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Today’s new empires of technology emerge to remake the city for their
gain. They adopt narratives of sustainability, resilience, and a utopian
belief in the possibility of improving life through technology. Through
this lens, the city becomes a programmable space, reduced to solutionist
terms, where the messiness of urban life can be understood and logically
optimized with enough data. While this claims to be in favor of
innovation and improvement, these developments often benefit from and
further enable existing power structures. They obscure environmental and
social impacts through tools of sleek aesthetics and words like ‘the cloud’.
In reality, cities built by the cloud are shaped by a controlled, exclusionary
logic. They are designed around enclosure, centralization,
monopolization, and the commodification of urban life for corporate
gain.
This project proposes moments of resistance that celebrate friction,
complexity, and community at Amazon’s corporate headquarters in
Seattle.
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- Part 1 -

Prologue:
Setting the Scene

The law of progress holds that everything now must be better than what was
there before. Don’t you see if you want something better, and better, and
better, you lose the good. The good is no longer even being measured
(Arendt 1974).

1

01. Statement of Thesis

Figure 1.0 Glass Towers, Amazon Campus (photo by author)
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This work explores the relationship between the city and the power
structures and technologies that shape it.
Cities today are being increasingly influenced and shaped by
emerging corporate technocracies. From the development of top-down
smart cities to the introduction of ubiquitous technologies into the
urban realm, tech giants are finding ways to remake the city for their gain.
They sell narratives of sustainability, resilience, and a utopian belief in
the possibility of improving life through technology. The idea of the city
as a data-generating and processing machine may be nothing new, but
the reduction of the city to those, increasingly automated, functions is
distinct to our time (Mattern 2013). This lens of ‘solutionism’ reduces the
complexities of urban life to defined parameters with definite, computable
solutions that claim to be logically optimized with enough data and the
right algorithms (Mattern 2013).
In this tech-driven model, the city is a test bed for new
‘innovations’. A reliance on information is hardwired into the city, where
past data is used to predict and produce the future (Halpern et al. 2013).
While this claims to be in favor of improving the city, these developments
often benefit from and further enable existing power structures. They
obscure environmental and social externalities through tools of sleek
aesthetics and words like ‘the cloud’. In reality, cities built by the cloud
are shaped by a controlled, exclusionary logic. They are designed around
enclosure, centralization, monopolization, and the commodification of
urban life for corporate gain (Fard 2018).
In addition, the reliance on data seeks to eliminate the
possibility for dynamic change or emergence or discovery (Halpern et al.
2013). Instead, it seeks to introduce new forms of management and
control into the city, to be conducted through unaccountable
technological and spatial strategies rather than law or regulation. They
draw on what Foucault (2008) described as neoliberal forms of
‘environmental’ governance. In these systems, the occupant of the city
responds predictably to modifications in the environment, and in this
3

way becomes manageable. This management is at its most effective when
signals and influences operate beneath our awareness. New technologies
have capitalized on this, finding ways of captivating us, and modulating
our behavior (Braun 2013).
As the city becomes increasingly shaped by the interests of corporate tech giants, these management strategies will further shape urban
life. The city will be bounded, standardized, and commodified by this new
techno-colonialism (Fard 2018). In these commanding frictionless urban
environments, governance is conducted by private interests. It is no longer
about subjectification but about control (Deleuze 1992).

Deleuze’s “micro-politics of struggle” (Agamben 2007; Deleuze 1992;
Braun 2013). These ideas are understood in terms of “immanent social
transformation, seizing the potential for alternatives within existing
practices” (Braun 2013). The struggles of the interventions proposed by
this project encourage experimentation and play and the reimagining of
systems from their programmed meanings towards new uses.

Application at Site

To counter this tech-driven top-down control of the city, this
project seeks to embrace bottom-up interventions driven not by some
corporate entity, but by the inhabitants of the city. This work embraces the
uncertain and the unknowable elements that enrich urban life. It resists
proposals with prescriptive outcomes and suggests that, as Halpern et al.
(2013) argue, we must “design with less authority and greater interest in
the space of society and culture that is produced in the interstices between
what is human, machine, and animal”.
The design inquiries look to explore the inclusion of the
landscape and multiple participants, including a variety of human and
more than-human actors. As Tsing (2015) writes, limiting a story to only
human actors “is not just ordinary human bias. It is a cultural agenda tied
to dreams of progress through modernization”. These dreams of progress
are the same myths that now seek to overtake the city as a programmable
space. So, design to counter the power structures and technologies of the
city must also counter the limitation of actors in our stories and spaces.
“We forget that collaborative survival requires cross-species
coordinations. To enlarge what is possible we need other kinds of stories,
including adventures of landscapes” (Tsing 2015).
The interventions explored here are deliberately simple and
spontaneous. They do not seek to overthrow one system to replace it with
another, and they do not seek to install a new idea of utopia. Instead, they
draw from Agamben’s “hand to hand combat” of profanation and

While many tech-driven or “smart city” projects remain between
the stages of idea and implementation, the intentions are on display in the
already-built homes of tech companies. This project explores the tension
between top-down corporate control and bottom-up civilian participation
at Amazon’s Seattle campus. The campus is unique among tech
headquarters for occupying such a large portion of the downtown core of
a major city (Ilyin 2018). While many other tech giants have built their
homes in suburban settings, Amazon dominates Seattle. The campus has
the largest office footprint of any single company in a major city in North
America (Rosenberg and González 2017).
Over the past decade, Amazon has transformed the neighborhood
and the city as a whole. The campus is shaped by a unified design
language of glass and green. Spaces are defined by increased control,
commodification, and the unsettling illusion of friendliness. Throughout
the campus, Amazon uses technological tools as well as spatial strategies
to advance its empire. Much of this remains almost invisible, blending
into the city through banality. Yet, looking to Amazon’s ideas for
expansion of territory and tools, its ideas for the future are anything but
banal.
In order to amplify the visibility of Amazon’s intentions, this
project takes place in a speculative future. Here, the ideologies and
movements currently seen at the campus and in patents and plans are
projected ahead. This imagined world serves as the setting for
intervention.
The design strategies explored in this project draw on Seattle’s
activist and counter-culture legacies to explore forms of community and
agency. They are developed through vignettes, focusing on broad topics
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Design Inquiry

of information, ecology, and labour. These topics draw from existing and
speculated areas of transformation at the hands of Amazon’s campus.
Design processes at each vignette seek to question authority and push
back against control. Unauthorized, bottom-up interventions are the
means for struggle and for imagining new, open futures, rooted in and
driven by community.

02. Critical Essay
Developments driven by tech companies like Amazon often claim
to be building some new innovation of utopia. This search for perfection
is presented through a modern problem-solving lens, but the quest itself is
nothing new. The idea of utopia has long sparked the imagination of
writers, philosophers, and designers. In reality, many developments in
both digital and physical spaces that have sought to build an idealized
future have fallen short. They serve as an important reminder that a
utopia from one perspective can be a dystopia from another. The
expansion of companies like Amazon into the urban realm is no different.
They are guided by lofty claims, but often fall short and only perpetuate
existing problems. To understand the dangers of the future Amazon is
building, this essay explores past developments in utopic designs, both
in the built environment and online. Through this understanding we can
begin to craft measures of resistance to point to an open, and deliberately
imperfect, future.

Figure 2.0 Amazon History Glitch Collage (by author)
Figure 1.1 Community posts, Amazon Campus (photo by author)
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The Origins of Utopia
The term Utopia was first introduced by Thomas More in his 1516
work of the same name. Utopia is ambiguous, perhaps deliberately. The
second half of the word is clear: the Greek ‘topos’ means place. But the
prefix could refer either to ‘eu’, meaning good, or ‘ou’, meaning none. So,
utopia means either ‘good place’ and ‘no place’. Or utopia mean both, an
ideal place that exists nowhere in reality (Wilde, 2017). In the century’s
that have followed, the interpretations of More’s writings have struggled
over further ambiguity.
More writes of Utopia within a narrative frame of his
contemporary European and Catholic society. Utopia is a newly
discovered island in some unspecified location of the New World. Utopia
is a socialist society that counters and illuminates the problems in
Europe. As More writes, “When I consider and turn over in my mind the
various commonwealths flourishing today, so help me God, I can see in
them nothing but a conspiracy of the rich, who are advancing their own
interests under the name and title of the commonwealth” (More, 1516).
While many of his contemporary critics took his writing to be a
serious political and philosophical work, it has been dismissed in the
centuries since as satire. The use of fiction and narrative in the work has
led to More falling from the ranks of Machiavelli or Marx when it comes
to true social commentary (Wilde, 2017). However, perhaps it is the use
of fiction that continues to make Utopia so important and relevant even
today.
More’s Utopia and works that followed it like Swift’s Gulliver’s
Travels were written in the present tense; utopia existed somewhere
contemporary to their own worlds; it just couldn’t be pinpointed on a map
(Picon 2013). These works criticized the existing social order without
necessarily calling for immediate action or reform. Yet, they were
connected to the real world through architecture. Buildings and streets
and cities helped readers connect to these visions of utopia (Picon 2017).
Figure 2.1 Utopia Glitch Collage (by author)
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Building the Perfect City
Just as More’s ideal society continues to capture imaginations
today, the search for a perfected society appears again and again in
architectural history. Thinkers and designers have pondered utopia. How
can we transform ‘no place’ into ‘good place’ existing physically in the real
world? Designers brought utopia beyond a literary genre into real
proposals, but many of these have faced criticism. Frank Lloyd Wright’s
Broadacre City vision sought to counter the problems of urbanization
but has been criticized for its focus on the efficiency of the automobile
and lack of safe pedestrian space. Le Corbusier planned Ville Radieuse to
bring about social reform and order in the environment, but the plan lacks
any sense of human scale or relation to site (Horrigan, 1978).
The history of urbanism has also drawn from ideals of egalitarian
societies, even if not specifically making connections to utopian visions.
After the Industrial Revolution the rapid development of new
technologies led to a focus on societal progress. In cities, this manifested
as a standardization of infrastructural development (Fard, 2020). New
infrastructural technologies were celebrated as beacons of progress and
made to be replicable and repeatable throughout and across cities.
This celebration was short-lived, however, and as it became clear
that infrastructure had not delivered on its promises to remake society,
it was moved out of sight. Infrastructural networks such as water, gas,
electricity and communication were physically moved underground and
made increasingly invisible. As Ali Fard writes, “materiality is closely
associated with presence and visibility, [so] the move underground of
urban technological networks constituted a divide between the urban
imaginary associated with them and the tangible, costly, and
heavily-contested politics of their development” (Fard, 2020). This was especially true of communication networks, which were becoming increasingly privatized at the time. Communication infrastructures also lacked
the inherent physicality of something like water, which can be seen and
felt. This has perhaps also contributed to furthering invisibility.
In the information age of the late 20th century, this separation
from infrastructural to software had expanded even further. By 1995,
10

was declared that society had moved “from atoms to bits” (Fard, 2020). It
could be argued that just as the physicality of infrastructure was
obscured from the environment, the bodiedness of people was also lost. In
the modern city, “human labour is imagined not as flesh and muscles, but
as measurable economic deliverables” (Hendren, 2020). But despite this
perception, cities are still occupied by bodies and infrastructure still has
an environmental footprint.

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 2.2 Broadacre City (from Waldheim 2010)
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Technologic Idealism
Although utopian visions gradually fell out of favor in
architecture, they have seen a resurgence with the advance of new
technologies. The early days of the Internet were filled with optimistic
techno-utopian phrases like “superhighway of information” or “marketplace of ideas”. In 1998, a policy analyst pushing for the continued lack of
regulation of the internet wrote, “The printing press has been
implicated in the Reformation, the Renaissance and the Scientific
Revolution,” he wrote. “Similarly, profound changes may already be
underway in the information age.” (Marantz, 2019). This new utopian
vision adopted the historical ideology that all progress is positive, and
innovation benefits us all (Fard, 2018).
A number of founders of early social media technologies from
Mark Zuckerberg at Facebook to Steve Huffman at Reddit described their
creations as the new printing presses or lightbulbs of their time. Chris
Hughes, Zuckerberg’s college roommate and one of Facebook’s first
employees recently reflected “We could have compared it to a weapon,
too, I suppose, but nobody did.” (Marantz, 2019). Instead, they spoke
optimistically of how their platforms would bring the world closer
together and change the world for the better. These narratives held the
power to shape our conception of reality.
The new advances were celebrated as a “libertarian panacea that
would free people from all centralized systems” (Harari 2018).
Shoshana Zuboff, today a prominent critic of tech-driven corporate
capitalism, reflected on the early days of these advances as being a time of
optimism. She noted that technology seemed to have the potential to align
the forces of supply and demand. The Internet and social media seemed
to offer a space of empowerment, the democratization of knowledge and
real problem solving (Laidler 2019). Government too, has until recently
approached tech as a force of good, or at least neutrality, not requiring
extensive regulation (Khaled, 2020). Even within academia, computer
scientists often work without the ethical checkpoints found in many other
streams of research (Hutson 2021).
However, like the printing press before it the techno-utopian
12

visions of social media proved to be limited. While the printing press is
praised for making information accessible and removing gatekeepers of
knowledge, it also brought with it “heightened ethnic tensions, the spread
of medical misinformation, and about a century’s worth of European
religious wars.” (Marantz, 2019). Now, Silicon Valley is facing the
realization that the utopian visions they sought have not come to be.

Figure 2.3 Smart City Glitch Collage (by author)

While Zuckerberg still stands by his claim that Facebook has made
the world a better place, he has admitted some shortcomings in recent
years. In 2019, he wrote “…people will misuse these tools to interfere in
elections, spread misinformation, and incite violence… One of the most
painful lessons I’ve learned is that when you connect two billion people,
you will see all the beauty and ugliness of humanity” (Marantz, 2019).
The new technologies of social media have told us of the inherent
good of progress. By claiming to promote accessibility and connection,
they have led us to look the other way as their control becomes more and
more pervasive. Has Facebook really increased our ability to connect to
the people around us? Or have we been taught new definitions of ‘friend’
that in fact serve to further Facebook’s control? Social media has
convinced us that our relationships need a digital footprint to be valid,
while extracting the data of our connections for its own power.
The Internet has become a highly controlled domain, poised to
13

give unprecedented power to centralized authorities, which increasingly
take the form of private companies (Harari 2018). Social media
companies have become obsessed with the power they hold over our
connections. And e-commerce companies like Amazon grew on an
empire of “tracking cookies and attracting eyeballs for advertising”
(Laidler 2019). They neglected the opportunities to address the needs of
individuals in favor of a new economic logic and a fast track to
monetization. Zuboff ’s “surveillance capitalism” proved too lucrative to
resist (Laidler 2019). The age of optimism in technology is facing a critical
moment, but the companies like Amazon, despite growing criticism, show
no sign of decline.

The Cloud Obscures
This tech reckoning, while addressing mainly the digital aspects of
our lives, is inherently spatial as well, and is playing out in our cities. Tech
companies have often referred to themselves as existing in the “cloud” and
as being separate from the physical worlds of government or the public.
The idea of a cloud allows tech to separate itself from the neoliberal
systems it enforces (Fard, 2018). In fact, the cloud is grounded in the
environmental impacts of mineral extraction and server farms and the
social impacts of workers and users. The tech industry has built its
power on suffering. Amazon relies on warehouse workers treated like
cattle, while the pockets of executives are lined by dealings with oil and
gas companies (Khaled, 2020). And beyond these deliberate power
structures, tech has helped spread misinformation to build platforms and
increase users, attempting to overlook the costs from displaced Rohingya
in Myanmar to the rise of white-supremacist terrorist groups in the
United States (Khaled, 2020). These externalities lie conveniently beyond
the realm of our digital or urban experiences and imaginations, and it is
too easy to pretend they simply do not exist.
Silicon Valley often speaks of itself in terms of a secessionist
vision, longing for greater individual freedoms and separation from the
slow processes of regulation. In 2013, Larry Page, then CEO of Google
expressed these ideas, “But maybe we should set aside a small part of the
14

world. You know, I like going to Burning Man, for example… I think as
technologists we should have some safe places where we can try out some
new things and figure out what is the effect on society, what’s the effect on
people, without having to deploy it kind of into the normal world” (Fard,
2018). In the following years, this attitude has become ever more
present. The frontier of the cloud has become the territory of technocolonial expansion. These narratives draw from the legacies of California
counter-culture and the prominence of personal freedom, while
conveniently depoliticizing the systems and resources they depend upon
(Fard, 2018).
This collision of urban and digital is particularly obvious in the
development of tech-driven urbanism. These projects are often heavy in
buzzwords of ‘sustainability’ and ‘efficiency’ that obscure the reality of
privatization, surveillance, and control. As Ali Fard writes, “In advancing
their neoliberal agendas, the cities built by the cloud will seamlessly
combine utopian imaginaries, frontier ideologies, and extrastatecraft
strategies to generate enclaves of privilege, which are separated from the
larger urban realm”.

Figure 2.4 Cloud Glitch Collage (by author)

15

The discourse around smart cities is largely focused on the urban
core, which helps hide the full territory of these projects. In reality, the
city and the urban core are concentrated moments of the system, but not
the whole extent (Fard, 2020). Despite the modern aesthetic and the
discourse around revolutionizing our lives, smart cities are not a new
urban form. Instead, they draw on existing neo-liberal and urbaninfrastructural systems discussed above.
The focus on data allows for a new argument for this development.
Smart cities are built on a “pseudo-objective techno-scientific basis” that
insists that with enough data cities can be perfected (Fard, 2020). This is
not unlike the arguments within Silicon Valley that progress is
inherently beneficial. Similar views have also been used to justify
inaction on climate change. Economic models insist on optimisation and
cost avoidance and therefore continue to defer any meaningful action on
climate change to future generations and as of yet unproven technologies
(Spratt & Armistead, 2020). The ‘experts’ bring to these models their own
biases and worldviews, which often build upon the neoliberal
assumptions that the economy will self-regulate and achieve stability if it
maintains a focus on the maximization of resources, efficiency and
optimization. 		
These assumptions are far from reflected in reality and show
economic models to be reliant on social constructs (Spratt & Armistead,
2020). As a result, climate models are used to enforce “policy-based
evidence making instead of evidence -based policy making” (Spratt &
Armistead, 2020). When climate change poses an existential threat to our
planet, the dangers of relying on these ‘experts’ and their models cannot
be understated.
Just as these models that claim to be based on science and expert
opinions will fail to prevent the impacts of climate change, the plans for
smart cities built around data and corporate interests will surely fail to
deliver an equitable and sustainable urban utopia. Instead, the increased
control of information and the limited view of whose opinion is
considered expert could lead to the rise of dangers already playing out on
social media virtually.

While few smart city projects in North America have yet gone
beyond proposals or campuses, these new urban forms are already being
constructed around the world. Lessons from these developments can
provide a warning to where companies like Amazon may seek to go.
India’s 100 Smart Cities was launched in 2015 with Prime Minister Modi
promising it would promote inclusiveness and improve quality of life. Yet,
the project has been criticized for its failure to address urban-rural
linkages, especially when it comes to the migrant workforce whose labor
build the smart cities (Hussain, 2020).
Songdo International Business District, a smart city built from
scratch in Incheon, South Korea promised to deliver convenience,
connection, and innovation to residents. Yet, it has been criticized for
creating an isolating and lonely experience (Halpern et al. 2013). Masdar
City, which was intended to be the world’s first zero-carbon city and a step
towards a post-fossil fuel future for the United Arab Emirates, today sits
incomplete. It has fallen short of its goals and been criticized for its
reliance on economic metrics as an indication of sustainability
(Goldenberg 2016).
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Figure 2.5 Green Glitch Collage (by author)

Despite these shortcomings and critiques, tech companies are still
branching into the built environment. According to Scott Galloway, a
professor of marketing at NYU, “A pillar of capitalism is you can’t reward
the winners without punishing the losers” (Khaled, 2020). If cities built
by tech companies like Amazon further privatize and capitalize space, the
gap between the “winners” and the “losers” will continue to grow and the
true territory of urban space will be more and more obscured by the cloud
and the sleek green and silicon aesthetic.

Figure 2.60 - 2.62 Selected territories of the
tech-driven city: the server farm, the city block,
the communications network(by author)

18

19

Figure 2.70 Local and regional offices of major tech companies (by author)
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Figure 2.71 Impacts of major tech companies (by author)

21

- Part 1 -

Interlude:
Grounding in Place
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There is a quality even meaner than outright ugliness or disorder, and this
meaner quality is the dishonest mask of pretended order, achieved by
ignoring or suppressing the real order that is struggling to exist and to be
served (Jacobs 1961).
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03. Site Matters
While many projects in smart or tech-driven urbanism exist still mainly
as proposals, the intentions of top-down corporate control can be seen
in the already-built homes of tech companies. This project takes place in
Amazon’s Seattle campus.

Figure 3.0 Development by Amazon (photo by author)

Amazon: Extreme Among Giants
Amazon’s forays into urbanism are notable even among projects
led by Big Tech. While Google, Apple and Facebook have remade the
homes of their headquarters, these projects have existed mainly in
suburbs, outside of established city environments. Microsoft, which also
claims Seattle as its birthplace, has developed its headquarters in
Redmond, Washington. These more remote campuses allow companies to
operate without the burden of responsibility for urban dynamics, though
perhaps their isolation is a separate problem.
Amazon has chosen to overlook, or perhaps ignore the pitfalls of
building a massive downtown campus. As Natalia Ilyin, a social activist
and professor at Seattle’s Cornish College of the Arts, writes, “There’s a
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civic responsibility inherent in purchasing the center of a city. Where is
Amazon’s civic responsibility? Where are the places for real people, the
support of people not like its workers? Seattle’s citizens are now outsiders
in its own urban core. It’s “us and them” with Amazon” (2018). Amazon
has seemed to grow without concern for pressing issues like gentrification
or displacement, and indications of the future show little likelihood of
change.
And as its rapid expansion through the virtual and physical world
continues, Amazon seems poised to remain an outlier. Many major tech
companies, including Microsoft and Google, have made recent steps
towards urban projects, but Amazon’s projects have been in some ways
perhaps the most extreme. “The case of Amazon is especially interesting
as it provides a representative pulse for the widespread condition of
contemporary tech-driven neoliberal urbanism” (Fard 2018). When
Amazon announced its search for a second home, “Amazon HQ2” in
2017, the request for proposals played out like a bizarre high-stakes
pageant. With 238 proposals from cities across fifty-four states, provinces
and territories in North America, the process showed desperation
alongside gimmicks (Fard, 2018). Cities offered huge tax breaks,
incentives and attention-grabbing marketing efforts in hopes to gain
Amazon’s favor. All this effort expended merely for the chance at
Amazon’s investment and jobs projections, none of which could be
guaranteed.
Beyond its existing and developing urban projects, Amazon is
looking further forward as well. Among the thousands of patents the
company has filed over the past decade lie indications of future
intentions. “[W]hile companies like Apple or Microsoft tinker with
variations on consumer goods, it is Amazon, with their own brand of
automated futurism, which seems the most intent on merging
processes of machine learning with principles of everyday spatial
organization” (Stewart 2018).
Its past development, present occupation and future plans make
Amazon’s Seattle campus an important site for study. The ideologies and
forms on display here can give an indication to how tech giants will shape
our cities as they move into the platform of the built environment.
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Looking Back: Development
Since it first embarked on the campus project in 2007, Amazon
has attracted a mix of controversy and hopefulness. Early critics voiced
concerns over housing costs and gentrification, while to more optimistic
viewpoints, the new campus offered the opportunity for growth and life in
a slowing neighborhood.
Prior to Amazon’s move, the South Lake Union neighborhood was
a site of focus for the late Microsoft co-founder and billionaire Paul Allen.
Allen’s initial interest was in developing a sprawling public park, the
Seattle Commons. He loaned $20 million dollars to a committee to
purchase land for the park, but after the proposal was twice defeated by
voters over tax levies, the ownership of the land reverted to Allen in 1996
(Seattle Times Staff 2012). Allen’s development company, Vulcan
continued to acquire land and projects in the neighborhood throughout
the early 2000s. According to The Seattle Times, “It was an open secret
that Amazon was shopping for a new home, and that Vulcan’s
megaproject for its South Lake Union real estate holdings had a very
specific tenant in mind” (Day 2017).
As the plans moved forward, there was debate over affordable
housing and impact fees to be associated with the developments. “Thencity councilmember Peter Steinbrueck warned that the city planned to
offer Vulcan a discount to standard rates, and said the plan was
inappropriate given an ongoing housing crisis” (Day 2017). Others raised
concerns over making exceptions to city code for a single company.
Yet, despite these early warnings, the reaction was mainly
optimistic. City officials praised the redevelopment of a district with few
prospects. Hopeful locals anticipated that the project “could transform an
area from a kind of piecemeal neighborhood into one with a dominant
character” (Brewster 2007). For the most part, concerns over rent increase
or traffic gridlock were pushed aside to welcome the project.

Looking Around: Analysis
Walking around the Amazon campus today, the initial optimism
about the project’s potential feels naïve and misguided. The current space
occupied and employee numbers have far exceeded early estimates, and
the development has yet to slow down.
Today, Amazon’s footprint in Seattle is more than twice that of
any other company in a major city in North America (Rosenberg and
González 2017). Although booming, Seattle’s previously diverse economy
is increasingly linked to just one company. The rapid rise of that
company has resulted in higher wages in the city and lower unemployment. But Amazon has also brought with it soaring housing prices and
gridlock (Rosenberg and González 2017).
Beyond the economic and statistical transformations, the changes
are visible at street level as well. Despite its polished aesthetic, the campus
has a hollow, empty feel. As Ilyin writes, “I had never felt lonely walking to
work before. There had always been something going on, whether
music or shopping bustle or someone asking you to sign a petition or
some weird looking person in that once-typical Seattle outfit of pink hair,
parka, white petticoat and Doc Martens. But the street life is gone because
the artists are gone” (2018).

Figure 3.1 Empty benches (photo by author)
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Public spaces in Amazon’s campus are shaped by control and
security. Networks are standardized for uniformity, efficiency, and
commodification. Aesthetics of green and glass promote an illusion of the
company’s benevolence, while remaining exclusionary in practice.
This analysis studies three key typologies found at the campus: the
courtyard, the street, and the monument. The findings presented here
draw from existing research as well as site visits. As Amazon expands its
empire in Seattle and beyond, understanding the spatial tools in place
at the campus will give an indication of the future. Amazon will likely
further deploy in future developments the strategies and moves it has
deemed successful so far at its headquarters.

Figure 3.20 Amazon campus footprint, 2007 (by author)

Figure 3.3 Streetcar with Amazon advertising (photo by author)

Figure 3.21 Amazon campus footprint, 2021 (by author)
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The Street

Figure 3.40 Empty street (photo by author)

Tall, black, featureless glass office buildings started to
sprout—each with its de rigeur expensive restaurant on the
ground floor, its high grey steel tables and wood grain walls
and attractive small grouping of large-leafed plants out
front. Each with its wall of expensive wines visible to the
passerby. Each very much the same as the next. (Ilyin 2018)
Throughout the campus, the streets feel unified and devoid of character or
distinction. As Ilyin describes, the buildings are designed with a
uniform aesthetic, and they are also unified in their program. The typical
building is divided into retail and office space. Retail spaces at the ground
level are occupied typically by shops, cafes or restaurants. Increasingly,
Amazon-owned enterprises, such as Whole Foods or Amazon Four Star,
a shop featuring a rotating selection of popular products, are also taking
over these locations. The presence of these shops capitalizes on pedestrian
traffic and perhaps create an illusion of public access among the private
office towers.
Further adding to the unified feel of the campus is the plant palette.
The planting language throughout the campus has little variation. This
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Figure 3.41 - 3.43 Street analysis sections (by author)
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adds a generic and almost placeless dimension to the space. In addition,
the plants are carefully maintained, seeming to exist almost in some static
form without change or deviation. There is an eerie friendliness in the
uniformity.
In another projection of friendliness, public seating is widely
available throughout the campus. However, benches are often
accompanied by signs forbidding activities like skateboarding or sleeping.
There is a significant presence of security personnel on the campus, and
it’s not hard to imagine that any infraction of the rules would be quickly
addressed. Perhaps this threat of discipline and monitoring discourages
even approved uses of the seating. Even during a site visit on a warm and
pleasant day, the benches observed while walking through the campus
were almost entirely empty.
In addition to the control and restrictions around these public
amenities, there are further inequities between Amazon and the public
playing out at the street. While public transport expanded in South Lake
Union with the development of the campus, Amazon employees
sometimes have access instead to private coach buses, avoiding
interaction with the general public with whom they share a city (Ilyin
2018). Many of the street cars that do run through the neighborhood are
bright Amazon-orange and emblazoned with logos and advertisements.
They serve as a further reminder of the domination of one company on
the landscape.
The presence of Amazon has caused rents in Seattle to skyrocket at
some of the highest rates in the US (Rosenberg and González 2017). Ever
searching to maximize productivity, Amazon has sought ways to allow
its workers to live close to the campus even with the price increases. The
company has offered rent vouchers to its workers, allowing them access to
lower prices than available to the general public (Ilyin 2018). Ilyin
described that the vouchers are unavailable to “the artists, musicians,
police, firefighters, retail workers, barbers, bartenders, or baristas who
used to make up Seattle’s middle class. These people are now gone from
the downtown core” (Ilyin 2018).
In addition to the price rises, Amazon has influenced the type of
housing available in the area. Housing has been shaped to cater to the

needs of tech employees flocking to the campus. Companies like
WeLive, an expansion of the $20 billion co-working startup WeWork have
emerged to fill this new market (Jacobs 2017). These projects offer
“flexible” short-term furnished rentals. As Sheila Liming, a researcher
who studies offices and workspaces, describes “[t]he idea is to capitalize
on the increasingly porous divide between work and the less
productive facets of human existence (passion, enjoyment, social
interaction) through dorm-room-style living arrangements located only
steps away from places like Amazon” (2019).
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Figure 3.44 & 3.45 Street analysis axonometrics (by author)

The Courtyard

Figure 3.50 Empty courtyard (photo by author)

Open spaces are territory for control and security. As along the
street, seating is available in courtyards. Yet it is increasingly for private
use. Much of the space is taken up by coffee shops and restaurants. There,
seating is for paying customers only. Even informal seating points, like
steps or planters, feel controlled. As mentioned previously, there is a
visible security presence on the campus. In fact, on site visits there were
often more security guards observed than any other worker role. With this
presence, sitting feels unwelcome.
The security of the courtyard extends beyond guards. Edges are
defined by features like concrete planters or rows of concrete cubes,
serving as bollards. These add to the unwelcoming feeling of the space.
Perhaps to counter this, Amazon has embarked on bizarre PR
campaigns. In 2015, they began offering free bananas outside offices at
“Community Banana Stands”. Here, ‘bananagers’ and ‘banistas’ hand out
bananas to anyone who asks. In the first two years this totaled over 1.7
million bananas, disrupting the local market, and causing nearby cafes
to remove bananas from menus (Opam 2017). Amazon claims bananas
were chosen for being healthy, compostable, and affordable snacks. Conveniently, this ubiquitous fruit also resembles the company’s logo. The
extremity of the campaign is indicative of Amazon’s influence and power.
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Figure 3.51 - 3.53 Courtyard analysis axonometrics (by author)
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The Monument

Figure 3.60 Empty Spheres (photo by author)

It is hard to find anywhere on the campus more emblematic of
Amazon’s intentions and values than the Spheres. The Spheres serve as a
strange monument and grand gesture. They are highly visible, yet
deeply mysterious. They resist definition. It is unclear if they intend to be
an office or a greenhouse or a museum or a marketing move.
In form, the Spheres immediately call to mind geodesic domes.
These geometries are rooted in utopian-communitarian designs of the
1960s and the resulting architecture of labs and technology research
facilities that followed in the 1970s (Liming 2019). These movements
were founded around values of collaboration, exploration, play and global
consciousness. Spaces shaped by this era featured plants and
informality through seating like beanbag chairs. When seen in the context
of this history, the claims of “innovation” at the Spheres seem to fall flat.
But as Liming notes, this lineage also “positions the company within a
larger narrative about technological progress and utopian design” (2019).
While the effort of this curated image is very clearly on display and
highly marketed, the Spheres remain almost entirely private. This is
particularly strange given their visibility. As architectural critic Mark
Hinshaw describes, the Spheres defy the expected architectural language
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Figure 3.61 - 3.63 Spheres analysis sections A (by author)
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of the city (2016). Typical buildings in the city follow conventional forms
and relationships to the sidewalk. When buildings break this norm, it
is usually to indicated a shared place or a point of reference. Examples
include libraries, city halls, concert venues or museums. These building
are shared public goods that invite people in. “The spheres in a sense are a
huge architectural tease — intuitively they feel like they should be open to
the public. Yet, they are not” (Hinshaw 2016).
The only publicly accessible space is a basement-level lobby-sized
gallery area. It is aptly named ‘Understory’; a reference to its location
below the forest inside the Spheres, but also perhaps a not-so-subtle hint
at Amazon’s feelings towards the general public. Inside the gallery, the
innovative features of the Spheres are put on display to an audience unable
to actually experience them (Liming 2019).
Even for employees, the Spheres’ purpose seems unclear. Only
specific employees are granted access, and they are controlled and
managed through the space. As Douglas Spencer writes in The
Architecture of Neoliberalism, the shift towards open working spaces was
engineered for deception (2016). The intention of these design moves is
to eradicate strife from the work experience to have to worker imagine
themselves as a component of a larger order. This was made to kill critique
in two ways. First, the focus on multifunctional spaces and open plans
provide a sense of opaqueness. Second, if a worker does not associate
strife with the work they are doing, they will be less likely to voice
complaints about their positions, rights, benefits, the company, or the
larger systems it supports (Spencer 2016). Further, by rendering labour
invisible, employees are less able to tell whether they’re working or not,
and the theory is that they will be then inclined to work more. These ideas
have fostered management practices in workplaces that emphasize
informality and collaboration (Spencer 2016). Ironically, these strategies
are once again lifted from the countercultural movements of the 1960s
(Liming 2019).

Figure 3.64 - 3.66 Spheres analysis sections B (by author)
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Liming further describes the work habits visible in the interior of the
Spheres:
[A] few employees — less than a dozen — appeared
clustered around its outskirts, bent over their computer
screens, badges prominently displayed on their shoulders.
Others could be occasionally found elsewhere throughout the building, including in an upper gallery area fitted
with lounge-style lawn chairs where I saw one employee
awkwardly reclining with a laptop balanced on their knee.
There are dedicated meeting spaces designed to
accommodate small groups, including a circular “crow’s
nest” structure that extends out into the air, and a number

The exterior spaces around the Spheres are even emptier. For
tourists visiting, they can be reduced to a single snapshot. As at all the
Amazon-controlled spaces, there is a constant security presence. Guards
are typically young and wear khakis and black jackets as uniforms, as if to
project a non-threatening image. The landscape is almost entirely unused.
An artificial turf lawn sits empty, and the only place with much activity is
what seems to be the world’s saddest dog park: a small fenced, concrete
pad with an even smaller patch of turf in the centre. This is the only point
where pets are permitted. Everywhere else features rows of familiar signs
forbidding dogs and unwelcome activities.

of what I will call “co-working cages,” for a lack of a better
term and owing to their walls being made from metal
supports and wire mesh. (2019)
According to marketing materials, the Spheres are designed
around principles of biophilia. As Ben Eiben, the lead horticulturalist says
in a promotional video, “You feel a little bit more creative if you’re
removing yourself from all of the human implements and you’re just out
in nature” (Liming 2019; Amazon 2017). The space is designed to
accommodate both people and plants. During the day the temperature
is warmer than a typical office, and humidity is at 60%. At night when
no people are present, humidity increases to 85% for the comfort of the
plants (Schlosser 2018). In addition to a tool to promote productivity, the
plants represent an extensive collection calling to mind colonial
endeavors. They cover a global range, and there’s even a display featuring
a species of rhododendron from the Philippines that is extinct in the wild
(Schlosser 2018).
From outside, and based off of accounts of the interior, the Spheres
feel like an empty branding move. As Liming describes, “[i]t announces
its company’s good intentions to the world by erecting a monument to
absence” (2019). The Spheres attempt to preserve an image of Amazon’s
benevolence and “an image of neoliberal capital as growth, as opposed
to absence and austerity” (Liming 2019). The shiny surfaces and tropical
plants are attempts to hide the hollowness inside.
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Figure 3.67 & 3.68 Posted rules at the Spheres (photos by author)
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From HQ2 to otherworldly patents, Amazon is preparing to shape
the future for its gain. Its plans look to increase control over public space
and its occupants. These are the realms Amazon looks to conquer and
command. Urban strategies and new technologies are Amazon’s tools of
choice in this effort. By offering economic incentives, job growth,
convenience and efficiency, Amazon seeks to continue its expansion.
The HQ2 request for proposals demonstrated Amazon’s power
over a collective desperation. Cities went to extreme measures to woo the
company, lured by promises of growth, and perhaps choosing to ignore
the warning signs of Amazon’s impacts in Seattle. The strange celebration
and gamification of the contest seemed to repeat the naïve optimist the
preceded the development in South Lake Union.
Through the show of it all, Amazon demonstrated growing power
over the public realm. As Fard writes, “[t]he Amazon sweepstakes are
perhaps the most public and unabashed contemporary example of the
dominance of neoliberal urbanism” (2018). These projects seek control
through a variety of sites and strategies. Yet, the intentions are clear. “The
common denominator of neoliberal urbanisms is the market-fundamentalist project of activating local public institutions and empowering
private actors and organizations to extend commodification across the
urban social fabric, to coordinate a city’s collective life through market
relations, and to promote the enclosure of non-commodified,
self-managed urban spaces” (Brenner 2015).
This commodification of the urban social fabric is already
beginning at the Seattle campus, and Amazon is likely to bring the same
ideologies it has deemed successful to its new projects in Virginia and
Washington. As its power and wealth grows, Amazon will be only more
extreme in its actions. Its strategies “will likely result in further social
strife between those that can afford access to the rapidly privatizing urban
realm and those that will be displaced” (Fard 2018).
Beyond these more concrete urban proposals, Amazon’s intentions
can also be seen in its patent filings. The patents range from the bizarre to
the sinister, and while some of them seem to serve more as implausible

marketing campaigns, there are valuable lessons to be observed. Visible
behind the clutter is “an obsession with organization and productivity:
oriented towards abstract users, measured in data, and governed by
algorithms” (Stewart 2018).
It is often unclear from looking at the patents which might be
intended for use at a warehouse, a private home, or a public space.
Perhaps this is Amazon’s method to capture multiple markets with one
advance. Or, perhaps it reveals the companies lack of differentiation when
it comes to users. The same technologies that monitor delivery drivers
could be implemented to set up surveillance against the public.
While these are merely assumptions at Amazon’s intentions, the
aims are clearer in patents that speak directly to the urban core. A
significant portion of Amazon’s patents are dedicated to fulfilment and
data. This is logical, as e-commerce and web services are the base of its
empire. But for decades, these logistical spaces have existed at the
peripheries of late-capitalist cities. Now, Amazon is beginning to propose
the movement of these centers to central urban areas, to allow for faster
delivery and better connection. These ideas are a challenge to
conventional urban planning.
The city can be understood through a range of scales, from the
body to global networks and connections. As Stewart writes, “Amazon
is interested in the fraught relationship between time and space. Time
should be continually sped up and to encourage this, everything must be
quantifiable. Mirroring this idea, spatial layouts should be highly efficient
yet flexible” (2018).
Amazon’s patents reveal a company built by e-commerce and data
yet moving forward to a business model the focuses on the privatization
of digital and physical infrastructure (Stewart 2018). While the patents
appear detached from reality, in flattened images, some of the new technologies being implemented in the Seattle campus may give a more accurate impression of the future to come. Amazon’s cashless shopping is
already being tested at two highly publicized locations in Seattle. Despite
all the claims of innovation and advancement, the shops are largely the
same as their low-tech counterparts. They follow the same aesthetic rules
and offer the same products to the same customers.

42

43

Looking Ahead: Projections

Stewart argues that “it’s the unmemorable quality of the aesthetic
that is most disturbing. The future isn’t exactly the slick looking high-tech
tabula rasa as indicated in Amazon’s patents, but perhaps a retrofitted
version of the present” (2018). And perhaps the banality of these
aesthetics are a deliberate choice as well, allowing Amazon to blend in
more easily to its surroundings. Perhaps these projects intentionally avoid
detection, “leav[ing] one unable to grasp the scale and ambition of what
feels like a distinct and data-devouring form of Amazon urbanism”
(Stewart 2018).
From its upcoming office expansion projects in Virginia and
Washington to its constant flurry of patent filing, Amazon has plans for
the future. It looks to colonize the city, creating a new reality where urban
space is one big infrastructural project to be manipulated, and we, the
inhabitants, and all users to be controlled.

Figure 3.7 Amazon Go entrance (photo by author)
Figure 3.8 Amazon office window reflections (photo by author)
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04. Programmatic Issues
The programmatic issues presented here represented three main ways in
which the expansion of Amazon’s tech-driven urbanism will alter urban
life. They draw from existing patterns and plans to attempt to understand
how the city of the future will be shaped. As Amazon expands it will rely
on a concentration of data and information. It will employ technologies
to commodify and shape urban ecology. Its growth will disrupt the city
through the introduction of automation to the workforce and increased
displacement. These three topics are not the only areas in which the city
will change, but they are selected for exploration through this work for
their relevance and connection to the landscape of the city.

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 4.0 Patent drawing for drone tower (from Stewart 2018)
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Data / Information
To shape the city and expand its power, Amazon relies on an
abundance of data and information. The collection of data allows for
increased management and production. In its current and future
operations, Amazon attempts to link user behavior with consumer
behavior to monetize data sets. As Halpern et al. (2013) write, “data are
the currency of this new realm”.
These actions will only intensify with time to further control the
city and its inhabitants. The digital and physical worlds alike will be
equipped with sensors and monitors, designed to collect and generate
data. These emerging data fields will be mined for wealth (Halpern et al.
2013). In this world, the people of the city are no longer Amazon’s users or
customers —we are their product (Harari 2018).
This amounts to what Shoshana Zuboff has deemed “surveillance
capitalism”. She defines this as “the unilateral claiming of private
human experience as free raw material for translation into behavioral
data” (Laidler 2019). This information is then translated into
predictions to be packaged and sold to businesses with a commercial
interest in knowing what we will do. Companies like Amazon are able to
see and take, without informing the public. These surveillance capitalist
endeavors operate with a textbook of misdirection, euphemism, and
obfuscation (Laidler 2019).
Despite its clear threats to privacy and agency, the widespread
implementation of data collection has been sold to the public as a
necessity. On a personal level, technological objects are part of what it
means to be human (Harraway 1990). We are drawn to and captivated by
devices and platforms for the convenience and enjoyment they offer. Once
we are enamored with them, it is hard to walk away and easy for and the
companies behind them to introduce economy and control (Braun 2013).
Further, in the urban realm, the collection of data is increasingly
being framed as a civic duty (Mattern 2018). Companies perpetuating this
narrative seek to create quantified maps of neighborhoods and their
citizens. In order to sell these plans, they claim that this is in favor of people and places. They suggest that, “[m]achine-learning algorithms will
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find patterns among data from environmental sensors and residents’
smartphones in order to define each neighborhood’s “pulse,” to determine
the community’s “normal” heartbeat” (Mattern 2018). They argue that
understanding the “human condition” of a neighborhood will inform
better design, planning and policy. Big data and artificial intelligence
promise that will a sufficiently large dataset, any question can be answered
(Mattern 2018).
But this promise that ubiquitous data collection will benefit everyone deserves considerable skepticism. Instead of the bright futures the
companies like Amazon might market, it is likely that increases in the
collection of information and data will only perpetuate inequality.
Marginalized groups already face higher levels of surveillance and data
collection. This reinforces marginality through suspicion and scrutiny
(Eubanks 2018). This is likely to worsen with increased data collection in
the city. In addition, tools of data collection are more likely to misidentify
or misread people of color, women, and disabled bodies (Mattern 2018).
Beyond these feedback loops of inequity, data collection in the city
could threaten democratic spaces and ways of life. We have already seen
in digital spaces that information can be dangerous. Data can be
analyzed to exploit prejudices and manipulate individuals, as has been
seen in recent elections and referendums across the world (Harari 2018).
As Sara Morrison (2021), a journalist who covers personal data and
privacy, writes, “[y]es, your data is used to sell you shoes. But it also may
be used to sell you an ideology”.
Democracy functions by distributing power and decision making
among many people and institutions. In the past, this has been its strength
over authoritarian modes of government, which struggled to concentrate
power and information in one place (Harari 2018). But emerging and
future technologies will allow for an unprecedented concentration of data
and power, eroding democracy from within and without (Laidler 2019).
Harari (2017) argues that once companies like Amazon capitalize on this
concentration of power and come to know our likes and political
preferences better than we know ourselves, democracy may soon collapse.
Currently, these battles are mainly digital. But without prevention,
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technologies of data collection will seep into the physical spaces of cities,
solidifying the control of private companies like Amazon over our future.
Currently, there are no federal data privacy laws in the US, and companies
continue to act opaquely, often fighting attempts at regulation or
tracking (Morrison 2021). To prevent a dark future, what is needed now
is a change in public opinion to call for the regulation of the ownership of
data (Laidler 2019; Harari 2018).
In the speculative future of this project, Amazon’s information
infrastructure and spatial data collection has already been established. The
role of design in this space is to challenge authority and prompt
questions. Landscape interventions alone cannot alter the course of the
future. However, it can play a role in promoting spatial connections and
fostering conversations. The design inquiries explored in this project seek
to do so by reclaiming public, democratic spaces against the backdrop of
Amazon’s authority.

Ecology / Environment
As Amazon grows its power over the city, it will seek to control not
just people through data and information, but also ecology and the urban
environment. Private companies will come to see nature as something to
be controlled through technology, a new platform for profit. As
Harari (2017) writes, “We are the only species in earth’s long history that
has single-handedly changed the entire planet, and we no longer expect
any higher being to shape our destinies for us”.
Already, nature is increasingly thought of as the domain of
technology and engineering. At a broad scale in terms of global crises like
climate change, solutions are often imagined as technical fixes. Strategies
listed by the IPCC reports mainly lie in the fields of engineers or
scientists and do not draw from non-scientific knowledge or humanist
ways of thinking (Allison and Miller 2019). So far, scientific facts and data
have been less likely to motivate societal change than visible moments
where climate change has affected people’s homes, livelihoods, and
spirituality. Yet, in spite of this, conversations around climate solutions
and the environment are still largely fixated on technological fixes (Allison
and Miller 2019).
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At a closer scale, in urban spaces, plants are often reduced to
technical terms as well, to be counted as resources for human benefit.
They are thought of in monetary values, measured for quantifiable factors
like rainwater management, carbon absorption and greenspace. With new
technologies, this will only increase. Already, researchers are looking for
ways to artificially enhance plants for the benefit of humans, overlooking
any value they make have as living, growing beings.
Researchers at MIT have begun studying ways to “make plants
even more useful by augmenting them with nanomaterials that could
enhance their energy production and give them completely new
functions, such as monitoring environmental pollutants” (Trafton 2014).
Michael Strano, the leader of the research team described plants as “very
attractive as a technology platform” (Trafton 2014). These new
technologies could soon lead to a future where the production and
value of urban nature is controlled for profit by private corporations, like
Amazon. “After four billion years of [autonomous] organic life, the era of
inorganic life is now beginning” (Harari 2017).
Even technological explorations which seek to benefit nature over
humans have concerning ethical implications. Cantrell et al. (2016)
speculate on the potential of technology to “paint ourselves out of the
picture” to promote wilderness and the success of species other than our
own. In this context, the role of the human designer is to shape the
software that then follows ideas of machine learning and artificial
intelligence to create wilderness beyond human control or involvement.
This goes beyond Leo Marx’s “machine in the garden” towards instead the
machine as gardener (Cantrell et al. 2016).
While the idea of technologies and systems designed to meet the
needs of other species may has an appeal, the idea is perhaps
morally problematic. If technologies promote the separation of humans
and more-than-humans, what awareness or concern will we have for the
world around us?
Given Amazon’s intentions towards the human occupants of the
city, it seems likely that it will use advances in technology to embrace
control and reject independence of the natural environment. The role of
design in this future is to create space for agency, without perpetuating a
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separation of human and more-than-human interests. Instead, we should
seek to create a collective autonomy.

Labour / Displacement
The further expansion of Amazon in Seattle, both in footprint and
power, will likely lead to additional displacement of people and
disruptions in labour. Already, Amazon has changed the housing and job
markets of the city, and new technologies will undoubtedly lead to even
harder trials for Seattle and its inhabitants.
Concerns over new technologies replacing jobs are nothing new,
but the coming battles of artificial intelligence and machine learning may
give justification to heightened fear (Harari 2018; Segal 2018). First, the
technologies themselves are competing with human labour in new ways.
While previous advances put people in competition with machines over
mainly manual skills, the coming machines will be able to compete over
cognitive skills as well. And, if a machine can be more efficient manually
and smarter cognitively, there will be little remaining advantage for people
(Harari 2018).
In addition, the course of automation has diverged from those of
previous technological revolutions in worrying ways. Of particular
concern is the fact that automation technologies, and particularly
artificial intelligence, are being controlled by only a few private companies
(Segal 2018). Previous technological revolutions produced enough broad
spillover to balance out job losses, but it is hard to imagine that
happening with automation when a few giants control the entire field.
Further, advances of technology in the past were met with rapid
improvements in education, which helped labour forces transition to new
skills and jobs. Today, the education sector in the United States is
struggling (Segal 2018). This combined with declines in research funding
will make it harder for workforces to adapt to the advance of new
technologies at the control of companies like Amazon.
Recent research varies on predictions of workforce disruption and
job vulnerability. A 2019 estimate by the Brookings Institute is on the
relatively low end, predicting that only one quarter of the American
workforce will face “high exposure to automation technologies in the
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coming decades” (Maxim and Muro 2019). Still, one quarter of the
workforce is 36 million people who could suffer displacement, and other
estimates put the number much higher.
While some jobs will be replaced by automation, others might be
enhanced, at least temporarily. In the short term, computers may take
over more routine cognitive jobs, while new creative jobs for humans
will still continue to grow. However, most of these new jobs will likely
demand highly skilled workers, and opportunities for unskilled labour or
lower level jobs will diminish (Harari 2018). These changes are occurring
during a period of growing economic inequality and could lead to even
more extreme division and mass technological unemployment (Frank et
al. 2019). The industrial revolution created the working class. The next
technological revolution will see computers increasingly pushing humans
out of the job market. This will be the age of a massive new “useless class”
(Harari 2018).
Mass unemployment competing with high wage jobs could
further exasperate the housing and homelessness crisis already unfolding
in Seattle. Additionally, Amazon may continue to employ further
strategies to perpetuate the displacement at its headquarters. While policy
may push for the inclusion of affordable housing with Amazon’s growth,
this could take the form of more studio apartments, unsuitable for
families. Critics already point to examples of this in other tech-driven
developments (Mattern 2016).
Indeed, Amazon will likely seek to continue to exclude those
outside its bubble from the campus. The future of its spaces will likely
follow the model of commodification and branding already seen today.
Future spaces will likely continue to include fine dining, fitness, finance,
and furnished units. It seems hard to imagine that without requirements
Amazon would invite those it has displaced into its campus.
The role of design in this future is to find spaces for people against
the backdrop of automation and displacement. How can labour be made
visible? And how can spaces be used to build connections between
people, inviting members of different groups to come together? Again, as
with the topics of data and ecology, the scope here is broad. Addressing

the coming changes in the workforce will require adaptation in policy,
education, social support systems and many more arenas. But design
interventions can help make these questions visible and help prompt these
important conversations.
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Redacted due to copyright.

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 4.1 & 4.2 Patent drawings for
automated labour (from Stewart 2018)

05. Precedent Study
This precedent study draws from practices within design, storytelling, and
activism. The works presented here offer insight into ways of establishing
imagined technological futures, forms of critique through narrative, and
unauthorized bottom-up methods of resistance.

Redacted due to copyright.

Rigged New World
Hannah Gaengler, 2017

Figure 5.01 Hunting scene (from Gaengler 2017)

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.00 Algorithm species evaluator: rabbit (from Gaengler 2017)
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This thesis project is set in a projected fictional future in which the
relationship between humans and non-humans has been redefined by
an algorithm. The narrative follows events at the end of the 21st century,
when the impacts of the Anthropocene begin to make the world
uninhabitable. In an attempt to address criticisms of human-centric
environmental policy as well as hunger and poverty, a group of activist
programmers and environmental extremists form an initiative to restore
balance and end the Anthropocene (Gaengler, 2017).
The solution was found in a mathematical model based on
evolutionary principles called the Mother Algorithm. The algorithm
operates entirely independently of human values and is instead controlled
by artificial intelligence. The system considers all life to be equally
important before ranking it based on its contributions to the systems it is
part of. Nature and technology are linked as one and sensors constantly
monitor fitness and execute actions accordingly (Gaengler, 2017).
Eventually, the algorithm begins to contradict itself. Remnant
traces of the Anthropocene begin to benefit the system. For example, a
highway overpass provides shade that supports a pond and valuable and
unique plants (Gaengler, 2017).
The thesis was presented through animation and artifacts in an
immersive audiovisual experience. The presentation room was entirely
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dark, with screens and projections of short animated scenes as the only
light source. The exhibit also used audio recordings at different parts of
the room to guide the audience through pedestals of artifacts and
models before ending in an enclosed space surrounded by screens
(Gaengler, 2017).

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.02 Algorithm species evaluator: rat (from Gaengler 2017)

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.03 Automated sensor (from Gaengler 2017)
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Key Lessons
This precedent offers several relevant takeaways. Firstly, the future
narrative framework for a thesis project is a helpful case study. While the
narrative paints a descriptive picture of the world in which the story is set,
it also leaves several blanks. The exact time and location are left unsaid.
Instead, the focus is on the operation of the algorithm and the merging of
technology and nature. This softer form of world building strengthens the
project, as it resists technical questions or detailed critique. Instead, the
larger ideas and issues explored stand for themselves.
However, while the vague nature of the storytelling was effective
at strengthening the overall message, it perhaps falls short of making an
emotional impact. A deeper understanding of the characters and actors,
human, machine and animal, present in this future world could have
created a stronger connection. The use of perspective and viewpoint is a
rich storytelling device not explored in this project.
From a representational standpoint, the use of media in this
project is powerful. The multimedia components of the work as well as the
emphasis on presentation and performance add to the impact of the story
and message.

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.04 Presentation set-up (from Gaengler 2017)
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it is told through an imaginative and original work, bringing twists that go
beyond an obvious story. At the front of the train, it is revealed that
Wilford has in fact planned the entire revolt as a calculated means to both
cull and pacify the population at the back of the train. In the final shots,
two children make their way out into the snow and a polar bear walks
across the ice. The winter seems to be thawing and perhaps there is some
hope, but only outside the train (Sobczynski 2014).

Snowpiercer
Bong Joon-Ho, 2013

Redacted due to copyright.

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.11 Aquarium section (from Sobczynski 2014)
Figure 5.10 Front of the train (from Sobczynski 2014)

Snowpiercer is set on a train in a dystopian future in 2031.
Following a failed attempt to solve the climate crisis by engineering the
atmosphere in 2014, the world is plunged into an endless winter and all
life except the people aboard the train is said to have ended. The train
circles the earth in perpetual motion, untouched by the conditions
outside (Sobczynski 2014).
The train is segregated by class, and the story follows the journey of
a revolt by a group of passengers from the tail section of the train as they
make their way forward to the controller, a mysterious man called
Wilford (Sobczynski 2014). The film builds rich and eccentric characters,
carefully choreographed battles and moments of humor mixed with unexpected emotion.
As the group moves forward in the train, each new carriage
houses a wealthier class. These wealthy people live without knowledge of
the crammed and desperate conditions at the tail. The children are taught
to praise the great Wilford for saving them with the train and the adults
are numbed with parties and luxury. Though the societal critique is clear,
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Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.12 Agriculture section (from Sobczynski 2014)

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.13 Back of the train (from Sobczynski 2014)
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Key Lessons

Brick Arches

The premise of Snowpiercer is almost absurd, yet it if effective both
in story and in concept. Perhaps it is so effective because it accepts
absurdity and humor. Although the messages of the story are dark and
critical, the film finds ways to present them through a mix of dark
violence, drama and comedy. If the film focused only on the darkness of
the dystopian message it would likely not be so impactful. Reality is a mix
of the sinister and the sublime, and so too an effective story should
contain a range of emotions.
In addition, the final scene that breaks free of the train offers a
glimpse of hope as an ending. This stark contrast is especially effective. If
there is a solution to our society’s fixation with capital and class, it must lie
in something completely different. The train cannot be stopped or
redirected; we must leave it altogether.
The engineered “solutions” the set up the context of the film, as
well as the reliance on technology within the train only serve to enforce
inequality. The passengers benefiting from the system on the train are
taught to believe in the power of technology to “disrupt” and improve
life through “innovation”. In reality, the machine enforces the problems it
claimed to solve.
This is an important lesson to be applied to the city as well. To
overcome the problems of the system, it must be challenged, not
upgraded. As the film demonstrates, it is the human connections that offer
a path to a new future, and this new future must go beyond the defined
parameters of the established power structures.

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.14 Exiting the train (from Sobczynski 2014)
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Hong Kong Protestors, 2019-2020

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.20 Brick arches (from Englefield 2021)

During the pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong in 2019 and
2020, design in the form of bottom-up activist interventions became an
important tool of resistance. Protestors developed methods for replicable
interventions that could be built with easily accessible materials and
deployed throughout the city. Structures made from ordinary bricks
became powerful structures to serve as roadblocks and slow down police
vehicles (Yu 2019).
The structures consist of three bricks, with two bricks standing on
end to support a third horizontally. Locally, they have been referred to as
“mini-Stonehenges” or “brick battlegrounds” (Yu 2019). When a wheel
strikes the arch, the top brick falls, and the remaining two bricks form a
buttress to prevent the wheel from moving forward. The arches are easier
to make and more difficult to clear than ordinary roadblocks and became
widespread in Hong Kong when protests escalated through later 2019
(Englefield 2021).
Following the escalation of conflict between police and
protestors in November 2019, the brick arches were deployed in
thoroughfares outside universities and in the financial hub of Central.
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The blockades successfully forced traffic to grind to a halt and bus routes
were diverted (Yu 2019). The bricks turn the streets into battlegrounds.
According to protestors, in some places the arches are fixed to the ground
with wet cement, making it impossible for cars to drive over without
damaging tires. Another protestor hopes that one day the bricks will be
called “our Arcs of Triumph” (Yu 2019).

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.21 Protestors deploying arches (from Englefield 2021)

Key Lessons
In 2020, the brick arches won the People’s Choice category at the
Design Museums annual Designs of the Year awards. Co-curator of the
awards, Maria McLinktock noted that the bricks “struck such a chord with
the public [for] their designed simplicity starkly contrasted with the
complexity of the surrounding political moment” (Englefield 2021).
Though they are simple and small in size, the roadblocks have been
compared to grand architectural monuments like the Arc de Triomphe or
Stonehenge. This is a demonstration of their powerful message.
Perhaps the most successful part of the intervention is its
simplicity. They are so effective for something so small, and so easily
replicated and spread. There is no single designer who takes credit for the
brick arches. Instead, they are designed by and for the people.
Design interventions can play an important role in activism. As
demonstrated in Hong Kong, design can be a tool of resistance. And, in
addition to the physical impact the arches have in stopping vehicles, they
have also captured public imagination in and beyond Hong Kong through
their visibility on social media or recognition in awards.
The simplicity and ethos of this movement is an important
precedent in involving design in activist spaces. Successful activist
interventions should be bottom-up, not imposed by a top-down authority.
Vernacular materials and interventions that can be easily replicated and
spread are effective at engaging with a movement.

Redacted due to copyright.
Redacted due to copyright.
Figure 5.22 Deploying arches in the street (from Englefield 2021)

Figure 5.23 Protestor with arches (from Yu 2019)
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Guerilla Grafters
2011-Ongoing

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.30 Guerilla Grafters (from Guerilla Grafters n.d.)

Guerilla Grafters was founded by Tara Hui in 2011 when her efforts
to address food deserts in the Bay Area were denied by city officials. Since
then, the movement has grown beyond California as a means of
making cities more hospitable to their inhabitants without relying on
official avenues (Rogers 2018). City officials may contend that the actions
are illegal, but the group has gained prominence in urban agriculture
circles and beyond. In 2012, Guerilla Grafters were included in the US
pavilion, Spontaneous Interventions, at the Venice Biennale (Boyer 2015).
The group seeks to transform existing urban street trees into
fruit-bearing trees. In many cases cities already plant fruit tree species like
plum and cherry, but they intentionally plant sterile trees to avoid
attracting rodents or pests to fruit (Boyer 2015). Guerilla Grafters work
by splicing edible species onto ornamental plants and volunteers work to
monitor and maintain the growth to avoid problems like pests (Rogers
2018).
Anyone can join and no permission is necessary to begin grafting.
Guerilla Grafts offer freely available guides on techniques and strategies
on their website. All that is needed is cuttings from fruit bearing trees,
a few tools, and care (Rogers 2018). Grafting is a simple action. Grafters
make a slit with a knife in a branch of the host tree, insert a cutting from a
fruit bearing tree, and secure it with tape. As the cuts heal, the trees
connect (Boyer 2015).
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Unlike other types of urban hacktivism, like guerilla gardens in
vacant lots, these actions can often pass undetected. Guerilla Grafters
use color coded tapes and networks to marks their work while keeping it
secret to avoid retaliation by officials (Boyer 2015). In this way, the work
draws on and fosters existing connections and community within the city.
Guerilla Grafters’ motto is “undoing capitalist civilization one
branch at a time” and they view their work as a radical and performative
act. According to Margaretha Haughwout (2018), an artist, academic and
collaborative with Guerilla Grafters, “we wish to show is that scarcity is a
condition of capitalism, and our performance/ sculpture point to a way
out, a very tiny step among many, of this condition, a condition that
fundamentally relies on binaries of nature and culture, public and private”.

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.31 Cuttings (from Guerilla Grafters n.d.)

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.32 Grafted cuttings (from Guerilla Grafters n.d.)
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Key Lessons
Despite its impressive aims to tackle capitalism and inequity,
Guerilla Grafters are unlikely to solve problems of food scarcity in the city.
Instead, the interventions are more symbolic moves. They seek to
question accessibility and prompt steps towards an urban habitat that
truly sustains its inhabitants (Boyer 2015).
From this viewpoint, Guerilla Grafters are successful at
encouraging ways of looking at cities in ways that generate resources
and life rather than depleting them. The group views labour and care as
central to its practice and celebrates this as a means for survival of both
human and more-than-human inhabitants of the city (Haughwout 2018).
The invisibility of the interventions to the untrained eye and the
physicality of the networks of care make the work impactful and
powerful. However, it is also important to note its shortcomings. By
remaining mainly unseen, it is hard for the actions to directly challenge
authority or existing systems. In addition, grafting alone is unlikely to
make a significant impact on the food resources of the city without also
engaging in larger public conversations.
Perhaps a next step to promote and further these directions of
work would be to practice interventions that can avoid detection by
official power structures but be noticed by people. Perhaps a form of a
graft that is invisible to city officials but stands out to the public could help
prompt more broad conversations and connections beyond underground
networks.

Redacted due to copyright.

Figure 5.34 Guerilla Grafters street art

Redacted due to copyright.

stencil (from Guerilla Grafters n.d.)

Figure 5.33 Grafted Asian Pear (from Guerilla Grafters n.d.)
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- Part 2 -

Approach:
Shaping Narratives

All that we are is story. From the moment we are born to the time we
continue on our spirit journey, we are involved in the creation of the story of
our time here. It is what we arrive with. It is all we leave behind. We are not
the things we accumulate. We are not the things we deem important. We are
story. All of us. What comes to matter then is the creation of the best possible
story we can while we’re here; you, me, us, together. When we can do that
and we take the time to share those stories with each other, we get bigger
inside, we see each other, we recognize our kinship – we change the world,
one story at a time… (Wagamese, 2015).
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06. Methods
This project explores design interventions and modes of resistance
through story. Fiction is used to create a speculative future world of
Amazon’s control, and then to introduce conflict to question its authority.
In this way, both the dark, sinister future as well as moments of hope are
projected.
The intentions of story as a design exploration draw Donna
Haraway’s concept of worlding. In this framework, the creation of
imagined worlds serves not to precisely predict or fix the future, but
rather to raise questions about the relationships between ourselves and
the worlds we inhabit in the present (Haraway 2016). As Haraway (2016)
claims, “[science fiction, or speculative fabulation] is storytelling and fact
telling; it is the patterning of possible worlds and possible times,
material-semiotic worlds, gone, here, and yet to come”.
Storytelling and future-casting can be powerful beyond
entertainment or speculation. From political ecology to science fiction to
design, the act of storytelling has long served as a method to
understand our world.
In Pixar’s WALL-E, the journey of a humorous anthropomorphic
robot 700 years in the future comments on our relationship to
consumerism and the environment at a planetary scale today (Ebert,
2008). In works of Indigenous Futurism, science fiction works of stories
such as first contact encounters critique the exclusion of non-dominant
worldviews from contemporary culture and work towards the process of
decolonization (Dillon 2012). In speculative practices like Design Earth,
stories of imagined or impossible futures are used to explore the political
and ethical implications of our environmental actions today (Ghosn and
Jazairy 2019). To them, “Stories are a means for understand the world,

one single story. And as Harari (2017) writes, “[w]henever we choose
to tell one, we are also choosing to silence others”. Currently, in shaping
the future of Seattle, Amazon is choosing to tell only one, limited story.
By claiming the authority to write the story of the city, Amazon is able to
shape the narrative and the built environment for its gain. As Rebecca
Solnit writes, “One of the rights that the powerful often assume is the
power to dictate reality” (Solnit, 2019). Establishing alternative
narratives and imagined futures through design can be a method to push
back against the power structures that have created these realities.
The methods of narrative used in this project are deliberately nonlinear and resist strict definition of a prescriptive timeline or structure.
Instead, interventions are explored through the selected moments and
viewpoints of three vignettes.
Vignettes resist being read in totalizing terms (Braun 2013). They
do not present a full picture of Amazon’s control of the city. Rather, they
reveal through details particular forms of management and command. As
Braun (2013) writes, “Vignettes are best read as provocations, rhetorical
devices designed to open space for thought. They are necessarily selective.
Other vignettes would yield other questions, and leadus to explore other
problems”.
While this is the limitation of vignette as a storytelling device, it is
also the strength. The singular nature of vignettes means they operate at
the scale of our experiences and allow the listen to embody their
perspectives. In this way, they are a storytelling device well suited to
exploring the tech-driven city of the future.

nurturing new habits of seeing, and, ultimately, for projecting alternative
forms of organizing life” (Ghosn and Jazairy 2019).
Those who tell the stories we listen to hold power over us. Any
given moment in time represents thousands of alternative narratives, not
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07. Process
The interventions developed in each vignette are acts of resistance.
They are moments of collaborative struggle against Amazon.
Initial explorations worked with the framework of a matrix. This
structure sought to work through interventions across scales, with varying
intents and outcomes. The scales ranged from the body to the street to the
square. Actions at these scales were to be motivated by intents to disrupt,
reveal, and care. And the outcomes sought to question power, introduce
friction, and establish collaborations. While this framework was not
applied to the final vignette scenarios, it was a useful tool and represents
an important line of thinking through the project.

As this project developed, characters and their motivations and
actions within each vignette were an important component. Selected
characters included Amazon employees, children, trees, activists, morethan-human species, maintainence workders, and displaced individuals.
Interventions within each vignette were shaped by the perspectives and
viewpoints of selected characters.

Figure 6.0 Initial process matrix (by author)

The purpose of the matrix was to embody multiple perspectives
and detach my own expectations of site, intent, and outcome from the
process. As the project moved forward, these same types of exercises
remained important. The inhabitants of each vignette had unique
perspectives, motivations, and abilities separate from my own. It was

Figure 6.1 Selected characters (by author)

essential to recognize biases and approach these imaginary worlds with
empathy for the actors and characters. Modes of working through
matrices, like the early one described above, and charts helped separate
and develop these view points.
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- Part 2 -

Design:
Uncovering
Resistance
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Elections don’t mean shit—Vote where the power is—Our power is in the
street (Students for a Democratic Society 1968).
Provisional, informal, guerrilla, insurgent, DIY, hands-on, informal,
unsolicited, unplanned, participatory, tactical, micro, open-source—these
are just a few of the words floating around to describe a type of
interventionist urbanism sweeping through cities around the world. The fact
that there are so many concurrent, competing names for these myriad
citizen-led urban improvements suggests that they remain a
phenonon-in-the-making, ripe for analysis... the trend might in fact be close
to a tipping point (Ho 2012).
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08. Proposal
A critical moment is approaching when Amazon’s control will take over
the agency of the city. This project takes place in this speculative future.
As Amazon expands its empire, it will continue to operate with further
focus on extending control through the city.
Its decisions will be shaped by a search for maximizing efficiency.

Join us on an exploration of resistance in the city of the future.
This commanding new world is explored here through three vignettes.
These are three selected moments of a complex, nonlinear story. They
question the role of information, nature and labour in Amazon’s empire.
You will be asked to inhabit each vignette and take part in a struggle for
community against the tension of Amazon’s control.

The illusions it has worked to create will be upheld to justify its growth.
Move carefully and look closely.
In the coming decade, new technologies will lead to a further
concentration and centralization of power and wealth in Amazon’s
domain. Amazon will seek to command a frictionless urban environment
through increased commodification of urban life.

Many connections are needed to build a new future, and interventions are
not always authorized.

Figure 6.2 Amazon campus assumptions (by author)
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Figure 6.3 History glitch video, still (by author)
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Figure 6.4 Future glitch video, still (by author)
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> Enter Open Futures_

Figure 6.5 Vignettes before intervention (by author)
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Vignette 01
Occupying Dataspace
The first vignette takes place in the square. This is Occupying Dataspace.
This vignette asks: What will become of public, democratic space when
Amazon knows us better than we know ourselves? When the same data
used to sell us products can be used to sell us ideologies?
In this vignette you will be asked to play the role of a community activist,
looking to push back against Amazon’s control.
You find yourself in the remains of what once was a public courtyard, a
place for chance meetings, conversations, and ideas.
Now, the space is dominated by urban data and fulfillment centers.
Previously relegated to the remote peripheries, these have recently taken
over the urban core as well. Data is the currency of the future, and it has
been concentrated and guarded.

Figure 6.60 Enter Dataspace, animation still (by author)
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You feel uncomfortable in the space. The air feels stale and warm, a
by-product of the machines inside. A constant hum of electronics and
cooling fans buzzes in high frequency in your ears, like a mosquito
hovering just past the corner of your eye.
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Figure 6.61 Dataspace, phase zero, axonometric (by author)
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The discomfort of the space also brings opportunity.
You notice pioneer species drawn to the warmer temperatures caused by
the heat of the machines. These more-than-human explorers are
struggling to carve out a space on the smooth lifeless surfaces.
Do you help them?
You begin by carving out paths to create room for growth, exposing the
earth beneath the concrete.

> Carve out paths_

Figure 6.61 Dataspace, phase one, section
perspective detail (by author)
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You must work quickly in the night, to avoid detection.
Be sure to work in groups. The safest number is between 3-5, so someone
can keep a lookout at all times, but the size wont attract any unwanted
attention or suspicion.
Breaking ground is not permitted and possibly illegal. Forming new
communities in the ground is unauthorized.

> Carve out paths_

Figure 6.62 Dataspace, phase one,
axonometric (by author)
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With the paths carved, you can introduce new plants to accompany the
emerging ecologies.
It’s best to choose plants that are tolerant of urban conditions, heat, and
foot traffic, but there are no rules.
The space is shaped by you and your fellow occupants.
In addition to the pioneer species and initial plantings, weeds will find
their way into the grid and over time it will spread out, flowing across the
space, mimicking the networks of information and goods flowing through
Amazon’s control.
This new growth thrives in the artificial warmth of the machines.

> Introduce plants_

Figure 6.63 Dataspace, phase two, section
perspective detail (by author)
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Figure 6.64 - 6.67 Dataspace, phase two progressions, axonometrics(by author)
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The space takes on more life, but social connection remains absent. You
pause to observe the plants, but no one pauses to talk. You long for a spark
of conversation and exchange.
Do you reach out?
The Smart Poles that structure the vertical dimensions of the space look
down on you, recording your movements and your identity in a careful
database. They give you a sinking sense of paranoia, but again, an
opportunity arises in the fear.
Take a string and secure it along the poles, overhead but in sight.
Work within communities and add expression.
The Colorful Sharing Notes you add dance in the air currents of the
cooling fans atop the data centres.

> Reach out and connect_

Figure 6.68 Dataspace, phase three,
perspective detail (by author)
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These analog connections call out new ideas, feelings and offers of
exchange. Over time notes fade with rain or sun and new ones take their
place.
The connections are ephemeral, not stored in a server.
You receive a notification when a new note is posted, but you must
visit the space to discover its contents.
Maybe it’s someone new to the city looking to make a friend, or an activist
organizing a protest over data privacy, or a student looking to trade used
books.
You smile as the noise of people rises above the electric hum as ideas are
shared and trades are made. This social system is more robust than
Amazon’s top-down consumption.
The space may be short-lived. Amazon may step in at any moment to fill
the tear down the notes, remove the plants and fill the cracks.
But the networks are resilient. The interventions can be reinstalled, or the
connections can move to a new square, gaining strength through
community.

> Reach out and connect_

Figure 6.69 Dataspace, phase three,
axonometric (by author)
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Figure 6.70 Occupying Dataspace, final perspective (by author)
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Vignette 02
For Our Collective Autonomy

The second vignette takes place in the street. This is For Our Collective
Autonomy.
This vignette asks: How will nature be shaped in a system that prioritizes
economic gains and top-down engineering?
In this vignette you will be asked to play the role of a maintenance worker,
contracted by Amazon to control a new resource.
You reach a former street in the grid network of Amazon’s expansion.
With the advance of driverless cars and resulting reduced traffic, side
streets are no longer needed for vehicle travel. Amazon has seized on the
opportunity for new space. To offset its constant rhythm of clicks,
orders, and packages, and precent a façade of sustainability, Amazon has
implemented a Smart Carbon Sink. A grid of silver maples, selected for
their tolerance of urban pollution and their efficiency at storing carbon, is
installed in the street. Sensors imbedded in the ground and the trees call
out to drones above, creating a comprehensive dataset of the landscape.
Every movement is mapped and recorded as the system works to
maximize efficiency.
Your role is to assess the data and ensure the optimization of the network.

Figure 6.80 Enter Autonomy, animation still (by author)

Everything is organized neatly without deviation in identical rows, and as
you look at the trees, they hardly feel like living beings. Instead, they are
reduced to cogs in Amazon’s machine.
Unchanging, and purely economic in value.
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Figure 6.81 Autonomy, phase zero, axonometric (by author)
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But as you walk through the rows, completing maintenance checks, you
notice subtle changes at ground level.
Against the perfect order of the sensor grid, tree roots start to grow and
shift, lifting the surface to form new micro-topographies.

> Observe changes_

Figure 6.82 Autonomy, phase one, section
perspective detail (by author)
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The trees search for agency against the control of the system.
Gradually, the lines of the grid are overtaken and erased by the ridges and
valleys of the roots.
As spring warms, you notice a new community starting to emerge as the
trees breathe and volunteer seedlings take root.
Do you want to join?
While Amazon’s network of sensors is motivated by performance metrics,
it lays the groundwork for new knowledge. Through your maintenance
work, you have access to the information, and you can use it to follow the
lead of the trees.

> Observe changes_
Figure 6.83 Autonomy, phase one,
axonometric (by author)
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You begin to shape your movement through the grove, not following the
straight lines of sensors, but the logic of the trees. Data and
observation alert you to the presence of sensitive roots or emerging
growth even before they becomes visible to the eye.
You lay wood chips to shape paths through the grove, guided by this
knowledge.
The wandering paths are defined, to invite access, but easily rerouted to
shift with the trees as they grow.
Plant communities establish themselves around the trees.

> Join the community_

Figure 6.84 Autonomy, phase two,
section perspective (by author)

110

111

Figure 6.85 - 6.88 Autonomy, phase two progressions, axonometrics (by author)
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You come to know the trees as neighbors.

In exchange, you receive a message back from the tree.

You care about them as living beings, for more than just their efficiency or
function.

She shares environmental data collected by the sensor system to tell you
what she needs to thrive and which plants share her community.

Tapping into the numbered systems set up by Amazon, you are invited to
share your thoughts with this new community.

She guides you through the space, pointing out ephemeral changes like
the first falling leaves in Autumn or a bird building a nest in spring.

You use the systems meant to rein the trees instead to communicate with
them.

Overhead and below-ground, sensors continue to monitor.

You send a message to your favorite tree of how you admire the summer
leaves dappling the late afternoon sunlight.
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They value only outputs and efficiency, ignoring the richer strength of
uncalculatable connections.
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Figure 6.89 For Our Collective Autonomy, final perspective (by author)
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Vignette 03
Systems That Are Not Upgraded
(Will No Longer Be Supported)

The third vignette takes place at the Spheres. This is Systems That Are Not
Upgraded (Will No Longer Be Supported).
This vignette asks: How will labour and displacement be further made
invisible and automated with new technologies?
In this vignette you will be asked to play the role of a local community
member, facing the looming threat of displacement at the hands of
Amazon’s expansion.
You land at Amazon’s Spheres. The strange monument has grown only
more extreme with time.
Amazon’s workforce has been increasingly automated, and the remaining
human workers are even more strictly controlled. The Spheres are even
less of a workspace now, and even more of a false image. In the face of
increasing criticism about worker’s rights, the landscape around the
monument is remade to remove space for gathering or leisure. By
removing space for employees to gather or spend time out of work,
Amazon seeks to prevent declines in productivity or conversations about
unions.

Figure 6.90 Enter Systems, animation still (by author)
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Instead the place in claimed by extensions of Amazon’s plant collection.
These installations echo the Spheres in form and purpose, acting as illusions of benevolence. Advances in technology allow the tropical plants
to survive beyond the walls of the dome. Automated subterranean life
support systems warm the earth and supply the plants with nutrients and
irrigation to sustain an artificially static health.
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Figure 6.91 Systems, phase zero, axonometric (by author)
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You feel alone.
Apart from a few isolated Amazon employees rushing between offices, the
space is devoid of human activity. You feel sorrow for the workers,
constantly monitored for productivity and unable to enjoy a moment’s
rest.
Do you help?
You reach out and work together.
Gather materials from the surrounding sites under constant
construction and redevelopment spurred by Amazon’s so-called
innovation. The scaffolding provides a seat, giving employees much
needed space for rest beyond the control of the office.
The computer vision that monitors the space is powerful, but not
invincible. As common construction materials familiar to the area, the
scaffolding avoids detection. You attach screens with silhouetted figures to
the structures. This serves as false data to confuse the ever-watching eyes
of the system. It can not easily determine which figure is real, making it
harder to enforce rules upon the employees.
As more workers and members of the public get involved, the building
blocks morph across the site. You watch them transform the space,
filling the empty spaces like a parasite. As the light changes, empty
shadows dance across the ground and reflect off the mirrored surfaces of
the Spheres. They are eery reminders of the invisibility of labour in
Amazon’s workforce.

> Hide and shelter_

Figure 6.92 Systems, phase one,
perspective (by author)
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Figure 6.93 - 6.96 Systems, phase one progressions, axonometrics (by author)
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The blocks offer opportunity for more than just weary workers.
You climb atop one and gain a new perspective on artificially supported
ornamental vegetation.
You can hack into the system and uncover new forms of productivity.
Begin by grafting an edible species onto a decorative branch. This simple
action will take time to bear fruit, but the growth will hide among
Amazon’s collection, benefitting from its support network.
While the branches develop, you can introduce new occupants at the
ground as well. Work with your new community to select plants, and
foster a new garden, taking life from the artificial system below the
ground.
Again, it is safest to work in groups and to take cover behind the figures of
a Building Block.
As the garden grows, it looks to the scaffolds for support, climbing
upwards and spreading out.

> Hack the system_
Figure 6.97 & 6.98 Systems, phase two, perspectives (by author)
126

127

Figure 6.99 & 7.02 Systems, phase three progressions, axonometrics (by author)
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Supporting the garden requires constant care and work.

You join in with informal gatherings, play and work.

Unlike Amazon’s invisible system, labour is put on display here.

The space is messy and crowded, and must continue to shift,
disappearing and re-emerging to persist against Amazon’s control.

Technology assists you to identify species, establish care routines,
pinpoint hidden grafts, and connect and collaborate to share the fruits of
the labour.
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As the seasons change, the garden dies back and the activities quiet down,
but the shadows and scaffolds remain, providing shelter against the
exclusion of Amazon’s expansion.
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Figure 7.03 Systems That Are Not Upgraded (Will No Longer Be Supported), final perspective (by author)
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> Exit_
Your Journey Ends Here

Your journey ends here.

Your Journey Ends Here

These vignettes represent only three potential single moments in the city
and only a selection of voices and stories and possibilities.
As the city is increasingly shaped by control and tech giants come to
dominate both our digital and physical spaces, it is increasingly
important to root design in people, not profits.
Resilience lies not in optimizing for smartness or efficiency, but in
connectivity and listening to unheard voices.

Exit? [Y/N]
Figure 7.1 Exit vignettes, animation still (by author)
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Figure 7.2 Vignettes with interventions (by author)
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Figure 7.23 Closing glitch animation, still (by author)
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- Part 2 Today, the real movements of the future ... insofar as they are trying to

Epilogue:
Towards An Open
Future
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create not an extension of the present, but trying to create something that is
truly new, that alone can rescue life, human spirit, as well as the ecology of
this planet—must be built around a new, rich communication, not between
leader and led—but between student and teacher, so that every student can
eventually become a teacher, and not a dictator, a governor, a controller and
a manipulator (Bookchin 1978).

We live in capitalism. Its power seems inescapable. So did the divine right
of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings.
Resistance and change often begin in art... (Le Guin 2019).
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09. Conclusions
We are approaching a critical moment. Power is increasingly
privatized and centralized in ways previously impossible. New
technologies have allowed for a growing commodification of our lives,
and this has allowed tech companies to grow into giants (Laidler 2019;
Harari 2018). And now, these companies are moving into the built
environment, bringing the ideologies and strategies that corrupted the
digital realm (Fard 2018). Without an urgent resistance, the future of
cities like Seattle will be shaped not by the people, nor by governments,
but by the interests of corporate tech giants.
As the city is increasingly shaped by control and tech giants come
to dominate both our digital and physical spaces, it is increasingly
important to root design in people, not profits. Resilience lies not in
optimizing for smartness or efficiency, but in connectivity and listening to
unheard voices. No matter the future, rethinking to design with empathy
for communities over corporations is an essential first step.
Activist design interventions alone are unlikely to divert the
courses of power. Broader conversations across disciplines are needed to
alter what is to come. The work of policy, ethics, planning, law,
philosophy, art, and even technology, are among what is necessary to
build a new path. These tasks will not be easy, but this pressing
collaboration through many fields and scales may be the best hope at
securing a more just future.
While the types of design interventions and stories explored here
are only one component, these movements do have an important role
to play. They can be rhetorical devices, attracting attention and starting
conversations that can lead to much needed shifts in public opinion. They
can be instigators of community, forming collaborative networks through

Design through collective action can engage with people and
connects us to each other and to the more-than-human co-inhabitants of
our spaces. These connections and collaborations are necessary to
struggle against the control of companies like Amazon. By joining
together, we can begin the work towards an open future.

taking to the streets. They can be havens, offering moments of optimism
or hope for a new future in times of cynicism.
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