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glass & locks
...the street is not always the site that we can take for granted as the public ground 
for certain kinds of public assemblies; the street, as public space and thoroughfare, 
is also a public good for which people fight – an infrastructural necessity that forms 
one of the demands of certain forms of popular mobilization.
Judith Butler, Inhabitable Ground

Physical manifestations of power relations are abundant in the room by the gates of 
a metro station. Next to a bucket of differently coloured roses from the flower shop, 
two police officers are standing, arms crossed, watching the gates (with their presence 
making one third of the travelers turn back, take the stairs to the streets and make their 
way to another stop.)

In front of them, you have the coffee chain, placed conveniently behind glass walls and 
doors covered in the latest bargains. It has its place outside the gates, not quite one with 
the station (on the platforms there are no cafés and on the trains there are no trash 
bins). Yet there is a constant flow of people between the two and the advertisments on 
their walls are similar in message and presentation.

We cannot talk about a body without 
knowing what supports that body, and 
what its relation to that support – or 
lack of support – might be. In this way, 
the body is less an entity than a relation, 
and it cannot be fully dissociated from 
the infrastructural and environmental 
conditions of its living.
Judith Butler, Inhabitable Ground

Another neighbor contained within the metro station´s network yet not officially af-
filiated with it is the club at the end of one of the entrance corridors. It transforms the 
space on weekends, when the music and the line is impossible not to notice for anyone 
entering the station.

The flower shop and locksmith, although both behind glass, are barely noticable except 
as something that is almost in the way, unless you need their specialized services.

On weekday nights, when the train service ends, security guards clear out the space 
and the doors are locked up. But outside, just below the stair, there is another not less 
important place, because here, someone forgot to leave out a few square metres when 
planning; there is just enough room for two or three human bodies to curl up against 
the wall and rest.



power & permanence 
The highway, as the equipment of power par excellence, is an investment structure 
that requires police assistance, but that is policed itself.
Simone Brott, Collective Equipments of Power: The Road and the City

It is possible to think of the metro as the other of the city - a rational system, its tunnels 
constructed to be what they are, functional, not to be seen or inhabited, planned and 
built, rather than constantly changing. The stations with their entrance and exit points 
are intersections where the unpredictable human bodies of the streets are brought into 
this rational infrastructure, allowed contact under the precondition they follow the 
rules - rules enforced through design.

Trying to put the term equipments of power to use as a tool for analyzing the metro 
station, Deleuze’s use of the term as the production of subjects under the reign of 
equipments can form a starting point.

The need of transportation and communication is a necessity for the system to exist, 
in other words, the bodies were there before the infrastructure, but the bodies do not 
control the system - at least not at present or directly. For some of the users, a vague 
and distant control over the design do exists as they have been allowed certain choices 
through the democratic system. The correlation between elections (the main means of 
democratic influence) and execution of design is however - to say the least - vague, and 
at this point in time, the metro system has existed for much longer than most of the 
bodies, increasing the distance, giving the (infra)structure the appearance of perma-
nence, of always having existed.

“...At one end of the roadway, there is the engineer from Public Works—a regulator, 
agent, and subject of normality,” represented by the engineering school—“and at 
the other end, the one who is cut off or ‘off-circuit...’”
Simone Brott, Collective Equipments of Power: The Road and the City

The system of tunnels that forms the foundation of what we call tunnelbanan, were 
constructed in order to ensure the prosperity of Stockholm when the population rap-
idly grew and land as a result became exclusive goods. The tunnels enable commuters, 
who in turn enable the system of commerce placed around the tunnel entrances, in a 
constant flow of servicing and being served. 

Equipments such as the Road turn humans into code to service (hold up), and not 
merely serve, state capitalism.
Simone Brott, Collective Equipments of Power: The Road and the City

Looking at photos of the station from the 1930s, the additions over time are obvious 
and yet, the tunnels, the pillars and the concrete platform are the same, and would 
most likely stay the same in the event of a disaster, when the commercial facilities 
(train service, gates, ticket machines, stores) would quickly fail.

These durable structures are already in use, forming a separate system, spatially occu-
pying the same infrastructural spaces as the metro, yet very much apart from its social 
infrastructure.

The infrastructures used by “les outsiders” are hence more resilient to societal change 
and time than the metro, as the homeless sleeping in the tunnels have already been 
excluded from the vulnerable comforts that form the reward given to the citizens that 
have been deemed ”legal”. The punishment for not performing according to the rules 
of the (capitalist) society - by choice or, more often, by exclusion - must be severe, as 
the system is more dependent upon the bodies it supports, than the bodies are upon 
the system.

It is by the chain of processes of subjugation that begins with the christening of a 
category of rebuts sociaux (social rejects), or “les outsiders”—thus separated from 
a population and from normative subjectivity—that a city and its equipments of 
power take shape.

Evidently, the figure of the pirate or smuggler 
is not marginal but, rather, essential to Fou-
cauldian equipments. The road emerges as the 
social borderline incarnate.
Simone Brott, Collective Equipments of Power: The Road and the City



the public & comfort
Anticipations of what an object gives us are also expectations of what we should be given.
Sara Ahmed, Happy Objects

Erik Shouse´s Feeling, Emotion, Affect, clarifies the concept of affect. It is, he writes, a 
non-conscious experience of intensity, and without it feelings do not ’feel’ because 
they have no intensity. And further:
The importance of affect rests upon the fact that in many cases the message con-
sciously received may be of less import to the receiver of that message than his or 
her non-conscious affective resonance with the source of the message.

I want to attempt to disassemble the metro station into its different parts according to 
the way they are encountered by the users, in order to observe them through the lens 
presented in Shouse´s and Ahmed´s texts, as objects holding affective value.

If the tunnel is the first category in this kind of hierarchy of affect, representing the bare 
necessity for transportation under ground, the next is the trails, trains, platforms and 
stairs. (Thinking about ”a metro”, in their minds, different people will see differently 
shaped trains, but the function of the infrastructural system will appear more or less 
the same.) The next category consists of the claddings of wall, ceiling and floor, the 
material and shape of the trains, the constitution of the opening systems for the metro 
doors etc.

The fourth category contains the objects placed on top of the system for transportation, 
to direct the use of the infrastructure, to guide, support and structure the bodies using 
it: the gates, elevators, benches, railings, doors and glass panes.

The last category would be, is the written messages, the posters, the signs and symbols, 
sometimes enforcing the messages conveyed by the built structures, sometimes, being 
advertisements, enforcing other societal norms not connected to this particular place 
but to the city.

The further back in this hierarchy, the less present in our conscious everyday lives are 
the objects.

Reading the posters while waiting for the train, we might feel annoyed at its stupidity 
or interested in the product presented, but chances are we are well aware of the pur-
pose, their sender, and react by feeling, and sometimes by expressing emotion. 

The elevator and gates, on the other hand, are experienced consciously mainly when 
they pose a problem, and hence these objects divide the users of the system. Ahmed 
writes:

If the same objects make us happy - or if we invest in 
the same objects as being what 
should make us happy - then 
we would be orientated or di-
rected in the same way.
Unless there is a maintenance problem, the majority of the users do not consciously 
experience any feeling or express emotion when entering the metro station. However, 
the necessary steps they go through to be granted access reassures them, on an un-
conscious level, that they are worthy to be part of this society. Next to these ”legal” 
users are the ones for which the gates are an obstacle to be overcome at every entrance 
point. For them, some of the objects placed within and on top of the infrastructure 
contain affective sadness value, which is generally not expressed emotionally since any 
confrontation with the ”legal” users of the system must be avoided. Therefore, both 
the users experiencing the objects as ”happy” and the ones experiencing them as ”sad”, 
express similar emotions, or lack of emotion, although their feelings are on different 
sides of the spectrum.

Maintaining public comfort requires that certain bodies ’go along with it’, Ahmed 
writes. It is always the one in the less well-off situation that has to make the choice 
between being and causing others to be uncomfortable, or keeping quiet, going along 
with it. When choosing or being forced into a confrontation, the divide between ”legal” 
and ”illegal”, happy and unhappy bodies, becomes apparent. However, as this arouses 
an emotional reaction from the ”legal”, it can result in a change in power relations, the 
happy becoming distressed as the unhappy claim their right to behave as they see fit 
or must.



divide & rule
The technologies that have recently been reshaping our households have been en-
closing aspects of our everyday lives, restricting freedoms around (...) our ability to 
repair the things we thought we ‘owned’.
Valeria Graziano and Kim Trogal, The Politics of Collective Repair: Examining Object Relations in a Postwork Society

Technological developments have allowed companies to monopolize the entire lifes-
pan of the products they sell by restricting our ability to understand and fix problems 
without turning to an authorized repairer.

Discussed in relation to the metro station, the question of ownership becomes central, 
as what is owned by whom in the city is not obvious. I think few of us would claim to 
own the gates to the metro, the stores around them, the ticket booth or the elevator. 
The trains, as well, signal that they belong not to us but to SL, by signs, sounds, inspec-
tors and drivers informing the customers of the rules set up by the company.

The tunnels on the other hand are present as a prerequisite, as a natural phenomenon, 
restricted but owned neither by the company or the travellers. Most of us, I think, 
would say they belong to ”the city”, an entity which has become an authority of unclear 
boundaries, consisting of all the people it employs as well as physical objects, spaces 
and land. The fact that ”the city” exists as this vague entity, at a distance from its inhab-
itants, has removed from us the responsibility to care for the spaces we inhabit. No one 
in Stockholm would empty a trash can or fix a broken railing - a few of us might file a 
complaint to get someone, an authorized expert, to fix it. In contrast, in a city where 
the authorities lack in will or ability to care for the common spaces, the inhabitants do 
what they can to maintain their city, entitled by their sense of ownership and respon-
sibility.

The metro station is apt to break down when it comes to the objects placed on top of 
the transportation system, to direct, guide, support and structure the bodies using it: 
e.g. elevators, doors, trash cans, gates. Being a mixture of objects placed there to make 
life and usage of the spaces easier for humans, and objects designed to provide or limit 
access to the same spaces, these objects are not as robust as the infrastructure itself, nor 
as resilient. These objects make the conflict between what might be called comfortable 
and uncomfortable - legal and illegal - users become apparent, forcing the latter to face 
the decision of whether or not to go along with a set of rules that are forced upon them.

In the event of a breakdown of the gates, this tension is removed, which does not affect 
the ”legal” user but gives temporary relief to the ”illegal”. Hence what appears as a fail-
ure is, from a spatial point of view, a cause of happiness. (However, it is only a tempo-
rary relief, and possibly, in the long run, the refusal of the ”illegal” to follow the rules is 
more productive as it challenges restrictive norms by making them visible.)

In a similar but opposite way, the failure of the elevator or escalator also causes the 
division of the users of the infrastructure to become apparent, dividing the group into 
bodies granted and bodies refused access, hence exposing disability as diverging from 
the norm. In this case however, the breakdown causes only distress.



trust & us
...it could be strategic to think of democracy’s constitutive ”emptiness” as a void 
that democracy can ”call its own” precisely because this is a space that cannot be 
owned by any one of us. It is for this reason that democratic architectures are simul-
taneously impersonal and intimately ours (all of ours).
Helen Runting, Desire for Democracy, from Aiming for a Democratic Architecture exhibition catalogue

Since freedom can only be exercised when the material conditions allow, it is not hard 
to accept that our built surroundings take active part in our lives; they influence us, 
they prohibit and allow, they separate and bring together.

Infrastructure is rarely dwelled upon until at its moment of failure. The designer of the 
systems making life in the city possible is irrelevant; perhaps it can be said that the ’we’ 
behind these active objects/spaces is trusted, until the systems have to be reclaimed 
and the ’we’ reveals itself as an ’I’ - one that can be criticized. Possibly, considering our 
surroundings as actors in the city rather than objects that are simply acted upon, makes 
the question of their authorship fall into the background even more.

The absence of the singular author of public space might be a necessity for a well-func-
tioning democratic society.

An ”I”, being human, can be flawed, whereas the invisibility of the power behind public 
space allows it to function as a supporting structure, providing people with a sense 
of stability and protection. The gliding scale between infrastructure and architecture 
might then be one of support or comfort. When public architecture does not have a 
stamp with a name on it, it both appears less as an object and more trustworthy, a sup-
porting structure among others.

…the switch is the thing that is not except at the moments of its change of setting, 
and the concept ‘switch’ has thus a special relation to time. It is related to the notion 
‘change’ rather than to the notion ‘object.’
Keller Easterling, An Internet of Things

There is no doubt of the authorship of the gates to the metro, but travelers carrying 
a prepaid SL-card rarely need stop to consider it. The gates are less neutral than the 
switch, as the sole purpose of their construction is to limit access to an important in-
frastructural network. They are simultaneously a symbol and administrator of a power 
relation, making the infrastructure follow the rules of the market by ensuring only 
customers enter. However, as soon as the gate is forced open, the availability of the 
network is exposed, together with the power relation, creating a dissonance. The cus-
tomers can no longer accept the space as a given truth but are forced to see themselves 
as active participants following a set of rules constructed from above. As the power 
revealed is interconnected with the infrastructure and might even be considered nec-
essary and/or good, this realization might not make a difference for the customer, or 
”only” in their attitude towards their fellow travelers.

...this “deviation” was one sense 
of the word queer, understood 
less as an identity than as a move-
ment of thought and language 
contrary to accepted forms of 
authority, opening up spaces for 
desire that would not always be 
openly recognized.
Judith Butler, Inhabitable Ground



unable & irresponsible
Valeria Graziano and Kim Trogal cite Mario Diani, stating that a social movement can 
be defined as a process whereby several different actors (...) come to elaborate (...) a 
shared definition of themselves as being part of the same side in a social conflict. By 
doing so, they provide meaning to otherwise unconnected protest events or sym-
bolic antagonistic practices, and make explicit the emergence of specific conflicts 
and issues.

One such social conflict could be the moment where the official commercial architec-
ture of the metro station divides the users of the infrastructure into two groups. Un-
connected antagonistic practices might be the alcoholic asking for a cigarette outside 
Pressbyrån, the teenager jumping the gate to avoid paying, and the homeless person 
quietly entering the gate behind you. They are all using the spaces connected to the 
infrastructure in ways other than those deemed correct by the majority, or the (com-
mercial) authorities.

Virginia Held writes:

...the dominant theories have assumed that morality should be sought for unrelat-
ed, independent, and mutually indifferent individuals assumed to be equal.

and:

The ethics of care addresses rather than neglects moral issues arising in relations 
among the unequal and dependent, relations that are often laden with emotion 
and involuntary, and then notices how often these attributes apply not only in the 
household but in the wider society as well. For instance, persons do not choose 
which gender, racial, class, ethnic, religious, national, or cultural groups to be 
brought up in...

The moral indignation of the ”legal” users of the metro might subside if at some point 
they were made to see that the ”antagonists” causing the disturbance by their immoral 
behaviour do so out of necessity; users of the metro are not on equal terms.

A number of social and digital infrastructures exist to support the disobedient group, 
such as social media sites giving updates on the whereabouts of the ticket inspectors, 
websites detailing how to access the infrastructure without buying a ticket, social net-
works of homeless friends, etc.

Since the architectures of the metro station are not owned by their users, the care for 
them is taken for granted, the cleaning and the technical maintenance paid for, not no-
ticed unless there is a problem. To care for such a space is not only unthought of - to a 
large extent it is prohibited. To pick up trash is allowed, but cleaning up after a stranger 
is going to far - punished by social awkwardness.

In streets of other cities (outside of Sweden), care can be seen in small decorations or 
temples placed by the inhabitants wherever they have felt the need. To leave things or 
put up posters in public places in Stockholm is seen as vandalism and is punishable. 
Hence care itself has in some sense become an antagonistic practice.

Caring architecturally for the metro station might therefore seem quite overwhelming, 
and yet it is performed over and over again by different users, everyday.

…the switch is the thing that is not except at the moments of its change of setting, 
and the concept ‘switch’ has thus a special relation to time. It is related to the notion 
‘change’ rather than to the notion ‘object.’
Keller Easterling, An Internet of Things

The architectural care might lie in claiming the spaces momentarily, day after day, 
holding the gate open - if possible breaking it - letting anyone enter behind you.


