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THRESHOLDS REVISITED
INERTIA OF AN AUTOMATED 

UTOPIA: DESIGN COMMODITIES  
AND AUTHORIAL AGENCY  

40 YEARS AFTER “THE  
ARCHITECTURE MACHINE”

It was over a decade ago that Daniel Cardoso 
Llach first engaged with the subject of tech-
no-utopian architects and their use of software 
as tools of creation in his 2011 essay, “Inertia of 
an Automated Utopia.” He revisits the essay here 
to relate and reflect upon technological imagi-
naries of design both as historically constituted 
situations and as ongoing discursive and politi-
cal projects. Farzin Lotfi-Jam works through the 
same lens to reanimate the piece through new 
commentary that critically observes the ways in 
which computation has been made to penetrate 
even the most intimate aspects of daily life. 

DANIEL CARDOSO LLACH 
IN CONVERSATION WITH
FARZIN LOTFI-JAM
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290 THRESHOLDS REVISITED

FLJ: I admire this article as it has 
a continued relevance today and 

provides a critical overview of an early appli-
cation of computer technologies within 
architecture. It analyzes the origins of endur-
ing technological narratives that position the 
computer as the utopian solution to complex 
social problems. As the article shows, rather 
than providing such promised fixes, tech-
no-utopian imaginaries have instead paved 
the way for the penetration of computation 
into all spheres of life, a transformation whose 
effects continue to demand critical scrutiny.
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Daniel Cardoso Llach, “Inertia of an Automated Utopia: Design Commodities 
and Authorial Agency 40 Years after ‘The Architecture Machine.’” 
Thresholds, no. 39 (2011): 39. 
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291INERTIA OF AN AUTOMATED UTOPIA

DCL: It is a rare opportunity to be 
able to reflect on a piece of writ-

ing a decade or more after its publication. 
At the time I was a PhD candidate who had 
just embarked upon a year-long period of 
fieldwork. I aspired to contrast the images of 
design advanced by techno-utopian vision-
aries such as Steven A. Coons and Nicholas 
Negroponte with the embodied realities of 
contemporary designers and builders using 
software to support architectural work. 
In retrospect, I think that writing it at that 
precise moment was key for me to begin to 
define a place of enunciation—a position 
from which to describe, narrate, and reflect 
upon—technological imaginaries of design 
both as historically constituted and as ongo-
ing discursive and political projects.

The article informed one of the chapters in 
my doctoral dissertation and re-appeared 
a few years later in an expanded form in 
my book Builders of the Vision. However, 
instead of expanding the essay here with 
the new materials that I added over time, I 
think it is more in the spirit of this issue to 
make only a few minor editorial changes to 
the original text, and to instead add reflec-
tions, commentaries, and updated references 
as footnotes. One reason for this decision is 
that I think that despite its limitations—and 
an ever-shifting technological landscape—the 
essay’s critical observations and analyses still 
hold relevance today. 

One theme the article develops is that 
technological visions of design operate at 
different registers, including but extend-
ing far beyond arguments about their func-
tion. They “carry a blueprint” not merely for 
how artifacts such as buildings ought to be 
produced, but also for how work should be 
organized—including who has a say in its 
organization—and what values are deemed 
important. This makes the technological 
experimentalism of ArcMac, and design 
technologies more generally, interesting from 
both an architectural and a science and tech-
nology studies perspective—a disciplinary 
juncture that shaped (and continues to shape) 
my work. I wanted to, on the one hand, call 
attention to the fact that ArcMac’s exper-
imentalism was, at least on the surface, a 
“critical” project, and on the other hand, offer 
tools to put the effectiveness, and perhaps the 
sincerity, of that project into question. 
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292 THRESHOLDS REVISITED

03DCL: I would write this differ-
ently today. Like most people, 

the historical actors portrayed here were 
not as consistent in their positions as my 
framing might suggest. For example, both 
Coons and Negroponte (along with many 
of their contemporaries) used metaphors of 
human-machine collaboration or subservi-
ence when the context suited. They deployed 
these metaphors tactically depending on the 
audience they sought to persuade. Their theo-
retical stances were as pliable and adaptive 
as the computer-aided design systems that  
they imagined.
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Daniel Cardoso Llach, “Inertia of an Automated Utopia: Design Commodities 
and Authorial Agency 40 Years after ‘The Architecture Machine.’” 
Thresholds, no. 39 (2011): 40. 
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293INERTIA OF AN AUTOMATED UTOPIA

04 FLJ: I want to find out more about 
computer expert systems and the 

emergence of the architect as a techno-so-
cial expert at MIT. Not to fall into an MIT 
recursive reference loop, but it might be a 
good time to revisit A Second Modernism.* 
The publication offers an account of archi-
tecture’s postwar ambition, which the text 
sums up as a preference for technical exper-
tise over artistic intuition. This impetus is 
used by architecture practices to transform 
architecture itself into a research-oriented 
and technologically complex discipline of 
design expertise.

* Arindam Dutta, ed. A Second Modernism: MIT, 
Architecture, and the “Techno-Social” Moment. 
(Cambridge, MA: SA+P Press, Department of 
Architecture, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
2013).
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294 THRESHOLDS REVISITED
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DCL: A great deal of brilliant schol-
arship on the subject of ArcMac has 

been produced since “Inertia” was published—
including an in-depth historical chapter in 
Molly Wright Steenson’s book Architectural 
Intelligence, and Morgan Ames’ recent The 
Charisma Machine, as well as chapters by 
Felicity Scott and Mary Louise Lobsinger in 
A Second Modernism. Steenson’s book and 
Scott’s chapter in particular offer invaluable 
context about the institutional context of the 
group, including details about its funding.

FLJ: I am reminded here of Wendy 
Hui Kyong Chun’s critique of trans-

parency and computation. Chun highlights 
the difficulty and complexity in defining 
software through a discussion of the history 
of programming, and later, through a discus-
sion on the development of structured 
programming. By minimalizing contact with 
the actual machine, structured program-
ming resulted in the eradication of “distinc-
tion between programmers and users” and 
in the “gradual demotion of programmers.” 
Furthermore, discussing the aspect of soft-
ware, Chun advocates “making the invisible 
visible” while suggesting that software is 
“about translating between computer-read-
able code and human-readable language.”*

* See: Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, “On Software, or the 
Persistence of Visual Knowledge,” Grey Room 18 
(January 2005): 26–51.

FLJ: In a more recent revisiting, 
Orit Halpern places this exper-

iment within a larger context of urban 
and racial inequalities: “Situated within 
a moment of extreme urban crisis and 
violence, the Architecture Machine Group 
attempted to turn the external traumas of 
American racism and economic crisis into 
an interactive simulation and to advance 
computing as the solution to these structural 
problems.”* 

* Matteo Pasquinelli and Orit Halpern, “The Trauma 
Machine: Demos, Immersive Technologies and 
the Politics of Simulation,” Alleys of Your Mind: 
Augmented Intelligence and Its Traumas (Lüneburg: 
Meson Press, Hybrid Publishing Lab, Centre for Digital 
Cultures, Leuphana University of Lüneburg, 2015).
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Daniel Cardoso Llach, “Inertia of an Automated Utopia: Design Commodities 
and Authorial Agency 40 Years after ‘The Architecture Machine.’” 
Thresholds, no. 39 (2011): 42.
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295INERTIA OF AN AUTOMATED UTOPIA

09

08

DCL: This historical explanation 
sounds somewhat reductive  

and opportunistic.

FLJ: How does this idea around neutral 
machines as de-authored creators map onto 
contemporary ways algorithms are framed?

 

FLJ: Good point.
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296 THRESHOLDS REVISITED
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11

DCL: Replace “Louis” with “Lewis.”

DCL: The argument here is simply 
that technopopulism is, as far as 

these experiments are concerned, technoc-
racy in disguise. The notion that technology 
can replace politics is the ideological core of 
these experiments, and a theme which can 
be seen to structure Negroponte’s oeuvre 
since the late 1960s until the more recent 
One Laptop Per Child project. The common 
thread is the idea that technologies can 
bypass conventional structures for educa-
tion, deliberation, and design (in the post 
Epstein context we should also add “over-
sight”), enabling a more direct “democracy” 
and “participation.” What is missing is a crit-
ical acknowledgment that any technology 
able to support meaningful participation 
must first be extended and infrastructural— 
and thus the result of a quintessentially 
“top-down” operation. 
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Daniel Cardoso Llach, “Inertia of an Automated Utopia: Design Commodities 
and Authorial Agency 40 Years after ‘The Architecture Machine.’” 
Thresholds, no. 39 (2011): 43.
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297INERTIA OF AN AUTOMATED UTOPIA
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DCL: Today, the phrase “data-driven” 
has largely taken the place of 

“performance-based.” They each invoke a 
different set of aspirations, but the implica-
tion in both cases is that design is a measur-
able resultant of tractable, scientific methods 
and operations. The shift is due in part to the 
increased dominance of machine learning 
methods over other forms of computing over 
the last decade. 

FLJ: Powerful point.

DCL: Fueled by machine learning 
methods, a resurgence of conver-

sational AI research in design promises 
to rehabilitate some of these aspirations 
and engender a new batch of architecture 
machines founded upon the assumption of 
human-machine symmetry and thus in the 
concealment of the agencies involved in 
their production.
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Daniel Cardoso Llach, “Inertia of an Automated Utopia: Design Commodities 
and Authorial Agency 40 Years after ‘The Architecture Machine.’” Thresholds, 
no. 39 (2011): 44. 
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299INERTIA OF AN AUTOMATED UTOPIA

Daniel Cardoso Llach, “Inertia of an Automated Utopia: Design Commodities 
and Authorial Agency 40 Years after ‘The Architecture Machine.’” 
Thresholds, no. 39 (2011): 41.

FLJ: This Edwards publication 
is the go-to source for a critical 

analysis of the origin story of the electronic 
computer and its relationship to Cold War 
doctrines of command and control. 

This often leads to a contemporary discussion 
that frames computational and algorithmic 
surveillance and security techniques within 
a Cold War military logic. Most recently, I’ve 
found the work of Andrea Miller exceptionally 
productive in expanding the story of compu-
tational control to include a longer historical 
arc of settler colonial forms of domination. In 
an online publication, she writes: “Thinking 
with a genealogy of the algorithm as protocol 
... I want to offer a reflection on what it might 
mean to dwell in the gap between digital and 
non-digital modes of colonialist computation, 
sorting, and classification.”*

* Andrea Miller, “Protocological Violence and the 
Colonial Database,” Antipode (May 2017): 1.

DCL: Replace with Steven 
Anson Coons, “Computer, Art & 

Architecture” Art Education 19, no. 5 (May 1, 
1966): 9–11, https://doi.org/10.2307/3190804.

FLJ: Expanded discussion of this article’s 
arguments.

FLJ: I’m thinking about Timothy 
Mitchell’s work here in the Rule of 

Experts where Mitchell examines technology, 
governance, and violence in modern Egypt.*

* Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-
Politics, Modernity (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 2012.) 
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300 THRESHOLDS REVISITED

“We talk about inertia as if we understand it—but what are we observing 
when we see inertia? Unhindered motion? Freedom? Absolute stability? 
A fundamental ‘desire’ in an object?” —Adam Fulton Johnson, 2011, 
Thresholds 39: Inertia

When does friction productively disrupt momentum? Write your thoughts down 
here, pass your journal around, and contemplate with your friends.

C
o

ve
r 

d
e

si
g

n
 b

y 
Ia

n
 D

ap
o

t.
 F

e
at

u
re

d
 q

u
o

te
 b

y 
A

d
am

 F
u

lt
o

n
 J

o
h

n
so

n
, 

“I
nt

ro
d

uc
ti

o
n,

” 
Th

re
sh

o
ld

s,
 n

o
. 3

9 
(2

01
1)

: 
5.

This content downloaded from
��������������71.60.57.98 on Mon, 20 Jul 2026 18:25:57 UTC��������������

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


