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The Lab without Rats. Some Conceptual Problems of the Laboratization of the City (and Everything Else).
In my paper I would like to critically discuss the assumption that cities can and should be seen as laboratories. This discussion is based on an historical analysis of the use of the term laboratory in (urban) sociology as well as my own research on environmental consultants and on change of use of buildings. I will proceed in three steps. 
First, I would like to define the laboratory and show that it creates a tension to understanding the city as laboratory. The laboratory is, I contend, a defined space that separates between an environment that is considered negligible for some epistemic claim or technological invention and a (partly) controlled environment that is considered relevant for this claim or invention. The other side of this distinction is usually the field, an environment for epistemic claims without a distinction between a controlled inside and a non-controlled outside. Because of this distinction, the laboratory is a mechanism for generalization, since epistemic claims or objects derived from labs can be extended to other non-controlled environments. This is why Kohler calls a laboratory placeless. Cities however, at least not under peaceful circumstances, do not allow for a distinction between a controlled inside and a non-controlled outside, the less so in an age where our understanding of cities is formed by both, spatially L.A. with its endless sprawl and socially by the notions of strangers, surprise, détournement and random interactions. 
Second, I would like to trace the conceptual history of the term laboratory with regard to urban studies and sociology in general and ask, why, historically, social sciences try to employ the term laboratory differently from the above definition. I would like to show that the term laboratory in sociology was originally often employed not as the differentiation between the field vs. laboratory but as a unification of the two, thus leaving the laboratory without its other, placeness (also see Gieryn 2006; Gross and Krohn 2005). Both, the lab and the field, were used to parallel the work of social scientist with that of the natural scientist. Only after the second world, when the differentiation between the social and natural sciences was more stable, the differentiation between lab and field took the standard form of controlled environment vs. non-controlled environment. The current use of the term laboratory again blurs this distinction, and again, it seems a renewed importance of the term laboratory has sparked the interest. However, this time, specific professions are understood to operate like laboratories. 
Thus third, I would like to look at the problem of practice of urban practitioners, from architects to environmental consultants. Even granting that the city could be a laboratory, I try to show that for none of these professions, their work resembles laboratory work, if laboratory work means to test epistemic claims in (at least relatively) controllable environments. Looking at the methods of environmental consultants, most of these are either field methods in the sense that data are gathered in some defined fields and then used to design a policy for a new field. None of these fields is usually thought to be a blueprint, rather the opposite: these are all taken to be individual cases. In the case of architects, the architectural studio may be a fruitful parallel to a laboratory. However, the crucial difference between a laboratory and an architectural studio is that the most important part of what buildings do, namely being used, is not modelled in the studio. The studio is a lab devoid of rats. Exactly this problem has been one of the main inroads of critique of architectural practice since the 1970ies for social scientists. Whereas in a lab, the lab is an abstraction of the environment and the subjects are the real ones, in an architectural studio, the environment is the real one and the subjects are abstractions. This is why the architectural studio is not placeless but subjectless.
