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The silence about the amount of human labor invested in the production of built space is embarrassing.1 — Katie Lloyd Thomas, Silke Kapp, and João Marcos Lopes

Work, work, work, work, work, work 2 — Rihanna

What impact could prioritizing labor have on architectural work? In the context of the political economy of space (i.e., the processes through which space is produced, commodified, and controlled within capitalist systems), it requires setting aside the body of work — the oeuvre — to take instead stock of how much work building involves, whose bodies execute it, and what value it holds. “Work” defines “labor as a measurable commodity,” whereas “labor” entails “physical effort” and refers to “services workers perform for wages”— Karl Marx’s fundamental transaction of capitalism: wage labor, or the selling of labor power.3 This exchange conceals exploitation, as workers produce more value than they receive in wages. Surplus value — the difference between what workers create and what they are paid — is appropriated by capital, in this case, real estate. Exploitation occurs across the spectrum, from the design office to the construction site, though in different forms and intensities.

Under capitalism, there is nothing special or new about that articulation. However, architecture shows a peculiar reserve regarding work as a fundamental aspect of space production — an unwillingness to address either the long hours spent on planning tasks, or the harsh working conditions on-site. This physical and ideological distance reveals itself in the divide between spaces of conception and spaces of execution, the office and the construction site.4 Examining wage labor throughout the commodity chain of built space asks: Who labors for it, and at what cost? — from designing a project and organizing its fabrication, negotiating with contractors, assigning or assembling a team that will then execute the designs, demolishing or excavating, terracing the ground, sourcing and transporting construction materials, pouring concrete or installing appliances, mounting walls, painting, plastering, roofing, etc. These actions form a commodity chain “composed of a series of operations or transformations, a set of agents and a system of markets … as well as the behavior of the agents.” 5 Thus, agents involved in space production include those who contribute directly and act upon transforming land into a built commodity, from the architectural worker to the construction site laborer.

The hand versus mind debate has long framed this divide. Some have argued that the cosa mentale is superior to the labor of the executants — a conceptualized vision requires hand labor to be realized; such an operation is only the means to an end: the intellectual labor, the idea, comes first.6 This preposterous articulation justifies the hierarchical superiority of design work — namely, authority and authorship — over construction skills. It wrongly claims that the oeuvre exists purely through the design instructions. In recent decades, scholars like Peggy Deamer, Katie Lloyd Thomas, and Sérgio Ferro have expertly deconstructed these notions, paving the way for the current reflection.7

On Architecture and Work argues for continued political introspection on labor in architectural production. Both office and construction are representative spaces of exploitation and friction, where, paradoxically, the collective aspect of work is revealed. The equation can be complexified by admitting that the profoundly collective aspect of realizing a project within an architecture office is still obscured by liability mechanisms that require an individual to sign official documents and take responsibility, a system mirrored on the construction site, where hierarchies of skill also persist.8


A construction site remains a critical taboo in architecture: a dangerous and contentious place filled with potential liability. In many countries, punishments for infractions of safety responsibilities include jail time and a ban on practice for architects.9 One can freely criticize a rendering or a completed building, but rarely an ongoing operation, as if the in-process aspect of the construction site and its inherent risks rendered it invisible, subtracted from opinion. The discursive visibility of the construction site is inversely proportional to its centrality in our discipline. Yet it contains layers of profound meaning about how architecture materializes and how societies function. It is a landing point for capital and the social division of work, and as such, a crucial entry point to reassessing the position of labor in the commodity chain of space production.

As Manfredo Tafuri, Douglas Spencer, Mariella d’Aprile, and others have articulated, a class divide separates architects as intellectual laborers from construction workers performing manual labor under precarious conditions, with little solidarity between them.10 Both groups face hardship: the architecture office perpetuates exploitation through unpaid internships and overtime, while construction workers face precarious employment, dangerous on-site conditions, and systematic devaluation of their contributions to the built environment. Impatient capital is prescribed through a complex web of forces: returns and interest rates, rigid completion dates, risk-averse insurers, and pressures to avoid delay penalties, to name a few.
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Axonometric view of the construction site for a tourist boarding house at Hermannstraße 227, Berlin (fall 2018, tu Berlin, Davide Broggio, Valentina Nadwornicek, Sofia Vila Clavell)
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Regulations for French architectural practice (2024, Eva Oustric, riot/ epfl)
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Architects’ drafting office during construction of the Sydney Opera House (1963, Don McPhedran for the Australian Photographic Agency, the State Library, nsw)
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The labor of construction (2025, Charlotte Malterre-Barthes)





This volume, On Architecture and Work, following On Architecture and Greenwashing and On Architecture and the Greenfield, is the third in The Political Economy of Space series. It assembles essays by practitioners, theorists, workers, and activists, exploring the deep-seated narratives of labor, design, and economics.11 It seeks to shed light on the distance between design and construction and to articulate this gap as a space of friction that could be productive if occupied further. The contributions emerged from “Work — Architecture and Labor,” a lecture series hosted by the riot laboratory at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology-epfl during the “Fix the Office” design studio (spring 2024).12 Taking construction sites as starting points, the studio examined how architects generate economic value, and how they might redesign exploitative business models to address today’s looming social and climate emergencies.13 Investigating power dynamics in offices, financial and legal frameworks of the profession globally, billing schemes, and labor conditions to uncover the causality between operative ways and built work, the studio explored how an office’s business model, status, and institutional framework impact the architecture it generates, and how these structures can be edited for a post-extractive practice.14 The design task focused on creating alternatives forms of world-making — of “not being an office,” while confronting uncomfortable questions about the value of architecture, with actual construction sites as spaces of intervention.15

Four essays insist that labor — its conditions, value, and organization — should be central to architectural discourse. They demonstrate that labor questions are fundamentally architectural questions, not distractions. The buildings we design are inseparable from their production conditions — in the office or on-site.

In “For Solidaristic Practices in Architectural Work,” critic Marisa Cortright introduces the figure of the “Architectural Killjoy,” a powerful role model who disrupts comfortable narratives about the profession, calling for broader solidarity among architectural workers across geographical and professional boundaries.16 In conversation with (non-)Swiss Architects, she examines how organizing efforts are emerging across Europe, particularly among foreign architectural workers facing exploitation that is compounded by precarious immigration status.

Labor researcher and architect Namita Vijay Dharia, in “The Architecture of Collectivity,” reports from construction sites in India’s National Capital Region through the testimonies of Ahmed, Mahaab, and Omprakash — workers whose intelligence, entrepreneurial spirit, and design capabilities challenge the industry’s hierarchical dismissal of their potential.17 Through ethnographic research, Dharia reveals how labor, love, and skill intersect in construction practices, exposing both exploitation and untapped creative potential.

“The Union, the Insurance, and the Workers:

Voices from the Construction Site,” compiled by architecture students Carolina Pichler and Lalie Porteret, brings forward voices from Swiss construction sites through interviews with union representatives, insurance officials, and on-site workers, demonstrating that even in a country with good labor protections, the relentless pace of construction mercilessly extracts value from workers’ bodies.

The final essay, “Architecture, Politics and Self-Management,” by Brazilian collective Usina-ctah with Pedro Fiori Arantes, presents a radical way of engaging design labor and construction through the Brazilian mutirão model — a self-managed construction process in which future residents collectively build their housing with the technical support of designers and public funds. This contribution, inspired by the work of the tf/tk group (Translating Ferro / Transforming Knowledges of Architecture, Design and Labour for the New Field of Production Studies), translates an essay originally written in Portuguese and presents an example of what solidarity between architectural and construction workers can be and the kind of architecture it produces.18

The 2024 scaffolding collapse on a Swiss construction site that killed three workers, as documented by Pichler and Porteret, and the wrenching testimonies of Dharia’s investigation on the construction sites of the National Capital Region, remind us that construction workers remain the most vulnerable population in the “supply chain of space production.” This publication hopes to bring invisible labor into the foreground — whether involved with Swiss construction sites, Indian urban developments, European architecture offices, or Brazilian mutirões — to contribute to reform movements within the field and forge connections with broader labor struggles. Confronting architecture’s labor question is essential to creating a less extractive, more just built environment.19 Articulating architecture as the result of a sum of commodities plus labor power turned into another commodity — space — and rethinking systems that fuel bodily exhaustion, social devastation, environmental depletion, and capital accumulation are essential stepping stones toward identifying leverage points for an insurgent design practice.
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