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Plinths, Risk and Security (Who goes there?)

Buildings seem to solidly touch the ground, or at least this is what appears to be 
happening in and through the plinth. We should take a deeper to look, though, 
to understand what this means, seeing that the plinth is an entirely ambiguous 
element of architecture. The plinth represents a solidity in that it is the base, 
the substance on which all loads of construction rest. It is understood as the 
foundation anchored to the bedrock, and thus the lay-out of the plan; literally the 
footprint of the building on the ground. But it is also that what appears to be the 
base (the original crepidoma), in so far that it represents “the symbolic possibility 
of confrontation”1. In a typical urban context, it is therefore the boundary on 
ground level, the critical line in between public and private space, where the 
subject constitutes its image of place. 
  As a result, the plinth always exist in between  a set of dialectics. It lives in 
between interior and exterior, private and public, security and risk, control and 
freedom, substance and image, performance and representation. In this sense, 
the plinth belongs as a means of what Foucault describes as “the apparatuses of 
security” through which a milieu is produced out of the multiplicity2. This means 
that out of a set of natural and artificial givens, a plan should be generated in 
which uncertainty can be given a specific place, namely the place of security. In 
this sense, the plinth constitutes an artificial hold on life as it happens through 
architecture. It therefore does not only impose a boundary on the inside of the 
building, but it will also be used to extend the conditions of that inside (the 
interiority) outside itself.
  As we take Sloterdijk’s allegorical image of the exclusive neo-liberal party that 
was happening throughout the last two decades, we should also not forget that 
this party implies a guest list3. The invitations are limited and selection is based 
on cultural realities which determine in a very strict and specific manner the place 
of security. We should therefore realize how far not only the form but certainly 
also the image of the plinth extends in space, setting up an architectural frame 
within the city which organizes both exchange and containment of those who 
live within. How the plinth appears, i.e. the conditions of its apparition, therefore 
has a profound influence on how the subject, in this case the passerby on ground 
floor, constitutes a specific context out of the multipli-city.



  To control trough image, and Benjamin defining the image as the “dialectics at a 
standstill”4, implies a surveillance of a particular context through a certain image. 
Inside the city this means that an image of architecture would have the capability 
of representing and imposing a way of moving through the dialectics, of taking 
a position within the ambiguity of multiplicity. A specific, but in this case rather 
emblematic example I would argue, is to be found in the relation between vertical 
(interior) and horizontal (exterior) expansion which gives form to the ongoing 
process of urbanisation. Here we can see the vertical expansion of the skyscraper 
representing a mode of surveillance over the horizontal expansion which could 
be understood as a representation of territorializing security space. The crucial 
link in between the two stays, however, the distinctive part of the plinth. It is the 
essential joint and therefore probably also the most vulnerable element within 
the mechanisms of security by architecture. 
  Going back to Sloterdijk’s party; one should always be aware of party crashers, 
those who were deliberately left ‘outside’. Or, as Virilio stated: “the invention of 
the tower also implies the possibility of the unanticipatable collapse”5, posing 
before us the dilemma of technology for the good or bad of mankind… it can go 
either way. Both tell us that imposing a form of security therefore will always 
imply a form of risk as well. Furthermore, it is in how much farther the control 
reaches that the risk will grow (a dialectical move). A first, crucial moment in 
which this became apparent was the foreboding 1993 World Trade Center 
bombing 6. Although a failure in its goal of bringing down both towers, it did show 
us how within the post-Cold War, Western-capitalist euphoria there had also been 
a growing “imbalance of  terror”7.   
  In a complete state of hubris, the West seemed to dismiss such a warning and 
it continued to blur the lines of an ever-expanding battlefield. Nevertheless, 
terrorism (it can rightfully be called and ‘ism’) understands very well, just as 
counter-terrorism does, the power of the symbol. So when an attack seemed not 
able to break through the solid ground, it was successfully reversed and directed 
towards the lightness of the figure. And all of the sudden the expansion turns into 
a cul-de-sac, the limitless becomes limited and the unattainable very attainable 
indeed. By attacking the symbol, the reach of its influence is exposed, the stratagem 
of vertical-horizontal control is laid bare, its construction uncovered and thus also 
its fundamental parts8. In such a state, despite the chaotic complexities of terror9, 
the concrete reality of the building finds a renewed value; it is the concreteness 
of the building that becomes the ultimate symbol of the failure or success of                 
the party. 



Site plan World Trade Center 

Location: New York City, New York

Commission: 1962

Completed: 1973 (opening)

Area: 15 acres

Client: The Port Authority of New York and New Jersey

Architect: Minoru Yamasaki; Emery Roth & Sons

World Trade Center – firmitas? 

“The plaza is definitely the unexpected grand experience of the Trade Center. It will 
offer a great open space with sufficient containment and variety to permit its users 
to observe and relate the overall scale of the towers to the detail of their parts, 
making them comprehensible and accessible, not overwhelming and forbidding. 
Certainly on pleasant days many people will be drawn there to gain an expansive 
experience, in contrast to the traffic, tightness, and density of lower Manhattan.”      
- Minoru Yamasaki10  

  In Yamasaki’s own words there seems to be still a trace of modernist ideology 
left. If anything, this shows that already in the 1970’s his designs looked somewhat 
outdated. It is then also no surprise that in his own recount of the World Trade 
Center (WTC), the description of the project is actually focused only on performance 
rather than representation. Seeing that, moreover, the original proposal of the 
WTC is the outcome of joined capital to promote international commerce, the 
tone is set for design that aims for a certain straightforwardness (if there is any 
idealism, it will be that of neo-capitalist pragmatism). The attention for the plaza 
as a green oasis, full of possibilities for public events, therefore swiftly makes place 
for the reality of broadened streets to relieve dense traffic and certainly also the 
incorporation of underground infrastructure within the planning of the site. The 
most important feat of the WTC therefore lies in the ground, namely the slurry 
wall. This was an unusual piece of engineering work that innovatively prepared 
the site lying next to the Hudson River for the foundation of the towers11. An extra 
density below surface allowed the plaza a lightness; one which is thus completely 
determined by the project and is much more about private control of public space 
than opening up to the city. The ‘superblock’, as Yamasaki called it, would not 
fool anyone: it is certainly not open. Surrounded by five low-rise constructions, it 
is well secured from the outside and, furthermore, the very narrow exo-skeletal 
façade makes it very hard to detect anything from the interior occupation12. In this 
sense, the original WTC, despite its pragmatic character, was actually a symbol. By 
the explicit non-representation of the façade (and of course also the doubling of 
the towers), and by hiding the most relevant determinations of the design outside 
or below the open square, the project rightfully depicts the virtual nature of the 
financial market and the control of that virtual market on real estate. Multiplicity, 
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here, means the combined interests of both these markets in setting up their 
specific space of security. This is represented in a simple and straightforward 
manner, through the complete control over the open space of the square by an 
architecture symbolizing the unattainable firmitas of the market, impossible to 
break down.

Ground Zero Master Plan

Location: New York City, New York

Commission: 2003

Status: under construction 

Area: 16 acres

Clients: The Port Authority, The Lower Manhattan Development Corporation

Architect: Studio Daniel Libeskind

Ground Zero Master Plan – firmitas (2) ?  

“The most dramatic part of the Trade Center to survive the attack was the great 
slurry wall, an engineering wonder constructed on bedrock to hold back the Hudson 
River. Somehow it had withstood the unimaginable trauma of the twin towers’ 
destruction, asserting, as eloquently as the Constitution, the durability of democracy 
and the value of human life.” - Daniel Libeskind13  

After the attacks on the WTC, several institutions initiated a competition for 
the Ground Zero Master Plan (GZMP). Initially, it was the massing study made 
by the Lower Manhattan Development Center (LMDC) that laid out the practical 
regulations of the site14. But, still dealing with the trauma of the attacks, i.e. the 
feeling of loss of security, the public/media demanded of architecture a more 
sensitive and symbolic approach. As a result, the call for innovative ideas by the 
New York times, devoid of any programmatic regulation, superseded the LMDC 
competition15. Here, the symbolic took over, and was to determine the GZMP 
from the earliest phase on. Seducing the public/media with excessive symbolism 
(Memory Foundation, Freedom Tower, Park of Life, Wedge of Light, etc.), was 
Daniel Libeskind who eventually won the competition16. In his proposal for the 
GZMP most of this symbolism is, not surprisingly, directed towards the ground. 
As we can understand from the quote above, the main idea of his proposal is to 
extend the symbolism of the WTC which it has acquired through the attacks of 
9/11. But the decision to focus on the symbol does not automatically rule out what 
the requirements are for the performance of the master plan. Although it seems 
that the ‘openness’ of the plan is a gesture towards the history of the site, it is also 
clear that any confrontation of that history through the literal act of building is 
discarded. Unlike Yamasaki’s open square, this space is not controlled by what is 
built, but through the traces of what was built. The slurry wall and the footprints 
of the two towers are the minimal gestures towards the determination of the site, 
and it is rather what they represent, not the substance in itself, which ultimately 
lies at the heart of this design. What we see is a ground zero where the symbolic 
image of the plinth, as essential joint to the ground, presents us a reminder of 
what is real. Everything else is imaginary. However, if this is a memorial, than of 
what? Is it not actually the other way around, namely that the symbolized plinth 
is imaginary, the symbol as guise, and all the rest is reality? As Cynthia Davidson 
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pointed out, it was only in a latter phase of the GZMP that we were truly reminded 
of the prevalence of capitalism. When the Freedom Tower was altered in such 
manner that it had no resemblance with the statue of Liberty anymore, when the 
Wedge of Light made way for the Port Authority Trans Hudson tube station, and 
when eventually the general lay-out of the GZMP started resembling more and 
more the original massing study of the LMDC17. 
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Site plan 30 St Mary Axe

Location: The City, London

Commission 1997

Completed: 2004

Area: 16 acres

Client: Swiss Re

Architect: Foster+Partners
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30 St Mary Axe - utilitas?

“Generated by a circular plan, with a radial geometry, the building widens in 
profile as it rises and tapers towards its apex. This distinctive form responds to the 
constraints of the site: the building appears more slender than a rectangular block 
of equivalent size and the slimming of its profile towards the base maximises the 
public realm at street level.” - Foster+Partners18 

Similarly to the ground zero of the World Trade center, the site of 30 St Mary 
Axe (30 SMA) was under great pressure of the financial market, after it also had 
been largely effaced by a terrorist attack19. Different from the GZMP, however, is 
the use of symbolism through architecture. Seeing that there were again multiple 
stakeholders with different interests (City Corporation, the RFAC, Mayor of 
London, etc.), but this time no specific call for building any kind of memorial; 
the use of architecture in this case seemed again more pragmatic20. A first, major 
intervention after the attack was, in effect, establishing a ‘ring of steel’ within 
The City, marking the boundaries of intensified security space21. Following 
these measures, it becomes apparent how, in this case, it is the literal image of 
performance that now will express the required confidence for risk management 
towards the city. A tactic which is extended throughout the design of 30 SMA, and 
which at the same time fits the aspirations of the client, an insurance company 
specialized in disaster aftermath. In other words, the position towards security 
is pretty much the opposite of Libeskind’s GZMP. Here, control over public space 
is not achieved by performance through the symbol, but by the symbol through 
performance. Hence, it is not the ambiguous openness of the site which controls 
space by extending an image of that openness, so that it can interiorize the 
exterior. Instead, here the control of risk is managed by a smooth sequence of 
security spaces of which the reach seems, ultimately, in all its smoothness, infinite. 
Opposite means, same goal. On the site of 30 SMA, and already at its boundary, we 
consequently enter an intensified space of security within the built up sequence. 
Although the plaza seems permeable, we should know that it is exactly that 
image of smooth permeability through which this privately owned public space is 
controlled. Because with all the apparent permeability, i.e. controlled circulation, 
controlled breezes of wind, carefully planted greenery, low walls and bollards, 
also comes the addition of nothing less than 115 CCTV cameras, a small bunker for 
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protecting building technology/ventilation (the real performance of the tower), 
a guard station at the truck ramp, and a ‘stand-off’ distance between street and 
building, precisely measured from the impact of a possible blast22. Here, also 
the clear distinction becomes apparent between the autonomous, perfect round 
form of the plinth and the irregularity of the site, making the tower appear as a 
final, absolute place of security. Its plinth and minimal footprint is only accessible 
from very select points of entry and even inside the lobby, one must still face 
the turnstiles and x-ray metal-detector. But even before entering the tower we 
are confronted by the façade which is a streamlined image of technological, 
sustainable design. Its function for ventilation, however, failed to work in reality23. 
Again, it is the image of performance, here, rather than the performance itself that 
is used to control security space; it is the carefully constructed image of smooth, 
effortless performance that generates the symbolic value of the design. Behind 
this image there is, nevertheless, a continuous effort of branding The City and 
thus turning this architectural symbol into an icon through media (and not the 
other way around)24. The image of the tower becomes iconic, in such manner that 
it even has the power to change planning regulation… into less planning25. And 
here we see, once more, how the tower and city challenge each other, and how 
each project chooses to either amplify that ambiguous relation (turning symbol 
into performance or performance into symbol), or possibly distort the image.

 



Site plan Shenzhen Stock Exchange

Location: Shenzhen, China

Commission: 2006

Completed: 2013

Area: 10 acres

Client: N/A

Architect: OMA

Shenzhen Stock Exchange - venustas?

“The essence of the stock market is speculation: it is based on capital, not material. 
The Shenzhen Stock Exchange is conceived as a physical materialization of the virtual 
stock market: it is a building with a floating base, representing the stock market - 
more than physically accommodating it. Typically, the base of a building anchors a 
structure and connects it emphatically to the ground. In the case of Shenzhen Stock 
Exchange, the base, as if lifted by the same speculative euphoria that drives the 
market, has crept up the tower to become a raised podium, defying an architectural 
convention that has survived millennia into modernity: a solid building standing on 
a solid base.” - OMA26 

The site of the Shenzhen Stock Exchange (SZSE) has, in contrast to the previous 
cases, not been affected by a terrorist attack. The public square, at the crossroads 
of two main arteries in Shenzhen, is nevertheless created by a different, yet 
equally destructive force. Through the mechanisms of the ongoing urbanization 
process, fueled by the ever expanding market, another series of ground zeros is 
produced. Within the financial market, real estate represents substance, yet is 
just a representation, and, because of this ambiguity, particularly interesting for 
big investments. Especially in China where the financial market needs to make 
massive investment productive. The reality is, however, that planning conforms 
completely to the market and that huge vacancy rates are combined with housing 
shortage27. From this paradoxical condition we can discern how real estate as a 
function of the speculative financial market, is used primarily as a speculative asset 
which supports the market. The quote above from OMA’s website shows us that 
the tower of the SZSE reacts to this condition, by explicitating the artificiality of the 
stock exchange which is, by nature, a virtual market. This tower, therefore, exists 
only because it represents the market; there is no other reason for it to be built, 
but as a speculative asset. Though in this case, it also represents the institution 
of SZSE and therefore, the symbol is appropriated in its purest form, which is the 
image. A three story plinth which is raised 36 meters from the ground can then only 
be understood as a complete turn towards the symbol as figure, meaning that also 
the performance of the tower now only exists in the exterior28. Different from the 
previous projects, where the plinth was also diminished in function of its effect as 
symbol, here it is only the image of the plinth that functions, and in such a manner 
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that any notion of interior performance is rendered useless. The construction of 
this image, from the perfect squares in plan and elevation to the precise cladding 
of the exo-skelet, results in a sort of hyper-generic29. This is entirely different 
from any notion of smooth design (30 SMA) or disguised performance (GZMP); in 
this image of the plinth we now find a complete reversal of the relation between 
tower and city. By pushing the idea of representation instead of accommodation, 
the tower as representation ultimately has all control. Whereas the city used to 
control the form of the tower, it is now the tower which controls the form of the 
city. Ground becomes figure, and figure becomes ground, and the base functions 
merely to present the floating plinth. Public space is then completely determined 
by the private, and the private tower becomes the representation of the public. 
Security, therefore, lies in the exterior and all risks are to be found in the interior. 
And through this complete reversal we could ask ourselves if not all boundaries 
are eliminated, and moreover, if there actually has ever been a boundary to 
security space? 

 The question being, of course, what the next step will be? One thing, I think, 
we should understand is the reality of the image and its dominating role, not 
only in the field of photography, videography and so on, but certainly also in 
architecture. So, it is not a question of tomorrow, but one of today, of how we can 
challenge architecture through its function as image. And it is only by completely 
acknowledging this function, which is not the same as being absorbed by it, that 
there is again a possibility of design. By reclaiming design through reclaiming the 
image of architecture, there emerges a possibility of manipulating and distorting 
the image, and of reflecting this distorted image back to the public. So it is only 
when we understand the conditions under which architecture appears, that we 
can now challenge the set of dialectics between city and architecture. Within 
these relations, I would argue that the plinth, as an image, still plays a major role 
in determining our constitution of the image of the city; all ground may turn to 
ground zero, but it is in designing the figure of ground zeros that now lies our 
challenge.
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