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Ana Jeinic

NeolIberAlIsm ANd The crIsIs of The projecT... 
IN ArchITecTure ANd beyoNd

a utopia without a utopian project

The	crisis	 of	 neoliberalism	has	 revealed	 another,	much	deeper	 and	
more	concerning	one:	the	crisis	of	(any)	alternative	project.	One	might	
go	even	further	and	say	that	the	neoliberal	era—including	its	current	
zombie-phase	[1]—is	marked	by	 the	overall	crisis	of	 the	very	catego-
ry	of	the	project:	be	it	a	social,	political,	economic,	cultural,	techno-
logical,	urban,	or	architectural	one.	The	persistence	of	anti-neoliberal	
protests	 is	 not	 proof	 against,	 but	 rather	 itself	 an	 indication	 of,	 the	
aforementioned	crisis,	for	as	a	form	of	political	engagement,	protests	
serve	primarily	to	discredit	the	current	regime	and	less	to	articulate	
an	alternative.	Without	a	unifying	horizon—the	project	of	a	possible	
alternative	world	accompanied	by	a	plausible	theory	of	transformation	
toward	 it—protests	can,	at	best,	achieve	 the	alleviation	of	 the	con-
tested	political	practices	and,	at	worst,	provoke	forthright	repression	
and	means	of	coercion.
In	order	to	understand	(and	hopefully	overcome)	this	particular	situa-
tion	in	which	we	seem	to	be	trapped,	it	is	necessary	to	take	a	look	at	
its	genesis.	The	crisis	of	grand projects	started	in	the	nineteen-sixties	
with	rising	skepticism	toward	the	achievements	of	all	three	mutually	
intertwined	super projects	of	the	era:	modernism,	technoscientism,	

	[1]	 I	refer	here	to	the	description	of	the	contemporary	state	of	neoliberal-
ism	as	elaborated	in	Neil	Brenner,	Jamie	Peck,	and	Nik	Theodore,	Civic 
City Cahier 4: Afterlives of Neoliberalism	(London:	Bedford	Press,	
2011).

and	socialism.	Modernism—as	the	cultural	meta	project—was	ques-
tioned	because	of	its	tendency	toward	standardization,	functionalism,	
mass	 production,	 and	 the	 resulting	 loss	 of	 individuality.	Technosci-
entism—as	the	technological	meta	project—was	accused	of	causing	
global	 ecological	 crisis.	Socialism	 (including	 any	 form	of	macroeco-
nomic	 plannism)—as	 the	 political	 meta	 project—was	 criticized	 be-
cause	of	its	alleged	association	with	authoritarianism,	repression,	and	
the	lack	of	the	system’s	capacity	for	spontaneous	regeneration.	This	
intellectual	climate	reached	its	peak	at	the	onset	of	neoliberalism—in	
the	years	preceding	and	following	the	fall	of	Berlin	Wall.	At	that	time,	
being	critical	of	“utopian	projects”	became	an	indispensable	compo-
nent	of	the	global	intellectual	common	sense.
Neoliberal	 ideology	has	never	provided	a	new,	comprehensive	polit-
ical-economic	project	 that	could	be	understood	as	an	alternative	 to	
the	preceding	ones—it	rather	consciously	renounced	such	ambitions.	
The	 ideological	 fathers	of	what	 later	was	to	be	called	neoliberalism	
belonged	 to	 the	most	vehement	critics	of	 the	very	 idea	 that	social	
systems	can	and	should	be	“planned.”	Their	free-market	mantra	was	
explicitly	 directed	 against	 utopianism,	 plannism,	 and	 regulation.	[2]	
They	denounced	all	attempts	at	constructing	a	“better	world”	as	po-
tentially	disastrous	and	totalitarian	reveries,	and	instead	of	elaborat-
ing	the	theoretical	foundations	of	an	alternative	social	system,	they	
merely	proposed	a	set	of	reforms	which	would	supposedly	make	the	
existing	 system	 more	“efficient”	 and	 capable	 of	 spontaneous	 self-
regulation.	[3]

For	sure,	the	critics	of	neoliberal	ideology	have	rightly	pointed	out	that	
neoliberalism	 itself	 is	 a	utopia	 in	 the	sense	 that	 its	 idealized	vision	
of	 the	free	market	 (which	would	supposedly	 foster	endless	growth	
and	democratization)	is	highly	unrealistic.	[4]	This	might	sound	at	odds	
with	the	aforementioned	anti-utopian	bias	of	the	neoliberal	ideology.	
In	order	to	clarify	this	seeming	contradiction,	we	need	to	take	a	closer	
look	 at	 the	 very	 concept	of	 utopianism	 that	has	been	attributed	 to	
neoliberalism	by	its	opponents.	In	the	critical	interpretations	describ-
ing	neoliberalism	as	a	utopia	in	its	own	right,	the	meaning	of	the	term	

	[2]	 A	version	of	anti-utopian,	“anti-regulatory,”	and	pragmatist	attitude	was	
adopted	by	all	initial	proponents	of	the	neoliberal	economic	doctrine.	
See	in	particular	Ludwig	von	Mises,	Human Action: A Treatise on 
Economics	(1949;	repr.,	Auburn:	Ludwig	von	Mises	Institute,	1998)	
and	Friedrich	von	Hayek,	The Road to Serfdom	(1944;	repr.,	Chicago:	
University	of	Chicago	Press,	1994).

	[3]	 On	neoliberalism	as	a	prolonged	state	of	de-regulative	transition	(rath-
er	than	a	stable	phase	of	capitalist	development),	see	also	Brenner,	
Peck,	and	Theodore,	Afterlives of Neoliberalism.

	[4]	 Criticism	of	the	utopian	aspect	of	the	economic	reasoning	behind	con-
temporary	forms	of	governance	was	already	formulated	by	Foucault	in	
his	reflections	on	governmentality.	See	Michel	Foucault,	The Birth of 
Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978–1979	(New	York:	
Palgrave	Macmillan,	2008).
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utopia	is	extended	so	as	to	include	what	David	Harvey	has	called	uto-
pianism of process.	[5]	This	particular	form	of	utopianism	differs	from	
the	classic	utopias	in	that	it	does	not	provide	an	elaborated	model	of	
a	possible,	future	sociospatial	formation	(social	order).	Instead,	it	pro-
vides	an	idealized	picture	of	a	(supposedly	self-sustainable)	sociopo-
litical	process,	without	precisely	defining	where	exactly	this	process	
should	 lead.	Accordingly,	 the	principle	catchwords	of	 the	neoliberal	
ideology	all	express	transitional	processes,	rather	than	graspable	val-
ues	and	qualities;	 economic	growth,	democratization,	deregulation,	
modernization,	optimization,	flexibility,	and	sustainability	are	cases	in	
point.	Capitalism	in	general	and	neoliberalism	in	particular	can	thus	be	
considered	utopias	without	a	utopian	project:	idealized	descriptions	of	
a	process,	the	horizon	of	which	remains	vastly	undefined.	
These	considerations	bring	us	back	to	our	starting	point:	to	the	all-em-
bracing	crisis	of	the	very	category	of	the	project,	which	characterizes	
the	 neoliberal	 era.	The	 persistence	 of	 neoliberal	 policies	 even	 after	
the	systematic	discrediting	of	their	ideological	basis	is	a	symptom	of	
this	alarming	situation.	The	endlessly	repeated	excuse	that	serves	to	
justify	policies	with	undeniably	disastrous	effects	on	social	and	envi-
ronmental	well-being	 is	grounded	on	a	simple	argument:	neoliberal	
reforms,	no	matter	how	painful	 their	 implementation	might	be,	are	
necessary,	because	there	 is	no	alternative	to	curing	the	“illnesses”	
and	“degeneracies”	that	the	failed	grand	projects	have	left	in	our	so-
cial	systems.	This	justification	strategy	could	easily	intimidate	any	al-
ternative	project	in	an	intellectual	climate	where	the project as such	
has	become	an	ill-famed	concept	suspected	of	containing	the	germs	
of	unfeasibility,	totalitarianism,	and	catastrophe.
If	hostility	toward	the	project	(understood	as	comprehensive	model	
of	a	possible	future)	is	seen	as	one	of	the	basic	features	of	neoliberal-
ism,	then	approaching	the	question of the project	becomes	an	intrin-
sic,	primarily	task	of	any	politics	aimed	at	overcoming	the	neoliberal	
status	quo.	The	first	step	in	accomplishing	this	task	would	be	to	re-
conceptualize	the	existing	anti-neoliberal	political	strategies	in	a	new	
manner—departing	 from	the	concept	of	 the	project	 incorporated	 in	
them.	It	is	here	that	architecture	comes	into	play—in	a	quite	unusual	
way,	 considering	 that	 the	 relationship	between	architectural	 design	
and	neoliberalism	has	hitherto	been	understood	and	studied	mainly	
in	terms	of	the	effects	that	neoliberal	policies	have	on	the	production	
of	built	environment.	

	[5]	 See	David	Harvey,	Spaces of Hope	(Edinburgh:	Edinburgh	University	
Press,	2000),	pp.	173–9.

Architecture	has	commonly	been	understood	as	the	discipline	of	the	
project	(Entwurf).	[6]	Different	from	the	notion	of	the	project	 in	other	
engineering	 disciplines,	 the	 traditional	 architectural	 project	 can	 be	
considered	 a	 project	 in	 the	 most	 sublimated	 and	 socially	 relevant	
sense	of	the	term:	it	is	a	model	of	a	possible	future	situation	deter-
mined	by	a	spatial	form	containing	and	embodying	a	micro-level	social	
structure.	This	brings	us	to	the	following	point:	 if	architecture	is	the	
discipline	based	on	the	project,	and	the	neoliberal	era	is	characterized	
by	 the	general	 crisis	 of	 the	 latter	 (affecting,	 of	 course,	 architecture	
as	well),	 then	couldn’t	contemporary	architectural	practice	be	taken	
as	a	micro-model	for	exploring	tactics	and	strategies	of	dealing	with	
(and	possibly	overcoming)	this	crisis?	This	challenging	task	lies	at	the	
core	of	the	broader	research	project	I	am	currently	engaged	with.	The	
text	at	hand	 is	an	attempt	 to	define	a	basic	conceptual	grid,	within	
which	 a	 parallel	 analysis	 of	 architectural	 and	 political	 strategies	 for	
dealing	with	the	contemporary	crisis	of	the	project	could	be	placed.	
At	its	most	general	level,	the	grid	suggests	dividing	these	strategies	
in	two	basic	categories:	the	ones	trying	to	reaffirm	the	project	in	this	
or	 another	 way,	 and	 the	 ones	 contributing	 to	 the	 ongoing	 dissolu-
tion	of	the	project	(as	we	knew	it)	and	to	its	successive	substitution	
by	the	predominantly	temporal	categories	like	process,	practice,	and	
scenario.	In	the	following	examination	of	these	two	basic	tendencies,	
I	shall	 try	to	expose	their	potentials	and	dead	ends	 in	the	historical	
context	shaped	by	neoliberalism	and	its	crisis.	Owing	to	both	space	
constraints	and	the	phase	of	my	engagement	with	the	subject,	this	
article	will	not	 contain	 considerations	on	a	possible	 solution	 to	 the	
problem:	its	ultimate	scope	is	to	provide	initial	analytical	anchors	from	
which	the	projective	search	for	alternative	solutions	(alternative	con-
ceptualizations	of	the	 idea	of	both	the	architectural	and	the	political	
project)	could	start.

in defense of (the utopian) project

David	Harvey	has	considered	all	traditional	utopian	projects	(not	only	
architectural!)	as	utopias of spatial form.	[7]	This	is	because	they	are	al-
ways	bound	to	a	specific	imaginary	place	and	have	a	stable	and	static	

	[6]	 The	German	term	Entwurf	is	particularly	well	suited	for	describing	
this	basic	category	of	architectural	practice,	since	its	meaning	lies	
somewhere	between	the	English	project	and	design.	In	the	context	
of	my	argument,	project	is	too	wide	of	a	concept,	since	it	can	refer	
to	any	personal	or	collective	ambition,	whereas design	is	too	narrow,	
since	it	delimits	the	project	of	form/shape	to	its	material/visual	dimen-
sion,	marginalizing	its	social	content.	Entwurf	refers	to	an	elaborated	
vision	of	a	future	situation,	which	can	include	both	formal/material	but	
also	social,	political,	technological,	and	other	aspects	(as,	for	example,	
Vertragsentwurf, Gebäudeentwurf, Gesellschaftsentwurf,	and	Weltent-
wurf).

	[7]	 See	Harvey,	Spaces of Hope,	pp.	159–63.
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social	order,	which	is	determined	and	maintained	by	a	particular	spa-
tial	form.	Viewed	from	this	perspective,	there	is	a	remarkable	analogy	
between	utopias	and	architectural	projects	 (as	 long	as	both	are	un-
derstood	as	projective	conceptions	of	sociospatial	form).	Of	course,	
this	does	not	mean	that	all	utopias	are	equally	“architectural”	or	that	
every	architectural	design	is	utopian	indeed.	Utopias	(of	spatial	form)	
represent	rather	the	ultimate	radicalization	of	the	architectural	project.	
If	the	rise	and	persistence	of	neoliberalism	are	seen	as	a	result	and	
expression	of	the	general	crisis	of	(utopian)	projects,	then	it	appears	
logical	 that	 the	first	and	most	obvious	effect	of	 this	situation	on	ar-
chitectural	practice	was	the	gradual	decline	of	the	utopian	character	
of	architectural	design	and	the	reorientation	of	the	discipline	toward	
“concrete”	 and	“realistic”	 tasks.	[8]	Also	 accompanying	 the	 crisis	 of	
utopianism	was	 the	general	 reduction	of	 social	 and	political	 aspira-
tions	 in	 architectural	 projects.	 Of	 course,	 this	 tendency	 did	 not	 go	
unnoticed	 by	 critically	 minded	 theorists	 and	 practitioners.	 Various	
strategies	have	been	undertaken	with	the	aim	of	restoring	and/or	re-
thinking	the	architectural	project	 (as	a	project	of	spatial	 form!)	on	a	
more	radical	basis.	To	be	sure,	not	all	of	these	strategies	promote	the	
recuperation	of	the	significance	of	architectural	design	by	the	way	of	
its	re-utopianization.	Some	of	them	are	substantially	conservative,	[9]	
while	others	could	most	adequately	be	termed	analytical.	[10]	However,	
since	the	main	aim	of	this	article	is	to	examine	the	projective	(that	is,	
future-directed)	dimension	of	architectural	and	political	projects,	I	shall	
delimit	the	following	analysis	to	those	strategies	that	strive	to	defend	ar-

	[8]	 See	Tahl	Kaminer,	Architecture, Crisis and Resuscitation: The Re-
production of Post-Fordism in Late-Twentieth-Century Architecture	
(London:	Routledge,	2011),	pp.	115–67.

	[9]	 The	response	of	the	“conservative”	strategies	to	the	ongoing	marginal-
ization	of	architectural	and	urban	design	and	the	associated	disintegra-
tion	of	architectural	form	(at	the	scale	of	the	city)	consists	of	attempts	
to	preserve	the	compact	forms	of	traditional	cityscapes.	Within	these	
strategies,	spatial	form	may	be	understood	in	two	ways.	It	can	be	
viewed	as	a	consciously	constructed	framework	within	which	also	
the	idealized,	traditional	social	form	of	the	integrated	community	can	
supposedly	be	preserved	(e.g.,	New	Urbansim).	Or,	alternately,	it	can	
be	viewed	as	detached	from	any	kind	of	social	and	political	meaning	
whatsoever,	and	thus	laid	open	for	serving	as	an	instrument	of	neolib-
eral	urban	processes	(like	gentrification),	beyond	or	against	the	good	
attentions	of	the	involved	architects	(e.g.,	the	depoliticized	efforts	to	en-
gender	density	and	preserve	urbanity	typical	of	the	European	context).

	[10]	 Characteristic	of	this	strategy	is	the	position	of	Pier	Vittorio	Aureli.	In	
his	work,	architectural	form	is	deployed	not	as	a	means	for	preserving	
the	traditional	social	or	visual	order,	but	as	an	instrument	for	framing,	
visualizing,	and	outdoing	the	contemporary	economic	and	political	ten-
dencies.	By	this	radical	operation	of	lending	form	to	the	latent	forces	
of	the	given	reality,	a	decisive	rupture	is	introduced	into	the	incessant	
flux	of	neoliberal	adjustment	policies.	For	Aureli’s	understanding	of	
the	critical	potential	of	the	architectural	project,	see,	for	example,	Pier	
Vittorio	Aureli,	The Possibility of an Absolute Architecture	(Cambridge,	
MA:	MIT	Press,	2011)	or	Pier	Vittorio	Aureli	and	Martino	Tattara,	
“Architecture	as	Framework:	The	Project	of	the	City	and	the	Crisis	of	
Neoliberalism,”	New Geographies	01	(2009),	pp.	39–51.

chitectural	design	against	its	ongoing	marginalization	by	restoring	its	uto-
pian	aspect.	The	idea	is	that	exploring	the	reemergence	and	status	of	
architectural	utopianism	in	the	present	could	help	us	to	reveal	some	
general	aspects	and	problems	of	the	utopianism	of	spatial	form	as	a	
political	strategy	within	and	against	neoliberalism.
Although	 the	 rise	of	 the	neoliberal	political	pragmatism	affected	ar-
chitecture	in	the	first	place	by	vacating	the	utopian	content	of	archi-
tectural	design,	a	particular	type	of	utopian	project—more	precisely,	
a	 particular	 utopian	 motif—has	 started	 to	 flourish,	 thus	 becoming	
the	universal	refuge	for	utopian	aspirations	of	architecture	in	the	late	
twentieth	and	early	twenty-first	centuries.	If	we	don’t	count	the	self-
proclaimed	utopianism	of	 the	formal	experimentation	characterizing	
the	starchitecture	of	 the	nineties,	 the	common	denominator	of	 the	
remnant	grand-scale	 architectural	 utopias	 in	 the	 last	 three	decades	
has	had	a	concise	name:	sustainable city.	It	appears	as	if	all	hopes,	
beliefs,	 and	 ambitions	 of	 classical	 utopias	 had	 survived	 within	 this	
limited	field	of	utopian	imagination:	faith	in	technological	development	
(sustainable	modernization);	vast	spatial	scale	of	proposed	interven-
tions	(master	plans	for	whole	new	cities	and	regions);	radical	changes	
of	the	existing	demographic	structures,	prevailing	lifestyles,	and	their	
material	conditions	(geoengineering,	terraforming);	and	the	belief	 in	
definite	formulas	that	would	guarantee	a	good	design	(“form	follows	
energy”	[11]).	[12]

A	comparison	with	the	architectural	utopias	of	the	past	century	imme-
diately	reveals	an	 interesting	aspect	of	the	form-based	architectural	
utopianism	of	our	time.	The	prevailing	types	of	architectural	utopias	
in	 the	 twentieth	 century	 were	 either	 aimed	 at	 envisioning	 the	 ap-
propriate	architecture	for	an	alternative	social	system	(from	Russian	
Constructivism	to	Constant’s	New Babylon),	or	at	channeling	the	tech-
nological	potentials	of	the	existing	system	toward	the	betterment	of	
the	living	standard	and	cultural	fulfillment	of	the	masses	(from	Frank	
Lloyd	Wright	and	Le	Corbusier	to	Buckminster	Fuller).	In	contrast,	the	
green utopias	of	the	early	twenty-first	century	are,	in	the	first	place,	

	[11]	 Indicative	of	the	ubiquity	of	this	formula	in	contemporary	architectural	
discourse	is	the	number	of	the	results	found	in	a	Google	search	for	
this	phrase	(more	than	10,000).

	[12]	 These	are	some	of	the	exemplary	projects	in	this	context:	Foster	and	
Partner’s	Masterplan	for	Masdar	in	Abu	Dhabi	(a	newly	planned,	zero-
carbon, zero-waste, car-free city),	Vincent	Callebaut’s	Lilypad	(auto-
suficient	amphibious	city	for	ecological	refugees),	Christophe	DM	
Barlieb’s	Green	Desert	Mine	(autonomous	city	system	in	the	Eastern	
Sahara	clustered	around	the	bases	of	huge	thermal	chimneys),	OMA’s	
ZeeKracht	Project	(a	master	plan	for	a	renewable	energy	infrastructure	
in	the	North	Sea),	Terreform’s	Future	North:	Ecotariums	in	the	North	
Pole	(a	project	for	relocation	of	the	entire	existing	cities	into	the	North	
Pole	region	due	to	the	climate	change),	Manuel	Dominguz’s	Nomadic	
City	(a	project	for	mobile	cities	moving	on	tank	wheels	to	the	places	
with	abundant	energy	sources),	MAD	Architecture’s	Superstar	(self-
sustaining	mobile	China	Town),	and	so	forth.
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concerned	with	the	possibilities	of	surviving	the	potentially	disastrous	
consequences	of	the	given	political	and	economic	developments	hall-
marked	by	neoliberalism	(without	trying	to	undermine	or	significantly	
rechannel	these	developments).	In	other	words,	if	for	the	purpose	of	
this	argument	we	roughly	term	the	first	described	type	of	architectur-
al	utopias	revolutionary,	and	the	second	one	reformist,	then	we	can	
call	the	remaining,	new	type—with	a	remarkable	reference	to	the	bib-
lical	context—salvatorian.	Two	questions	immediately	arise	from	this	
juxtaposition.	Firstly,	why	 is	 it	 that	 the	grand-scale	utopian	projects	
ceased	to	be	perceived	as	instruments	for	a	possible	way	out	of	the	
dominant	political	trajectories	and	ideologies,	rather	having	become	
opportunistic	and	uncritical	means	for	saving	what	can	be	saved?	Sec-
ondly,	if	neoliberalism	has	always	been	a	pragmatic,	process-oriented,	
and	anti-utopian	political	 affair,	 how	 is	 it	 then	possible	 that	 it	 could	
not	only	tolerate	but	even	partially	incorporate	in	its	own	functioning	
mechanisms	a	certain	type	of	a	macro-utopianism	of	spatial	form?	
As	for	the	first	question,	the	reasons	for	the	decline	of	radical	macro-
utopianism	on	the	part	of	the	oppositional	political	forces	lie	at	hand:	
the	critical	arguments	against	utopias	formulated	in	the	second	half	
of	the	twentieth	century	seem	to	have	been	taken	more	seriously	by	
the	 critics	 of	 neoliberal	 ideology	 than	 by	 neoliberalism	 itself.	 In	 his	
reflection	on	the	utopianism	of	spatial	form,	David	Harvey	himself	has	
acknowledged	 and	 neatly	 summarized	 the	 critique	 of	 classical	 uto-
pias.	[13]	The	argument	goes	that	the	utopias	of	spatial	form	are	nec-
essarily	 authoritarian,	 because	 a	 repressive	 power—supported	 and	
symbolically	represented	by	built	spatial	structures—must	be	mobi-
lized	to	maintain	the	social	order	proposed	by	the	utopian	project.	A	
further	problematic	point	concerns	the	materialization	of	the	utopian	
project.	The	utopias	of	spatial	form	are	not	concerned	with	the	pro-
cesses	that	must	be	mobilized	in	the	course	of	their	realization.	As	a	
result,	these	processes	tend	to	be	either	utterly	violent	(as	is	the	case	
with	revolutionary	processes)	or	simply	not	viable.	Critically	minded	
architects	had	already	become	aware	of	these	problems	(immanent	
also	to	the	architectural	utopias	of	modernity)	even	long	before	they	
were	summarized	by	Harvey:	at	the	very	 latest	with	the	rise	of	the	
issue	of	participation	in	the	American	context	and	with	the	Situationist	
International	in	the	European	context.
The	arguments	of	 the	Situationists	 (and	other	 radical	 leftists	of	 the	
sixties	and	seventies)	directed	against	the	state	and	its	authoritarian	
and	utopian	plannism	were	partly	assimilated	and	rechanneled	by	the	
free-market	neoliberal	mantra	of	the	eighties	and	nineties.	Consider-
ing	 this,	 it	 seems	 all	 the	 more	 surprising	 that	 the	 high-tech green 
utopianism	could	resist	the	prevailing	anti-utopian	climate	of	the	era.	

	[13]	 Harvey,	Spaces of Hope,	p.	163.

However,	the	perplexity	disappears	as	soon	as	we	consider	the	seem-
ingly	paradoxical	alliance	between	neoliberal	market	and	the	state.	As	
the	critics	of	neoliberalism	have	often	pointed	out,	the	free	market	has	
never	actually	been	free	(and	never	could	be),	since	its	implementa-
tion,	maintenance,	and	eventual	rescuing	has	always	been	reliant	on	
authoritarian	intervention	on	the	part	of	the	state.	[14]	In	other	words,	
neoliberalism	has	always	needed	authoritarian	support	in	saving	it	not	
from	its	enemies	but,	first	and	foremost,	 from	itself.	Evidently,	 this	
destructive	 potential	 does	 not	 affect	 merely	 the	 functioning	 of	 the	
global	 market,	 but	 also	 the	 natural	 resources	 and	 ecological	 condi-
tions.	In	this	light,	the	architectural	green	utopianism	of	spatial	form	
appears	as	the	summit	of	an	authoritarian	management	of	socioeco-
logical	systems	needed	to	provide	conditions	for	intact	accumulation	
of	capital	in	the	era	of	ecological	crisis.	
This	feature	of	the	contemporary	utopias	of	sustainability	did	not	go	
unnoticed	by	 the	critically	minded	designers.	German	architect	and	
theorist	Friedrich	von	Borries	has	conducted	impressive	research	on	
the	subject,	presenting	it	in	the	form	of	an	exhibition	followed	by	the	
book	Klimakapseln	 (Climate	Capsules)	 (1,2).	[15]	Although	written	
in	the	style	of	high-tech	eco-utopias,	this	text	turns	out	to	be	a	highly	
dystopian	 vision	 of	 an	 extremely	 totalitarian,	 exclusive,	 and	 unjust	

	[14]	 See,	for	example,	David	Harvey,	A Brief History of Neoliberalism	(Ox-
ford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2005).

	[15]	 Friedrich	von	Borries,	Klimakapseln: Überlebensbedingungen in der 
Katastrophe	(Berlin:	Suhrkamp,	2010).

(1) ilkka Halso, Museum of Nature, 
2003
source: friedrich von Borries, 
Klimakapseln: Überlebensbedin-
gungen in der Katastrophe (Berlin: 
suhrkamp, 2010), p. 136
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society,	which	lives	encapsulated	in	the	protective	capsules	needed	
for	providing	a	habitable	life	after	the	ecological	catastrophe.	[16]	In	the	
manner	of	Superstudio’s	Twelve Cautionary Tales for Christmas,	Fried-
rich	von	Borries	captures	the	alarming	tendencies	of	the	present	and	
extrapolates	 them	 into	 an	 imaginary	 future.	Thus,	 even	 though	 the	
form	of	the	utopian	project	is	used,	its	direction	is	reversed—instead	
of	being	a	project	for	the	future,	utopia	becomes	a	critical	reflection	
on	the	present,	losing	in	this	way	its	projective	character	and	becom-
ing	a	primarily	 reflexive	 tool.	But	 if	 the	oppositional	utopian	project	
ceases	to	be	a	project	itself	(inasmuch	as	the	latter	is	understood	as	
a	positive	proposal	for	the	future),	what	does	that	mean	for	the	op-
positional	architectural	and	political	practice?	Is	there	another	way	of	
thinking	the	project?	Or	could	the	alternative	to	the	neoliberal	(non-)
project	 itself	 be	 a	 non-project—that	 is,	 a	 strategy	 that	 deliberately	
rejects	providing	a	comprehensive	projection	of	an	alternative	urban,	
social,	political,	cultural,	and/or	technological	formation?	In	approach-
ing	the	latter	question,	let	us	have	a	look	at	the	opposite	way	of	deal-
ing	with	the	contemporary	crisis	of	projective	thinking.	

dissolution of spatial form (or the project without a project)

If	 at	 the	one	pole	of	 contemporary	 architecture’s	 responses	 to	 the	
neoliberal	 crisis	 of	 projectivity	 we	 find	 a	 peculiar	 comeback	 of	 the	
macro-utopianism	of	spatial	form	(stamped	by	the	magic	word	sus-

	[16]	 For	another	interpretation	of	Borries’s	book	Klimakapseln in	the	context	
of	contemporary	utopianism,	see	Mara-Daria	Cojocaru,	Die Geschichte 
von der guten Stadt: Politische Philosophie zwischen urbaner Selbstver-
ständigung und Utopie	(Bielefeld:	Transcript,	2012),	pp.	218–37.

(2) Haus-rucker-co, Oasis Nr. 7, 
1972, Kassel, documenta 5
source: friedrich von Borries, 
Klimakapseln: Überlebensbedin-
gungen in der Katastrophe (Berlin: 
suhrkamp, 2010), p. 138

tainability),	 then	the	opposite	pole	 is	marked	by	the	process-based,	
distributed,	micro-scale	design	practices	that	include	miniaturization,	
fluidization,	and	temporalization	of	spatial	form	to	a	larger	or	smaller	
extent.	Within	 these	strategies,	 the	 form	has	mostly	been	subordi-
nated	to	the	process	of	its	creation	and	transformation—sometimes	
up	to	the	point	where	it	has	all	but	dissolved.	In	this	context,	we	could	
rightly	speak	of	the	disappearance	of	the	architectural	project	(as	we	
knew	 it).	 It	 would	 be	 misleading	 to	 put	 all	 design	 paradigms	 con-
cerned	with	spatial	practices	and	processes	(rather	than	forms)	un-
der	the	same	umbrella,	since	they	include	such	different	approaches,	
including	experiments	concerning	the	retreat	of	the	author	from	the	
design	process;	parametric	design;	development	of	open-ended	so-
ciospatial	scenarios;	flexible	strategies	in	urban	design	as	a	critique	of	
top-down	master	planning;	participatory	design;	ephemeral	and	mo-
bile	architectures,	et	cetera.	However,	it	would	go	beyond	the	scope	
of	 this	 article	 to	 analyze	each	of	 them	separately	 and	 to	 reflect	on	
their	specific	relation	to	the	neoliberal	ideology.	Since	the	initial	point	
of	 my	 considerations	 was	 the	 question	 of	 (missing)	 alternatives	 to	
neoliberalism,	the	following	analysis	will	be	limited	to	those	process-
based	design	strategies	that	have	been	either	deliberately	developed	
or	retroactively	interpreted	as	critical	of	neoliberalism.	
In	his	recent	publication	Distributed Agency, Design’s Potentiality,	[17]	
art	 historian	Tom	 Holert	 has	 offered	 a	 short	 theory	 of	 architectural	
and	artistic	engagement	that	can	be	seen	as	a	manifesto	proclaiming	
modest,	embedded,	collective,	and	strategic	design	practices	instead	
of	the	grand-scale,	visionary,	autonomous,	and	static	projects	associ-
ated	with	modernist	utopianism.	[18]	The	central	argument	of	the	book-
let	brings	about	a	new	notion	of	the	designer	as	a	practitioner	involved	
in	 a	 set	 of	 distributed	 micro-practices.	These,	 according	 to	 Holert,	
could	contribute	to	a	gradual	transgression	of	the	operational	patterns	
of	 neoliberal	 capitalism	 through	 the	 ongoing	 work	 of	 recycling,	 re-
composing,	 and	 recoding	 the	 given	 reality.	 Symptomatically,	 Holert	
consciously	 avoids	 describing	 any	 exemplary	 projects,	 because	 his	
theory	proposes	a	deliberate	anonymization	and	moderation	of	 the	
design	practice	up	to	the	point	where	designer	becomes	the	name	
of	an	attitude,	rather	than	of	a	specific	profession.	A	similar	argument	
has	 been	 made	 by	 Peter	 Mörtenböck	 and	 Helge	 Mooshammer.	 In	
Netzwerk Kultur: Die Kunst der Verbindung in einer globalisierten 
Welt,	[19]	the	two	authors	reflect	on	architectural/artistic	practices	that	

	[17]	 Tom	Holert,	Civic City Cahier 3: Distributed Agency, Design’s Potential-
ity	(London:	Bedford	Press,	2011).

	[18]	 For	a	detailed	analysis	of	Holert’s	argument,	see	my	review	entitled	“A	
Strong	Argument	for	a	Weak	Theory	(of	Design),”	GAM	09	(2013),	pp.	
212–5.

	[19]	 Peter	Mörtenböck	and	Helge	Mooshammer,	Netzwerk Kultur: Die Kunst 
der Verbindung in einer globalisierten Welt	(Bielefeld:	Transcript,	2010).
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(in	their	opinion)	can	induce	reconfigurations	and	transformations	of	
sociophysical	space.	However,	these	transformations	are	not	attained	
by	means	of	a	project	of	spatial	form	but	are	rather	achieved	in	the	
very	performance	of	networked	architectural/artistic	operations.	As	an	
example,	the	authors	refer	to	the	project	called	Lost Highway Exhibi-
tion,	to	which	I	shall	come	later.
Both	 Holert’s	 and	 Mörtenböck/Mooshammer’s	 conceptions	 of	 ar-
chitectural/artistic	 practice	 are	 related	 to	 the	 deliberately	 “weak”	
and	 “non-radical”	 contemporary	 theories	 of	 political	 agency,	 such	
as	 actor-network	 theory,	 queer	 theory,	 post-operaist	 theories,	 and	
so	forth.	Within	this	huge	and	highly	heterogeneous	“pool”	of	theo-
retical	concepts,	the	one	that	stands	out	for	its	explicit	process-	and	
network-based	character,	 as	well	 as	 its	accent	on	self-organization,	
is	Antonio	Negri	and	Michael	Hardt’s	concept	of	the	multitude.	[20]	The	
term	multitude	is	meant	to	describe	the	democratically	organized,	po-
tentially	oppositional	new	class	emerging	out	of	contemporary	global	
capitalism	(or,	as	Negri	and	Hardt	term	it,	the	empire).	The	following	
three	aspects	of	the	concept	are	important	in	our	context.	First,	it	is	
related	to	a	substantially	process-based	(de	facto	Hegelian)	argument	
claiming	that	the	classes	exploited	in	capitalism	have	been	proceed-
ing	toward	increasingly	democratic	forms	of	organization.	Second,	the	
organizational	form	of	what	the	two	authors	consider	the	advanced	
form	of	democracy	is	that	of	the	network.	[21]	Third,	and	most	impor-
tantly,	the	concept	of	the	multitude	dissolves	and	reduces	the	goals	
and	programs	of	political	struggle	to	the	form	and	practice	of	political	
organizing.	In	other	words,	the	democracy	of	the	multitude	 is	not	a	
political	project,	but	rather	a	dynamic	and	spontaneous	phenomenon,	
which	emerges	in	the	very	process	of	political	contestation.
Let	me	now	suggest	a	particular	(and,	at	first	glance,	somewhat	pe-
culiar)	context	for	testing	the	above-exposed	theories	of	architectural	
and	political	agency:	the	post-Yugoslavian	landscape	of	transitional	ar-
chitectures	and	politics.	The	reason	for	this	choice	lies	in	the	particular	
shape	of	economic/political	transformations	characterizing	the	region	
after	the	breakdown	of	the	socialist	project	and	the	subsequent	vio-
lent	dissolution	of	Yugoslavia.	The	destructive	effects	and	complexity	
of	 these	processes	made	 the	 integration	of	post-Yugoslavian	coun-
tries	into	the	neoliberal	flux	of	undisturbed	capital	circulation	some-
what	controversial	and	complicated.	The	unconditioned	liberalization	
and	 invasive	 internationalization	of	 markets	 have	 been	 paralleled	 in	
this	case	by	the	emergence	of	manifold	informal	economic	networks,	

	[20]	 See	Michael	Hardt	and	Antonio	Negri,	Multitude: War and Democracy 
in the Age of Empire	(New	York:	Penguin	Press	2004).

	[21]	 In	this	context,	it	is	important	to	note	that	the	network	as	a	spatial	
figure	or	metaphor	is	thoroughly	antagonistic	to	the	concept	of	spatial	
form,	since	it	is	made	up	of	pure	relations	and	processes	and	is	virtu-
ally	endless	and	all-encompassing.

spontaneous	 survival	 strategies,	 and	 ephemeral	 social	 and	 spatial	
configurations.	These	include	the	manifold	illegal	marketplaces	typical	
of	the	nineties,	uncontrolled	urban	developments	(mostly	parasitizing	
on	the	existing	infrastructure),	spontaneous	appropriations	and	adap-
tations	of	the	abandoned,	formerly	state-owned	industrial	and	military	
facilities,	 but	 also	 the	 cooperative	 home-to-home	 networks	 for	 the	
exchange	 of	 goods	 and	 services,	 and	 independent	 (often	 squatted	
and	partly	unofficial)	spaces	for	artistic	and	media	activities	(3,4).	
The	 relationship	 between	 these	“alternative”	 practices	 and	 the	 in-
stitutional	politics	is	anything	but	simple:	while	they	are	not	directly	
integrated	 into	 the	official	 (neoliberal)	 economy,	 they	cannot	 in	 any	
case	be	considered	alternative	economic	projects,	since	their	relation-
ship	 to	 the	 formal	economic	processes	 is	mostly	 a	parasitical	one.	
Furthermore,	many	of	them	are	equally	ambivalent	from	the	ethical	
standpoint:	 although	 they	might	 represent	 remarkable	examples	of	
creative	organizational	strategies,	they	often	embody	forms	of	exclu-
sion,	violent	dispossession,	and	unjust	distribution	(sometimes	even	
worse	than	those	in	the	formalized	and	legalized	processes	of	neolib-
eral	economic	exploitation).
Urban	and	architectural	expressions	of	self-organized	survival	practic-
es	in	the	post-Yugoslavian	context	have	been	the	subject	of	polarized	
and	controversial	research	and	interventions	on	the	part	of	academic	
architectural	culture.	On	the	one	hand,	the	prevailing	attitude	among	
educated	architects	toward	the	“wild	architectures”	of	the	(never-end-
ing)	transitional	era	has	been	a	mixture	of	disregard	and	scornful	criti-
cism.	On	the	other,	the	“progressive”	stream	of	younger	and	mostly	
internationally	 acting	 researchers	 and	 practitioners	 has	 increasingly	
interpreted	 these	architectures	as	 fascinating	expressions	of	 inven-
tive,	non-hierarchical,	and	non-ideological	practices,	which	ignore	the	
territorial	divisions	imposed	by	nationalist	ideologies	and	the	absurd	
laws	 imposed	by	transitional	bureaucracies.	Since	the	 late	nineties,	
a	series	of	architectural/artistic	projects	 (mostly	combining	research	
based	on	visual	mapping	with	small-scale	interventions)	has	been	de-
voted	to	the	post-Yugoslavian	informal	spatial	practices.	[22]	
One	of	the	most	extreme	examples	of	the	research	and	design	pro-
cedures	characterizing	these	projects	is	the	Lost Highway Expedition,	
which	 took	 place	 in	 2006	 (and	 was	 later	 enthusiastically	 portrayed	
by	the	same	Peter	Mörtenböck	and	Helge	Mooshammer	[23]).	The	goal	

	[22]	 Some	exemplary	projects	in	this	context	include:	Genetics of the Wild 
City—a	STEALTH	Group’s	research	on	the	informal	urban	develop-
ments	in	Belgrade;	Azra	Akšamija’s	study	of	the	self-organized	inter-
ethnic	cooperation	at	the	Arizona	Market	in	the	Brcko	District	(Bosnia	
and	Herzegovina);	Srdjan	Jovanovic	Weiss’s	numerous	studies	on	
transitional	turbo-architectures,	ETH	Basel’s	research	project	Belgrade: 
Formal	Informal;	and	some	of	the	case	studies	developed	within	the	
Harvard	Graduate	School	of	Design’s	Project	Zagreb.

	[23]	 See	Mörtenböck	and	Mooshammer,	Netzwerk Kultur,	pp.	11–7.
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of	the	expedition,	which	gathered	together	numerous	architects,	art-
ists,	and	 thinkers,	was	defined	as	 follows:	“A	multitude	of	 individu-
als,	groups	and	institutions	will	form	a	massive	intelligent	swarm	that	
would	move	roughly	along	the	unfinished	Highway of Brotherhood and 
Unity	in	the	former	Yugoslavia.	. . .	The	reason	for	the	Lost Highway 
Expedition	is	to	find	and	study	missing	relationships	on	the	highway	
and	look	at	them	as	a	model	for	diverse	Europe.”	[24]	During	the	exhibi-
tion,	which	lasted	for	about	a	month,	the	participants	were	pursuing	
their	individual	(though	sometimes	interrelated)	architectural,	artistic,	
and	research	practices;	they	were	exchanging	their	ideas	in	the	form	
of	discussions,	workshops,	performances,	and	presentations—both	
within	the	group	and	with	local	supporters	and	audiences	in	the	cities	
located	along	the	exhibition	route.	Networking—in	a	sense	of	creat-
ing	 new	 productive	 associations	 in	 order	 to	 reconnect	 and	 re-map	
the	 fragmented	 territory	 of	 the	 former	 state—was	 understood	 not	
only	as	a	possible	positive	side	effect	of	 the	project,	but	as	 its	pri-
mary	content.	One	of	the	essential	qualities	of	the	operation—seen	
from	the	perspective	of	Mörtenböck	and	Mooshammer—is	that	the	
emergent	 network	 of	 relationships	 remained	 flexible	 and	 endlessly	
open:	the	project	did	not	determine	(either	through	fixed	institutional	
arrangements	or	 through	materialized	spatial	 forms)	what	and	who	
could	be	included	and	what	and	who	would	have	to	be	excluded	from	
the	 network.	 In	 other	 words,	 Lost Highway Expedition	 deliberately	
eschewed	filling	the	 ideological	vacuum	left	after	the	breakdown	of	
the	communist	ideology	with	any	fixed	and	clear	alternative	content.	
Thus,	by	carefully	avoiding	anything	that	could	be	considered	a	defi-
nite,	universalist,	ideological,	and	authoritarian	proposal,	it	renounced	
its	status	as	project—at	least	in	the	traditional	sense	of	the	term.
However,	let	us	now	forget	for	a	while	the	optimistic	perspective	of	
Mörtenböck	and	Mooshammer	and	instead	ask	ourselves	what	criti-
cal	potential	projects	like	Lost Highway Expedition	really	have	(or	do	
not	have)	 in	 the	 face	of	 rising	economic	 injustice,	 impoverishment,	
and	indebtedness	in	the	ideologically	and	materially	deserted	spaces	
caught	 in	the	web	of	neoliberal	globalization.	This	potential	 remains	
deliberately	reduced	to	finding	and	establishing	alternative	sociospa-

	[24]	 See	the	official	presentation	of	the	project	at	http://www.scho-
olofmissingstudies.net/sms-lhe.htm	(accessed	July	2013).

(3) improvised and/or illegal 
infrastructure and houses around 
arizona Market in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, documented by azra 
akšamija, 2001
source: azra akšamija, Arizona 
Road, Master‘s thesis (graz: graz 
university of technology, 2001), 
p. 34 

tial	 connections	 not	 (yet)	 established	 within	 the	 formal	 economies	
and	 official	 policies.	 However,	 the	 absence	 of	 any	 determined	 pro-
jective content	 (or	of	any	notion	of	a	utopia	of	spatial	 form)	makes	
it	 impossible	 to	establish	a	 stable	criterion	by	which	 the	emergent	
networks	of	opposition	can	be	distinguished	from	those	of	exploita-
tion.	If	we	go	back	to	the	theory	of	Negri	and	Hardt,	this	critical	insight	
into	the	conception	of	architectural/artistic	practice	embodied	by	the	
Lost Highway Expedition	 reveals	 that	 the	concept	of	 the	multitude	
cannot	provide	a	feasible	alternative	to	the	forces	of	neoliberal	capital-
ism,	so	long	as	it	does	not	incorporate	any	determined	and	unifying	
project	apart	from	its	organizational	figure	(the	idealized	figure	of	the	
ever-evolving,	non-hierarchical,	transient	network).	In	other	words,	so	
long	as	such	project	 is	 rejected,	 the	networks	of	 the	multitude	will	
continuously	merge	with	and	get	dissolved	within	 the	networks	of	
the	empire.	

facing the gordian Knot

The	exposition	of	the	dead	ends	of	the	two	radical	responses	to	the	
neoliberal	crisis	of	projectivity	confronts	us	with	an	awkward	ques-
tion.	 If	 grand	 utopian	 projects	 necessarily	 bear	 the	 germ	 of	 totali-
tarianism,	and	the	strategies	that	renounce	the	project	(resorting	to	
micro-practices	 and	 distributed	 processes)	 are	 suspected	 of	 ineffi-
ciency	 and	 potential	 dilution,	 then	 what	 form	 might	 the	 alternative	
project	to	neoliberalism	take?	Trying	to	formulate	a	quick	answer	to	
this	question	would	imply	underestimating	its	importance	and	com-
plexity.	There	 is	 only	 the	 conclusion	 that	 can	 be	 reached	 based	 on	
the	afore-exposed	considerations:	the	idea	of	the	project	capable	of	
overcoming	the	present	status	quo	will	have	to	outline	the	form	of	a	
possible	better	world,	while	simultaneously	taking	into	account	pro-
cesses	of	transformation	toward	it;	to	determine	a	horizon	of	eman-
cipatory	change	but	allow	for	its	constant	redrawing;	and	to	entail	a	
macroscopic	model	but	presuppose	that	the	transition	would	rather	
be	 initiated	by	microscopic	practices.	 In	my	view,	a	yet-to-come	re-
conceptualization	of	 the	project	capable	of	meeting	these	claims	 is	
the	most	challenging	and	indispensable	task	of	architectural	theory,	
if	it	has	the	ambition	of	fostering	design	practice	that	could	rightly	be	
considered	anti-neoliberal.

(4) improvised and/or illegal 
infrastructure and houses around 
arizona Market in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, documented by azra 
akšamija, 2001
source: azra akšamija, Arizona 
Road, Master‘s thesis (graz: graz 
university of technology, 2001), 
p. 35
 


