
In response to the relative 
redundancy of architect-
designed buildings and the 
proliferation of commercial 
structures that are rolled out 
to a highly formulaic spatial 
format across the world’s 
cities, Keller Easterling 
advocates a new architecture 
of ‘active form’. These active 
forms potentially perform as 
‘verbs’ rather than ‘nouns’ to 
the city’s activities, providing 
‘the means by which the field 
changes’ and the ‘repertoire 
for how it plays’.

WE 

WILL 

BE 

MAKING 

ACTIVE 

FORM

Dubai, UAE, 2006

The rapid growth of urbanism in the Middle East and China 

naturalised the accelerated use of spatial products and free-zone 

urbanism.

Keller Easterling
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Infrastructure space inflates and deflates like 
currency, producing building as the by-product 
of a spatial software. Infrastructure is, then, 
no longer just the urban substructure, but the 
urban structure itself – the very parameters of 
global urbanism.

Buildings that are typically considered to be 

geometrical formal objects, and the cities 

they inhabit, have become infrastructural 

technologies. Far from being a hidden 

substructure, they seem to press into 

view a cartoon of their abstract technical 

and economic logics. Mobile, monetised, 

repeatable formulas for spatial products like 

resorts, golf courses, malls, IT campuses 

or big boxes increasingly shape most of the 

space in the world. Now, not only small 

communities and resorts, but also entire world 

cities, are constructed according to a formula, 

and usually one that replicates Shenzhen or 

Dubai anywhere in the world. 

No marshalling of statistics is necessary to 

note that the building as a singularly authored 

object is responsible for a relative trickle of the 

world’s spaces while a fire hose blasts out the 

rest. Infrastructure space inflates and deflates 

like currency, producing building as the by-

product of a spatial software. Infrastructure is, 

then, no longer just the urban substructure, 

but the urban structure itself – the very 

parameters of global urbanism. Some of the 

most radical changes to the globalising world 

are being written not in the language of law 

and diplomacy, but rather in the language of 

these spatial infrastructural technologies. They 

have become a medium of de facto polity and 

a secret weapon of some of the most powerful 

players in the world.

For many architects and urbanists, 

this space, delivered by logistics and 

econometrics, constitutes a threat to the 

specialised arts of making object form. Yet 

for others these spatial technologies are seen 

to be far from a threat, the means by which 

architecture potentially acquires nothing less 

than the powerful repertoire of a software 

or protocol. Perhaps there are simply a few 

inclusive and non-modern propositions to be 

made about an extra species of form making 

or an extra artistic endeavour in another 

register that redoubles design faculties. 

Perhaps there are design propositions at ease 

with crafting both the object forms and active 

forms of the city. 

Technologies, Scripts and Disposition

The spatial technologies of infrastructural 

space are an excellent tutor of these extra 

artistic pleasures and powers. Those who, 

like the French sociologist and anthropologist 

Bruno Latour, have studied the socio-

technical networks of infrastructure, have 

long recognised that humans script activities 

in technologies, and that technologies script 

human activities. Humans may direct the use 

or application of a technology, as in the choice 

to use electricity for lighting. As narrative 

or persuasion, a script may also set the 

ideological course for a technology. In turn, a 

technology delivers new capacities to enhance 

the activities of humans.

Yet there is an additional agency, a third 

valence, which seems to exceed the interplay 

between technology and script. For example, 

large-scale organisations for utilities such as 

hydroelectric networks at the beginning of the 

20th century were associated with scripts 

about decentralising, regional planning and a 

more equitable distribution of resources. Yet 

while multi-centred as well as decentralised, 

the network had the capacity to concentrate 

powers into a patchwork of corruption and 

monopolies. Originally scripted as a stealth 

network, DARPAnet (Defense Advanced 

Research Projects Agency) was able to evolve 

into the open networks of the Internet. A 

field of identical suburban houses like those 

in Levittown (the name given to the planned 

communities initiated by developer William 

Levitt between 1947 and 1958 in New York, 

Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Maryland) used 

conventional construction technology with 
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attending scripts about homeownership and 

traditional values, yet the overwhelming force 

in evidence was an undeclared propensity 

to organise all the components in an almost 

agricultural assembly that sequenced 

construction across a population of homes. 

Facebook is a technology scripted for social 

networking, but discrepant from that script, 

another undeclared property of the network 

allows it to unfold in the Arab Spring as an 

instrument of dissent.

In these cases, information resides not 

only in the script and technology, but also in 

some immanent activity or what we might call 

‘disposition’ in the matrix. The organisation is 

doing something. It is enacting a disposition 

that may also remain undeclared or discrepant 

from the published script. What the urban 

organisation is saying is different from what 

it is doing. That activity – that disposition 

– is one of the reasons why space can be 

a sly agent and a secret weapon that is 

manipulated with not only object forms, but 

also with active forms.

Active Form

Disposition is manipulated with active forms 

as well as object forms. Active form would 

first seem to be an almost oxymoronic or 

supernatural expression. If summoned to 

create something called active form, urban 

and architectural designers would naturally 

rely on what they are best trained to create 

– a formal object themed, choreographed 

or dressed to represent action. For 

instance, geometry is used to name or fix 

an arrangement or to create a placeholder 

for a process that cannot be named or 

fixed. The design process might offer a 

mathematical or cybernetic prescription. 

The form might be considered to be active 

only if it is mediated or coated in digital 

sensors that respond to movement or touch. 

Active form might be regarded merely as the 

architectural programmes that choreograph 

human activities. A more simple-minded 

confusion (made more powerful by being 

simple-minded) arises when action or activity 

is confused with movement or kineticism. 

A building is given dynamic forms, or 

the passage of light or the circulation of 

inhabitants is mapped with a blizzard of 

arrows. The more complex or agitated these 

tracings, the more ‘active’ the form is meant 

to be. 

Ordos, Inner Mongolia, 2008

China’s instant city of Ordos is a cartoon of spatial softwares like 

this mimicry of North American neo-traditional suburbs.

What the urban organisation is saying is 
different from what it is doing. That activity 
– that disposition – is one of the reasons why 
space can be a sly agent and a secret weapon 
that is manipulated with not only object 
forms, but also with active forms.
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In grasping for apprehension of an evolving 

spatial field with changing components, the 

architect also might design the entire field 

of activity with a fixed architectural pattern. 

Urban infrastructures grow incrementally 

over time and implementing changes may 

require multiple and indirect adjustments – 

reconditioning with planned, but not entirely 

predictable, effects. Still, a professional 

activity like urban planning often attempts 

to author a portion of the city as a single 

object or event. Few would look at a concrete 

highway system, an electrical grid, a suburban 

housing tract or a single building and perceive 

agency in their static arrangement. Agency 

in networks might only be assigned to the 

moving cars on the road, the electrical 

impulses in the fibre, or the behaviour of 

humans who inhabit them.

Yet with the active forms of infrastructure 

space – the spatial technologies making 

the global urbanism – objects are often 

less important than what they, for instance, 

inflect, ignite or suppress. Verbs may be 

more consequential than nouns. Active forms 

establish a set of parameters or capacities 

for what the organisation will be doing 

over time. Active forms might describe the 

way that some alteration performs within a 

group, multiplies across a field, reconditions 

a population or generates a network. The 

designer of active forms is designing not the 

field in its entirety, but rather the delta or the 

means by which the field changes – not only 

the shape or contour of the game piece, but 

also a repertoire for how it plays. There is 

no need for movement or event because the 

activity is latent, serial and indeterminate. 

While object or enclosure is often touted as 

the architect’s primary avenue to power, active 

form, however invisible and indeterminate, 

can also be manipulated. 

Returning to the simple example of the 

agricultural field of repeatable suburban 

houses mentioned above, the organisation 

enacts a set of sequenced moves concerning 

financing, marketing, framing, plumbing, 

electrifying, roofing or cladding that are 

applied across a population of houses. It 

renders some alterations significant and some 

insignificant. Within this organisation, the 

urge to address a single enclosure with object 

form is less powerful than designing active 

forms that would direct a set of changes 

to be replicated across that population of 

houses. An active form might also use this 

organisation as a carrier or multiplier of 

change. Here, while engaged with material 

and geometry, active forms are inclusive of, 

but not limited to, enclosure, and may move 

beyond the conventional architectural site. 

Active form may partner with and propel 

object form, determining how it will align with 

power to travel through culture, redoubling 

design capacities with additional modes 

of authorship, time-released powers and 

cascading effects. 

Most artists and entrepreneurs in the 

world would insist on a repertoire that 

includes both object form and active form. 

A geneticist cannot represent all the gene 

sequences of DNA with an image of a 

double helix, but can engage the ongoing 

development of an organism with an active 

form that alters one of those gene sequences. 

A computer scientist would never attempt 

to fully represent the Internet, but would 

rather author active forms that ride the 

network with very explicit instructions. An 

entrepreneur designs not only the product, 

but also its passage through a market. An 

environmentalist would not attempt to work 

on a forest by placing every bird in every tree 

or planting every sprig of undergrowth, but 

would rather send in instrumental players that 

inflect and recondition different ecologies over 

populations of objects over time. 

This billboard in Ordos reads ‘Create-City’.

61



Infrastructural spatial technologies that 

currently structure urbanism are platforms 

that, ongoing and indeterminate, are like a 

software that is continually updating. As the 

author of software, one is not the author of all 

of the forms that flow through that software, 

but rather the author of a platform that shapes 

and manages information. Like a calculus 

function, software provides variables that 

facilitate relationships while not controlling 

every outcome. The calculus function 

cosine, for instance, is an explicit expression 

of variables for a set of values. Knowing 

all of those values is less important than 

understanding the tendency to form, when 

graphed, a particular curve. Active forms, like 

softwares, are a form for handling forms.

Active Form in Two Urban Platforms: Free- 

Zone Urbanism and Broadband Urbanism

The free-zone formula is perhaps the world’s 

most popular urban platform and a vessel 

of many spatial technologies. The free zone 

is incentivised urbanism that provides tax 

holidays and exemptions from labour and 

environmental law for free-market advantage. 

While it has roots in ancient freeports, the 

modern free zone evolved from an early 

20th-century warehousing compound to 

a mid-century United Nations Industrial 

Development Organization (UNIDO) backed 

formula for jumpstarting the economies of 

developing countries, to become a contagious 

world city paradigm – the glittering mimic 

of Dubai, Shenzhen, Singapore or Hong 

Kong with petrodollar palaces and a full 

complement of programmes. The zone is 

the formula for making extraterritorial space 

and the vessel of corporate externalising 

where state and non-state actors use each 

other as proxy, double and camouflage. Now 

major cities and even national capitals are 

developing their own zone doppelgangers or 

their own non-national territory (for example, 

Navi Mumbai or Astana, Kazakhstan). 

In the free zone, both object forms 

and active forms are at play. The architect 

can design specialised buildings within it, 

or position design to divert or inflect the 

currents of active form that surround it. As 

the zone creates an addiction to incentivised 

urbanism, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy 

and a multiplier of any design that alters 

it. Some experiments, such as Foster + 

Partners’ Masdar City in Abu Dhabi (2006), 

seem to see the entire zone formula as a 

potential multiplier of green technologies 

deployed in entire precincts. Still any building 

that introduces a potentially contagious 

technological detail, political wrinkle or 

cultural meme, has this power – an object 

form positioned to be carried by a multiplier 

or active form. Alternatively, one could begin 

by manipulating active form and assessing 

the effects on object form. The smartest 

spatial entrepreneurs will probably design a 

new urban software. A new zone protocol, a 

Zone 2.0, might be wise to simply reconsider 

the isomorphic topologies and dispositions 

of the extra-urban enclave. There may no 

longer be a need for the double of Mumbai 

in Navi Mumbai, or the zone on the outskirts 

of Nairobi. Mapping the same incentives, 

scripts and technologies on the city itself is 

an enormous yet undisclosed political change 

that simultaneously delivers bandwidth, 

wealth, security and employment to cities 

that have been left to decay as a vestige 

of the state governance. It is a move that 

manipulates both active and object form.

Nairobi, Kenya, 2007

The broadband and security attributes of the Athi River Export 

Processing Zone might be sited within Nairobi itself instead of in 

extra-urban enclaves.
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The urban space of broadband in the 

developing world provides another example 

of a context in which both object form and 

active form are relevant. Mobile telephony 

is now the world’s largest shared platform, 

and with the majority of devices in the 

developing world it has become the platform 

of global entrepreneurialism and innovation, 

creating new business and management 

paradigms for the rest of the world. While 

urbanists frequently analyse urban values 

and morphologies associated with physical 

infrastructures such as rail, highway, power 

and water utilities, the discipline is under-

rehearsed in an analysis of the compound 

spatial dispositions attending broadband 

infrastructure. Broadband is delivered in 

fibre that territorialises with linear topologies 

not unlike a railroad or a highway, or in 

microwaves that facilitate mobile telephony 

with atomised topologies. It is not clear 

whether linear fibre will reinforce existing 

urban development and generate zone-like 

enclaves, or whether it will penetrate rural 

areas to sponsor development and education. 

Mobile phones are already changing 

relationships between rural and urban areas. 

Economists, specialists in informatics, global 

financiers, software developers, politicians 

and other global entrepreneurs are creating 

econometrics to meet this new technology – 

metrics that, at their best, engage the complex 

context on the ground. They are developing, 

for instance, goals for what is called ICT4D 

(ICT for development), or as they say in their 

own jargon, ‘Development 2.0’. There may 

be econometrics, but there are few spatial 

protocols despite the fact that architecture and 

urbanism will be a major determining factor 

of population concentrations, accessibility 

and resilience of the broadband network. 

A singular object form will not address 

the ongoing spatial consequences, but a 

dispositional protocol or software that sets out 

parameters of an ongoing process might be as 

powerful as the digital softwares residing on 

this platform.

Political Arts

In an expanded repertoire of form making, 

there is an elegant artfulness in knowing when 

it is most powerful to be object form and 

when it is most powerful to be active form; 

when it is most powerful to be the stone in 

the water and when it is most powerful to be 

the water. Acknowledging that infrastructure 

technologies behave almost like a software, it 

is extremely advantageous to know when and 

how to write the update or the killer app. The 

invisible man was only powerful and sneaky 

because he both appeared and disappeared. 

When the man himself was not visible, the 

space that he disturbed was visible. Water 

was drained from a glass, or doors opened 

and closed. Architecture has the same 

opportunity of gaining power by occasionally 

dissolving into its background and directing 

changes to object forms by designing the 

actions and variables that inflect them. 

With these extra arts, and with potentially 

enormous political consequence in the world, 

we will also be making active form. 2

This piece is adapted from a forthcoming 

book by the author, Extrastatecraft: Global 

Infrastructure and Political Arts, Yale 

University Press, 2013

Text © 2012 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Images © Keller Easterling

Athi River Export Processing Zone, outside Nairobi, Kenya, 2007

Existing patterns of broadband urbanism would site the zone in 

extra-urban enclaves outside the city.
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