
 
‘We think of infrastructure as enabling, we think that it is an advantageous set of 
circumstances through which we might redress the wrongs of the world, to redress the 
balance of power within a post-slavery, postcolonial, post-communist world of endless war. 
This redress is always a binding of representation enfolded within the structures of a 
seemingly dignifying infrastructure. We see this across a broad spectrum whether this be an 
inclusion of a discussion of slavery in the protocols of the UN (“World Conference against 
Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance,” Durban, 2001) or the 
inclusion of a neglected and invisible artistic tradition such as art from the Arab world into 
the schedule of an august western institution such as the Museum of Modern Art (Without 
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Boundary: Seventeen Ways of Looking, New York, 2006). But whatever the position, there is 
a sense that the incorporation of this work into the ultimate infrastructure [of our 
time] —political, cultural, or technocratic—that ignored its very existence for so long, is a 
benchmark, a contested one, but definitely a benchmark of a seeming change in attitudes.’  In 
its redressing of existing, and framing of alternative, notions of addressability, which might 
transform infrastructure from technology to critical capacity, Rogoff gestures to an affective 
render of infrastructure. 
 
Carse, Ashley, ‘Nature as Infrastructure: Making and Managing the Panama Canal 
Watershed’, Social Studies of Science, 2012 
< https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0306312712440166> pp. 540-1 

Carse addresses how it is possible to create the conditions (policy, land-use practice, political 
pressures) in which nature can become an infrastructure, or become of infrastructure, as well 
as a function, and managed for a particular activity. 
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on the hallowed eighteenth-century staircase. This invasion of a stiff and 
formal, traditional academic space by the floating population of art world 
openings was surprising enough to someone like myself, having studied at 
the Institute at an earlier phase. Instead of being hung in the more con
ventional spaces of the adjacent Courtauld Galleries, the works here were 
distributed among the offices and seminar rooms of the Institute itself and 
the viewers were asked to explore the spaces that are usually occupied 
by the business of teaching and of academic work, spaces cordoned off 
by the work being done in them and barred from the view of the general 
public. More surprising than this invited invasion, however, was the com
ment I overheard again and again as I trudged up and down the stairs 
"Well," said various visitors that evening, "it's not so posh, I expected it to 
be a lot more posh, didn't you?" "What's all the fuss about this place?'' 
said another, "It's just an old building, isn't it?" ending his statement on 
a slightly puzzled questioning tone, as if wondering if there was some 
level of the experience that had been hidden to him. I, who, as a student, 
had for years been intimidated by this place and by its snobberies and 
exclusivities, was endlessly amused - it was as if the Queen had opened 
her bedrooms to the public and everyone had come around to share in 
the exposure of something that had so far been hidden. But beyond the 
voyeurism and beyond my own amusement, at a more interesting level, a 
form of participation was taking place in which some fa�ade of privilege, 
of class and cultural exclusion, of supposedly rarefied learning, had been 
breached and the viewers were trying to figure out what exactly had kept 
them outside, had kept them at bay - since after all "it wasn't all that 
posh, was it?" 

The exhibition project ·on display itself probably had in mind some 
notion of "democratization" and "accessibility" through undoing the 
boundaries of elevated separation and inserting itself in the realm of the 
"contemporary." Its final effects, however, were almost the opposite: rather 
than making people feel comfortable within its spaces, it produced - in 
my reading of it at least- an embodied manifestation of the mythical and 
fantasmatic which kept them at a distance. It did so, not through curatorial 
intention, but through a proliferation of performative acts generated by 
the audience and, of course, by our ever-growing ability to read these 
performative acts. There is a popular assumption that the performance of 
exclusion is an actual form of remaining outside, of not daring to enter 
spaces perceived as exclusive or intimidating or barred. Perhaps, though, 
the performance of exclusion is the process of realization that exclusion 
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has nothing to do with entrance or access and far more to do with percep
tions of the possible. In the tortuous operations of trying to produce a fit 
between specific identities and their legible representations, the joyous 
possibilities of Giorgio Agamben's "whatever," which I shall return to in 
greater detail later, are lost to us.8 The "whatever" in question here, says 
Agamben, relates to singularity not in its indifference with respect to a 
common property (to a concept, for example: being red, being French, 
being Muslim) but only in its being such as it is.9 In the experience of the 
actual space, in being positioned as an actual audience, the crowd at the 
Courtauld exited the work of framed identities, in relation to which they 
are positioned, and judged themselves and moved into the performative 
workings of the "whatever." Thus it is experiential, not in the sense of 
having an actual embodied and shared experience in the space, but rather 
in the sense that entering a space inscribed with so many caveats and 
qualifications, in a state of what I call "unbelonging," leads to the active 
production of questions concerning the very rights of entry and belong
ing. It is in this sense that I would perceive it as an embodied manifesta
tion of the mythical and fantasmatic that kept the audience entering the 
Courtauld that evening at a cultural distance in the first place. It is in this 
moment, in the preliminary production of these questions, that I wish to 
recognize the shift from entering to taking part, from following the roles 
allotted to us as viewers and listeners, to engaging in the performative and 
becoming the subject of the work itself. 

In expanding the parameters of what constitutes engagement with art, 
we might in fact be entertaining an expanded notion of the very nature 
of participation, of taking part in and of itself. We all believe in the prin
ciple of participation. From the institutions of parliamentary democracy 
we sustain to the practices of listening to, rather than silencing or ignor
ing, the voices of children, women, minorities, or the handicapped that we 
take part in, we all uphold and approve the rhetorics of expanded parti
cipation as they circulate in political culture. What we rarely question is 
what constitutes the listening, hearing, or seeing in and of itself- the good 
intentions of recognition become a substitute for the kind of detailed 
analysis which might serve to expand the notions of what constitutes a 
mode of speaking in public, of being heard by a public, of having a public 
manifestation. 

Of course one of the main issues within this structure is that the ques
tion posed in the name of expanded participation - whatever that ques
tion might be - is inevitably articulated at the centers of power, and it is 
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singularity of attention that the work traditionally demands (a friend tells 
of never being able to get into a museum's exhibits because he always 
seems to get waylaid by the bookstore; another friend spends longer talk
ing about the different coffees in the museum's cafeteria than about the 
exhibit that generated the visit in the first instance). 

Beyond Benjamin's notion of the "aura" with its combined understand
ing of how uniqueness and value mutually constitute one another through 
the production of a third entity - the work of art imbued with a halo of 
splendidness - we have to think of what actively separates the work from 
everything else that takes place around it. In this context I would have to 
briefly and tediously insist on the difference between the project of con
textualizing art, of embedding it in social and other histories as appro
priate frameworks for the production of meaning (a largely academic and 
scholarly project which galvanizes both archival materials and methodo
logical analyses to provide frames for reading works) and that of attending 
to the performative gestures which I have in mind and which work to 
undo those very frames. I am referring to those moments in which people 
come together to unconsciously perform an alternative relation to culture, 
through their dress, or speech, or conduct. These performative gestures 
offer both a disruption and the possibility of an alternative and less obvious 
set of links with its surroundings, links which may be quite arbitrary or 
coincidental to the trajectories of immanent meanings. Of these, the most 
insistent separations between bodies of work and their surroundings come 
about through two sets of beliefs. Firstly, an overriding belief in the singu
larity of the work of art and, secondly, a belief in the cultural habits of 
affording it, that singular work, our unfragmented attention. Therefore 
we have to unravel both concepts of "singularity" and those of "undivided 
attention" in order to rework the relations between art and its audiences 
through strategies of concentration. 

To unpack "singularity" I am using Giorgio Agamben's argument in 
The Coming Community, a series of linked essays that asks how we can 
conceive of a human community that lays no claims to identity, and that 
can be formed of singularities that refuse any criteria of belonging. How 
can we think a community whose collective basis is neither the shared 
ideological principles nor the empathies of affinity and similarity? The 
coming community, Agamben writes, 

is whatever being . . .  The Whatever in question here relates to singularity 
not in its indifference with respect to a common property (to a concept, for 
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example: being red, being French, being Muslim), but only in it's being such 
as it is. Singularity is thus freed from the false dilemma that obliges know
ledge to choose between the ineffability of the individual and the intellig
ibility of the universal. The intelligible, according to a beautiful expression 
of Levi ben Gershon (Gersonides), is neither a universal nor an individual 
included in a series but rather "singularity insofar as it is whatever singular
ity. " In this conception, such-and-such being is reclaimed from having this 
or that property, which identifies it as belonging to this or that set, to this 
or that class (the reds, the French, the Muslims) - and it is reclaimed not 
for another class nor for the simple generic absence of any belonging, but 
for its being-such, for belonging itself. Thus being-such, which remains 
constantly hidden in the condition of belonging . . .  and which is in no way 
a real predicate, comes to light itself: The singularity exposed as such is 
whatever you want, that is, lovable. 20 

Yve Lomax, in unshackling photography from being either the repres
entation of a single reality or the manifestation of a singular practice, says, 

Photography is mixed up with all sorts of things - law and order, the 
family, the medical professions, the art market. Photography is involved in 
a diversity of practices, stories and theories. There is painting in photography. 
There are words in photography. There is sexuality in photography. There 
is money in photography. There are a host of different "photographies. " 
When we start with photography we are already in the middle of quite a few 
things. Indeed, we may argue that there is no such thing (in itself ) as 
Photography, only photographies. 21 

Between Yve Lomax's pluralities and Agamben's notion of the "whatever" 
(which, for the sake of clarity, is not the "whatever" of California teenagers 
in which anything can be substituted by anything else, more a distrust 
of speech) we have a joint project of decentering- not the repeated move
ment of return to a narrowing enclosure, but the introduction of a logic 
of movement at whose core is a non-epistemic, or, perhaps better, a 
counter-epistemic, arbitrariness. By this I mean an epistemological equi
valent of Agamben's "whatever" in which both the what we know and the 
how we know it are fluid entities that settle in different areas according 
to the dictates of the moment but receive equal amounts of attention 
and concentration regardless of their recognition or status in the world of 
knowledge. 

Agamben continues: 
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Whatever is the figure of pure singularity. Whatever singularity has no 
identity, it is not determinate with respect to a concept, but neither is it 
simply indeterminate; rather it is determined only through its relation to 
an idea, that is, to the totality of its possibilities. Through this relation, as 
Kant said, singularity borders all possibility and thus receives its omnimoda 

determinatio not from its participation in a determinate concept or some 
actual property (being red, Italian, Communist) but only by means of this 
bordering. 22 

Thus the singularity of "art" is disrupted by a decentring dynamic, broken 
up by the plurality of its possibilities and by the arbitrariness of the prin
ciple of "whatever." 

Disrupted 

Theoretical analyses are also lived realities. Thus the disruption of art's 
singularity, of its hold on our attention and focus, is everywhere in the 
speech and action we produce in the seemingly unimportant registers we 
engage in relation to it. 

G.B. and I have gone to see the Jackson Pollock exhibition at the Tate 
Gallery, London. I am wary of the hyperbolic claims made for the grand 
master of abstract expressionism, wary of the investment in the muscular 
and visceral hero of modernism, wary of the equation of action, physicality, 
and scale with some notion of liberation and of a strike for cultural auto
nomy. In short I am critically on guard and approach the whole visit with 
weariness and a sense of cultural obligation. I have dragged G.B. along 
in the hope that his superior knowledge of the period and of the work, the 
fact that he has already visited the exhibition on several occasions, will pro
vide me with insight and animate the encounter, chip away at my weari
ness. Shortly after entering the exhibition and beginning to look, through 
the compulsions of chronology, at the early work, we spot the actress who 
plays the beautiful nurse Carol Hathaway on the fabled TV series ER. We 
are mesmerized, we follow her around the exhibition, she is even more 
beautiful in real life than on the screen and we speculate on the color of 
her hair and on her relationship to her companion at the exhibition. Our 
attention has been well and truly diverted and one mythic structure - the 
heroic modernist figure of Pollock and the art history that instates him 
and claims that singularity of our attention for him and for his art - has 







 

 

 



 

Annotation 3, How might we change infrastructure?  
 
At this, and similar junctures, we wonder how infrastructure moves from technology for 
building conditions to critical capacity configured between its objects, plans and users. What 
happens when we hypothetically write curricula into the Critical Media Lab, or draw a set of 
ethical propositions to deliver to a think tank on smart housing? What happens when we 
consider what happens when it stops being used, or inhabited, what image are we left with? 
And more crucially, how might we actually change these infrastructural plans and 
conditions? At this point, if unbuilding is becoming a means to assert and articulate an 
alternative model for being with infrastructure, the question is how? For this, unbuilding 
itself must be an annotation into and onto the field:  
 
Halberstam, Jack, ‘Unbuilding Gender Trans* Anarchitectures In and Beyond the Work of 
Gordon Matta-Clark’, Places, 2018 <https://doi.org/10.22269/181003> pp. 3-6 
 
Unbuilding infrastructure becomes annotation method and proposition: it holds as its eidolon 
— an idealied person or thing — the swerving off from trajectorial discourse, as 
differentiated splice, not divided, a harmony, new visibilities, but also inclusive of discord.  
 
   

 

https://doi.org/10.22269/181003


Gordon Matta-Clark, Splittin
g, 1974. 











 

 

 



 

Annotation 4, Where to start unbuilding infrastructure? 
 
With unbuilding configured, we can say that to start work on unbuilding  infrastructure 
is not just to imagine a phase shift in what can be defined as infrastructure, or what 
infrastructure defines and determines. Rather it is to locate the particular points at 
which to unbuild.  
 
In Matta-Clark’s house, unbuilding was a cut into the conditions of shelter and thus into the 
plan of domesticity; for Halberstam’s unbuilding of gender, it was to cut into the conditioning 
binaries of gender, and thus the plan for ‘fixing’ broken bodies towards one body or the other.  
 
Turning to our texts, for Judith Butler, Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, and Andrea Phillips, 
these targets could be said to be: the conditions of vulnerability to infrastructure, and the plan 
for distributing dependency; the infrastructural condition of neoliberal institutional policy, 
and the plan to kill planning in the undercommons; and the condition in which education and 
exhibition institutions must collaborate, combine and standardise their activities, forming new 
solidarities to survive, and the plan to reduce funding to both. Against these targets they 
respectively mobilise: assemblies defined by claims on and mobilises against the lack of 
infrastructure concerning a livable life; the intensity of planning in the undercommons, i.e., 
where the real work is done; a proposition for new forms of solidarities between institutions 
based on the recognition of their distinct and situated capacities. 

 
Butler, Judith, ‘Bodily Vulnerability, Coalitional Politics’, in Notes Toward A Performative 
Theory of Assembly  (London: Harvard University Press, 2015) 
< https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674967755> p. 127 (see also: p. 21) 
 
Moten, Fred, and Stefano Harney, ‘The Only Possible Relationship to the University Today 
Is a Criminal One’, in The Undercommons Fugitive Planning & Black Study  (Wivenhoe: 
Minor Compositions, 2013) 
< http://www.minorcompositions.info/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/undercommons-web.pdf> 
pp. 26-7 
 
Phillips, Andrea, ‘Educational Investment: A Context for CAMPUS’, The Contemporary 
Journal, 2019 <https://thecontemporaryjournal.org > pp. 3-4 

  

 

https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674967755
http://www.minorcompositions.info/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/undercommons-web.pdf
https://thecontemporaryjournal.org/
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criticism as utopian fallacy by teachers whose
daily job is to maintain a sense of purpose in
schools and colleges with diminishing
resources and rapidly swelling numbers of
challenged and challenging pupils.

In the UK, mainstream education at primary,
secondary and higher level is in financial and
political crisis. In particular, the arts and other
forms of cultural education are being divested
in favour of the ‘hard’ subjects of science,
technology, engineering, and maths. The right
to free, comprehensive education – a key
aspiration of the post-war Welfare Sate
endowment in the UK – is a diminishing
mainstream political demand. Given such a
context, we asked what can and should
education provision by museums and art
galleries do and be? Some of the pithiest and
most attuned responses came from newly-
qualified art teachers from the northeast region,
who rallied powerfully against the prevalent
‘those who can, do; those who can’t, teach’
myth so omniscient in the arts sector. Our aim
was to identify models and practices of
pedagogy that create and sustain solidarity
between educational and arts institutions, as
both struggle under the political attacks
wrought upon them by social division,
divestment, and privatisation.

The CAMPUS and BxNU models are, of course,
different – we do not and could not claim
alterity for BxNU. And under our umbrella sit
programmes and processes that, at the moment,
demonstrate a fairly conventional
understanding (on the part of both partners) of
what contemporary art is, research is,
education is for, and what such partnerships
should bring about. In the context of the
increased dissolution of egalitarian access to
education at primary and secondary levels, with
its egregious domino effect on the likelihood of
poor, working class, and BAME kids getting to
university, now is the time for us to question
our politics and those of the institutional

structures that they support. This is aggravated
by the widespread adherence from both the Left
and Right sides of the British political divide to
the upholding of meritocracy as a foundational
myth of affective and economic progress. As
Diane Reay writes, ‘[i]n 21st century England,
social, political and economic inequalities have
been transformed into educational inequalities
that then become the responsibility of the
individual.’[8]

So, the hard questions we must all face: what
does our interest, investigation, and action in
the field of alternative pedagogic provision,
whether with or independent from galleries, do
for the education system from which it seeks to
disambiguate – alternate – itself? What is the
best policy: to support education as it is
currently being provided by the state? Or to set
ourselves apart on the basis that we can be
nimbler, more experimental, and more
knowledgeable in our alterity? I paint a sharply
divisive picture of course, but the politics of
such questions are not easy to dismiss and the
financial implications need unpacking.

The UK is descending into the impassioned
production of further inequality through the
assertion of forms of popular sovereignty in
which ‘the people’ is rendered into what
Ernesto Laclau – following Jacques Lacan –
calls ‘partial objects’.[9] As cultural workers we
need to pay attention to the ways in which our
individual acts and institutions connect to a web
of refraction of state education that enables
such objectification and thus partialisation,
which erodes the solidarity that is necessitated
to secure a just educational offer. In the UK,
current psychopathologisations that have
emerged from BREXIT debates – queers,
Muslims, women – are also forms of rendering
us partial objects. Laclau continues:

[We must] conceive of the ‘people’ as a
political category, not as a datum of the
social structure. The designates are not
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a given group, but an act of institution
that create a new agency out of a
plurality of heterogeneous elements. For
this reason, I have insisted from the very
beginning that my minimal unit of
analysis would not be the group, as a
referent, but the socio-political
demand.[10]

The issue at stake, is that the critiques of
collective and non-selective education, which
have been a constant in the UK since the
emergence of the welfare settlement, have
settled around the assertion of a non-collective,
meritocratic alternative that is supported,
usually unconsciously, by those that set up
education projects in the cultural sector (i.e.,
outside of state education provision). State
comprehensive education provision may well
have, and have had, many faults across its
development, but its core infrastructural
assertion is that anyone can be taught and all
should have the right of access to education.

We need to collaborate within an education
system to produce embodied subjects who are
taught their collective rights and not that
collective rights are a historical mistranslation
of subjecthood. We need to think about how we
can embed infrastructural change and
understanding into our collaborative actions.
There are many examples of artists and
curators who understand and are trying to do
this, but individual acts are easily incorporated
into the values of privatisation that destroy
solidarity.

A complex recent example of the type of battle
being fought within state education is the recent
debate about education that has emerged from
parents’ and community protests against a
primary school in Birmingham that taught a
programme called ‘No Outsiders’ to final year
pupils (aged 11). As part of an effort to teach
children about the groups and individuals
protected by the Equality Act, the programme

introduced children to different forms of family
arrangements and relationships, including
same-sex parenting.[11] The school has had to
withdraw the programme due to widespread
protest from Muslim parents who claim that the
teaching goes against Islam. This is a critical
conjunction that illustrates the difference
between what Laclau calls a ‘group’ and a
‘political demand’. At BALTIC, most of the
communications aimed at local communities
are now translated into Arabic to make sure that
children and their carers feel welcome and
know what’s going on, for example, during the
holidays. (Gateshead has a large Syrian
community.) However, critics of integration
policies might deem this an inadequate move.
How can BALTIC move from initiatives that are
aimed at getting people through the threshold
of the gallery to infrastructures that support the
teaching of queer literature in primary schools?
And how might funding structures be used to
support this?

Last year, at the Gallery of Modern Art,
Glasgow, the artist Jason E. Bowman curated an
exhibition called Queer Timɘs School in which
he ran a series of assemblies for LGBTPQI+A
citizens in Glasgow and the region to discuss
histories of queer collaboration, organisation,
and education in these overlapping
communities.[12] The constituency that formed
around these assemblies then organised, with
Bowman, the commission and acquisition by
GoMA of ten artists’ prints, which would
thereafter be available for any school to use as
a teaching aide in perpetuity. These events
marked the 30th anniversary of the introduction
of Section 28 in England.[13] Each print had a
lesson plan attached, written by one of
Bowman’s collaborators, a queer primary
school teacher. By stipulating in his ‘Letter of
Agreement’ that, in acquiring the work, GoMA
must commit to providing resources for any
school to use the material produced, the artist
convinced the institution to confront its own
exhibition, education, and distribution policies



 

 

 



 

Annotation 5, How might we unbuild: gestures towards a critical 
use of infrastructure. 
 
Where we have established what, where, and why to unbuild, unbuilding might next be 
used to annotate how.  
 
Returning to the events and cuts of the anarchitecture of Matta-Clark, unbuilding for 
Halberstam comprises, ‘cutting and stitching,’ ‘dismantling and re-making,’ sculpting flesh 
(form) and molecular form (matter). It uses ‘technologies of fabrication,’ ‘tools of surgery 
and hormones,’ but also the idea of transgender as a ‘wrecking ball.’ Like anarchitecture, an 
‘anti-political project,’ of ‘site specific cuts into abandoned buildings… reactively destructive 
and full of queer promise,’ unbuilding expresses, unbecoming and the disarrangement of 
boundaries and decisions. Not simply fixing infrastructure, how do cuts in an infrastructural 
sense, disarrange the worlds of forms, figures, metaphors and conditions of infrastructure, as 
they are anticipated and used? Here, we search the following examples of infrastructural 
intervention — whose objects might also be institutions — for parallels: 
 
Céline Condorelli’s Support Structures as exhibition making. 

 
Public Practice as broker between user and planning and local authority departments. 

 
Theatrum Mundi concerning research into and crafting of cities. 

 
Strelka Institute for big-media and design research after planetary-scale computation. 

 
Forensic Architecture concerning the application of mixed methodologies from human rights, 
law and art. 
 
École de Recherche Graphique as good practice of edu-organisational hybridity. 
 
   

 





















 

 

 



 

Annotation 6, The question of opacity and living with unbuilt 
infrastructures, and, how can we find ways of being with the 
disarrangements of infrastructure?  
 
Unbuilding, finally is a call to live with the disarrangement of infrastructure.  
 
If infrastructure vehemently mobilises proper forms, figures, and metaphors in order that we 
continue to believe in its necessity and fragility for the maintenance of life; how can we look 
to already unbuilt infrastructures for lives lived with disarrangement. How might this model a 
move towards liveable life? This requires a different set of questions about how we live 
together, or not, with how infrastructures distribute, relate and fracture and make things and 
people functional. Here we look to the undercommons and the non-rational infrastructures 
and communities of cultural practices on the thresholds of institution 
 
Moten, Fred, Stefano Harney, and Stevphen Shukaitis, ‘The General Antagonism: An 
Interview with Stevphen Shukaitis’, in The Undercommons Fugitive Planning & Black Study , 
Wivenhoe (Minor Compositions, 2013) 
< http://www.minorcompositions.info/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/undercommons-web.pdf> 
p. 110 

 
Salvini, Francesco, ‘Instituting on the Threshold’, Transversal Texts , Monster Municipalisms, 
2016 < https://eipcp.net/transversal/0916/salvini/en.html > 
 
Institutional transformation through freedom, durability and methods of sustainability. After 
For Salvini, after Frantz Fanon, the revolution is, for obvious reasons not possible, so we are 
forced to manage an institution which we deny. Destitute/institute; destroy/invent; preserving 
a series of capabilities of the institutions (you need an infrastructure to do that). 
 
   

 

http://www.minorcompositions.info/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/undercommons-web.pdf
https://eipcp.net/transversal/0916/salvini/en.html






same decade, but also at the constitution of cooperatives, the development of time-banks and
mechanisms of economic support as early as in the legislative production of the destitution of
the asylum, it is clear that the dismantlement of the total institution has been material, not
symbolic.

The destruction of locks and the fences, renouncing to the spaces of the asylum, trespassing
the doorway and constructing always-open institutional sites in the city was not only about
destroying the peculiar repression of the psychiatric institution. It was about breaking apart the
institutionalisation of life built through the production of healthcare as a system, and of
medicine as knowledge. The destruction of the place, Franco Basaglia says, is the limit to be
inhabited in order to produce another place together: with the inmates, with the workers, with
the nurses. It is not about abolishing a fence, it is about destroying it, in the most material
sense. The radical deinstitutionalisation of the Trieste Psychiatric Hospital in the 1970s is in the
first place a practice of violence, a re-appropriation of the risk of the incident by those to whom
is denied their ability to act, the responsibility of actions, confined in the realm of the “force of
things”.

In the Basaglian conception of the institutional transformation, the problem of management is
the problem of incident, in the sense of how to break apart the constrains that limit the
responsibility of the users, but also of how to make this freedom something durable and
sustainable. Famously commenting on Frantz Fanon’s resignation letter from an Algerian
mental healthcare department, Franco Basaglia affirms that in a time in which the revolution is
"for obvious reasons" not possible, "we are forced to manage an institution that we deny”.

The impossibility of revolution is an institutional impossibility: in dealing with the suffering of the
people detained in the asylum, deinstitutionalisation cannot be a practice of destruction
followed only in a second stage by new production. In the words of Franco Basaglia, the US
therapeutic community following the radical critique of Erving Goffman has produced market,
class, individualism: "abandonment and misery". In England, the antipsychiatric movement
"has left people behind", those unable to escape the public institution and participate in the
communes of Ronald Laing and David Cooper (Crimini di pace, cf. Guattari in Molecular
Revolution).

On the contrary the question is how to destitute and institute, destroy and invent. Destroying
the asylum and madness as institution, but also being capable of preserving a series of
capabilities of the institution. The Trieste psychiatrist Giovanna del Giudice talks about these
rights to refuge and asylum as a collective attempt of taking space to constitute a social
practice of emancipation. Inventing the institution as a social organisation of knowledges,
instruments, resources, places and times, immersed in urban life and capable of supporting
this process, in the constitutively difficult freedom of urban life (Mariagrazia Giannichedda in
Basaglia 2005).



"Perceive and compose" the city, would be the Lefebvrian way of putting it. Indeed, on this limit
between violence and management, Trieste poses the question of change in a series of
political and ethical relationships that are directly urban, because destroying the institution is
not enough if another invention does not inhabit and compose a new place, where the former
has been destituted. 

This is the case of the park of San Giovanni. The park opens where the asylum closes and
populates this institutional invention through the complex intertwining of different life-forms and
initiatives: not only the University, the Healthcare system and other public institutions, but also
cooperatives, plants, festivals, benches, campaigns, associations. The ecology of the park
grows and invades in a wider urban political ecology, because it is immersed in the
ambivalence of urban life, in the difficult freedom of the city.

The park is again a threshold where both nature and the city are always present, earth and
contracts, gardeners and water, saws and lovers and five thousand roses: “but five thousands
roses are still missing, and they are for me the sign of the city that is uncertain, they are the
cypher of what is possible, of what has not become true in that true life that we wanted to live,
for us, for the loonies, suffering brothers and sisters with whom we have done a long walk. A
walk that took us far, but not as far as we hoped we would get (but much more far way than
their lordship could even imagine). The rose that still does not exist calls for another time,
another generation, another energy, another love. Of which no one for sure can today,
especially today, make any prophecy: a prophecy done of men and women that can look, and
listen, and watch, and touch, and smell, and use their all senses, and cultivate the concrete
signs coming out of them: because capable of listening the rumour of life, and touching the
earth, and watering the roses, and changing the things.” (Franco Rotelli, 2015)

In the invention of this five thousands roses "to come" there is another dimension of the
threshold that I would like to address here: a temporal threshold that is at the same time a
challenge against the inevitable future and the possibility of an irreversible transition. In other
terms there is an ambivalent dynamic between transformation and durability: the ability of
making the traditional practice unstable and the possible transition durable. 

Today this is the struggle happening around a series of protocols and practices, rules and laws:
it is not only the attempt of producing a new Italian law for mental healthcare and, at the local
level, a regional law that affirms a social understanding of care and health, determining
obligations in the definition of budgets, and a profound reorganisation of the healthcare system
in general. This is also a struggle around protocols and mechanisms to integrate and intertwine
social and healthcare services with social practices, local networks, community dynamics and
all the contradictions these practices bring. What really matters is how these laws and
protocols can affect the threshold, how they can change the effect of the state on the doorsill of
the Microarea where the institution becomes molecular, where workers, users, citizens meet,
invent and act in connection with a series of tools, through a catalogue of practices, according



 

 

 



 

As an appendix 

Annotation 7, How can we apply this thinking to existing and 
substantiated infrastructural objects (such as the organisational 
— art, design, education and policy — structures of adpe)? 
 
Art: ’Shaping the Next Ten Years: Developing New Strategy for Arts Council England 
2020-30’, Arts Council England, UK 

 
Design: Critical Media Lab, Basel 

 
Policy: ’Making Cultural Infrastructure’ Theatrum Mundi, Adam Kaasa and John 
Bingham-Hall, London, Paris 

 
Education: European Forum for Advanced Practice, Europe 
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