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Introduction to Spatial Self-Organisation

This research project is concerned with thinking about an alternative way to operate as an architect.  It is a

politically driven project that attempts to question and challenge some of the assumptions of official city

making as determined by hegemonic discourse and legislation.  I suggest that capitalist modes of production

of urban space create restrictive and oppressive spatial conditions and subjectivities, and that self-initiated

and self-organised practices might allow an opening up of the ways that these spatial conditions and

subjectivities are individually and collectively imagined, created and used.  

Background

My route to this work has been both personal and through my architectural education and practice.  My

personal background provides some context to this political consideration of architecture and space. I grew

up in a working class family in north-east England, a mining region that was politically charged (particularly,

but not only, during the 1980's miners strike) and my grand-dad was a coal miner for most of his life. Friends

of my parents were instrumental in the organisation of much of the resistance to the Thatcher governments

dismantling of the coal mines in the North East, but also to the fundamental problems of the capitalist power

relations involved in the industrialist principles of people working for the interests of privileged others.  Both

my partner and my father have, or still, work as social workers, for voluntary sector or local authorities,

working with disadvantaged families and children.  It is partially from this context that I have developed a

political approach concerned with disconnection and displacement that occurs as a consequence of oppressive

hegemonic practices.

Architecture without Architects

An introduction, while at undergraduate level, to the vernacular architecture of peoples such as Mali's Dogon,

and the expression through architecture and 'planning' of their social and cultural organisation, piqued an

interest in questioning the role of architecture as a privileged discipline, detached from building and from use.

Cases such as the Dogon were classic examples of what Bernard Rudofsky called, in the famous exhibition of

the same name, 'Architecture Without Architects'.  This review in the 1960's of pre-modern architectures,

presents one of many realisations that cities and environments are created with a lack of direction by official

planners and architects.   These ideas were explored in spatial and architectural terms through my Diploma

and Masters project, in a theoretical and design based thesis that considered the political ramifications of

programmes of demolition of local authority housing stock in the UK, with a specific focus on cases in

Sheffield and Newcastle upon Tyne.  In this research, I began to consider architecture's potential role beyond

the design of the 'object', towards one of mediation between users and those in power in situations of urban

change, and as initiators of particular kinds of participative action that might position people experiencing

disconnection and displacement in a more involved location in such matters.   

Following this work, I was introduced by my tutor Doina Petrescu to the notion of 'autopoiesis', a term that

originates in the biological sciences and which relates to the notion of systems of networks that are self-

generating, or self-producing, i.e. It is the relationships between the elements of the network that produces



those very elements.  This notion provides one of the core conceptual ideas developed in this project, which

is to ask what the notion of autopoiesis might mean for a collective conception of architecture and the

production of shared spaces in the city.   I did not however at that time fully explore the idea, instead pausing

to continue my 'standard' architectural eduction and practical training.   This was complemented by parallel

work on digital and art practice and architectural teaching.   I found my experience of practice problematic

(more later) – but Part 3 was interesting in terms of understanding better the codes and regulations that define

the architect's practice, and the politics of the relations that form it, between users and designers, builders,

clients, local authorities etc.  

It was, therefore, in the process of looking for two things that the project emerged: a different kind of

participation (one that responded to the problems of this notion in the past), and a different kind of practice to

operate within (one that would propose a new role for architecture that was active, contemporary and relevant

but also provocative, creative, social and explicitly political.)  The notion of autopoiesis re-emerged as a

relevant and under-explored conceptual beginning for architecture, along with observations and the

acknowledgement of the importance of self-organisation for urban space in other spatial and non-spatial

discourses (for examples, the Uncertain States of Europe project (Boari), DeLanda's Thousand Years of Non-

linear History, Richard Sennett's Uses of Disorder, the independent work of Arturo Escobar, Mathias

Heyden, and Citymine(d), AAA's practice and theory, Public Works' Initiative and Intuition).  Theoretically,

many thinkers informed my thought, and these will be explored in the text, but the thought of Gilles Deleuze

and (perhaps more so) Felix Guattari were particularly important.  

Architecture with Others

The emerging directions in the research move the debate on, it is hoped, from the notion of 'architecture

without architects', to questions instead of how architecture can be constituted and acted out differently with

architects, but operating in other ways.  The with is actually more important here than simply the inverse of

'without', and implies collaboration between different people, a form of 'contract' in which the creative

actions and productions of things, spaces and relationships are not made by the (expert/professional) architect

for the (paying) client.  The production of space becomes a collective act of co-creation.

Self-organisation

In some ways, the idea of self-organisation can be understood in very simple terms - the tendency, ability or

actions of a group to take matters into their own hands.  But self-organisation is also a complex notion, taking

different forms, and with multiple expressions, and this gives it relevance for architecture in different ways.

It is strongly practical and 'lived', whilst at the same time growing from highly theoretical discourses.  It is

present as an active and identifiable practice (see the <database> : examples include squatters, autonomous

communities, favelas, guerilla gardeners, travelling communities, social centres) and is also now at a critical

period of (re)emergence in contemporary theoretical discourses of political art, social theory and urban

practice.  It is somehow 'in the air' -  the 'cultural and political transformations across Europe'1 and

contemporary crisis of the global economy create conditions in which self-organisation has developed

1 As surveyed in Helge Mooshammer and Peter Mörtenböck, Networked Cultures: Parallel Architectures and the Politics
of Space, Pap/DVD. (Netherlands Architecture Institute, NAi Publishers, 2008).



significant contemporary political, economic and social relevance.

Self-organisation and Politics

Self-organisation is, of course, about how people decide to organise themselves; it is an 'operational politics'.

It is also about that which is created or transformed in some way - a 'generative process'.2  It  tackles multiple

conditions of being in-common in some way, and hence is inherently, and explicitly, political, concerning

social relations (architecture is, conversely, often focused on objects) and so also the organisation and

structure of a society.  It must therefore question and challenge notions of hegemony, democracy, conflict

and power.  Self-organisation has often been employed and considered in relation to the workforce – the

oppressed taking matters into their own hands to resist or challenge their conditions or treatment.  This body

of events, lives and texts provides the most explicitly political manifestation of the potential role of self-

organisation.  

Spatial Self-organisation

This project, more specifically, is located in an everyday urbanism, in order to develop a notion of spatial

self-organisation - how the spatial affects social organisation, and how different kinds of politics create

different spatial, and architectural, results.  How does the notion of self-organisation shift when we consider

it through a spatial lens?  What kinds of spaces might be produced by self-organisation, and how do we

define and think of them?  And even more fundamentally, what are the unseen opportunities of space, and

ways to rethink its political and social potential? The work of Doreen Massey has been influential in this

regard; she proposes that “thinking the spatial in a particular way can shake up the manner in which certain

political questions are formulated, can contribute to political arguments already under way, and - most deeply

– can be an essential element in the imaginative structure which enables in the first place an opening up to the

very sphere of the political.”3 Massey describes the spatial as: the product of interrelations; providing a

sphere of contemporaneous plurality; and always under construction, always being made, and hence never

'finished'.4  Each of these principles will be explored directly or indirectly through this paper, but they all

stem from a position that challenges the notion that space is related to, or is a function of, representation –

i.e. fixed and static, indeed specifically other than temporal.   One of the questions at the core of this research

– that of how we might collectively imagine space (its production, its transformation, its use) – conflates

Massey's 'spatial politics' with the multiple potentials of self-organisation – pointing to an invigorated

understanding of the spatial, and of the actions and relationships that it can potentially support.  Space, nor

the processes and actions of self-organisation within it, are understood as fixed, or already defined, but are

rather always in the process of becoming.  Mika Hannula reinforces this anti-essentialist position, and,

specifically speaking of self-organisation, frames it like this:

“I have referred to 'something' so often because we have to pay close attention to this something

which is not yet there; or, in fact, it is there but just as a promise, a potential site or situation.  In

other words, that something is the content of self-organisation.  However, that something is not

2 Professor Doreen B Massey, For Space (Sage Publications Ltd, 2005), 9.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid.



neutral, it is not natural, it is not given and it is not absolute.  It is always and constantly contested,

constructed and questioned.  It is a self-correcting and self-reflective process during which each

participant and the whole in its heterogeneous self are shaped in an ongoing interaction, an

unceasing give and take, push and pull.”5

What, then, is the 'something' for this research? It is, of course, mutable, and complex, but it involves, at least

to begin with, ideas of being in-common; social relations; the uses or activities of a place (doing, acting);

collective and singular subjectivities (see below); our relation to space; what forms of resistance are possible

through urban action?; our relation to our local and global environment; how can we 'liberate the urban

imagination'6?; asking what collectivity means for transforming space; how are decisions made in these

processes...  It is the co-existence of all these things, and more, and their interrelations that will be

investigated in this research, through detailed analysis of theoretical and practical examples of self-

organisation and alternative uses of urban space.  

Shifting Conceptions of Architecture

Architecture as a discipline and practice is challenged by the notion of self-organisation.  A relational

framework promotes an architecture that is located in the everyday, and values this as a site of radical social

and political potential.  Identifying the opportunities of both space and the everyday, an architecture emerges

that considers the relationships between a space, the activity taking place there, and the subjectivities that it

can accept and foster.  We shift from a model of predetermined architectural modes of production (which

admittedly are already multiple, but as will be discussed, generally conform to a particular set of power

relations) to a more open architecture of use and relations, and not walls.7  A shift is implied here in what

constitutes an architectural project, and often it must be clearly and passionately stated that a particular piece

of such work (that perhaps produces no building) should be accepted as a piece of architecture.  Processes

that foster the 'construction' of new relations, new acts, new shifts in perception, and new conceptions of

space can be proposed as a kind of 'sustainable development' that could have significant implications for

improving experiences of day-to-day life in urban conditions.   

Architecture and Subjectivity

“[Self-organisation] demands the transformation of the status-quo. Self-organization searches for a

form to express the voices of dissenting subjectivity.”8

But what of the self here? I have already touched on this question by identifying the importance of social

relations and the political ramifications of collectivity.  It is, then, through the notion of the collective that the

self is constituted in self-organisation.  This project will interrogate the role of subjectivity in self-

5 Mika Hannula in, Will Bradley et al., Self-Organisation - Counter Economic Strategies (New York/Berlin: Sternberg
Press, 2006), 211.

6 This question is posed in the text of a poster included with, INURA, ed., The Contested Metropolis - Six Cities at the
Beginning of the 21st Century (Basel: Birkhauser, 2004).

7 I borrow this phrase from Doina Petrescu as introduced at a seminar at Sheffield University School of Architecture in
2005.

8 Dmitry Vilensky, “Theses on Self-Education by Dmitry Vilensky | Radical Education,” Radical Education, 2006,
http://radical.temp.si/node/12.



organisation, to challenge preconceptions of the distinction between the individual and the collective.

Subjectivities are suggested as a potential site from which to challenge and resist the forces of control that are

channelled through the dominant mechanisms of power, such as the media, the state and instruments of

control such as architecture and planning – all of which operate under the umbrella of capitalism.  Processes

of what Felix Guattari calls 'resubjectivation'9 might counter such forces through a consideration of relations

between singular and collective subjectivities and the spaces and environments which they inhabit.

Political Transformations

In many of the fields in which self-organisation takes place, it is often based on a particular need to change

something, to create new versions of that something.10  This notion is of crucial importance to architecture,

with its obsession with the new.  But how might we conceive differently of transformation?  This research is

built on a belief in the “the political possibilities of change” in order to see “transformation as a site of

resistance”.11  The Open Source software 'movement' tackles this issue through practice, and has developed a

model in which a networked collective generates new versions (specific to the requirements of those adapting

them) of the original source code continuously. It is the how that is of interest here, the organisation, relations

and negotiations that allow such a mode of production and development to take place.   Such methods rely

on, and value, a kind of social wealth – a pooling of knowledge, resources and experience which can be

resistant to private forms of ownership.  This is demonstrated by the core principle within open source of

non-commerciality, achieved through the lack of fiscal transaction at the points of distribution, use and

adaptation.  Open Source is considered here a key form of self-organisation, and demonstrates that self-

organisation and the transformations within it can in some ways be seen to act in resisting, or reclaiming

elements of, capitalist social relations.

Autopoietic Architecture

Within networked practices of self-organisation it is often that the activity and the outcome are one and the

same – the “organisation is the result of the organisation.”12  In some ways following the many discourses

that place emphasis on process over the object or product, this dynamic also suggests a more complex

understanding of the relationships between organisation, making and use.  The concept of autopoiesis

describes a recursive process of (self) making, built on interactions between elements in a network, and is one

of the fundamental concepts of self-organisation.  It establishes the relevance and significance of the notion

for architecture and spatial practice, as it promotes a deeper understanding of making, in which that which is

made is the process of making itself, the relationships brought into being in the process, and the new forms

of, in this case, spatiality, that emerge.  This equates to an approach within architecture that values the

processes of making, the relations and subjectivities encouraged, and the activities that might emerge in a

space. 

9 Felix Guattari, The Three Ecologies (London: The Athlone Press, 2000); Felix Guattari and Suely Rolnik, Molecular
Revolution in Brazil (New York: Semiotext(e), 2008); Michael Goddard, “Felix and Alice in Wonderland: The Encounter
between Guattari and Berardi and the Post-Media Era,” www.generation-online.org/, July 20, 2008,
http://www.generation-online.org/p/fpbifo1.htm; Felix Guattari, Chaosmosis: An Ethico-Aesthetic Paradigm (Indiana
University Press, 1995).

10 Mika Hannula in, Bradley et al., Self-Organisation - Counter Economic Strategies, ?
11 Mooshammer and Mörtenböck, Networked Cultures, ?
12 Ibid.



The Potential of Self-organised Architecture

The opportunities of space and architecture introduced above are related to ideas of participation in

architecture and urban conditions, but they go deeper than those considerations as existent in 'standard'

models of architectural practice.  Rather, they start from a wider question of how people might become active

citizens in making cities. How might architectural practice adapt to encourage and promote a different kind of

city making?   As Massey highlights the problems of representation, and its fixed and essentialist

foundations, self-organised practices suggest ways to question the crisis of 'democratic representationality' by

promoting the acceptance and valorisation of different, conflicting and divergent desires and Cornelius

Castoriadis calls this the 'freeing of the the radical imaginary.'13   This is the site of the everyday imagination,

of the hidden creativity of people ('we are all architects'14).  It points towards a different notion of democracy,

a direct democracy or agonistic pluralism15, one in which consensus is not the singular goal, but where

dissensus is acknowledged and accepted, focusing instead on processes of negotiation.  

What, then, would it mean to introduce the notion of self-organisation to the praxis of architecture? What

kinds of shifts would be aroused? The hypothesis of this project is that the development of a theory of spatial

self-organisation might open up possibilities for new and alternative models for the imagination, production

(making) and use of space.  

13 Cornelius Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society: Creativity and Autonomy in the Social-historical World, New
edition. (Polity Press, 1997), ?

14 A local resident, quoted by, Marion von Osten, “Architecture Without Architects—Another Anarchist Approach,”
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/view/59.

15 Chantal Mouffe, The Return of the Political (Verso Books, 1993); Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (London:
Verso, 2000).



Natural and Physical Sciences

Self-organising Systems

Self-organised systems are those in which patterns observed at the global scale are the result purely of interactions

between the elements at the local scale.  These interactions in turn are informed only by local information, there is no

external input, nor is their any reference to the global pattern.  The global pattern 'emerges' and is difficult to predict -

the term emergence is used to describe such behaviour – where the outcome is the result of, but cannot be reduced to,

the accumulation of the individual events.  Examples from the natural world include the patterns of the zebra, or the

rippled effect of sand-dunes.  The understanding of such a system starts with a “large population of simple machines,

and works upwards... from there, constructing large aggregates of simple, rule-governed objects which interact with one

another non-linearly in the support of... global dynamics.”1  Self-organised systems are therefore 'bottom-up',

distributed systems (see Network Theory), with local rather than global determination of the behaviour of the system as

a whole.  

Self-organisation has also been considered in the neural and cognitive sciences.  The brain achieves complexity through

connectivity of elements, and also interaction between elements.  A network is constituted of neurons and synapses; the

points or switches, and their multiple connections respectively. 

Autopoiesis

The notion of autopoiesis is  fundamental to that of self-organisation, or rather it is itself a complex form of self-

organisation.  Coined by Chilean biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela it describes a distinction between

organization and structure, and furthermore, speaks of creation or production (poiesis).  Maturana and Varela

developed the notion in the 1970's due to dissatisfaction with current attempts to identify that which defined an entity as

living (such as vitalist theories, systems theory, or functionalist or teleological theories 2).  Their ideas have immense

ontological implications, but did not influence the field of biology to the extent that they might have, a field which

instead remained focused on reproduction (via studies of DNA)3.  The concept of autopoiesis had a larger impact on the

development of cybernetics and artificial intelligence, and has been considered in the social sciences by thinkers such as

Niklas Luhmann4.   

Autopoiesis is a form of organisation, and describes a system or network where the “defining relations of

production must be continuously regenerated by the components which they produce.”5   Structure, for Maturana and

Varela, refers to the elements that make up the network, and can change without changing the organisation.  Therefore

to speak of structure is to describe the contents of the network at a specific point in time. These contents are made by

the system itself, and determine the relations between them - autopoietic systems are structure-determined – so what

happens (in, or to, the network) is determined by the structure at that particular time. External events can trigger

1 Christopher Langton quoted in Manuel De_Landa, A Thousand Years of Non-Linear History, Swerve Editions (New York: Zone
Books, 2003), note 7 (intro).

2 Jakob Arnoldi, “Autopoiesis,” Theory, Culture & Society 23, no. 2-3 (May 1, 2006): 116.
3 Ibid., 117.
4 Particularly: Niklas Luhmann, Social systems (Stanford University Press, 1995).  This is reviewed below (Social Science)
5 Francisco J. Varela, Principles of Biological Autonomy (Appleton & Lange, 1979), 13.Maturana describes this in more detail as

‘networks of processes of production of components that are continuously and recursively generated and realized as a concrete
entity (unity) in the physical space, by the interactions of the same components that are produced as such a network’. Maturana,
Humberto R. “The Organizations of the Living: A Theory of the Living Organization”, International Journal Man-Machine Studies 7:
(1975): 313–32.



structural changes in the network, but the changes themselves are determined by the systems own structure.  

An autopoietic network is therefore self-generating and self-maintaining without input nor output – the work of the

network is the creation of the network itself.  

Meshworks and Hierarchies

Manuel De Landa considers the notion of self-organisation from a materialist viewpoint; the central tenet of his

argument is that urban developments (for example) are due to intensifications in the flow of matter-energy.  De Landa

acknowledges that such a position is limited to strictly physical concerns, and that a broader understanding of a town (to

use the same example) must also be aware of the social forces, such as human decision making, that determine it.6

Meshworks7 and hierarchies are introduced to describe decentralised and centralised structures that determine how

energy flows through a city: “self-organised meshworks of diverse elements, versus hierarchies of uniform elements.”8

Meshworks are “self-organised structures that arise spontaneously out of the activities of many individuals, whose

interests only partially overlap” (e.g. small-town markets), while hierarchies are “hierarchical structures with concious

goals and overt control mechanisms” (e.g. bureaucracies).   Not only do the two “coexist and intermingle”, but they also

“constantly give rise to one another”.  Hence, one can become the other, and we can identify hybrid forms - hierarchies

of meshworks or a meshwork of hierarchies.  

Hierarchies are, for De Landa, following Deleuze and Guattari, related to processes of stratification, based on simple

linear causal relations, whereas meshworks demonstrate non-linear dynamics – that is systems where there is a strong

shared relationships between elements, or feedback.  The classic example of negative feedback is the thermostat.  The

circular causality of sensor and effector maintains equilibrium – i.e. maintains the temperature at a constant level.

Negative feedback maintains temperature, positive feedback pushes it out of control (and therefore often seen as a

negative force since it can destabilise the system.)  Negative feedback ultimately has a homogenising effect – it is

'deviation-counteracting'; positive feedback increases heterogeneity – it is 'deviation-amplifying', so small original

differences are amplified by the feedback loop into larger discrepancies.   Stratified hierarchies imply fixed, static

equilibrium, but non-linear dynamics allow for “multiple dynamical forms of stability”9  (for example varying degrees

of temperature in a thermostat).  When a system changes from one stable state to another, this is known as a bifurcation.

6 De_Landa, A Thousand Years of Non-Linear History, 31.
7 De Landa borrows the  term 'meshwork' from Stuart Kauffman's 'Random Grammars – A New Class of Models for Functional

Integration and Transformation in the Biological, Neural and Social Sciences.'  p.428
8 Ibid., 8.
9 Ibid., 42.



Summary of scientific notions of self-organisation

The notion of self-organisation as developed in the physical and biological sciences demonstrate some fundamental

principles that have relevance for this research - networked, bottom-up systems that are self-maintaining and driven by

local information and activity.  There are some key themes and issues that emerge, partially at least due to calling upon

theories from the sciences and considering their implications for social and political concerns.  This question is explored

more fully in the section [travelling concepts – draft title following Bal] 

We are concerned with the potential of non-linear dynamics, and the pluralism that they promote, in terms of both social

relations and our understanding of space.  The notion that a system can reach forms of equilibrium in different ways,

achieving multiple stable states, allows us to extend our ambitions for spatial production.   As a model of non-linear

relations, feedback mechanisms provide means of homogenising (negative feedback) or increasing heterogeneity

(positive feedback) in a system. 

Distinctions between centralised and decentralised systems are important, but De Landa highlights the fact that they are

not mutually exclusive, and coexist, often generate the other, and are found in hybrid forms.  The question of autonomy

that will be explored elsewhere is implicated here; there is always a relation of some kind.  There are “immense

combinatorial possibilities” released when such interrelations are acknowledged.  De Landa also notes the caveat that

we should not assume that one system is implicitly 'good', and the other 'bad' – even though in the case of his argument,

and the position followed here, there is a general promotion of decentralised systems.  This promotion is tied to a

particular argument based on the prevalence of centralised systems over the last 300 years, and so is a politically

motivated position, as opposed to reflecting an inherent quality of a particular system.  

The key aspect of any distinction between self-organised and planned cities (for example), between decentralised and

centralised, is “not primarily one of form, but of the decision making processes behind the genesis and subsequent

development of that form”10 (my emphasis).  Furthermore, from De Landa's study, when considering the role of

decision making in terms of its social register, it is the “dynamics (centralised or decentralised) among many interacting

decision makers”11 that is crucial, rather than individual decisions themselves.   In these terms of interaction between

decision makers, friction is identified as playing a key role in promoting self-organisation12, and from this materialist

position, perhaps we can extract a social reading that translates this notion to that, instead, of conflict.  

Such questions also have implications for spatial organisation, and this relation can be reversed to consider the effect of

the spatial on the dynamics of decision making.  The city grid, for example, may be an efficient way to organise an

“homogeneous population with a single social purpose”  (Kostof, quoted p.30-31)  “whenever a heterogeneous group of

people comes together spontaneously, they tend to organise themselves in an interlocking urban pattern that

interconnects them without homogenising them.”13  The quesiton of organising without homogensiing emerges as an

important factor in developing the notion of a spatial self-organisation.  

The notion of autopoiesis also helps us to tackle many of these concerns, and suggests a deeper understanding of the act

of making, of production, and here, the act of making or producing space and programmes for activity within it.  It

10 Ibid., 30.
11 Ibid., 43.
12 Ibid., 41.
13 Ibid., 31.



suggests that a system or network undertaking such a task would have to “work in order to live...” and this implies a

“necessary creative practice.”14  Perhaps this also, then, suggests a more radical potential for the creative act of

architecture: that an autopoietic architecture could emerge, not as a singularly-authored, one-off gesture by the

detached, yet 'expert', architect, but as a networked form of (self) organisation in which people, tools, materials,

relations, spaces and subjectivities are the dynamic structural elements that produce the network through the process of

production of themselves and their own network.  

However, many of the systemic approaches to self-organisation described above are limited in the social usefulness and

they bypass certain essential characteristics.  We have to also consider the irreducible human elements of belief and

desire, of expectation and preference.  Sometimes “what matters is not the planned results of decision making, but the

unintended collective consequences of human decisions.”15

Desire is therefore very important for us, and this is why further conceptual and empirical developments are required to

extnend the notion of self-organisation.  This wider field of inquiry is pursued below (conceptually, and where the work

of Felix Guattari becomes particularly important) and in the subsequent part 2, where concrete examples of self-

organised spatial practice are considered.   

14 Felix Guattari, Chaosmosis: An Ethico-Aesthetic Paradigm (Indiana University Press, 1995), ?
15 De_Landa, A Thousand Years of Non-Linear History, 17.



Psychiatry:

Guattari's Autopoietic Machine

“...since the 'machine' is opened out towards its machinic environment and maintains all sorts of relationships

with social constituents and individual subjectivities, the concept of technological machine should therefore be

broadened to machinic agencements.”1

With his work on the idea of the machinic assemblage, Guattari developed a radical way to think of the machine that

sought to break down the 'ontological iron curtain' between beings and things.  Rather than reading the machine as a

purely technological device, it is extended beyond material components so as to be seen as laden with subjective and

social potential.  Here, the machine as is understood as an interface.  This implies that the machine demonstrates not

only a relation to itself, but also a relation to alterity.  Not seeing the machine only in its detached technological form, at

the machinc interface is a site of what Guattari calls a proto-subjectivity - “not quite the order of the soul”.  It is in this

aspect that Guattari develops the notion of autopoiesis beyond that considered in relation to the nature of the living

(cognition), and adapts it towards the subjective and the social.  

Guattari begins with Varela's notions of autopoietic and allopoietic machines, and establishes that the two models are

“always adjacent” (recalling the coexisting and intermingling meshworks and hierarchies introduced above).  The

question therefore becomes how to consider the “assemblages which make them live together”.  Guattari sees

autopoiesis alone as missing key characteristics of living beings (it is too closed, provides no space for birth and death),

so marries the autopoietic with the allopoietic, and hence, following Levy, the multiple interfaces with alterity, in order

“to consider the machine both in its autopoietic character and in all its allopoietic developments, of interfaces, which

grant it a kind of exterior politics and relations of alterity.”

In this wider assemblage, that sees relations to local environment, social relations, other knowledges and indeed other

machines, there is no opposition between being – machine – subject.  Instead, being differentiates itself qualitatively, at

a given opportunity, and in multiple ways and at different times, resulting in ontological plurality.  This provides the

autopoietic machine, as well as its proto-subjectivity, with elements of onto- and phylo- genesis – the creation or

becoming of both individual and collective subjects.  At the same time, it brings with it a degree of “finitude... the order

of birth/death”.  The autopoietic machine, then, acquires the ability to bring to an end not only that which surrounds it,

but to bring death to itself.   

The Kitchen-Machine

In outlining the nature of the kitchen at La Borde clinic where he worked, Guattari provides us with a spatial example of

the autopoietic machine.  Considering architecture as machinic interface is a fundamental step in establishing a

theoretical approach for this study.  Architecture is expanded from its definition as a purely technological, or aesthetic,

machine to be broadened to the “machinic assemblage”.  

The kitchen acts as a simple illustration of a potential “autopoietic foyer of subjectivation”.  If the kitchen is

designed and managed in such a way so that vans bring ready meals which are then quickly heated and served, there is

1 Felix Guattari, “On Machines,” http://www.ntua.gr/archtech/forum/post2006interaction/on_machines.htm.



no machine of subjectivation at work.  In contrast, a machine-kitchen would consider not only the space, and the

physical elements that define it (the traditional 'stuff' of architecture) but also the wider set of relations, structures,

activities an d constructs that influence the ways that it is occupied and used.  This might involve training for those who

work there, and indeed ask questions about who works there and the relations of power that are involved in establishing

this.  There might also be relations to other kitchens (within or outside of the institution in which the original kitchen is

located), and this begins to suggest relations of alterity that are essential.  “This is, therefore, a complex machine, a

system of interfaces.”2

Exploring the implications of understanding architecture as a “complex machine, a system of interfaces”, is the

intention of this research.  The autopoietic machine provides a theoretical device with which to translate the notion of

self-organisation from its multiple epistemological frameworks and begin to establish a specific spatial and architectural

meaning.  

2 Ibid.



Political Theory

Richard Sennett and The Uses of Disorder

In The Uses of Disorder, Richard Sennett provides a critique of architectural and planning practice as well as putting

forward proposals for an organisation of urban society that I will argue can be understood as self-organised. 

Sennett's work, written in 1970's America, challenges the basic assumptions of planning and development

policies and strategies.  Sennett questions the authorship and authority of the pre-devised plan1 – that which is then to be

put into action.  For him, people should be the makers of historical change, rather than the result of a functional plan

being carried out2. He questions the 'rigid self-image' of planners (to which I add also architects) as defining who they

are, and what they think, in an absolute way.  By placing themselves as incontrovertible masters of their own worlds,

they become resilient to their real fear of being questioned and exposed.   After Hausmann in Paris, the dominant view

of planning was that nothing should be out of control.  This goal was tackled by attempting to consider social, economic

and physical concerns of the city in one go, with a single plan.  This plan also determines use, meaning that physical

change begins to determine social change.  We can still see clear evidence of this approach in the current development

of urban environments.  The result is that  "the future environment becomes a function of the planners vision of it in the

present, just as the machine is the product of the machines designer, and not its fabricator.”3  Planners base 'projective

needs' on abstract needs, as part of the total function of the plan, rather than on the complex realities of human

experience.  This places utmost importance on the links and interstices between different activities in the city, the

relationship of parts determining the maximum efficiency of the whole (and leading to strategies such as zoning).

While this works for the machine, Sennett asks, why should it be adopted and used for humans in the city?   Instead, he

suggests that people “should be encouraged to strike out from the paths of easiest resistance in dealing with each other,

encouraged to form relationships that have a different pattern from those that have existed before."4

Sennett describes how, in his words, the myth of the purified community increasingly shapes and stifles cities.

It is suggested that the notion of community is often based on an image of togetherness, rather than on any genuine ties

or relationships.  Attempt are made by people to define a common us, in order to “forge a bulwark for themselves

against disorder."5  This defining of a common us allows a conception of them to exist in opposition, thereby creating

and promoting otherness and the exclusion of difference.   The idea at the centre of the purified community of 'mythic

sharing' is based on sameness - people feel that they belong together and share together, because they are the same.6

This “counterfeiting of a feeling of dignity through an image of equality” [quote page?] has some crucial social

consequences: firstly, the loss of actual participation in community life, since all the 'same', there is no need to explore

or contrast, and Sennett believes that withdrawing from participation is the driving force of the myth of common

identity, and secondly, the repression of deviants, of those who challenge norms, who are not the same, would be

promoted.  

Rather than calling for a return to previous, historical conditions and relationships, Sennett looks for new urban

conditions, that demonstrate or allow for new forms of complexity and diverse experience, and describes an imaginary

of a 'survival community'.7  Two fundamental changes are required, in the nature of bureaucratic power in the city, and

1 For a full exploration of these issues see - Jonathan Hughes and Simon Sadler, Non-Plan: Essays on Freedom, Participation and
Change in Modern Architecture and Urbanism (Architectural Press, 1999).

2 Richard Sennett, The Uses of Disorder - Personal Identity and City Life (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1973), 116.
3 Ibid., 80.
4 Ibid., 81.
5 Ibid., 37.
6 Ibid., 40.
7 Ibid., 117-119.



in the concept of order in the city.   In the first case, which hierarchical or pyramidal structures are required, and how

can they be limited?  What are the potential narrower limits of state control, in relation to the police, to planning and

general governance?  Other issues should, for Sennett, be decentralised and locally structured where possible.  This co-

existence of centralised (but restricted) and decentralised (self-organised) structures reflects De Landa's

acknowledgement of their metamorphosis.   

This proposal (and the related questions that it generates) effectively represents a call for more self-organised

practices in the city, while acknowledging their relationship, of varying levels of autonomy, to centralised mechanisms.

Secondly, strategies of zoning based on function should be abolished to allow diversity and permit social encounters,

allowing the character of a place to depend on the people there and their relationships: “the city must be conceived as a

social order of parts without a coherent, controllable whole form.”8  Both principles would “promote visual and

functional disorder in the city”.9  Social relations, social conflict, and the opportunities for face to face encounters that

are generated, encourage citizens to experience the friction of differences, make them aware of, and give them the

ability to recognise, conflicts (as opposed to purifying them away) in order to survive.   [p.116 - ?????]  Where the

building of a common 'us' stems from a fear of conflict, Sennett highlights the need to acknowledge the presence of

conflict and to embrace it, suggesting that "the conflicts of this city society would provide a web of confrontation whose

character and personality, unlike the family group, would be constantly in flux", thereby "providing a wide network of

social contact that the people of a city must use in order to survive."10  This 'multiplicity of contact points' by which

people enter into social relations with the city becomes the key for Sennett, and represents what he believes has

decreased, to be replaced by a 'coherent mould for social activity'.  Sennett argues that while such 'survival

communities' do not arise spontaneously, nor are they maintained easily, they can be created and 'urged into being'.

8 Ibid., 116.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid., 136-138.
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