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“I would say a political program is more important

than new rules T

or replacing rulesswithfether rules.”
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Marc Angélil
in Conversation with
Arno Brandlhuber

The essay “Mapping Flows: Switzerland as Operational
Landscape,” written by Marc Angélil and Cary Siress,
was published in 2015 as part of the Research in Urbanism
series edited by Steffen Nijhuis, Daniel Jauslin, and
Frank van der Hoeven at Delft University of Technology.'
In the essay, Angélil und Siress, drawing on episodes
involving the use (and abuse) of maps throughout the
history of Switzerland, address the geopolitical agency
of cartography in the production of territory. In particular,
the authors argue that the mid-nineteenth century map
made by Guillaume-Henri Dufour played an important
role in the process of re-territorializing “a loose coalition
of fiercely independent cantons into that unified
economic and legislative space known as Switzerland.”
Understanding the legislative tool of the Swiss

referendum means understanding this “legislative space
known as Switzerland” — as well as the “infrastructural
machine” that comes in conjunction with it, and which,
in the words of Angélil and Siress, “remains central
to Swiss self-esteem.”

In December 2015, Arno Brandlhuber met with
Marc Angélil, professor in the department of architecture
at ETH Zurich, as well as founder of AGPS Architects
and author of several books. In Angélil’s office on the
Honggerberg campus of ETH Zurich, the two architects
discussed the origins of the Swiss referendum as a
tool that enables direct democracy.
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BOTTOM-UP NATION BUILDING:
EIDGENOSSENSCHAFT & DUFQUR'S MAP

Armo Brandlhuber: In your essay with Cary Siress, you wrote: “This passion
for all things perfect is more than mere myth, it is the hallmark of Swiss identity
both within and beyond its national borders’ What role did this passion for
perfection, this specific kind of ‘Swissness,” play in the process of mapping
that defined the legislative space known as Swizerland —which then in turn
reproduces perfection as a hallmark of its identity?

Mare Angélil: Let me start early in the history of Swilzerland —which
must be understood as a construction, it should be said. History is not a priori
given. In any case, historically speaking, Switzerland was nothing more than
a loose assembly of various highly heterogeneous groups: different currencies,
different measuring techniques. This led to the notion of the Eidgenossen-
schaft, which translates as the ‘oath fellowship.” So a few people, a heteroge-
neous assembly of farmers, peasants, took an oath o agree upon and follow
certain rules, most of which pertained to resources, The stretches of forests,
or Alpine pastures where cows grazed, these required a high degree of organ-
ization and management. This is what Elinor Ostrom calls ‘common-pool
resources’ and ‘the commons.” You have to understand Switzerland, at its
origins, as a form of cooperative —a co-op that, according to Ostrom, later on
established a series of rules dictating how to manage its territory and
resources, This takes you straightaway to what Stuart Elden called “territory
as political technology,” that is, territory understood as a series of norms that
are created and loosely agreed upon in order to manage this political tech-
nology. And clearly, it's a construction,

Amnother thing that's very important to consider for the Swiss identity is
that this loosely assembled body of peasants also began to protect their terri-
tory vis-i-vis the state. The state, in this case, was the Hapsburgs. The peasants
created these little militia armies—today we still have a militia system that
requires every Swiss man to enroll in the military —which were basically
guerrilla troops that attacked the enemy. In the most surprising moments in
history, these militias would become the official ad hoc authority. This all
took place in the fourteenth century, which is very early. Over time, this polit-
ical technology grew, and helped create the legislative framework of what,
much later, would be understood as Switzerland.

The other episode is the making of the famous Dufour Map. The military
engineer Guillaume-Henri Dufour, who'd been trained in France, was given
the assignment to create a map of the territory governed by this loose group.
He started in 1842, years before Switzerland was officially formed as a modern
political entity, and took 30 years to finish. So the map, which in this case was
a technological enterprise and another type of political technology (because
it was politically driven), led to the foundation of Switzerland before Swit-
zerland was even officially established as a confederation. The map preceded
the territory. This is Jean Baudrillard’s argument, that the map precedes the




territory and that it’s the map that creates the territory.® It’s only when you
see the map that you realize: this is yours. In Baudrillard’s sense, then, this
didn’t happen until even later, when the map was officially exhibited in the
national exhibition in Zurich at the end of the nineteenth century. The Swiss
people saw their territory for the first time. This map therefore was a kind of
nation-building project, to acquire an identity: ‘This is me.’

AB: But there was something particularly unique about Dufour’s map, as
well: these maps are very accurate, extremely precise. For that time period,
you could say, extraordinarily precise.

MA: Exactly. I mean, imagine it: here you have a military engineer who’s
given the task to do the impossible, to measure the entire topography of
Switzerland’s rocky terrain, including the Alps. No wonder it took him 30
years! There were also big debates over how exactly you were supposed to
measure. Then it had to be translated onto paper. This wasn’t done directly —
you first had to produce copperplates, which involves yet another step of
translating information. So suddenly politics and science merge together in
the making of this map. There’s a conflation of the two in order to create
territory. You end up having this ménage a trois between the military, science
(understood as the knowledge and techniques required to measure the land
and translate these measurements onto paper), and the territory of what was
considered to be Switzerland. And through this, Switzerland as a bounded
place, as an entity, was seen and made visible for the first time.

So those two examples show you how territory becomes a political
technology. They show you how it’s highly constructed —territory is not given
a priori—but they also show how it’s transformed over time, what traces are
transposed from one historical period to another and what aspects change.
Then you begin to see that Switzerland, as a construct, is obviously something
that evolved over time, but on the basis of strong foundations: precision, mili-
tary science, the commons. Switzerland was never a state with a monarchy or
a top-down-organized constitution. It was always bottom-up. This is extremely
interesting, and we forget that in our history. Because now things have
changed. We still have the principle of direct democracy, where we vote on
everything possible at the communal level, cantonal level, and at the national
level, but there are moments where, suddenly, top-down decisions are made.
One of these came in 2008, during the financial crisis, when the UBS was res-
cued because it was considered too big to fail. Within a week, clearly a top-
down decision was pushed through to rescue the biggest bank in Switzerland.

POLITICAL TECHNOLOGIES: PERFECTION & PRECISION
AB: Let’s get back to this notion of ‘precision.” The widespread percep-
tion of Swiss precision, this image of perfection—when did that arrive? Your

argument, as I understood it, was that the precision of the Dufour Map led
to a kind of self-image of Switzerland as being in a state of perfection.

MA: Precision and perfection are really a hallmark of Swiss identity,
through and through. This started very early on, in the organization of the
commons, where you needed very clear rules and you couldn’t deviate from
those rules. Every farmer was allowed to send a certain number of cows up
to the Alpine pastures—this was contractually agreed upon within every
community, along with the amount of wood that must be cut to avoid
deforestation. So this precision was established very early on, in order to
bring together, to somehow homogenize a heterogeneous group under the
umbrella of what Switzerland would later become. The Dufour Map was
another example of this. You have a complex territory —therefore you need
precision in order to present it. And later on, you also need precision in
order to build tunnels and bridges that will pass through it. In Switzerland, a
straight road is a rarity. This precision was also nurtured in the educational
system, right up to the Eidgendtssische Technische Hochschule [Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology, ETH Zurich]. The ETH was founded by the Swiss
government 160 years ago in order to nurture an engineering knowledge-
base in service to the government. You see, precision emerges quite early on
within the educational system. And it’s carried even further; it has remained
a part of this culture at the military level, the educational level ... at the level
of how to organize the collective. At the engineering level —how to establish
infrastructure systems, etc. It is part of this spirit. But it’s also part of this
political technology that constitutes what we consider Switzerland.

AB: How then would you explain the fact that this precision, or perfection,
wound up becoming ideological to such a great extent?

MA: Precision and perfection are primordial questions in this culture,
questions of necessity. A necessity that has to do with making. Practice, in
Switzerland, has always been valued higher than any theoretical superstruc-
ture that you can build around it. Academics are regarded suspiciously. How-
ever, if they’re seen as makers, they have a higher value within society. It’s
also a culture without philosophers in the traditional sense, the way you have
them in Germany, in France, or in Italy. We don’t have a philosophical body
of knowledge to fall back on. It was a culture that foregrounded practice.
And that practice was closely tied to the construction of this political technol-
ogy. It was essential to maintaining Switzerland as an entity. And therefore it
became ideological.

AB: Could this technical thinking also serve to explain why, politically,
you opt to remain neutral?
MA: I think you’re right, the notion of Swiss neutrality is a construction
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Designing Borders

as well, and it belongs to this cluster of techniques that were deployed in
Switzerland’s history. Neutrality is a highly political position, and it emerged
in its own right during the period when Switzerland was selling its young
men to fight as troops in foreign armies, whether for Napoleon, or Italy, or
the Germans. The Swiss Guard in Rome is a vestige of this—it’s also a way
of saying, “0.K., we are a force, but this force can be sold to somebody else.
So you had to nurture different alliances. This became very obvious in World
War I1 in the relationship between Germany and Switzerland and the Allied
powers. For example the famous Bergier Report, which was published several
years ago, analyzed which industries were cooperating with the north-south
axis of Germany-Italy and documented when the money changed hands
between Germany and Switzerland. At the same time, Switzerland was also
negotiating with the Allied powers, particularly France. You had Switzerland
claiming its neutrality in the middle of European territory while building its
fortifications in the Swiss Alps at the same time. So the concept here was to
try to protect itself in the event it was attacked, and at the same time to
establish friendly relations with the Nazi regime from an economic point of
view. That's a point in history where neutrality was a problematic concept.
On the one hand, it was a question of survival, because the Swiss were truly
terrified that they could simply be erased. On the other hand, they used their
economic power to maintain friendly relations in order to avert any kind of
attack, What you see is that Swiss neutrality has undergone several difficult
phases. It's at its best when it can be used to negotiate between parties in
global conflicts. I'm very pleased and proud that Switzerland is part of the
United Nations now, after many years of Switzerland remaining separate
from the global community.

AB: There’s a contemporary map, made by the chief of the armed forces,
that depicis Switzerland in the center, and all the countries having difficultics
in Europe and the Middle East are arrayed around it.

MA: We use two types of maps in Switzerland that are contradictory. One
type suggests that Switzerland is a neutral island, surrounded by hostile ter-
ritories. This is a classical vision that conceives of Switzerland as a bounded
space. The other type is exactly the opposite, and tries to see Switzerland as
part of the global economy, as a global player, and charts how the flows of
culture, currency, and information pass through the country—typically, this
flow runs north-to-south across the Swiss Alps, and it too is traditionally

rooted in the Swiss identity. Switzerland as a state, or a confederation, has

always played both games at the same time. It has tried to open its borders,
sending goods and people to the outside, maintaining good relationships
with its neighbors, even at the global level,

Yet the other game is a mentality that says, ‘Let’s protect ourselves, we
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Swiss army, Blattman Map, 2010

don't want to be part of the EU, we have our own territory, we have our own
rules, and we won't play according to the rules of Brussels” Being Swiss, you
have to be very aware of the fact that both tendencies are constantly in play
at the same time. This is also what we saw during World War I1: ‘Protect the
territory, maintain clear lines” Make it so that everybody knows exactly where
the line of Switzerland is,

The other approach was to say, ‘No, no, these lines can be much more
diffuse; The map drawn by the ETH Basel Studio, where you suddenly
couldn’t see the contours of Switzerland anymore, made this very obvious—
because the territory around Basel leads into Germany; Geneva fades into
France; and the Ticino region becomes part of the metropolitan agglomeration
of Milan.* This is equally the reality, because you cannot be entirely self-
sustainable. You will always be connected to the outside,

AB: There was also a suggestion made at the United Nations that one
part of Switzerland should go to Germany, one to France, and one to Italy.

MA: Exactly. This was in a petition made by Gaddafi to the UN in New
York. He was angry because his son had been thrown in jail despite his
strong financial relations with Switzerland —not only keeping his fortune
in Swiss banks but also selling petrol to Switzerland. He was angry, and he
launched this attack against Switzerland suggesting it should be erased
from the map. Which is a very interesting proposition—to say, ‘Let’s return
the German-speaking part to Germany, the French-speaking part to
France, and the [talian-speaking part to Italy” This was a campaign that
lasted for at least three years. And it was piqued even further by Switzer-
land’s ban on minarets, which made him angrier because he considered ita
fundamental attack against Islam, the idea of erasing the minaret as an
architectural symbol. Of course the Swiss population voted in favor of the
referendum, in spite of the fact that many politicians and the Swiss intelli-
gentsia were entirely embarrassed about it, but it passed anyway. When
you vote on such an issue, because we have a democratic system, the people
can always vote the way they want to vote. And they don’t necessarily vole
the way the government or the political elite wants. That’s a condition you
have to live with. What's interesting is what happened afterward. In the
case of the minaret referendum, it wasn’t as dramatic as originally antici-
pated. It somehow became a law that faded away in the background of
Swiss burcaucracy.

One referendum we had that was more difficult to swallow was two years
ago, when the initiative against mass migration was passed by the Swiss people.
The people basically said, ‘No more migranis can come into Switzerland.’
This led to conflicts with the EU that haven’t been resolved; it’s still being
debated, quotas are being discussed, and obviously it runs counter to the fact




that Switzerland wants to remain open to Europe while maintaining its identity.
So within this political technology, we're encountering a kind of dilemma
and a schizophrenia between being closed and open.

AB: Are you part of the Schengen Area?
MA: We are part of Schengen. But we joined late.

ACTION: DESIGN & RESEARCH

AB: Here we are at an architecture school and you're teaching architec-
ture. If we look at things from a bigger scale, as we've done up to this point
in our conversation, we know that much more is decided at the levels of
legislation, norms, and normativity —at the level of politics in general. These
decisions have far greater influence —especially in a direct democracy —than
any form of architecture. Considering all this, shouldn't we be applying the
design process to this field as well?

MA: What's interesting about designing at a place like ETH Zurich is
that, first of all, you're getting very well-educated students, fantastic thinkers,
and students that have been disciplined to such a degree that they'll constantly
perform. They are makers, they draw like angels, they bring a high degree of
precision to whatever they do. But since there is a tendency to operate within
a normative framework, there is also a tendency to replicate what’s consid-
ered the architectural norm within their projects. You find this in many dif-
ferent cultures as well. What's interesting is that, because they know how to
draw and because they're intelligent thinkers, you get a few out of every
class, maybe 10 percent, who rebel —who establish a resistance within these
norms, and begin to push the envelope. And this is extremely exciting. At the
moment, [ have 50 students in my design class, which is too many, but anyway
at least five of them are doing work that's highly provocative, and that has
the potential to push architecture as a discipline. Whereas the others perform
within the norm, and will be very good architects, they will just continue
maintaining the high standards of architecture that Switzerland has always
had. And this is also part of the tradition.

You know, I also think it's interesting that the department of architecture
belongs to the science and engineering school, and it was considered depart-
ment number one within the numbering system when the school was founded
110 years ago. The government considered architecture important enough to
make it the first depariment of the school founded to advise the state on how
to build a nation.

AB: The ETH Zurich is like a small-scale model of the entire Swiss Con-
federation—although universities in Switzerland have this self-conception of
being neutral, non-political. It's not like in Germany, where you’ll find Marburg

as a leftwing university city, while other universities are known as being more
traditional. But in Switzerland there's this notion that a university is neutral.
Can they be political then, or are they out of this discussion by definition?
You mentioned yourself that neutrality doesn’t mean being apolitical. Schools
that regard themselves as apolitical seem to be driven by a kind of fear.

MA: In this case, we need to draw a distinction between teaching and
research. The ETH Zurich is a professional school, so your objective is to
train professionals that, when they graduate, can operate not only within the
Swiss system but on a global basis. Therefore you have an obligation to them,
because when they leave the school they are seen as licensed architects, This
isn’t the case in the US, this isn’t the case in Germany. So there's a trajectory
here related to teaching that aims to create professionals capable of operating
within the system.

On the other hand, there is a research side. I spend 50 percent of my time
conducting research and 50 percent teaching. Research, on the other hand,
can be much more provocative, and enter into uncharted territories. I'll give
you an example: a few years ago the department of architecture signed a
petition that went out to the press. We organized a conference, and we were
featured in the headline news at prime time, right at 7:30 p.m., on Swiss TV,
We launched an attack against Switzerland's energy codes. So at that
moment, the department of architecture became highly political, and there
were even attacks on the architecture department made at the parliamentary
level, saying, ‘How is it possible that the department of architecture is
expressing such a bias against the existing energy codes? Which also
amounts to an attack against the industry, which wants to have triple, quad-
ruple-glazed walls that are insulated ad absurdum. | o o Cory Siess,
And suddenly here we are talking about an entirely '-hm m&wﬁ:‘dond os

different strategy in terms of the energy system. HomcIm hﬁ:ﬂmc-
When you do an action like this, you cannot leave e afl s o, 4 of

it at that. It has to be followed up; so we had one mﬂmmwr
colleague, Professor Hansjlirg Leibundgut, push- mm:mmmm

ing for other concepts. It was highly political to
call into question certain norms that were estab-
lished on the basis of research done 15 years earlier,
interestingly enough, at ETH. But [ think in the
end—I was dean at the time, so | was involved in }gg].'
all the negotiations—the members of parliament
realized: this is why they have us. They also have
us Lo criticize what is given. We are there to pro-
maote, let’s say, the next siep of development.




