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INTRODUCTION Lighting infrastructure in Plaça de La Mercè, Barcelona

[Exclusivamente para uso académico] 

The lighting infrastructure is part of cities everydaylife. We almost do not realize 
when we have it but we are always aware when we do not. It has always been 
an issue to study, due to the efficiency, the esthetic and the architectural power 
it has. Both in the public and the private sector, light is a phenomenon we 
always look for. Since the begging of the times, it is a powerful tool that human 
has created to control nature. First it was with fire, later with electricity. On the 
other hand, darkness has been the thing to avoid, but not always for everyone. 
The fact that we as humans can control de light means that we also have the 
power of chosing when and where should be dark. Dark to hide the bad side, 
the bad behaviours, as the concept “darkside” explains itself. Therefore, at 
the end, it is all about controlling the differences, framing the social issues and 
dividing two sides. 

This study case about the lightinig infrastructure takes as example a square in 
the well known city of Barcelona, where I used to live for many years. The Plaça 
de la Mercè is a perfect example to show how light can be very exclusive and 
how it can create diferent spaces in the same square. The cultural and social 
context also needs to be study in this case, regarding inequalities in compari-
son with Stockholm, and how the city responds in different ways due to that.



Lighting the differences

“Body, space and governance.” Ross Exo Adams

The public space is always determined by different elements. The facades of 
the buildings, the pavements and the roads are part of the static infrastructures 
of the city. Meanwhile, on the other hand, there is a group of elements that are 
dynamic, in other words, they change depending on the time or the moment. 
Those elements are also defining the public space and at the same time they 
can become a social issue. The light, for example, is an element that affect our 
lives in very differents ways. In Stockholm, for example, it is an extreme phe-
nomenon in terms of daylight hours. Taking it as an object of study one could 
define two branches: the daylight as a confort machine in the city, a need; and 
the artificial light as a definer of spaces and behaviours of the people.

The case to study is how a square can change during the day due to the dayli-
ght and how again change at night with the artificial light. In Barcelona, where 
this square is, the inequalities take place on a stronger way than in Stockholm, 
and also the way of lighting the city is completely different.

Due to the lighting infrastructure, social aspects can be reflect in many ways, 
as the gender inequality or the safety, but also economical and social aspects 
related to the power and who take those designing decisions. All these facts 
make me wonder:

Is when we feel our body expose to danger when we change the space or our 
behaviour in it?

Who decides which places need more light or less and according to what?

Who controls the public space?

TASK 1 Gendered Infrastructures
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Follow the light

“A body, showing this precarity, is also resisting these very powers.” Judith 
Butler
 
How we move in the city is in many cases determined by the infrastructure but, 
at the same time, by social patterns or rules. The lighting infrastructure in the 
city was established to support the human activities, as a system of increasing 
the “productive hours” and the safety at night. However, in contemporary cities, 
it is still a difficult issue to solve in terms of safety or social aspects. It is known, 
that even in public spaces the lighting system is not same for all the citizens. 
An example could be how they design and how much effort they put in the pu-
blic spaces in richer areas comparing to the suburbs. Moreover, regarding the 
design, it is not only the quality it is also the inequalities they generate. It can be 
very exclusive, because they can frame the precarity and show it through the 
lighting infrastructure. 
 
Using the flows of circulation in the study case, we can see the different social 
groups and agents that take act in the square. These flows are defined by the 
fact how people move due to their freedom of moving, in other words, peo-
ple walk in the space that it is designed for them, but they cannot choose it. 
Dark spaces are meant to be for men or street dwellers, anyway men as well. 
On the other hand, women struggle to find the light and follow it to feel safer. 
Moreover, they rarely stop and gather in this space, they always circulate to 
avoid the possibility of confronting a dangerous situation. Obviously, this is not 
only a consequence of the light, because in other cities this episode could be 
very rare or even worse, but it is supported by the lighting infrastructure, which 
strong the power of those who already have it and show the vulnerability of the 
minorities or groups in “danger”. What’s the solution of this issue? I do not think 
it would be solved by lighting more every street or square, I think it should be 
a better design of the public space and the lighting infrastructure who should 
take part on this. 

“The dependency on human and other creatures on infrastructural support 
exposes a specific vulnerability that we have when we are unsupported. All ac-
tions need support, an infrastructural condition that supports the acting body”

Infrastructural VulnerabilitiesTASK 2
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Components, barriers or actors

“Collective equipments are the social unconscious of the city” Guattari

“The function of collective equipments is to record and fix, and therefore parali-
ze the fluxe” Fourquet 

As Simone Brott illustrate with the example of “the road” in Foucault’s words, 
the infrastructure can define who will be legal or illegal, who is the agent of 
power or the looter, the production and the demand, and manifests that the 
equipment of power must be reversed. Therefore, the infrastructure divides 
subjects into normals and abnormals, human and nonhuman, the empowered 
people and the vulnerable group. 

In this study case, the components which configure the scenario are part of 
different infrastructures. The facades of the buildings which enclose the square 
are the faces of some institutions, what stresses even more the public aspect 
of the space, due to they are usually open to the public during workhours. 
The fountain, on the other hand, works as a decoration element, which tries 
to dignify and give some kind of character to the square.  The road just serves 
as a transport infrastructure part of the old urban structure of the old town, it 
was actually the widest street of the neighbourhood. In that road, there are also 
few bars which give to the square some life because of the terraces, and they 
create kind of break in the fluxes. It is in those terraces where people stop and 
enjoy the square. It is also important to highlight the presence of the Church of 
La Mercè, who is the Virgin of Grace, patron saint of Barcelona. Its role in the 
square is the monumentality, to show the power of the church institution and 
to frame the square as the main element. Due to this fact, the lighting infras-
tructure was designed to preserve that esthetical aspects instead of helping 
or supporting the users. The people would be the last component of the site, 
a dynamic element which generates fluxes that use the public space in many 
different ways, and many times in a very unconscious way. 

However, although all these components seem to work well with each other 
during the day, they fail at night, because the main collective equipment that 
has to support them it is clearly missing some aspects. Therefore, the dialogue 
becomes awkward and the scenarios highlight the inequalities, framing the 
people and almost classifying them into social accepted groups or marginal 
groups.
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TASK 3 Infrastructural Instruments
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Love and hope

Hello my dear,

We haven’t seen each other for a while after our last argument but I miss 
you so much. Our story started few years ago when a friend of mine told me 
about you. She didn’t know how to describe you and that created a curiosity 
on me. Now I understand it, you are such an unexpected place. When I met 
you for the first time, I thought you had lot of faces, but what you actually have 
is a constellation of feelings and affections you don’t know how to control. It 
was kind of challenging for me to start this relationship, but at the same time, 
I couldn’t help falling in love with you. Your light, oh dear, makes me crazy. I 
cannot understand how it can be that beautiful and scary at the same time. I 
love to have lunch with you on sunny Sundays, and stare at your face when the 
sun is shining. However, I hate you at night, when I can’t find you, when you are 
never with me and when you show your dark face and you completely forget 
about me. Why don’t you light me up? I know you are meeting other people 
and I think they are controlling you. When you hang out with them, I cannot see 
you anymore, I don’t see the person I love. I always try to convince myself that 
that person is not you, it’s just the consequence of the people who influence 
you. 

Please, I really want this to work out so I hope you can open your eyes and see 
how unfair you’ve been being with me. 

I love you to the sun and back.
XoXo
Lucia.

Infrastructural LoveTASK 4



The happy side

“It is possible that the evocation of an object can be pleasurable even if we 
have not yet experienced an object as pleasing: this is the power after all of the 
human imagination as well as the social world to bestow things that have yet to 
be encountered with an affective life.” Sara Ahmed

The ideas Sara Ahmed argues in this article are all related to happiness and ob-
jects. The objects as physical things where happiness can be represented or 
we as humans give that value to them due to many different reasons. However, 
the preconceive idea we usually have about an object can also be moved to 
the spaces and the cities. For example, the romantic idea people have about 
Barcelona, its old town and its narrow streets, it can become a nightmare for 
the everyday users. With this I mean that what it can be kind of iconic or exotic 
for some people can be a problem for others.

The narrow streets which head to the square and the actual square have all 
the physical features to love them and the idea you have before you experien-
ce them affects you in a good way.  However, the moment you start using the 
space your feelings become more and more confused and the happiness you 
expected from that place starts to disappear. There are other factors which 
influence you in that journey that you did not expect, I am talking about the ex-
clusion and inclusion aspects. Taking my personal experience as example and 
a male friend’s experience, I can argue that the affect we developed towards 
that place was different. As Locke says, “human diversity means that our 
happiness was placed in different things and freedom becomes the freedom 
to be made happy by different things. However, there is no freedom when the 
inequality takes place in the public space. It is not the fact I place my happi-
ness on different objects than my friend does, it is the fact that there are some 
objects which already exclude me and my freedom due to the society. With 
this affirmation I want to explain how an object as a fountain placed in the same 
site, can mean two very different things for two people and during two times of 
the day due to the social aspects and not depending on the object itself. For 
me that object can mean unsafety, danger and fear, because of the possibility 
to be robed or disturbed, and at the same time for my friend could mean a 
place to stay and hang out. 

Therefore, the design of the public space through feminist practices is extre-
mely necessary, to be able to include everyone, even though you are never 
going to create the affect or the happiness you imagine on the people. Hap-
piness does not depend on the architects or urban planners, but the spaces 
should be designed as free as they can home all the affects and feelings.
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TASK 5 Infrastructural Affects



Infrastructural MaintenanceTASK 6

Light bless you

“Arendt’s The Human Condition presents a catalogue of spatially defined 
distinctions that associate the private with necessity rather than freedom; futility 
rather than permanence; shame rather than honour. For Arendt, the private is 
a space of darkness and violence, harbouring the secrets of life and death, in 
distinction from the public where humans attain the ability to transcend these 
constraints.” Catharina Gabrielsson, “The critical potential of housework” 

When Catharina Gabrielsson notes that the architecture world does not care 
about the housework, she refers to it as an issue we need to solve. The mo-
dern history of domesticity has been defined by the rationalisation of housework 
and it has been always an aspect delegated to women. Moreover, housework 
has been limited to domesticity, regarding then only the private concern. 
However, when she speaks about maintenance in words of Hilary Sample, we 
can see how Sample argues the maintenance should be taken as important in 
architecture as a public activity. In this case, maintenance is distinguished from 
cleaning which is associated with the domestic.

It is difficult for me to create the bond between the housework and the lighting 
infrastructure in the public space, but at the same time it is closely related in 
terms of social aspects. The difficult part refers to the private and public aspect. 
As Gabrielsson reflects in her text, the housework is a care-taking practice that 
assemble relations, activities, spaces and temporalities, which create a back-
ground to the hidden and ignored conditions of possibility in architecture. 

In this study case, the lighting infrastructure born as a way of maintain the pu-
blic and private life and also to make the productive hours longer. Again, it was 
a need for the capitalism system but at the same time for the maintenance. We 
can say then that the lighting infrastructure is part of the caring system of the 
city as all the infrastructures that try to support the life and the activities. Unlike 
housework, it has always been considered in the architecture world as a servi-
ce but also as a design tool. It is an example how an infrastructure can create 
architecture and be part of the maintenance at the same time.
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TASK 7 Infrastructural Care

Lighting-with, lighting-for

“In worlds made of heterogeneous interdependent forms and processes of life 
and matter, to care about something, or for somebody, is inevitably to create 
relation. In this way care holds the peculiar significance of being a “non norma-
tive obligation”: it is concomitant to life.[…] This means that care is somehow 
unavoidable: although not all relations can be defined as caring, none could 
subsist without care.” María Puig de la Bellacasa

Thinking with, writing with, or in this case lighting-with builds relation and 
community, a bond or affect that creates possibility. The relation is not merely 
a juxtaposition of actors, it is the bond between them, which is neither in one 
nor the other. This concept highlights the necessity to break the boundaries, 
to work together and to relate but not to divide. The idea of community as 
a strong tool against inequalities. Due to this fact, thinking with care foster 
relationship more than isolate figures, and at the same time the relation itself 
involves care to make it possible.

Thinking and knowing, like lighting, have the power of materialising and totali-
zing. Therefore, love and care have to be the engine of thinking, and they also 
need to be aware of dangers of appropriation. As Maria Puig de la Bellacasa 
writes in Haraway’s words, “the risk of appropriation might be worst for commi-
tted thinking, because here naming the “other” cannot be made from a “com-
forting fiction of critical distance”. As a result of this, thinking with care require 
acknowledging vulnerability and then, a different response for each different 
situation. It is in that moment when thinking-for takes place and addresses 
baring the speaking-for concept.

Therefore, lighting-with and lighting-for hope to deal with the issue in the same 
way. The need to foster community values can improve the public spaces, due 
to the fact they will be discuss, experience and design by a collective, which 
can better involve the range of necessities. The awareness of the problem 
and the fact to think about it as a common issue and not as an isolated one, 
it is usually a solution. . Caring is yet a common value, goal and way to move 
forward to a better society, it is not a private and domestic aspect anymore. 
However, the way to achieve the goal, it will always be interrupted by many 
factors who will try to own the light and yet control the public space with it.
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