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PRELIMINARY Abstract 
Spatial and material form, the tools and modes of architects, participate 
in shaping our lives in many ways which are not detirminate but strongly 
influential. One of the ways in which it does this is by spatial configuration - 
that is, the setup of relations between spaces - which responds to and describes 
social relations as well as potentials, possibilities, restrictions, and suggestions. 
This both through practical and communicative means, and in a great many 
ways. Research at sad tries to focus more specifically at these components of 
the physical environment, and some intriguing results have been produced both 
when it comes to buildings and urban environments. Critical for these findings 
have been the involvement of different theories and methods that complement 
one another, and the development of new models of analysis. This presentation 
aims to briefly present some of these models and results.

Paper: An Outline of Architectural Configuration, Background to the 
Presentation at the Urban Qualities Conference.

I

It can be argued that one of the greater tasks for a move towards a sustainable 
development, economically, socially, and environmentally, is that of better 
understanding the role of space in society. In many ways space defines 
opportunities and problems, defining what is possible, what is plausible, what 
is desirable, and what is achievable. In terms of built space, it offers solutions 
and problems alike, and great challenges await for to handle an urbanised and 
globalised world and give it physical form. For these challenges, knowledge of 
space and event, form and action, is pivotal and also, it can be argued, lacking 
(see e.g. Massey 2005). This knowledge, it can further be argued, needs to be 
developed both in research and practice, each providing input for the other, 
or through one another. This as architectural space is material and social, and 
these conditions will always form preconditions for planning and design as well 
as research (Anderson 2000). 
The challenge of understanding space as form, action, and event requires a 
truly multidisciplinary effort, both in combined projects and in parallel research 
and development. What follows is an outline of one approach investigating this 
problem, focusing on its theoretical and ontological basis rather than specific 
findings. An approach that has important implications for architectural practice, 
and which as method has successfully been used in urban planning and design 
projects.
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II

First, I would point to a claim made by Foucault (1997, 351), namely that 
that space, as such, is heterogeneous. This generates problems for both the 
analysis of places in themselves as for the understanding of space. It is a claim 
with a multitude of possible interpretations, but will here be interpreted in a 
very specific sense that deviates from the arguably more common. In as far 
as heterogeneity is con sidered, it is often interpreted as social heterogeneity, 
like the fact that space appears different depending on event or on who is 
participating or perceiving. Another important interpretation tends to come in 
the background: that space is inherently heterogeneous. One can make the 
argument this is especially true for architectural space, where what is meant 
with architectural space is space as a result of built, concrete, form. That is, 
space as delimited by material boundaries of different kinds which are of both 
functional and communicative character and purpose. 
Now, if space ‘in itself’ is heterogeneous, it also has a differentiating effect by 
how it produces situations, positions, and relations: heterogeneous space is a 
space that is relational in its character and as such also hierarchical. This is not 
to say that there are inherently better or worse spaces, or parts of spaces, but 
to say that the relations produced by space form a system where distances and 
proximities are created containing structures of distribution that are not equal 
in character. It is of importance to point out that there need not be a conception 
of space as hierarchical or assigning status for there to be a perception of 
how space does so. By ordering people, events, and things in space, status is 
created, which can only be done if there is a spatial hierarchy to work with – 
and this is a continuously ongoing process in many scales.
For a simple example, one can turn to the idea of space as tabula rasa, a blank 
sheet of paper, onto which events and intents are inscribed, which is not to say 
that it is a representation of space as such.  Drawn to the extreme, however, 
the metaphor can serve to illustrate the point: the paper itself is not a neutral 
surface; it forms a space of its own. Suppose, for example, a point is to be 
placed on a sheet of paper – is it possible to find a ’neutral’ spot on which to 
draw it? The point will end up either closer to one edge or the other, or central, 
or just by the edge, and so forth – positions all of which are different. The same 
phenomenon, but more complex, would emerge if we then place another point 
on the paper, a third one, and so forth. Any deformation of the paper – tearing 
a piece, bending, folding, or cutting – changes the range of possible relations 
and trajectories made on its surface. Thus the form of the paper limits the 
possibilities of relations between points that can be made, and even seen as 
single surface, space is neither neutral nor homo geneous. Such heterogeneity 
of apparently neutral, homogeneous, and symmetrical spaces has been 
extensively explored by Hillier (1996, 275-299). Naturally, space is never such 
an empty sheet, but is in concrete, social materiality, always already inscribed 
as a texture, filled with relations and actions that serve to define and produce it 
(Lefebvre 1991, 57). 

III

Second, what is the focus is rather how spaces relate to one another, and the 
resulting implications for and limitations of use, behaviour, or communicated 
relations and positions, than the spaces in themselves, although this is a 
simplification. In this sense, it is a kind of network analysis of space as built 
form, where there are significant differences between accessibility and visibility, 
for instance.  In part, this can be expressed as that space “[…] is defined by 
relationships of neighbourhood between points and elements, which can be 
described formally as series, trees and networks” (Foucault 1997, 350). Space, 
in its physical form, has relations that form hierarchies, configurations of dis-
tances, proximities, sequences, narratives, control, and distributedness. Such 
patterns of accessibility and visibility influence how space is used and how it is 
experienced both on the way in which space can be used and on the way space 
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is likely to be used, even though it does not directly determine:
[…] the texture of space affords opportunities not only to social acts 
with no particular place in it and no partic ular link with it, but also to a 
spatial practice that it does indeed determine, namely its collective and 
individual use: a sequence of acts which embody a signifying practice 
even if they cannot be reduced to such a practice. (Lefebvre 1991, 57)

To be sure, I am not speaking of a topology as such, but rather a ‘topology’ 
that is in part defined by its form, which has topological character, which again 
has properties produced by the form that creates them. It is quite possible to 
alter space rather dramatically without altering its topological structure – but 
it is also highly possible to alter the entire topo logy by quite, materially, small 
means, such as the creation or building up of a door opening between two 
rooms which are otherwise only connected via the entrance hall to the complex. 

IV

The question of research outlined thus far can then be understood as the 
relation between topological structures of space and social and cultural 
structures on one hand, and behaviour and event on the other. The idea is 
that space and event are interlinked, each affecting the other, and the attempt 
is to analyse this relation in as far as spatial topology is concerned. Again, 
this is something pointed out as of importance by Foucault, stating that “[…] 
it is somewhat arbitrary to try to dissociate the effective prac tice of freedom 
by people, the practice of social relations, and the spatial distributions in 
which they find them selves. If they are separated, they become impossible to 
understand. Each can only be understood through the other” (Foucault 2000, 
435). 
One field investigating such relations is the one commonly known as ‘space 
syntax’ (Hillier & Hanson 1984). This field offers theory and means for how 
to analyse the earlier discussed concrete materiality as relational formations, 
where the general idea is that space and society is interlinked; that is, 
that space is a social entity and that society is something partly spatial. It 
furthermore investigates this as configurations of spaces in terms of spatial 
entities which have certain definitions in how they provide social potentials and 
restrictions, such as that a convex space is a space where everyone in it can 
see one another; I will leave further definitions aside for now (see e.g. Hillier 
1996 for more specifics). These entities are then modelled into graphs where 
the relations not between one space and the other is analysed, but relative 
positions in larger spatial systems. Let us try a simple example of a house of 
three spaces. These can be connected to form a row, and the entrance can be 
in one end. We have a linear building, with a deep structure. If we move the 
entrance to the middle space, we have a shallower building with two ends. If 
we connect the inner spaces, we have a shallower building with a ring structure 
– there is no ‘end’, and movement between any two spaces can take different 
routes. All of these also clearly on one hand create hierarchies of spaces, and on 
the other communicate use and difference. They form very simple lines, trees 
and networks, to tie it back to Foucault. They also serve better for different 
programmes: the early historical museums formed lines, clearly describing 
history as linear and with a specific sequence of eras; the early public libraries 
formed trees in accordance with the idea of knowledge of a continuously 
deepening and refining of increasingly different specialisations; and many cities 
form networks providing room for different route choices or connections to be 
made depending on priorities and choices. In reality, these tend to only exist 
in hybrid forms both as urban and architectural structures, but the figures are 
still informative in understanding what implications tendencies or emphasis in 
certain spatial structures have. Of importance is also to not that ‘better’ here 
means how they coincide with intention or programme, not if they are better 
or worse – knowledge, for instance, is no longer a tree but rather a field or a 
network, which can also be seen in how library and museum architecture has 
developed (Markus 1993; Koch 2004).
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Furthermore, correlations between spatial forms of topological character and 
people’s behaviour have been repeatedly found, in both practice and research, 
and for a wide range of cases where it might seem there would be none. This, 
however, is not to say that there is first space and then behaviour: 

Space is more than a neutral framework for social and cultural forms. It 
is built into those very forms. Human behaviour does not simply happen 
in space. It has its own spatial forms. Encountering, congregating, 
avoiding, interacting, dwelling, teaching, eating, conferring are not just 
activities that happen in space. In themselves, they constitute spatial 
patterns. (Hillier 1996, 29)

Thus while an important part of theories and research is the empirical 
correlations between patterns of behaviour and spatial form, Hillier and Hanson 
refines it further: “[i]t seems as naïve to believe that spatial organisation 
through architectural form can have a determinative effect on social relations 
as to believe that any such relation is entirely absent” (Hillier and Hanson 
1984:ix). The relation between space and human behaviour is more one 
of significant relations than cause-and-effect. Sets, or textures, in and of 
space offer possibilities and opportunities and restraints and prohibitions that 
participates in the range of actions possible or plausible, while those activities 
serve to define space in return by both materially forming it by positions or 
flows of bodies and in an intricate interplay or ballet interacting in the formation 
of relational positions and situations that emerge (Koch 2007). As Tschumi 
argues: 

It is not a question of knowing which comes first, movement or space, 
which molds the other, for ultimately a deep bond is involved. After all, 
they are caught in the same set of relationships; only the arrow of power 
changes direction. (If I outline these two relations of independence and 
interdependence, it is to insist on the fact that they exist regardless 
of the perspective ideologies—modernism versus humanism, formalism 
versus functionalism, and so on—which architects and critics are so 
keen to promote.) (Tschumi 1996, 128)

It is not a question of finding determinants but rather dependent relations. That 
is, from a design perspective, the question is not ‘what is a good design’, but 
rather ‘if this is the aim, then is it plausible that this would support it?’. The 
possibility to with some accuracy predict what streets will be more crowded in 
a new plan, does not inherently mean these will be better – it can be argued 
that even the most crowded of cities have secluded, quiet places to retreat to. 
Perhaps this is even a necessary component of urbanity; the close proximity of 
crowded and quiet places.

V

However, the emergent situations and the situating practice of space – including 
patterns of spatial use – need to be further understood. While correlation to 
activity and behaviour is of importance, it is also important to remember the 
discussion of relations between ideas, consciously or performatively translated 
into programmes, and built form as given example by the figures of line, 
tree, and network. Through such strategies, societies, organisations, families, 
groups, companies, and many other social and cultural entities both define 
and communicate identity and social and cultural values and ideals – directly 
as representation and indirectly through distances, sequences, separations, 
connections, and subdivisions. It can be argued that space is one of the most 
important means in which society defines itself, and that this in large parts 
is through how space connects and separates people, event, artefacts, and 
places (Marcus 2000). Spatial topology participates in the constitution of 
social relations and culture. It also serves to influence where things are more 
likely to happen, how people are more likely to move, and what is more likely 
to be a public or private, bustling or secluded, place – and what is allowed 
or emphasised in these various situations. As a result, understanding spatial 
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configuration also forms a powerful critical tool, elucidating and clarifying values 
through how they are built into the physical environment on a fundamental, if 
not always directly perceivable, manner. This line of thinking, here represented 
by specific theories and simple examples, has important implications for how to 
work with architecture both in theory and practice (e.g. Marcus 2000; Såthle, 
Marcus & Karlström 2005; Koch 2007; Markhede & Koch 2007; Ståhle 2008; 
Koch 2009; etc.), and has proven fruitful for both urban and architectural 
analysis. In many cases, even more so when complemented by and juxtaposed 
to other fields of knowledge, clarifying its limits and its potentials as well as 
refining and developing it as theory, method, and analytic approach.
This presentation will be structured into three stages, a short theoretical 
introduction (as above), an example from practice discussing the relation 
between form and function and how this knowledge can be used in design 
projects (focused on Slussen), and one example from research discussing the 
theories and methods as a means of critical analysis (focused on department 
stores). It will then be summed up by a brief discussion of potentials, 
possibilities, and problems with the methods and theories facing the research 
field in the coming.
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