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Under the headers of ‘collaboration’, ‘participatory design’ and ‘co-production’ participation is nowadays at the centre of the debate on urban design. Architects and urban designers 
are developing new concepts, tools and roles to comply with these new participatory modii operandi. However, it seems that it is sometimes forgotten that the issue of participation 
has a longstanding history. The roundtable aims to explore this longstanding tradition of experiments with participatory processes in the practice and teaching of urban design.  
Departing from the projects of ILAUD (International Laboratory of Architecture and Urban Design) in Italy, the ARAU (Atelier de recherche et d’action urbaines) in Belgium, and the 
SAAL (Service for Local Mobile Support) in Portugal, the roundtable aims investigate the various forms that participation in urban design practice can take, from collective processes 
of design, to collaborative construction and common management. Understanding the critical differences between these different approaches can help us to refine our theories and 
tools of urban design.  
 
The participatory concern in the urban design process has not only a long history in practice but also in urban design education. Various experimental initiatives with participation 
emerged in the domain of architectural pedagogy in the late sixties, often starting from student initiatives. Good examples are The Architects’ Resistance (TAR), a group formed in 
1968 by architecture students from Columbia GSAPP, MIT Department of Architecture, and Yale School of Architecture describing itself as «a communications network, a research 
group, and an action group … concerned about the social responsibility of architects and the framework within which architecture is practiced», as well as the National Organization 
of Minority Architecture Students (NOMAS). Many of these groups emerged within the context of the struggles for civil rights and thus made a plea to have non-hegemonic or ‘other’ 
voices heard in the urban design process. These initiatives explored how new concepts, roles and tools for participation could become part of the education of the architect and 
urban designer.   
 
The objective of the roundtable is to explore how, within the context of the contemporary interest in new urban design methods that reinvent the relationship between urban design 
and democracy, the long history of the participation can offer us clues on how civic engagement and social responsibility can be critically conceived. The contemporary interest in 
methods of ‘collaboration’, ‘participatory design’ and ‘co-production’, can learn from the long history of participation about how urban design can forge a critical relationship with 
civic engagement and social responsibility. Instead of repeating the concepts, roles and tools that were tested some decades ago, we hope that contemporary urban designers 
engage more intensively with the historical examples and use them as a base for new critical approaches. Most importantly, historical experiments like The Architects’ Resistance 
(TAR) and National Organization of Minority Architecture Students (NOMAS) remind us that the issue of participation in not only a question of urban design practice, but also – and 
maybe most urgently – requires experiments and changes in urban design education. The roundtable aims to reflect upon such experiments and changes and to explore how new 
theoretical frameworks concerning the historiography of architecture and urban design could enhance these reinvented conceptions of the notion of participation. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
Belinda Tato  
Harvard Graduate School of Design 
 
Atmospheres for interaction 
  

In today’s connected world, design can no longer be addressed from a singular 
perspective, but should result from an open and collaborative network of creative 
professionals, technical experts, citizens and among other stakeholders. Citizens 
have evolved from consumers to prosumers, producing ideas, knowledge, 
information, and content. By becoming key players, they are interwoven and 
augmented in reality.  This new context requires new ways of thinking and working. 
It becomes necessary to explore the new role of the designer as an activator, 
mediator and curator of socio environmental processes. We need to conceive, 
develop and implement the tools that can become the catalyst to spark creativity 
and multiply the possibilities of interaction and connection among individuals in 
the search for more healthy and sustainable communities. Tools that enable 
citizens to be active participants at all stages: before, during, and after the design 
process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Pelin Tan 
Batman University, Batman, Turkey 
 
Scales of Commons 
 

How do we build the commons? How do we create the basis for commoning 
practices in architecture and urban design? How do displacement, migration, and 
contested spaces affect the notion of the commons? Spaces where commoning 
practices are developed in relation to design and architecture are often related to 
physical spaces in the realm of social design. The ultimate role of spatial design 
is that the physical structure or form at any scale should serve the practice of 
commons. Commoning practices require a social assembly process, however, 
including common decision making and non-capitalist accumulation; thus, it is 
difficult to develop a consistent design program. The dilemma in design and 
architecture is rooted in the question of whether an existing act such as squatting 
in an abandoned building or a temporary self-organised refugee camp is also a 
practice of architecture or design. Such practices could inform and challenge us 
to re-think on participatory design practice. For example, as a long topic in 
architectural history, “participatory design” has been discussed in “Architecture's 
Public" (1970) by architect Giancarlo de Carlo. According to De Carlo, there are 
two types of design processes: the first one is authoritative design and the second 
one is participatory design. In the former, the architectural project is considered a 
work of art and the structure of the work does not allow for any comparison. 
Moreover, in this type of project, there is a shallow approach against criticism. This 
shallow approach makes it impossible to establish any criteria between the project 
in the design process and the actual realised state of the design. De Carlo defines 
the practice of participation as "participation in action”. De Carlo claims that there 
have been two separate pragmatic criticisms apart from the ideology-based 
criticisms raised against the practice of participation: The first one is related to the 
scale of the project and confronts the problems of participatory design practices in 
large-scale projects; the second one is related to these types of practices and the 
project process. Consequently, on the one hand, the scale of the project, i.e., 
largeness and smallness, on the other hand, the length of the project process, 
both point to the impossibility of the practice of participation. Participatory design 
becomes more difficult in cases such as infrastructural operations of large-scale 
projects and restoration of ecological balance. On the other hand, layered design 
in a project and operational process might make the communication with 
individuals and related groups difficult. In order to resist these criticisms, De Carlo 
states that “participation is a decision-making mechanism” and requires a political 
position. However, I think that also in this case, cultural relativism (the local identity 
of each society and community) and the difficulty of taking a political position in 
the global societies in which we currently live make participation as a decision-
making practice difficult.  

 
 



 

 
 
Marianna Charitonidou 
ETH Zürich 
 
Urban Commons as a Bridge between the Spatial and the Social: Pro-poor 
Housing Programmes in Addis Ababa and Commoning Practices 
 

The paper presents the reasons for which the issue of providing housing to low-
income citizens has been a real challenge in the case of Addis Ababa during 
recent years and will continue to be, given that its population is growing extremely 
fast. It examines the tensions between the universal aspirations and the local 
realities in the case of Ethiopia’s most ambitions mass housing schemes, such as 
the ‘Addis Ababa Grand Housing Program’ (AAGHP), which was launched in 2004 
and was integrated in the ‘Integrated Housing Development Program’ (IHDP) in 
2006. The paper argues that the quotidian practices of communities and their 
socio-economic and cultural characteristics are interconnected with the spatial 
attributes of co-housing practices. It draws upon the idea that there is a mutual 
correspondence between social and spatial structures, placing particular 
emphasis on the analysis of a pro-poor housing programme, the ‘Integrated 
Housing Development Programme’ (IHDP). The paper aims to show how, in order 
to shape strategies that take into account the social and cultural aspects daily life 
for poor people in Addis Ababa, it is pivotal to invite them to take part in decision-
making processes regarding their resettlement.  
 
Despite the fact that the living conditions in condominiums are of much higher 
quality than those in kebele houses, in many cases, the role of the commoning 
practices and the public or shared spaces that facilitate these practices were 
underestimated or even neglected. In order to shape methods of urban 
resettlement that respect the social capital of the citizens, it is important to use 
participatory strategies and to enhance the participation of local communities in 
the processes of decision-making regarding their resettlement. Participation can 
and should be understood as an anti-poverty mechanism. The participation-
oriented strategies that have to be established should draw upon a threefold 
understanding of sustainability aiming to take into consideration social, 
technological and environmental aspects and interactions between them. The 
paper highlights that, in order to shape strategies that take into account the social 
and cultural aspects of the daily life of poor people in Addis Ababa, it is pivotal to 
invite them to take part in the decision-making processes regarding their 
resettlement.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Alfredo Brillembourg  
Co-founder of Urban-Think Tank 
 
We Need to Reorganise the City 
 

People and Cities have responded to the challenges posed by the COVID-19 
pandemic, in the most extraordinary ways. At this very disjointed moment, Cities 
are faced with deep uncertainties, yet must move forward. The state of our urban 
research shows that housing has become the frontline defense against the Covid-
19 outbreak. Home is a life or death situation. According to the UN, approximately 
1.8 billion people worldwide live in homelessness and grossly inadequate housing. 
By ensuring access to secure housing with adequate sanitation, governments will 
not only protect the lives of those who are homeless or living in informal 
settlements but will help protect the entire world’s population by flattening the 
curve of Covid-19. I am deeply concerned about two specific populations groups: 
those living in emergency shelters, homelessness and informal settlements, and 
those facing job loss and economic hardship which could result in mortgage and 
rental arrears and evictions.     
 
People affected by humanitarian crises, particularly those displaced and/or living 
in camps and camp-like settings, are often faced with specific challenges and 
vulnerabilities that must be taken into consideration when planning for readiness 
and response operations for the Covid-19 outbreak and possible future 
pandemics. These are people that are frequently neglected, stigmatized, and may 
face difficulties in accessing health services that are otherwise available to a 
general population. In this context, Urban-Think Tank has been working to raise 
global attention to favelas, slums, and townships for the last 20 years. The 
economic consequences for those in informal settlements will be long-lasting. As 
cities suspend daily activities and restrict movement, day labourers and those in 
informal employment will lose their income. This can result in people being forced 
to leave their homes due to their inability to pay rent. Without any social benefits, 
they will be unable to care for their families. It is of extreme importance from a 
protection and human-rights and public health perspective, that people affected 
by humanitarian crises are included in all Covid-19 outbreak readiness and 
response strategies, plans and operations.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
Sascha Delz  
USC School of Architecture 
 
Urban design without urban designs a polemic for an open-ended, 
vernacular view on shaping the urban realm 
 

While the paradigm of current forms of participation has been formally developed 
within Western urban design and planning frameworks starting in the 1960s, the 
act of directly taking part in shaping the city as an ordinary urban dweller has been 
the modus operandi in large amounts of urban conglomerations around the globe 
– throughout history and to this day: the so-called informal sector (and all its 
different degrees of ‘formalizations’), for example, has created architectural and 
urban vernaculars that could be seen as continuous, yet not necessarily 
intentional, participatory projects. Within such contexts – paraphrasing Nabeel 
Hamdi’s Housing Without Houses – urban design is done without urban designs. 
Of course, this does not mean that vernacular urban settings are not designed, or 
that vernacular developments have been generally better in resolving complex 
challenges of past and contemporary urban settings. It just means that they are 
not designed by professionals and that they are a crucial part of a reality that has 
to be recognized. Yet, acknowledging and comprehensively including these 
realities has been a challenge for almost every historic and current form of 
formalized urban design and particularly within the dominant, positivist stream of 
the modernist project. More pointedly formulated, one could argue that even the 
attempts to include participatory processes within alternative forms of modernist 
or post-modernist thinking, as well as the latest notions of, for instance, immersive 
and inclusive community planning processes, still subscribe to a basic binary 
between the planned and the vernacular, between a projected, manicured 
outcome and an open-ended, dynamic perpetually transforming reality. So, what 
if participation would not just mean to consult and cooperate with all involved 
stakeholders during the design and management phases of so-called formalized 
planning processes? What if, instead, participation would mean to truly embrace 
a multitude of ongoing and interlinked professional and non-professional design 
activities, to accept that there is no projected outcome but rather a perpetual 
transformation of the urban realm, and thus to redefine urban design as an 
inherently collective and open-ended act? Indeed, this could ultimately stimulate 
a notion of ‘urban design’ as a continuum of everyday life and activities – or a form 
of commoning for that matter – where, opposed to the production of static and 
often exclusive ‘urban designs’, ‘urban design’ is understood as an ongoing, 
inclusive, vernacular process of shaping our built environments through collective 
action. 


