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Divestitures

The collector is the truc resident of the interior. He makes bis
concern the transfiguration of things. To him falls the Sisyphean
task of divesting things of their commodity character by taking
possession of them . . .

Walter Benjamin

From the Bay of San Pedro ports to the railheads of downtown
Los Angeles runs a deeply engraved trace of urban “dwelling”
known as the Alameda Corridor. Opened in 2002, the 20 mile
long Alameda Corridor is a state-of -the -art rail freight line
that connects the port complex to warchousing facilities,
distribution nodes, and freight forwarders throughout the
metropolitan region. The centerpiece of the Alameda Corridor
ts its Mid-Corridor Trench, a below- grade railway that is
10 miles long, 30 feet deep, and 50 feet wide.! The trench is
an cxtreme example of the impact of globalization on local
communities, as it sccks to mitigate the etfects of pollution,
noise, and transportation conflicts (such as auto accidents)
that arise when goods move through an urban arca. As Saskia
Sassen obscrves, “Major cities in the highly developed world
arc the terrain where a multiplicity of globalization processcs
assumc concrete, localized form.”?

Ranked first in the U.S. and third in the world for con
tainerized distribution, Los Angeles has become the nation’s
shipping esophagus. The trench swallows the greatest volume
of goods on the cast side of the Pacific Ocean and redistributes
consumer “content” via rail, truck, and air to the rest of the
country. Poised between the collective production ot the
Pacific Rim and the hyperconsumption of the United States,
Los Angeles is a place of divestiture, where goods are stripped
ot their manufacturing past and prepared for individual retail
fantasy. As a result, L.A. is a magniticently empty city — a col
lection of container buildings filled with objects in transit.
This content de passage shapes urban form in Los Angeles,
just as the 1916 Zoning Law gave Manhattan its formal
expression its shape If Manhattan’s “fullness” can be
represented via a two point perspective articulating the vol
umes of its many skyscr:lpcrs, Los /\ng)clcs’s “emptiness” can

then be desceribed as an infinite series of one point interior
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“Onrario International Airport
(OXT) is the center of a rapidly devel-
oping freight movement system which
includes the airport, two rail lines, four
major freeways and an expanding net-
work of freight forwarders. ONT is
located less than 5C miles from Los
Angeles and Long Beach Harbors. and is
ideally situated to be an airfreight center
for Pacific Rim and European air cargo.
In 2000, more than 67.3 million people
traveled through LAX. Irs ever expand-
ing air cargo system handled more than
2.2 million tons of goods. International
freight was nearly 5C percent of this
total. Convenient location, modern facil-
ities, and superior sea/air/land connec-
tions have led to LAX's designation as a
world-class airport. LAX handled 75 per-
cent of the passengers, 78 percent of the
air cargo, and 100 percent of the interna-
tional passengers and cargo traffic in the
five-county Southern California region.”
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complex, with its formulas and myriad signage, streetscape,
and graphic consultants, design is shifting toward the backs of
these buildings, where issues of circulation, connection,
structure, and material offer rich opportunities for architec-
tural innovation.

SuppLy CHAIN

Baudrillard may not have forseen contemporary supply chain
logistics in 1968, when he set forth his System of Objects as a
semiological expos¢ of commodity culture. Nevertheless, as he
writes, “Whether advertising is organized around the image of
the mother or the need to play, it always aims to foster the same
tendency to regress to a point anterior to real social processes, such as
work, production, the market, or value, which might disturb
this magijcal integration: the object has not been bought by you,
you have voiced a desire for it and all the engineers, technicians,
and so on, have worked to gratify your desire.”"> The supply
chain acts as a regressive armature, whereby the American
consumer represses the object’s history of production — such as
sweatshop labor in China — in order to participate like an inno-
cent child in the pleasure of abundance, without the messy
political confusion of shady Asian subcontractors, farcical
factory inspections, outsourcing, and American corporate
exploitation. From Southeast Asia, objects are packed into con-
tainer ships and loaded onto post-Panamax vessels, so named
for their inabiliry to fit through the Panama Canal. These ships,
as tall as a 15-story building and nearly 1,000 feet long, arrive
in West Coast ports like bloated corpses, less the few stray con-
tainers that typically fall off on the way across the ocean.
Containers are unloaded using special cranes that span an 11-
lane freeway, placed on trucks or trains, aspirated into the
region’s freeways and train lanes, and plugged into big-box
retailers where their contents are finally disgorged. After a
brief moment of retail seduction on the selling floor, the object
or possession is loaded into the back of an SUV and deposited in
the home. The scale of the operation, both in terms of time and
space, occludes the consumer’s visceral comprehension of the
human privation that allows the object to be cheap and plenti-
ful. As Benjamin so presciently observed:

The private individual, who in the office bas to deal with reality,
needs the domestic interior to sustain him in bis illusions. . . . In
the formation of bis private environment, both commercial and
social considerations are kept out. From this arise the phantasmago-
rias of the interior — which, for the private man, represents the
universe. In the interior, be brings together the far away and the
long ago. His living room is a box in the theater of the world.’
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