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Introduction

This work recounts a complex path, at times distressing, in which I have tried to 
thoroughly question the reasons for my growing dissatisfaction with the scenario in 
which I have studied and in which I work as an architect.
Briefly, said scenario, characteristic of a still largely dominant architectural culture, gives 
the architect the role of ‘expert’, of ‘creative genius’, of a figure capable of providing 
optimal solutions for a generic ‘common good’, making use of his/her own disciplinary 
knowledge exclusively. The topic, then, is anything but new, and for many years critical 
reflection and alternative experiments on it have been emerging.
Despite the fact that I have always had a controversial relationship with architecture 
– before graduating I had already decided to change my course of study and enrol 
in a master in museum and contemporary art curatorship – it would be unfair of me 
not to admit that I too, in my brief professional experience, have felt the fascination 
with a role that allowed me, by myself, to mould the ideas and solutions that I had 
generated and watch them taking shape. Many times I have felt enthusiastic while seeing 
them materialising and many times I have turned a blind eye when the illusory initial 
perfection started to crumble, giving way to the recalcitrance of the materials, to the 
clients’ complaints, to the necessity for a too costly maintenance. The creative power 
that architectural practice offers is wonderful, and in many ways I still love it.
However, a growing uneasiness about the wide-spread conceit – of which I was myself 
a ‘happy victim’ – about the fact that it can be possible to solve problems without 
immersing oneself in the world from which they come, motivated me to question myself 
and find alternatives.
I began to reflect on how the figure of the architect and its presumption to control 
could be weakened by the gradual unveiling of a contingency made of different voices, 
necessities, and circumstances that are too often buried; and therefore, on the necessity 
of opening up design processes to the participation of other actors.
My dissatisfaction with the academic system in which I studied is linked to issues that 
go well beyond the mere field of architecture. During my research, among many others, 
I had the chance to read a beautiful work by sociologist and art curator Alessandra 
Pomarico1, with which I particularly identify. To paraphrase her words, I am an 
educated white woman from the Global North of the world. I have always been curious 
about – and yearning for learning – as I believe that the role of culture is fundamental 
in a healthy society. In many respects I consider myself lucky, since so far I have had 
the possibility to keep asking myself questions and to keep questioning. However, I 
have seen many suffer and I have suffered myself because of an educational system 
1 Cf. Pomarico, A. (2018) In The Cracks of Learning (Situating Us). Retrieved 9 December 2020, from 
https://artseverywhere.ca/2016/12/14/cracks-learning-situating-us/ 
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that is way too often inclined to oppress, mistreat, discourage and deprive students 
of the ability or wish to imagine. Today education is mainly conceived in terms of 
‘knowledge production’: an economic enterprise inscribed in a capitalistic vision. In 
this way, students are de-politicised and the academic journey follows entrepreneurial 
dynamics, in which education is seen as a ‘product’, as ‘goods’.
In the Western history of educational institutions, the principles that shape pedagogy 
imply an inhomogeneous and asymmetrical relationship between those who ‘know’ 
and those who ‘do not know’. This often entails an intrinsically violent approach that, 
beyond apparently ‘good intentions’, is aimed at ‘moulding’, ‘instructing’, and ‘training 
pupils’. Foucault included schools – together with prisons and psychiatric hospitals – 
among the ‘total institutions’ organised to render bodies ‘docile’, and through which 
so many physical, psychological, emotional, cognitive and cultural traumas have been 
perpetuated. Today, by insisting on abilities, skills, standardised study and evaluation 
programs, academic institutions frequently tend to instruct students pushing them to 
accept social roles in an uncritical way, and to direct their choices towards the market.
Besides, class, race, and gender prejudice continues, although often in a silent way, to 
deeply structure the way in which certain ways of acting are internalized and repeated 
later on. What appears today as a global crisis scenario, which affects both us and the 
planet, turns into a crisis of imagination too: we seem to be incapable of thinking, or 
even dreaming, of the possibility to live in a different way, forced to ‘function’ within a 
system that is incorporated into almost every aspect of our lives.
My process of constant questioning has not only seen me exploring with enthusiasm 
alternative design and pedagogical attempts; falling in love with my readings; passionately 
interacting with others who shared my concerns and sensitivity; spending months 
abroad looking for opportunities for further dialogue in fields other than architecture. 
As it shall appear more clearly in the final chapters of this thesis, my journey represents 
a much more radical operation. In fact, I have had the chance to ‘expose myself’, at 
times to de-construct myself, to question the way in which I used to work and the tools 
with which I used to do that, to be clear-eyed about educational models on which my 
knowledge was based. I have experienced firsthand what it could mean to study and 
practice architecture in a different way, learning ‘to be affected’ by other visions of the 
world.

In short, the questions that have inspired my work right from the start are: what is the 
background and what is the logic with which architecture traditionally works? How can 
the field of design be opened up to the participation of other actors, who could redefine 
and scale down the role of the architect? What does participating to architectural design 
really mean? And how can this lead to new possibilities for architectural practice itself? 
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How is it possible to think of forms of learning that may oppose the idea of principles 
as profit, competitiveness and exploitation?

&KDSWHU�2XWOLQH

It is against the backdrop of these questions that my work unfolds. 
Specifically, Chapter I analyses how participation is currently one of the crucial issues 
in contemporary architecture and urban design’s diverse scenario. An ever-increasing 
number of initiatives and public debates are trying to encourage considerations on the 
urgency of redefining the role of design, especially in relation to complex, contemporary 
crises. Analysing such a scenario has led me to ask myself a series of questions: who and 
which actors are involved in these practices? What does participating exactly mean? 
Participating in what? What is the logic, what are the assumptions and the ways in which 
participation is proposed, researched, practised? In this regard, this chapter focuses on 
the study of a series of reflections and experiences, both past and recent, which for me 
have constituted an initial attempt to answer the question of what it means to open up 
the field of design to the participation of other, different actors. Many professionals, 
scholars, activists and collectives have long been trying to create generous and viable 
alternatives to expertocratic models, shaped in particular by modernism, on which a 
certain dominant architectural culture is grounded. 
Drawing on some reflections by Jacques Rancière, anthropologist Ignacio Farías states 
that the core issue in participation is ‘the relationship between parts and wholes’. 
Therefore, it is possible to recognise two different approaches: one involves the ‘making 
of wholes’, i.e. the attempt to integrate the parts so that they form part of a coherent and 
all-encompassing whole; the other implies the ‘making of parts’, that is, the multiple 
forms of contestation of existing wholes by hitherto submerged parts. While a ‘inclusivist’ 
type of logic can be associated to the first method, the second one is attributable to 
different attempts to break dominant architectural paradigms. This second group more 
openly marks a willingness to open the field of architecture to the many diversities, to 
different singular subjectivities. The aim of the second section of this chapter, therefore, 
is that of underlining the multiplicity of different actors and bodies that question general 
assumptions on how, for who and for what architects design.

Chapter II attempts to carry out a more accurate analysis of the disciplinary scenario in 
which architects are trained and operate, and against which the experiences mentioned in 
chapter I move. This analysis aims at showing how the particular expertise of architects 
produces and is produced itself by normative models that constitute actual power



18

technologies, or rather, – in Foucauldian terms – bio-power technologies. Foucault’s 
analysis on the connection between knowledge and power is used as a lens to observe 
some stories of the ‘Modern era’: particularly, these stories are those that recur in the 
narratives at the basis of the pedagogical models adopted by most architecture schools 
of the Western world. Besides, the chapter highlights another much older question 
that is at the basis of such models, which concerns the binary oppositions specific to 
the tradition of Western thought, such as the nature/culture divide and other dualisms 
like thought/practice, design/construction, architect/builder. In architects’ education 
certain pedagogical practices deploy procedures to ensure that students are absorbed 
in the dominating disciplinary paradigm. In this regard, a major role is played by 
architectural handbooks, which have contributed to the disciplinary construction of 
the architect as an expert technician, capable of operating on space through norms and 
standards. Furthermore, handbooks have conveyed a generic idea of user, or universal 
body. This idea, in particular, even though it was shaped according to different forms 
of logics and visions – has characterised Western traditions of architectural design since 
ancient times. 

Chapter III dwells on the contribution that Science and Technology Studies (STS) might 
offer to reflect on the theme of participation in architecture, on the problem of 
knowledge and, in particular, expert knowledge. Such contribution consists in, first of 
all, suggesting a more-than-human perspective, able to complexify further the meaning 
of participation and the ‘parts’ involved, that is, reflecting on which and how many 
they are. Since the 1970s, a growing interest in social sciences for the study of science 
emerged, since a close connection between scientific knowledge and power has been 
observed. Social scientists and ethnographers, by analysing the work of scientists in 
their laboratories, have intended to demonstrate how scientific facts take shape, 
and the ways in which the ‘expert authority’ is constructed. One of the main issues 
introduced by these studies, and by the Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) in particular, is 
the political agency of non-humans, considered as active parts in the social reality. 
Binomials such as nature/culture, human/non-human, subject/object, which also 
belong to the modernist logic, are progressively questioned and treated as an effect, i.e. 
as a product of the purification of more complex relations. ANT, therefore, proposes 
a new vision, which adds – or restores – a material dimension to the social sphere. 
The concept of society is substituted, from this perspective, by multiple and 
heterogeneous networks. The metaphor of ‘heterogeneous engineering’ has been used 
to describe the operations that can bring together and discipline ideas, materials, 
procedures, tools, technology, and humans, and can assemble said heterogeneous entities 
into ‘black boxes’. 
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Interestingly, with regard to the field of architecture, the metaphor of heterogeneous 
engineering was not just used to analyse artefacts and to understand how within them 
social norms are inscribed, but also to study designers’ practices and the way in which 
they ‘manufacture’ social worlds. 
Ethnographies conducted within architectural practices reveal how design is a socio-
material practice and, therefore, mediated, and which is carried out through very specific 
devices and techniques.
By opening the ‘black-boxes’ of scientific facts, technological artefacts, and design 
practice itself, STS scholars have made the experts’ cultural authority questionable, 
showing a commitment towards the democratisation of technical knowledge. This, 
then, relates once more to the main topic of this thesis, that is to say, participation in 
architecture.
Notably, the influence of pragmatist philosophy on ANT spurred a number of scholars 
and architects to reformulate the idea of participation by shifting the focus on its material 
dimension, always linked to specific ‘issues’. Objects, devices and materials, not just 
human subjects, play a role in enacting particular ideals of citizenship and participation. 
Another aspect that takes on particular relevance, is Isabelle Stengers’s invitation to 
continually foster situations that might destabilise the existing versions of the ‘common 
world’ – or, in our case, predefined versions of  ‘community’, or of who and how 
participates in architectural design – so as to make new and unknown configurations 
possible. This turns out to be an ethical-political commitment to take into account all 
the heterogeneous entities – or ‘parts’ – that constitute the common world, without 
losing sight of potential victims. In this regard, María Puig de la Bellacasa’s concept 
of ‘matters of care’ emphasises the necessity of taking into account neglected parts and 
issues.

Chapter IV examines the impact of STS on architectural practice. Particularly, its aim 
is that of offering a partial and temporary overview on the several and overlapping ways 
in which the conceptualisations and methods provided by STS are used experimentally 
– and are, in turn, transformed and extended – by architects to explore different ideas 
of architectural practice and its political dimension. By questioning the modernist pact 
of social utility, according to which they are responsible for the creation of solutions 
for the ‘common good’ by designing objects, technologies and spaces, a number of 
architects have re-conceived and re-learnt their practice in many ways. STS contribution 
has indeed been crucial in revealing the more-than-human politics of design: from this 
perspective, design becomes a radically distributed practice and a less time-constrained 
and specified task, requiring to take into account the agency of both human and non-
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human actors. Beyond the mere act of providing solutions and finished objects, the aim 
of design becomes to problematise and open up processes.
Following Latour and through the perspective of ANT, STS-trained anthropologist 
Albena Yaneva reformulated the architect’s task as that of mapping controversies, which 
is to say, making every actor, connection and controversy involved in both artefacts and 
architectural practices visible. Notably, Yaneva elaborated and taught an educational 
programme called ‘Mapping Controversies in Architecture’ at the University of 
Manchester since 2008/2009. The course aimed at teaching students how to draw, map 
and visualize controversies rather than objects, and, therefore, the complex ecologies 
that hold together architectural, cultural, economic and political issues. Architects, in 
this perspective, become analysts of controversies, thus developing extensive knowledge 
‘about’ design. 
However, other experiments carried out by a number of architects attempt to adopt 
STS conceptual and analytical instrumentation ‘within’ architectural practice itself, 
with the goal of transforming it. Furthermore, an experimental agenda has unfolded in 
pedagogical spaces of architecture, whereby STS’s anti-technocratic stance – its concern 
for the plurality of knowledge beyond those of experts, and the potential impact of 
neglected actors in the articulation of given socio-material assemblages – has particularly 
inspired relevant conceptual and practical explorations in design studio projects at the 
schools of Architecture in Alicante and Munich. Beyond architectural solutionism, 
these experimental briefs have revolved around particular more-than-human challenges, 
provoking a crisis in conventional methods and means of design and in the ways in 
which participation is usually understood, hence speculating what architectural practice 
might turn into, re-learning its ways from a variety of agents who are usually not taken 
into account.
Particularly, this chapter focuses on how the experiments of a series of architects, both 
in their practice and in pedagogical spaces, reformulate, in different ways, the meaning 
of participation in architecture.

Chapter V dwells on another experiment that is inscribed in this logic: Sánchez Criado 
and I, from October 2019 to March 2020, engaged in developing a joint auto-pedagogical 
programme with the aim to put myself in crisis, so that I could experimentally re-learn 
my own way of practicing architecture. As in Sánchez Criado’s previous experiences at 
the Technical University of Munich – which are recounted in chapter IV – the idea 
revolved around creating the conditions for architecture to be challenged, i.e. to work 
with actors who could put its conventional contractual and collaborative/participatory 
ways of working in crisis.
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A series of contingencies, such as Sánchez Criado’s long experience with issues related to 
urban accessibility activism, and the interest and willingness to collaborate showed by 
my !atmate and her son, Moritz, a neurodivergent person, motivated us to undertake 
an experiment to explore what neurodiversity could teach architecture. To summarise, 
the whole process of my ‘sensitization’ and re-learning took place through three main 
interconnected operations: ‘sensitising myself ’ to my own architectural practice, in 
order to distance myself from ‘the discourse’, and start to re-learn by re!ecting from 
‘within’ my ‘material doings’. In this way I could develop an awareness to the modalities, 
tools and techniques with which I used to work and which I had learnt during my 
educational path; ‘sensitising myself ’ to bodily diversity, thus going beyond the usual 
type of body around which the dominant architectural culture is founded; ‘sensitising 
myself ’, thanks to my connection with Moritz, to other concepts of space, which are to 
be found beyond the traditional volumetric-Euclidean models.
"e reason why the notion of neurodiversity seemed interesting for our research 
purposes is that, because of its focus on neural variability, it can act as a conceptual 
operator which allows to observe a great number of subjective phenomena that a#ect 
our way of conceiving space and its uses. In particular, neurodivergent people embody 
an interesting crisis, or deconstruction, of the architectural $gure of the ‘client’ or of 
the ‘participant’, conceived as a Kantian subjectivity, able to express her/his own wishes 
and needs. "erefore, the notion of neurodiversity challenges the very premises on 
which participative design is founded, in the way in which it is commonly conceived, 
revealing, at the same time, di#erent connections with the built environment, such as to 
require architects to confront non-Euclidean understandings of space. 

"e chapter titled Proto-architectural operations for a neurodiverse spatial practice 
has the shape of a notebook of sort, and reports the documentation of my entire, 
situated, re-learning experience with Moritz. 
"anks to the relationship with Moritz and some ‘epistemic companions’, I had the 
chance to question and re-think my knowledge. I questioned the architectural culture 
through which I was educated, and the tools with which I used to work, experimentally 
accessing a di#erent way of sensing and knowing. 
"is chapter is not a conclusion. Rather, it is intended to signal an opening to new, 
unpredictable and unprecedented possibilities for architecture.
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Introduction 

An ever-increasing number of initiatives and public debates, through well-known 
channels too, are trying to encourage considerations on the urgency of redefining 
the role of architecture and architects themselves, especially in relation to complex, 
contemporary crises. However, such concerns are by no means new. Attempts 
at formulating alternatives to expertocratic models, on which a certain dominant 
architectural culture is grounded, shaped in particular by modernism, are not only 
the current ones.  This chapter focuses on the study of a series of reflections and 
experiences, both past and recent, which for me have constituted an initial attempt 
to understand what it means to open up the field of architecture, which is generally a 
domain of experts, to the participation of other, different actors.
In this scenario I asked myself a series of questions: who and which actors are involved 
in these practices? What does participating exactly mean? Participating in what? What 
is the logic, what are the assumptions and the ways in which participation is proposed, 
researched, practised? 
Starting from some reflections by Jacques Rancière1, anthropologist Ignacio Farías 
argues that the core issue in participation is ‘the relationship between parts and 
wholes’2. In particular, Farías highlights a tension between two different approaches. 
One involves the ‘making of wholes’, i.e. the integration of a number of parts into a 
coherent and all-encompassing whole; the other implies the ‘making of parts’, and can 
be seen in the multiple forms of contestation of existing wholes by hitherto neglected 
parts. The first approach can be associated with a ‘inclusivist’ type of logic, belonging 
to a series of past and more recent participation considerations and practices, while 
the second one explicitly implies breaking dominant architectural paradigms. In other 
words, the latter more openly marks the need to open the field of architecture to the 
many diversities, to different singular subjectivities that invoke a redefinition of the 
normative frameworks within which architecture operates. In this sense, such approach 
carries on a radicalisation of the meaning of participation. 

1  Cf. Rancière, J. (2015) Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics. London: Bloomsbury Publishing.
2  Cf. Farías, I. (2018) Parts and Traps for Making Futures. In Making Futures Bauhaus+. Available at: 
https://www.making-futures.com/ignacio-farias-parts-and-traps-for-making-futures/

Participation: 
opening up the who and the how

I
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Participation is hardly a new theme in architecture. Indeed, back in the 1960s and 1970s 
professionals, scholars and collectives already attempted to create generous and viable 
alternatives to an architectural culture based on the image of the architect as an expert 
and sole author. 
However, particularly disruptive events, such as the economic crisis of 2008-2009, 
together with the progressive increase in social inequalities and the global environmental 
crisis, have determined a state of widespread uncertainty and have signalled even more 
the urgency of overcoming this paradigm. Architecture itself is going through a process 
of crisis: there are countless spaces, times and ways in which designers and academics 
reflect on their role and how it should be transformed in order to deal with this scenario. 
New practices, which have emerged and continue to emerge, by pointing out the limits 
of centralised, top-down approaches, aim at enabling people to regain their capacity for 
action and influence. Many of these initiatives transcend conventional definitions of 
architecture: “[p]rivileging activism, informality, and alterity over what is perceived as a 
dominant architectural culture (…), such practices expand design from the manipulation 
of form and material to the development of procedures and the creation of models 
of engagement”3. Such approaches are getting growing popularity also by means of 
very established institutional channels. In 2010 the MoMA exhibition Small Scale, Big 
Change: New Architectures of  Social Engagement claimed novelty for a socially relevant form 
of architectural practice, displaying projects that included low-cost housing, school 
building, community facilities, access to public transportation, and the renovation of 
existing social housing4. The same year, the 12th Exhibition of the Venice Architecture 
Biennale5, curated by Kazuyo Sejima and titled People meet in Architecture, intended to be 
a chance to experience the manifold possibilities of architecture, as well as to account 
for its plurality of approaches. According to the curator :“[t]he twenty-first century has 
just started. Many radical changes are taking place. In such a rapid-changing context, 
can architecture clarify new values and a new lifestyle for the present?”6 In 2012, at the 
13th edition of the Biennale, the U.S. Pavilion Spontaneous Interventions: Design Actions 
for the Common Good7 presented a variety of collective, temporary and spontaneous 
initiatives. In the same edition, the Golden Lion was assigned to Urban-Think Tank (U-

3  Cupers, K. (2014) Where Is the Social Project? Journal of  Architectural Education 68(1): 6-8, p. 6.
4  Cf. Ibidem.
5  The Venice Architecture Biennale is one of the most famous architecture events in the world. More 
information on its history can be found at: https://www.labiennale.org/en/history
6  Excerpt of the ‘Manifesto Biennale 2010’. Retrieved 11 December 2020, from: https://www.archdaily.
com/73301/12th-international-architecture-exhibition-venice
7  See: http://www.spontaneousinterventions.org 
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TT) for a project documenting the squatter community of Torre David8, in Caracas, 
Venezuela. In 2015 Assemble9, a London-based collective of architects, got awarded with 
the Turner Prize – very prestigious in the field of visual arts – for the refurbishment 
of the abandoned buildings of Cairns Street in Liverpool in collaboration with its 
residents. The very same year, MoMA in New York promoted the exhibition Uneven 
Growth. Tactical Urbanism for Expanding Megacities10, aimed to signal the potential changes 
in the roles of architects and urban designers towards the increasing inequality of 
current urban development. The notion of ‘tactical urbanism’ was presented as a robust 
interpretive frame for understanding a variety of emergent urban design experiments in 
contemporary megacities. Being grounded upon participatory democracy, not formally 
pre-programmed in advance or from above, it was presented as an alternative to both 
modernist-statist and neoliberal paradigms of urban intervention11. In 2016 the Pritzker 
Prize was assigned to an housing project in Iquique, Chile, by Alejandro Aravena12, 
which envisaged the unsanctioned, informal and gradual improvement of the houses 
by the local community. This widely known project has been, and still is, mentioned 
and displayed in plenty of exhibitions and publications all over the world, addressing 
the topic of an ‘engaged architecture’13. Aravena was also the curator of the 2016 
Architecture Biennale, Reporting from the Front, whose core assumption was that design 
practice, being a discipline naturally carrying a ‘proactive’ view on reality, can offers 
effective solutions to pressing issues of contemporary age. The curators of the 16th 
Venice Architecture Biennale, Yvonne Farrell and Shelley McNamara, presented their 
theme – Freespace – as follows: “[it] describes a generosity of spirit and a sense of 
humanity at the core of architecture’s agenda, focusing on the quality of space itself. 
(…) Freespace can be a space for opportunity, a democratic space, un-programmed and 
free for uses not yet conceived. There is an exchange between people and buildings that 
happens, even if not intended or designed, so buildings themselves find ways of sharing 
and engaging with people over time, long after the architect has left the scene.”14 

8  More information on this project is available at: http://u-tt.com/project/torre-david/ 
9  See: https://assemblestudio.co.uk 
10  More information on this exhibition is available at: https://uneven-growth.moma.org 
11 Cf. Brenner, N. (2016) ‘Is tactical urbanism an alternative to neoliberal urbanism?’. In N. Brenner, Criti-
que of  Urbanization. Basel: Bauwelt Fundamente Series, Birkhäuser Verlag, pp. 128-146.
12  http://www.elementalchile.cl/en/ 
13  A number of scholars, mostly with a background in critical urban studies, have expressed some skep-
ticism towards the effectiveness of these interventions. See, for instance: Brenner, N. (2016) ‘Is tactical 
urbanism an alternative to neoliberal urbanism?; Boano, C. and Vergara Perucich, F. (2016) Half-happy 
architecture. Viceversa (4): 58-81; Cupers, K. (2014) Where Is the Social Project?; Schneider, T. (2018) What 
If ... Or Toward a Progressive Understanding of Socially Engaged Architecture. In F. Karim (ed.) Routledge 
Companion to Architecture and Social Engagement, pp. 3-13. New York and London: Routledge.
14  Excerpt of the ‘Manifesto Biennale 2018’ written by the two curators. Retrieved 11 December 2020, 
from: https://www.labiennale.org/en/architecture/2018/16th-international-architecture-exhibition.
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Other events have shown a growing interest in reformulating the role of architecture in
relation to the urgencies of the global climate crisis. Since recent years, architects 
and urban planners have begun to question and formulate proposals in response to 
the era of the ‘broken planet’, also known as Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, 
Chthulucene or Gynocene15 [in-depth information box (from now on, i.b.) I. 1]. 
The ideology of progress and the promise of a better future inherent in modernity 
– and, particularly, in modernism in architecture and urban planning – was based on 
an attitude of disregarding or annihilating the existing. This has consequently led to 
the perpetuation of serious damage to the planet. BioTallinn, the Tallinn Architecture 
Biennale 2017, curated by Claudia Pasquero, was held under the idea of overcoming 
boundaries between natural and artificial realms: “rather than considering nature as a 
balanced system, that is perturbed and derailed by human action, bioTallinn assumes that 
there is no nature. (…) [it] explores the city as a territory of self-organization and co-
evolution of multiple dynamical systems, including ecological systems, infrastructures 
and technological systems, social groups and political systems”16. In 2019, the XXII 
International Exhibition of La Triennale di Milano, curated by Paola Antonelli and titled 
Broken Nature: Design Takes on Human Survival, promoted the importance of creative 
practices in surveying and protecting our species’ bonds with the complex systems in the 
world. The same year, the exhibition Critical Care. Architecture for a Broken Planet, curated 
by Angelika Fitz and Elke Krasny, was held as an appeal for a caring architecture and 
urbanism to “contribute to repairing the future and keeping the planet and its inhabitants 
alive”17. The 17th Venice Biennale, curated by Hashim Sarkis and currently ongoing, is 
titled How Will We Live Together? to emphasize the need of a new ‘spatial contract’: “[i]n 
the context of widening political divides and growing economic inequalities, we call on 
architects to imagine spaces in which we can generously live together”18.
I could go on and on. Initiatives and public debates on the evolution and redefinition of 
the role of architecture are countless19. What about, for instance, all that keeps emerging 
in reaction to the covid-19 pandemic? This is, as we can see, a restless scenario, more 
and more dense with concern and agitation. Such a scenario constitues the background 
for my questions about the meaning and implications of participation.

15  Cf. Fitz, A. and Krasny, E. (2019) Critical Care: Architecture and Urbanism for a Broken Planet. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, p. 11.
16  Excerpt of the Biotallin’s manifesto. Retrieved 11 December 2020, from: https://2017.tab.ee/biotallinn/
17  Excerpt of the exhibition’s brief. Retrieved 11 December 2020, from: https://www.azw.at/en/event/
critical-care-architektur-und-urbanismus-fuer-einen-planeten-in-der-krise/
18  Excerpt of the ‘Manifesto Biennale 2020’ written by the curator. Retrieved 11 December 2020, from: 
https://www.labiennale.org/en/architecture/2021/introduction-hashim-sarkis. The 17th Venice Biennale 
was previously scheduled for 2020 and later postponed to 2021, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
19  See also: Harriss, H., Hyde, R. and Marcaccio, R. (eds.) (2020) Architects After Architecture: Alternative 
Pathways for Practice. New York: Routledge. 
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i.b. I. 1 - The Anthropocene epoch

Many scholars have been debating on how to name this epoch1.  The main argument behind 
the term Anthropocene, popularized in 2000 by the atmospheric chemist and Nobel Prize 
winner Paul Crutzen together with Eugene F. Stoermer, is that our current geological epoch is 
dominated by human activity. Humans have irreversibly altered the planet, which is reacting 
with global climate upheavals. According to environmental communication designer Joanna 
Boehnert the Anthropocene “has been critiqued as uncritically importing Western rationality, 
imperialism and anthropocentrism”2. The Anthropocene effectively might be ambiguous, as 
it obscures the fact that present-day catastrophic ecological disruptions are not caused by 
DOO� KXPDQ� DFWLYLW\�� EXW� UDWKHU� E\� YHU\� VSHFL¿F� ³µDFWLYLWLHV¶� RI� FRUSRUDWH� LQGXVWU\´3. The term 
Plantationocene is described by ecofeminist philosopher and historian of science Donna 
Haraway as the “devastating transformation of diverse kinds of human-tended farms, pastures, 
and forests into extractive and enclosed plantations, relying on slave labor and other forms of 
exploited, alienated, and usually spatially transported labor”4. Haraway, in particular, refusing 
to label the current epoch either as Anthropocene – as it places human action at the center 
– or as Capitalocene – focused on the dynamics of the capitalist system – coined the term 
Chthulucene, that more aptly and fully describes a time in which the human and non-human 
DUH� LQH[WULFDEO\� OLQNHG� LQ� µWHQWDFXODU¶� SUDFWLFHV��+DUDZD\� LQ� IDFW� LQYLWHV� QRW� WR� FRQVLGHU� WKH�
man as a sole actor but rather as part of a holistic, hyper-connected system, in which the 
disappearance and suffering of every single element reverberates on the whole. As art historian 
T. J. Demos notes, there is also the Gynocene thesis, “implying a gender-equalized, feminist-
led, anti-anthropos environmentalism, which locates human-caused geological violence as 
coextensive with patriarchal domination, linking ecocide and gynocide”5. 

1  See, for instance: Boehnert, J. (2018) Design, Ecology, Politics: Towards the Ecocene. London: Bloomsbury; Har-
away, D.J. (2015)  Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making Kin. Environmental Human-
ities 6: 159-165 (see also: Haraway, D.J. (2016) Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press); Demos, T. J. (2017) Against the Anthropocene: Visual Culture and Environment Today. 
Berlin: Sternberg Press.
2  Boehnert, J. (2018) Design, Ecology, Politics, p. 10.
3  Demos, T.J. (2017) Against the Anthropocene, p. 18.
4  Haraway, D.J. (2015)  Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making Kin, p. 162.
5  Demos, T.J. (2017) Against the Anthropocene,�S������$V�'HPRV�GHVFULEHV��WKH�¿UVW�XVDJH�RI�WKH�WHUP�³*\QRFHQH´�
online was (April 11, 2010) Le forum TRANS—Rencontres transgenres—Transsexualité (s), http://www.i-trans.net/
forum-trans/viewtopic.php?f=3&t=11604&start=50&view=print. It was later used by Pirici, A. and Raluca Voinea, R. 
�-DQXDU\� ������0DQLIHVWR� IRU� WKH�*\QHFHQH²6NHWFK� IRU� D�1HZ�*HRORJLFDO�(UD�� tranzit.ro, KWWS���UR�WUDQ]LW�RUJ�¿OH�
0$1,)(672�IRU�WKH�*\QHFHQH�SGI
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Among the first significant participatory experiences I learnt about during my training
were the Italian radical design and De Carlo ones.
The former, which came to international prominence with the famous exhibition New 
Domestic Landscape, curated by Emilio Ambasz at the MoMA in New York in 1972, 
did not have a significant following, probably because they were unequally opposed 
to the production and socio-economic system of the time. They represented a highly 
critical position towards the widespread way of conceiving architectural training and 
practice, and showed particular attention to forms of learning and development of 
skills, including craftsmanship.
In Italy, De Carlo’s name is linked like no other to the theme of participation. A 
resumption of discussion on his contribution can be found in the recent re-editions 
of L’architettura della partecipazione20 and La piramide rovesciata21. I will discuss the former 
later. The latter, in 1968, represented a sharp criticism of the hegemonic structure of 
the Italian university, devoid of tension and demands from below and sustained by the 
principle of authority. De Carlo developed some central themes in the social role of 
architecture and in the training of architects – made, at that time, of predetermined 
answers, standards, models and other modernist formulas – which had a considerable 
international impact and made an important contribution to the Team-X [i.b. I. 2].

20  De Carlo, G. (2013) Un’architettura della partecipazione, S. Marini (ed.). Macerata: Quodlibet. De Carlo’s 
essay An Architecture of  Participation was published in 1972 by the Royal Australian Institute of Architects 
and collected the reflections presented in a conference in Melbourne, the third in a cycle dedicated to the 
future of architecture and urbanism. The conference was opened by Jim M. Richards with A Critic’s View, 
followed by Peter Blake with The New Forces. The three essays are collected and translated into Italian in 
Richards, J. M., Blake, P. and De Carlo, G. (1973) L’architettura degli anni Settanta. Milano: Il Saggiatore.
21  De Pieri, F. (ed.) (2018) Giancarlo De Carlo, La piramide rovesciata. Architettura oltre il ’68. Macerata: Quod-
libet. 
The volume includes, in addition to the reprint of De Carlo, G. (1968) La Piramide rovesciata. Bari: De Dona-
to, also that of two other essays: Perché costruire edifici scolastici – originally published as Id. (1969) Why/
How to Build School Buildings. Harvard Educational Review 39(4): 12-35 – in which De Carlo also questions 
the spatial organisation and the necessity itself of school buildings – and Id. (1970) Il pubblico dell’ar-
chitettura – published in Italian/English – Parametro 5: 4-13. To give an account of its relevance it is enough 
to quote the titles of some chapters: The revolt and frustration of  the school of  architecture; The ambiguity of  the 
architect’s role;  The Modern Movement: Betweeen commitment and uncommitment; Faith in ‘how’ and ignorance about ‘why’; 
Good reasons for the non credibility of  architecture; 3DUWLFLSDWLRQ�DQG�VFLHQWLÀF�PHWKRG��7KH�GLVFRYHU\�RI �WKH�XVHUV·�QHHGV.
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During the 1960s and 1970s some important experiences, which were critical of the 
dominant models of modernist design, drew attention to the themes of the relationship 
between (series) design-production and the user (as an individual), and the question of  
participation of the user in the design processes.
Indeed, those years witnessed a resurfacing of different kinds of utopian architecture in 
Europe. Some of them took the form of megastructures – adaptable, flexible, extensible 
– in the atmosphere of a widespread trust in technology and in the unlimited availability 
of energy resources, which was suddenly contradicted by the 1970s oil crisis. Other 
kinds, such as Constant Nieuwenhuys’s ‘nomadic’ architecture, or Yona Friedman’s 
‘mobile’ one – that is to say, available to the inhabitants’ autoregulation – although they 
shared with the first ones some of their views on megastructures, they were presented, 
more specifically, as alternatives, as social change tools. 
Regarding the Italian experience, Archigram’s work, which is linked to the first group 
of these utopias, influenced – by polemical opposition – some of the first radical 
expressions. Archigram, which was formed at the Architectural Association in London in 
1961, through the use of different means, such as radical comics, poems and statements, 
proposed the vision of a consumerist city, founded on resources which were considered
unlimited. This vision pushed other groups to stand as antagonists in order to imagine 

i.b. I. 2 -  The Team X

In 1953, a group of young architects were given the task of organising the tenth CIAM 
(Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne) in Dubrovnik in 1956 – hence the number 
X (10) in the name. Numerous architects were part of the team. A more stable group included 
-DFRE�%��%DNHPD��*LDQFDUOR�'H�&DUOR��*HRUJHV�&DQGLOLV��$OGR�YDQ�(\FN��3HWHU�DQG�$OLVRQ�
Smithson, Shadrach Woods. In addition to them, also José A. Coderch, Ralph Erskine, Herman 
+HUW]EHUJHU��*XOOLHUPR�-XOOLDQ�GH�OD�)XHQWH��5HLPD�3LHWLOl�ZHUH�SUHVHQW�RQ�VHYHUDO�RFFDVLRQV��
Other architects were present at some of the meetings, including Christopher Alexander, 
)XPLKLNR�0DNL��-HDQ�3URXYp��.HQ]ǀ�7DQJH�DQG�-DPHV�6WLUOLQJ��6RPH�RI� WKH�SRLQWV�VKDUHG�
E\�WKH�JURXS�ZHUH�WKH�QHHG�IRU�JUHDWHU�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�SHRSOH¶V�DFWXDO�VRFLDO�QHHGV�DQG�WKH�
VHDUFK�IRU�D�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�WKH�VSHFL¿F�DQG�KLVWRULFDO�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�GLIIHUHQW�FRQWH[WV��ZKLFK�
is opposed to modernist ideology of erasure and tabula rasa.
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a socially and politically committed architecture. In fact, the work by Archizoom22 
– whose name was a direct reference to the title of Archigram’s number 4, that is,  
ZOOM! Amazing Archigram – represented an ironic response to Archigram’s consumerist 
and separation logic between architecture and politics, and inaugurated the Anti-
design or Radical Design movement23 in Italy with projects and essays that criticised 
modernism and explored flexible approaches to urban design. Superstudio24 opposed 
mainstream architecture as well – accusing it to ignore and worsen environmental and 
social problems – and proposed polemic projects that imagined dystopian worlds. 
The Strum group25 saw in architecture a means to participate in social and political 
protests, which reached their highest expression in 1968, through the organisation 
of seminars, and by handing out copies of the group’s photo stories. One of the most 
relevant contributions made by these radical groups was that of moving beyond a vision 
of architecture that consisted in a static building, favouring an image of architecture 
conceived in terms of cultural critique, and political and social practice.  
The exhibition Italy: The New Domestic Landscape. Achievements and Problems of  Italian Design 
held at the MoMA in New York, celebrated the contribution of design to Italy’s postwar 

22  Archizoom was founded in Florence in 1966 by four architects, Andrea Branzi, Gilberto Corretti, Paolo 
Deganello, Massimo Morozzi and two designers, Dario Bartolini and Lucia Bartolini.
23  For an interesting critical discussion of the role of women in the work of Italian radicals, see Dellapiana, 
E. and Pesando, A. B. (2018) In front of and behind the Mirror. Women in Italian Radical Design, pp. 
93-106. Proceedings of  the 3rd MoMoWo International Conference – Workshop, University of  Oviedo, 2-4 October 
2017, Oviedo. Ljubljana: Založba ZRC.
24  Superstudio too was founded in Florence in 1966 by Adolfo Natalini and Cristiano Toraldo di Francia.
25  Strum was founded in 1971 in Turin by Giorgio Cerretti, Pietro Derossi, Carlo Gianmarco, Riccardo 
Rosso and Maurizio Vogliazzo.

Constant Nieuwenhuys, New Babylon, an anti-capitalist 
city perceived and designed in 1959-74 as a future 
potentiality. Source: artwort.com

Yona Friedman, Mobile Architecture, People’s Architecture exhibition, Maxxi, 
Rome, 2017. 
Source: floornature.com
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Archizoom, No-Stop City, c1970. 
Source: architexturez.net

Superstudio, Il Monumento Continuo, New York, 1969. Source: artribune.com

Strum, The Struggle for Housing, the first issue of a series of magazines 
published in 1972. Source: quaderns.coac.net
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economic development and success in the international market. However, the exhibition 
displayed, at the same time, luxury goods designed by important Italian architects who 
worked in the dominant consumerist context and provided the imagination of a young 
generation with an extraordinary showcase. Therefore, in the same exhibition, critical 
cultural expressions towards the consumer society and the architects’ role within it were 
opposed to the design of consumer goods.
Like many social utopias, such as those of Nieuwenhuys and Friedman, these radical 
types of experimentation were included in the framework of the critique of modernism, 
of its design practices and its educational paths. In fact, the relevance acquired by a 
renewed interest in forms of production that differed from industrial ones – based on 
standardisation – was not unimportant. 
“Gruppo 9999’s26 environment was premised on nature’s condition as a primitive and 
remote ‘other’ to technological modernity. (…) The turn to craft by Italy’s countercultural 
architects in the early 1970s was informed by a wider surge of interest in the handmade. 

26  Gruppo 9999 was founded in 1967 by Florentine architects Giorgio Birelli, Carlo Caldini, Fabrizio 
Fiumi and Paolo Galli.

Installation view of the exhibition Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, MoMA, New York, May 26, 1972 - 
September 11, 1972. Source: moma.org
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Gruppo 9999, project proposal, competition 
for the Nuova Università di Firenze. 
Source: circolodeldesign.it

Cover of Mari, E. (1974) Autoprogettazione? Mantova: Corraini.

Riccardo Dalisi, Architettura d’animazione, Rione Traiano, Napoli (1971-75). Source: Archivio Dalisi, Napoli.
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On the one hand, this period saw a growing popularity for do-it-yourself (DIY)”27. 
Craft production appeared as a possible way to recapture individuality in a world made 
homogeneous by series production.
In 1974 Enzo Mari invited the public to build their own furniture by following a series 
of drawings published in a catalogue which was distributed for free28. By allowing the 
users themselves to produce their own goods, he hoped that they would experiment a 
non-alienated production method, freed from its fetishist connection with commodities.
The case of Riccardo Dalisi, the Neapolitan architect who, since 1971, led a series of 
experiences in one of the districts of Naples, Rione Traiano29, was also significant.  The 
interest of ‘Arte Povera’ in the public’s participation and in the use of simple, common 
material, led Dalisi to encourage street kids to spontaneously produce furniture and 
structures with simple tools and material at hand. He perceived a greater creativity 
among ‘the children of the lumpen proletariat’ in comparison to his own architecture 
students. Their lack of inhibition, according to him, was attributed to the fact that these 
children had not experienced the stultifying effects of Italy’s education system or the 
repressive rhythms of the assembly line. As part of the project, Dalisi kept a diary and 
took photographs to document the children’s behaviour30.
Another relevant experience was that of Global Tools31 that proposed to teach 
craftsmanship to stimulate and restore the atrophied creative abilities in contemporary 
society. In the second part of the 1970s the members of Superstudio, in their research 
course and project, Extra-Urban Material Culture, at the Department of Architecture 
of Florence, made use of anthropological techniques to examine and document the 
material and tools that belonged to Tuscan rural culture. Their open, militant opposition 
to the forms of modernist, standardised, consumerist and commercial design, proposed 
the return to a simpler and more spontaneous craftsmanship32. 

27  Rossi, C. (2014) Crafting a design counterculture: the pastoral and the primitive in Italian radical de-
sign, 1972-1976. In G. Lees-Maffei and K. Fallan (eds.) Made in Italy: Rethinking a Century of  Italian Design, 
pp. 145-160. Oxford, UK: Bloomsbury Academic, pp. 149-151. The do-it-yourself (DIY) culture is based 
on principles of self-management and self-production. It is an ethic born in reaction against a dominant 
society that considers culture in terms of a commercial enterprise. 
28  My translation (A/N). Mari, E. (1974) Autoprogettazione? Mantova: Corraini. 
29  Cf. Dalisi, R. (1975) Guerriglieri della cultura e gioco dell’emarginazione. In G. M. Accame e C. Guenzi (eds.), 
Avanguardie e cultura popolare, pp. 65-68. Bologna: Galleria d’Arte Moderna.
30  Cf. Rossi, C. (2014) Crafting a design counterculture, p. 152.
31  Gobal Tools was founded in 1973.  It was made up of leading architects of the Italian radical coun-
terculture – including Dalisi himself, Andrea Branzi, Michele de Lucchi, Alessandro Mendini, Sottsass, 
Superstudio and Gruppo 9999.
32  Cf. Natalini, A., Netti, L., Poli, A., Toraldo di Francia, C. (1983) Cultura materiale extraurbana. Firenze: 
Alinea.
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�������*LDQFDUOR�'H�&DUOR��An Architecture of Participation

De Carlo’s contribution33 has developed since the second half of the 1950’s and it 
represents an actively committed critique of some positions – or  rather – the drift of 
modern design. Particularly, his critique focuses on those conditions that, on the one 
hand, have led to the exclusion of the very addressees of the project – society, citizens 
–  and, on the other hand, have led architects to limit themselves – in an apparently 
neutral vision of technique – within specialised, aesthetic and self-referential positions. 
According to De Carlo, specialisation is a dangerously degenerative phenomenon 
because it severs the connection between the architects’ field of activity and the external 
world. In the industrial age specialisation hasn’t just become a means to rationalise 
production, but also a tool of social control.
Particularly relevant is his seminal text An architecture of  Participation, that collects some 
among his most important reflections. De Carlo explicitly went against the trend of the 
dominant culture, and developed, since the beginning of the 1950’s, a series of trials 
that represented an important critical rethinking of the architecture and the architectural 
practice of the Modern Movement34. 
What were the cornerstones and what was the condition of modern architecture that De 
Carlo confronted? It was a condition whose merits and initial goals he acknowledged, 
but, at the same time, he also shed light on its contradictions and drift through his 
sharp critique. De Carlo was active in the Italian anti-fascist resistance as well as the 
post-war Italian anarchist movement, remaining an anti-establishment figure critiquing 
both architectural practice and academia for their preoccupation with form and glossy 
images over the social and lived experience.

The critique of  rationalist architecture
De Carlo developed a severe critique of rationalist thought starting from the role of 
the designer and the necessity for “translating design into a process, into an open 
work, capable of welcoming, listening and connecting with the city and the citizens’ 

33  Although his contribution seemed particularly important to me, also for its relevance in the Italian 
context, I am aware that De Carlo was not the only one to talk about participation in those years. We need 
only think of Alison and Peter Smithson, Cedric Price and Takis Zenetos, to name but a few. For a brief 
overview of their contributions and others sharing a similar perspective, see, for instance: Ratti, C. and 
Claudel, M. (2015) Open Source Architecture. London: Thames & Hudson. Originally published in Italy as Id. 
(2014) Architettura Open Source. Verso una progettazione aperta. Torino: Einaudi.
34  In the texts mentioned here ދModern Movement’ is always written in capital letters, and so it was re-
ported in this chapter. We know that nowadays capital letters aren’t just being ‘dropped’, but also that what 
seemed to be a unique, monolithic history has revealed itself – in the historiographical contributions that 
have been made over the years – to be made by many, different stories.
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tensions”35. The Modern Movement has made extremely scarce contributions, different 
from the expected ones, 

“because the scientific content of the first approaches to the issue of the organisation of 
the physical space was rapidly absorbed by the labyrinths of schematizations and trapped by 
models that apparently grasped reality, but that, in effect, distorted it deeply (… by using) 
the same criteria that one would adopt when planning the production of a commodity. (…) 
[T]he Modern Movement has lost touch with, and even cognition of, the context in which 
it had meant to work. (… This) required the direct participation of the protagonists, while 
the applied method imposed to exclude them and ignore their voice (…) There remained 
no other way except to take refuge either in art’s fiery arrogance or in technique’s cold 
neutrality; to surrender to the excitement of aesthetic research or to the tranquility of 
professional practice”36.

While reflecting upon the so-called Frankfurt kitchen37, De Carlo shows some of the 
main misunderstandings about the connection between shapes and context that the 
Modern Movement ran into. During the CIAM of Frankfurt in 1928 was presented a 
kitchen so well dimensioned and equipped that an omelette could have been cooked 
in as few movements as possible. This kitchen represented, in an exemplary manner, a 
more general attitude. 

“In fact, many other Modern Movement architects had designed other parts of the 
accommodation applying the same criteria: the bathrooms, the bedrooms, the living rooms 
and the dining rooms. Afterwords, entire accommodations, entire buildings, and eventually 
entire neighborhoods were designed with the same criteria. The process was always the 
same: analyse all the different kinds of behaviour that can occur while performing a given 
function; eliminate all those kinds of behaviour that are deemed unnecessary; dimension the 
physical space where said function has to take place, adapting it specifically to those types of 
behaviour deemed necessary and therefore non-dispensable”38.

35  My translation (A/N). Marini, S. (2013) Introduzione. Scegliere la parte. In De Carlo, G. L’architettura della 
partecipazione, p. 13.
36  My translation (A/N). De Carlo, G. (2013) L’architettura della partecipazione, pp. 56-57.
37  For an interesting perspective on the relationship between modernism and gender issues, with partic-
ular reference to the Frankfurt Kitchen, see: Henderson, S. R. (1996) A Revolution in the Woman’s Sphere: 
Grete Lihotzky and the Frankfurt Kitchen. In D. Coleman et al. (eds.) Architecture and Feminism. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton Architectural Press), pp. 221-253. See also: Vossoughian, N. (Winter 2014) Standardization 
Reconsidered: Normierung in and after Ernst Neufert’s Bauentwurfslehre (1936). Grey Room 54: 34-55; 
Hays, M. (1992) Modernism and the Post-humanist Subject: The Architecture of  Hannes Meyer and Ludwig Hilbersei-
mer. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.
38  My translation (A/N). Ibidem.
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Following the example of the Frankfurt kitchen, De Carlo argues: 

“first of all, it may be said that in order to select some kinds of human behaviour over 
others it is necessary to ‘tipify’ said behaviour. That is, we have to imagine a ‘man-type’ who 
performs actions that can be considered ‘typical’. (However) the ‘man-type’ does not belong 
to society, nor history: his perimetre doesn’t extend beyond the rotation of his limbs. His 
behaviour is a mere abstract description and has nothing to do with reality: it isn’t affected 
neither by contradictions, nor by conflicts because the circle, in which the actions of the 
‘man-type’ are performed – is empty”39.

In the same way are also treated some of the main collective facilities – schools, 
hospitals, theatres, shopping malls, traffic systems, etc. – where we find once more “the 
same armament of purposes, motives, strategies and tactics that is connected to the 
principle of specialisation. The Modern Movement appropriated that armament and
couldn’t escape the dangers that came with it”40. So, De Carlo unequivocally states to be 
against specialisation when it severs the connections between one’s own field and the 
external world: “everything has changed in the industrialised world since specialisation 
became not only a means to rationalise production, but also a tool of social control”41.
The awareness of the risks of specialised practices emerges here. In fact, the consequence 
of this alienating scenario is “renouncing critique and dissent”42. The specialisation of 
physical space creates two fundamental effects: its subordination to production needs 
and, subsequently, to the power of those who govern production processes; its use as a 
means of technocratic control of social life.

A different vision of  architectural design
People do not simply use architecture with a logic that can be codified and uniformed, 
but also following their desire for connections. De Carlo insists on the misunderstanding 
of the users’ desire, and especially on the clichés created by the Modern Movement 
about it, revealing what lies behind the simplifications that almost reduce man to an 
automaton that can be measured and standardized: a cog in a ‘machine-city’. Therefore, 
De Carlo never follows ‘given’ rules: the rule is to listen to the city, that is to say, to 
understand ‘how’ the city is experienced. He feels the necessity of taking a chance on 
his design work, to contribute to society’s cultural growth, in an architectural sense, 
so that society can be able to manage its own space of existence and co-existence, 
developing communal sharing. After all, this tension in the international scene also 

39  My translation (A/N). Ibid. pp. 50-51.
40  My translation (A/N). Ibid. p. 52.
41  My translation (A/N). Ibidem.
42  My translation (A/N). Ibid. p. 53.
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drives other members of the Team X who, in their work, aimed at a collective 
methodology with a more complex approach to the built environment reality.
From this perspective, De Carlo’s design process was emblematic for the Matteotti 
neighbourhood in Terni (1969-1975). In that case, being the real users unknown in 
advance – indeed, the subsidised allocation of housing units, to this day, only occurs at 
the end of the construction – he addressed all the potential users, about 1800 workmen. 
Therefore, De Carlo organised an exhibition of projects that had already been completed 
in various countries, in order to immediately offer alternative models, that differed from 
the usual ones. This triggered – at times fierce – debates and discussions. In this way, 
little by little, both the real overall needs, which allowed to formulate hypotheses on 
the general configuration of the neighbourhood, and the specific needs, which fed the 
design of individual units, were defined jointly. However, being the actual addresses still 
unknown, these projects could only meet the needs that could be deduced exclusively 
by typifying those expressed by all of the potential tenants.

�����,QWHUZRYHQ�JOLPSVHV�LQWR�WKH�SDVW�V���SUHVHQW�V��DQG�IXWXUH�V�

�������%ULQJLQJ�FRQWLQJHQF\�LQWR�WKH�SURFHVV

De Carlo had highlighted, also through the actual experimentation in his design practice, 
some cracks that had formed in the progressive utopia of Modern architecture, which 
had seen architecture and urban design as the most effective instruments for the creation 

Giancarlo De Carlo, model of the Matteotti Village in Terni. Some photos of the participatory process. 
Source: Archivio Progetti Iuav, Fondo Giorgio Casali.
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of a better, ‘more rational’ and ‘more equal’ world. More recently, some interesting 
reflections have been made by Peter Blundell Jones, Jeremy Till and Doina Petrescu 
in their book Architecture and Participation43. According to them, architecture “needs to 
be understood within a broader framework than the surface of image, both in terms 
of engaging with context and in terms of engaging with all the senses, through time 
and experience of use”44. A participatory approach therefore is “seen as a means of 
making architectural practice more relevant to, and more engaged with, the everyday 
world”45. One of its implications is the significant downsizing of the role and expertise 
of architects, which is only one of the variables upon which, as Till will underlie later on, 
architecture ‘depends’46. “Modernization”, the authors argue, “has meant the removal 
of people from decisions, as layers of bureaucracy and specialist procedures compell 
the experts to intervene between the user and the building. (…) A gap thus opens up 
between the world as built and the world as needed and desired”47. To render the effects 
of this gap clear the authors mention the mass housing projects of the mid-twentieth 
century, when a standardised version of living and abstract notions of ‘community’ 
were imposed by a supposedly benevolent bureaucracy, whereas people had no chance 
to express their actual wishes ad needs. Therefore, participation is meant to address this 
gap through involving the user from the early stages of the design process. Anyway, 
being fully aware that participation was hardly a new topic in itself, the authors had as 
their primary intention to re-valuate its meaning, “given a European political context 
in which […it] had become a buzzword, but with little thought given to what the word 
actually meant”48. 
Among many other contributions, the authors included another of Giancarlo De Carlo’s 
key essays, that is Architecture’s Public49. Also in this text De Carlo strongly asserted that 
“participation needs to transform architectural planning from the authoritarian act 
which it has been up to now, into a process. This process begins with the discovery 
of the users’ needs”50. Francesco Careri and Lorenzo Romito, members of the Italian 
collective Stalker, also have a voice in the volume. In 2002, Stalker founded the research 
network Osservatorio Nomade (ON), which consists of architects, artists, activists and 
researchers working experimentally and engaging in actions to create self-organised 

43  Blundell Jones, P., Petrescu, D. and Till, J. (eds.) (2005) Architecture and Participation. New York: Spon 
Press.
44  Ibid. p. xv.
45  Ibid. p. xvi.
46  Cf. Till, J. (2009) Architecture Depends. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
47  Blundell Jones, P., Petrescu, D. and Till, J. (eds.) (2005) Architecture and Participation, p. xiv.
48  Ibid. p. xiii.
49 De Carlo, G. (2005) Architecture’s public, pp. 3-18. In P. Blundell Jones, D. Petrescu and J. Till (eds.) 
Architecture and Participation.
50  Ibid. p. 14.
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spaces and situations. As they argue, “Stalker is not a group: it is an interrelated 
open system, which is growing and emerging through its actions and through all the 
individuals that operate with (for and among) [it]. (…) [A] collective subject that engages 
in actions and research to catalyse creative motions in time and space, to produce self-
organised places, environments and situations”51. The very characteristics of their work, 
as they state referring to their project in Campo Boario, in Rome, are “uncertainty, 
in-definiteness and the self-organisation”52. Their interest lied in trying to involve the 
inhabitants’ creativity and inventiveness to share places that emerged from a real melting 
pot of cultures, where the culture of architecture was only one of those at stake. The 
emphasis put on the necessity to build up “the right interactions and of asking the 
right questions” considering the power of “unsuccessful attempts, miscalculations 
or wrong approaches, but also unexpected and sometimes inexplicable successes”53, 
clearly set their work in contrast with the modernist city’s faith in rationality, mechanical 
functionality and the abstract idea of users’ needs. Their approach resonates with the 
work of the Situationist International [i.b. I. 3], whose action was explicitly political and 
based on the same rejection of dominant power structures. 
Jeremy Till, by first reflecting on the unchallenged vagueness with which the term 
participation is often used – even in manipulated and token processes –, points out

51  Careri, F., Romito, L. (2005) Stalker and the big game of Campo Boario, pp. 249-255. In P. Blundell 
Jones, D. Petrescu and J. Till (eds.) Architecture and Participation, p. 249. To know more about Stalker’s proj-
ects, see: http://www.osservatorionomade.net
52  Ibid. p. 254.
53  Ibidem.

In their work in Campo Boario, in Rome, Stalker created Ararat, a Kurd-refugee community center that also gathered diverse groups 
of urban citizens; Kurdistan imaginary map became a garden in the Campo’s courtyard.
Source: Blundell Jones, P., Petrescu, D. and Till, J. (eds.) (2005) Architecture and Participation.
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that it might rather represent “a catalyst for new ways of looking at architectural 
practice, exposing the limits of normative architectural methods” 54. Very often it 
works as ‘placation’, as a means to get the presumed support of the citizen user for 
actions that have already been determined by professional agents: the authority of the 
state is replaced by the one of architects, who, by creating a ‘feeling’ of participation, 
“sneak their expert values through the back door”55 and increase their acceptability by 
a skeptical public. The expert knowledge of the architect and the tacit knowledge of 
the participant user remain on different levels, generating a power relation between 
them. Participation remains dominated by experts, who initiate the communication on 
their own terms, circumscribing the process through professionally coded drawings

54  Till, J. (2005) The negotiation of hope, pp. 19-40. In P. Blundell Jones, D. Petrescu and J. Till(eds.) 
Architecture and Participation, p. 36.
55  Ibid. p. 23.

i.b. I. 3 - The Situationist International 

The Situationist International (SI) – a political and artistic collective based in Paris and 
alive from the 1955 to the 1972 – operated in the context of the crises of the functional city 
and of the widespread critiques towards the modernist movement. The claims for different 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI� WKH� FLW\� DQG� WKH� VRFLHW\��PRUH� VSHFL¿FDOO\� RI� WKH� LQGLYLGXDOV�� KDYH�EHHQ�
DW�WKH�EDVLV�RI�WKH�JURXS¶V�LGHDV��$JDLQVW�WKH�SUH�GHWHUPLQHG�DQG�RSSUHVVLYH�XVH�RI�VSDFH��
WKH\�SUDLVHG�WKH�XQH[SHFWHG��FODLPLQJ�IRU�LQGLYLGXDO�IUHHGRP�DQG�HPDQFLSDWLRQ��*X\�'HERUG��
RQH�RI�WKH�IRXQGLQJ�PHPEHUV��GH¿QHG�WKHLU�DSSURDFK�±�QDPHG�µSV\FKRJHRJUDSK\¶�±�DV�³WKH�
VWXG\�RI� WKH�SUHFLVH� ODZV�DQG�VSHFL¿F�HIIHFWV�RI� WKH�JHRJUDSKLFDO�HQYLURQPHQW��FRQVFLRXVO\�
organized or not, on the emotions and behavior of individuals”1. 
The production of different representations of the city by remapping it and the appropriation 
of its spaces while walking through them – an action named dérive, or drift – were political 
DFWV�DLPHG�WR�FRQWHVW�SRZHU� LQWHUHVWV��3OHDVXUH�DQG�DGYHQWXUHV�ZHUH�VRPH�RI�WKH�GH¿QLQJ�
features of the situationist thought, that opposed them to the modernist values of rationality 
DQG� HI¿FLHQF\�� (QWKXVLDVP� DQG� SOD\IXOQHVV� ZHUH� HVVHQWLDO� WR� PDNH� XUEDQ� VSDFH� PRUH�
OLEHUDWLQJ��RSHQ�DQG�OLYHDEOH��7KH�HQMR\PHQW�RI�LQHI¿FLHQF\�DQG�WKH�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�IUHH�WLPH�ZHUH�
very provocative and resulted in small-scale, ephemeral and often individual interventions, 
QHYHUWKHOHVV�SDUW�RI�D�ODUJHU�VRFLR�SROLWLFDO�SURMHFW��ZKLFK�ZDV�GHOLEHUDWHO\�OHIW�XQGH¿QHG�

1  Cf. 'HERUG��*���6HSWHPEHU�������Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography. Transl. K. Knabb. Paris: Les Lèvres 
Nues (6):23-27. The entire text is available at: https://atrium.lib.uoguelph.ca/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10214/1798/3-De-
bord.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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and language, “which for the architect may be pregnant with possibilities, [but which] 
remain mute to the outsider”56. According to Till, “[a]rchitects cling to a perfected 
model of practice, neatly and simplistically summarised in an idealised version of the 
Vitruvian triad – commodity, firmness and delight. Idealised commodity (solve the 
‘problem’ of function in as efficient a manner as possible). Idealised firmness (advance 
on technical fronts as a sign of progress). Idealised delight (a polishing of forms in 
accordance with prevailing aesthetic sensibilities)”57. Since ‘the reality of the contingent 
world’ inevitably upsets these idealized models and brings into play social and political 
issues – for instance, users very often betray plans of utility and hardly share architects’ 
obsession with refined details – architects do everything possible to delay this fateful 
moment of disappointment. 

“Suspension of disbelief is a condition of design practice. One knows in one’s heart of 
hearts that the suspension cannot last, but the state is hypnotic whilst it does – those clean 
diagrams, those neatly scheduled packages of work that defy all construction practice, 
those empty photographs taken before the great unwashed (users, dirt, weather, change) 
move in. And when it all goes wrong afterwards, when reality truly does upset the ideals, 
one can always resort to the publication of a monograph to resuscitate and perpetuate the 
mythology of a perfected state of architectural production”58. 

What is needed, Till argues, is a form of participation that is ‘realistic enough’ to 
recognise imbalances of power and knowledge, and at the same time works with these 
imbalances so as to transform the expectations and futures of the participants. “[A] 
transformative participation as an active signal of its opposition to the passive nature of 
placatory participation”59. This cannot be achieved neither through the disavowal of 
expert knowledge, nor by granting the non-expert easier access to the expert’s domain. 
Instead, this move demands a reformulation of expert knowledge in another mode: 
by challenging the very limits and constrains of specialist knowledge, that seeks to 
abstract and control users’ lives, architects should be open to “expose themselves to 
the uncertainty of what others may know”60 and provide channels through which 
their knowledge might be articulated. According to Till, for participation to be truly 
transformative, architectural knowledge should not be applied as an abstraction from 

56  Ibid. p. 35.
57  Ibid. p. 26.
58  Ibidem.
59  Ibid. p. 24.
60  Ibid. p. 28.
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the outside, but developed ‘from within’61 the context of the given situation. The 
architect, therefore, should be an ‘expert-citizen’ as well as ‘citizen-expert’, becoming 
able to move between the world of experts and users, or an ‘organic intellectual’62. In 
this perspective, an alternative process is needed: where the ‘problem-solving’ approach 
tends to either abstract or exclude the political, privileging the expert over the user, 
design must be rather conceived as ‘sense-making’, which in planner John Forester’s 
words is “a matter of altering, respecting, acknowledging, and shaping people’s lived 
worlds”63. A more empowering, relevant form of participatory practice could be 
achieved by bringing ‘contingency’ into the process – something that is usually banished 
in architectural culture – which means the acceptance of the political aspects of space, 
of users’ dissent, of different modes of communication and representation.

�������)URP�$UFKLWHFWXUH�WR�¶6SDWLDO�$JHQF\·

To better frame these perspectives, Till, together with Nishat Awan and Tatjana 
Schneider, coined the notion of Spatial Agency. In particular, this notion was used to give 
name to a project – which originally started as an online database64 and then evolved in a 
publication65 – that collects a number of rather heterogeneous ‘empowering practices’. 
These practices, the author argue, pertain to “a second history of architecture, one that 
moves sharply away from the figure of the architect as individual hero, and replaces it 
with a much more collaborative approach in which agents act with, and on behalf of, 
others”66. Notably, the notion of agency67 is traditionally held in social and political 

61  Till refers here to Shotter, J. (1993) Cultural Politics of  Everyday Life: Social Constructionism, Rhetoric and 
Knowing of  the Third Kind. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. According to Shotter, the profession is 
traditionally predicated on ‘decontextualised’ knowledge. In response to this, he calls for a knowledge ‘from 
within’, a ‘developmental’ knowledge that adjusts to and grows out of the social. 
62  Here the reference is to the notion coined by Antonio Gramsci. Cf. Hoare, Q. and Nowell Smith, G. 
(eds. and transl.) (1971) General Inroduction. Antonio Gramsci: Selections from the Prison Notebooks. London: 
Lawrence & Wishart. According to Gramsci, intellectuals should not remain as eloquent outsiders but must 
become active participators in practical life. 
63  Forester, J. (1985) Designing: Making sense together in practical conversations. Journal of  Architectural 
Education 38 (3): 14-20.
See also Forester, J. (1989) Planning in the Face of Power. Journal of  The American Planning Association 35(3): 
27-47. Cited in Till, J. (2005) The negotiation of hope, p. 33.
64  The database is available at http://www.spatialagency.net/
65  Cf. Awan, N., Schneider, T. and Till, J. (2013) Spatial Agency: Other Ways of  Doing Architecture. London: 
Routledge.
66  Excerpt from Spatial Agency’s presentation text. Retrieved 12 December 2020, from: http://www.spa-
tialagency.net/
67  As also reported by the authors, other publications that have focused on the issue of ‘agency’ in archi-
tecture are: Cupers K. and Doucet, I. (eds.) (2009) Agency in Architecture: Reframing Criticality in Theory 
and Practice. Footprint (4): 1-6 and Kossak F., Petrescu, D., Schneider, T., Tyszczuk, R. and Walker, S. (eds.) 
(2009) Agency: Working With Uncertain Architectures. London: Routledge.
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theory in opposition to ‘structure’, which is seen as the way society is organized. In 
this sense, agency is meant to signal the ability of the individual to act independently 
of society’s constraining structures. Furthermore, the authors explicitly avoided using 
the term ‘architecture’ – being, for them, too easily associated with the abstract idea 
of the isolated building – and replaced it with the word ‘spatial’68. In particular, here 
they took as a reference the French Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre, and his book 
The Production of  Space, of which a particularly famous phrase was: “(social) space is 
a (social) product”69. What is most relevant of Lefebvre’s contribution, according to 
Till, Awan and Schneider, is that he takes the production of space away from the ‘field 
of expertise’ of specialists – most notably architects and planners –, and places it in a 
much broader social context. Lefebvre’s redefinition implies a different understanding 
of space, that appears relevant to the authors for a number of reasons:

“First is that production is a shared enterprise. Of course, professionals are involved in 
the process, but social space explicitly acknowledges the contribution of others, and with 
this dismisses the notion of expert authorship that the professions still cling to. Second, 
social space is dynamic space; its production continues over time and is not fixed to a single 
moment of completion. This dynamic inevitably shifts the focus of spatial attention away 
from the static objects of display that constitute the foreground of so much architectural 
production, and moves it onto the continuous cycle of spatial production, and to all the 
people and processes that go into it (…). Third, social space is intractably political space, in 
so much as people live out their lives in this space, and so one has to be continuously alert 
to the effects of that space on those lives”70. 

In architectural drawings and models, space is usually treated as ‘neutral’: in fact, “the 
architect focuses on a ‘slice’ of space cut from a larger whole, takes this portion of space 
as a ‘given’, and works on it using his ideas, technical skills and formal preferences”71. 

68  The choice to use a more complex and general term like ‘spatial’, rather than architecture, has also 
been made by Melanie Dodd in a recent book. Following a similar logic, Dodd explores “forms of positive 
spatial action that can envisage and present alternatives of everyday life. These are not necessarily the built 
and architectural alternatives of twentieth-century modernism, but rather operational alternatives and sys-
tems by which we can reboot, shedding our habits and norms as a daily resistance of the status quo. (…) 
[These] spatial projects (…) involve diverse practice that embraces the political and the activist, but also the 
performative, the curatorial, the spatial, the architectural and the urban. They involve actors from various 
backgrounds who don’t always fit categories or align to professional disciplines, but who support action and 
engagement through forms of situated ‘spatial’ practice”. Dodd, M. (2020) Spatial Practices, Modes of  Action 
and Engagement with the City. New York: Routledge, p. 1.
69  Lefebvre, H. (1991) The Production of  Space. Oxford, UK – Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, p. 26. Originally 
published in France as Id. (1974) La production de l’espace. Paris: Éditions Anthropos.
70  Awan, N., Schneider, T. and Till, J. (2013) Spatial Agency, pp. 59-60.
71  Lefebvre, H. (1991) The Production of  Space, p. 360. 
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Anyway, as Till had already pointed out, this neutrality is only apparent, as it disappears 
once the abstract model or drawing is brought down the reality of space. According to 
the authors, the first limit of traditional architectural culture is that it treats buildings like 
‘objects’ and tends to give priority to the aspects associated with their static properties: 
the visual, the technical, and the atemporal. The stress is usually put on aesthetics, style, 
form, technique, leaving behind those aspects that are more volatile: the processes of 
their production, their occupation over time, their temporality, their relation to society 
and nature. A loss of control, they argue, should not be seen as a threat to professional 
credibility, but as an inevitable condition that must be seen in a positive light: buildings 
and spaces are to be treated as part of a dynamic context of social and environmental 
networks. The second limit is that the stress put on the building as object contributes 
to the ‘commodification of architecture’. Buildings enter too easily into the commodity 
dynamics of the marketplace: “‘progressive’, ‘innovative’, ‘efficient’, ‘iconic’ or 
‘landmark’ buildings are seen to have higher exchange value within this system, and it is 
thus that the signifiers of progress, innovation, efficiency and income generation have 
become the hallmarks of successful architects in times of fiscal growth. (…) Aligning 
architecture so closely to the control and values of the marketplace (…) also begs the 
question as what to do when the foundations of the market are undermined by its 
own excessive actions?”72 Starting from these assumptions, Spatial Agency sheds light on
the need to prioritize values outside the ones of the economic market, namely those 
of social, environmental and ethical justice. The third limit lies in assuming that only 
architects are involved in the creative production of the built environment. The standard 
and commonly told histories of architecture focus almost exclusively on the guiding 
hand of the individual ‘author’, but in doing this they exclude the multiple voices and 
actions of others. In this sense, the way architects study and look at the contemporary 
city requires a profound reorientation: the production of space always belongs to 
a much wider range of actors, with a wide and diverse range of skills and intents73.

�������&ROOHFWLRQV�RI�H[SHULHQFHV

On the basis of these considerations, the project collects and describes numerous 
and variegated international examples. Such experiences, both past – including, not 
by chance, those already mentioned in this chapter, namely those of De Carlo, Yona 
Fiedman, the Italian radical groups and Stalker – and more recent, have sought or seek to 
counter normative structures, representing, therefore, ‘other ways of doing architecture’. 
Many of these experiences take the form of collective spatial experiments, emphasizing 

72  Awan, N., Schneider, T. and Till, J. (2013) Spatial Agency, p. 54.
73 Cf. Ibid.
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the agency of different actors.
Anyway, the criteria that the authors used to include different cases appear quite open. 
Among the various experiences – which they divide into examples of ‘appropriation’, 
‘dissemination’, ‘empowerment’, ‘networking’ and ‘subversion’ – they include squatting 
practices, i.e. practices of appropriation and transformation of abandoned places, such 
as those related to the Italian Centri Sociali, which flourished74 during the 1980s and 
1990s. Mostly set up as self-organised spaces – and recursively closed down by the 
authorities – the Centri Sociali are run co-operatively and taken as a way to experiment 
with collective forms of decision making. Other experiences that the author mention 
are those of co-housing, whose earliest examples date back to the housing development 
movement that started in the late 1960s in Denmark, where they are called Bofællesskaber 
or ‘living communities’75. Usually purpose built, cohousing neighbourhoods are self-
managed through regular meetings usually operating a form of consensus decision 

74  See, for instance: Centro Sociale Leoncavallo in Milan: https://leoncavallo.org or TPO Laboratorio di arte, 
cultura e politica in Bologna: http://www.tpo.bo.it
75  Some interesting accounts of co-housing projects in Denmark can be found here: Fromm, D. (1991) 
&ROODERUDWLYH� FRPPXQLWLHV�� FRKRXVLQJ�� FHQWUDO� OLYLQJ��DQG�RWKHU�QHZ� IRUPV�RI �KRXVLQJ�ZLWK�VKDUHG� IDFLOLWLHV. New York: 
Van Nostrand Reinhold; Zahle, K. and Duelund Mortensen, P. (1992) Co-Housing in Denmark. Open house 
international 17(2): 56-65. To know more about co-housing at an international level, see: Cooper Marcus, C. 
(2000) Site planning, building design and a sense of community: an analysis of six cohousing schemes in 
Denmark, Sweden, and the Netherlands. Journal of  architectural and planning research 17(2): 146-163; Fromm, 
D. (2000) American cohousing: the first five years. Journal of  architectural and planning research 17(2): 94-109. A 
particularly interesting and ongoing example of co-housing project – not mentioned in Spatial Agency – is 
the one by La Cooperativa La Borda in collaboration with Lacol arquitectura cooperative. More information can 
be found at: http://www.laborda.coop/en/

Tinggården cohousing, Denmark. Photo: W. Sherlaw. Source: 
spatialagency.net

La Borda, housing cooperative model of grant of use. 
Source: miesarch.com
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making. Residents own their private homes and share communal facilities. In addition 
to these there are also the ecovillages, intentional communities motivated by the desire to 
find a sustainable alternative to capitalist society. These communities often experiment 
in social organisation, through alternative education and social welfare systems, 
forms of consensus democracy, or alternative economies. A similar example are the 
utopian communities – or counter communities –, mostly developed in US during the 1960s. 
Many of these projects were usually developed under the guidance of a visionary
architect, artist or activist and were looking for an alternative to socially and ecologically 
damaging lifestyles. Because of this, they adopted a DIY ethics. Quite known examples 
are Arcosanti, established in the middle of the Arizona desert by Italian architect Paolo 
Soleri in the 1970s, and Drop City, a short lived hippie community established in 1965 
in southern Colorado by filmmaker Gene Bernofsky and art students JoAnn Bernofsky, 
Richard Kallweit and Clark Richert. Guerrilla gardening practices also find their place 
in the collection. The term was originally coined by Liz Christy, an artist working in 
New York in the 1970s, to give name to her idea of scattering plants seeds in empty 
spaces to fight the decline of public spaces. Christy’s actions eventually led to the birth 
of a community garden in Manhattan and grew worldwide into community protest 
actions to preserve the created gardens against expansionist policies of development. 
The authors also include the work of the Community Design Centers (CDCs) in US, which 
emerged out of the civil rights movement and the women’s liberation movement of the 
1950s and 1960s, generally providing technical and design advice to communities who 
could otherwise not afford it. Some contemporary examples of CDCs, also affiliated 

Christiania is an ecovillage built in the 1970s on the site of a former military barracks in Copenhagen as a direct response to the lack 
of affordable housing and social facilities. Photos: S. Alcázar and K. Lynam. Source: spatialagency.net



48

Paolo Soleri, Arcosanti, drawing. Source: www.archdaily.com. Italian architect Paolo Soleri had envisioned a village built in the middle 
of the Arizona desert, which could accommodate 5000 people. The project, which is still ongoing, follows Soleri’s ‘arcologies’ – 
that are design principles at the crossroads of architecture and ecology – which advocate for dense, mixed-use, self-contained and 
economically self-sufficient communities thought to inhabit the planet with minimal environmental impact.

Drop City, an intentional and short lived hippie community established in 1965 in southern Colorado. Source: archive.boston.com
Born out of the utopian dream of filmmaker Gene Bernofsky and art students JoAnn Bernofsky, Richard Kallweit and Clark 
Richert, Drop City was a reaction to mainstream, consumerist and individual lifestyles. The village consisted in a number of domes, 
built up as a DIY version of Buckminster Fuller’s scientific method of geodesic design. 
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to an educational institution, are Rural Studio76, Design Corps77 and The Center for Urban 
Pedagogy78. In CDCs, professionals deploy knowledge and skills that may not normally 
be required of them in a conventional architectural office, and make this knowledge and 
skills available to those who otherwise would not have access to it. This is also the case 
of the Atelier-3/Rural Architecture Studio79, whose founder, Taiwanese architect Hsieh 
Ying-chun, and his co-workers, developed a model for ‘collaborative construction’ to 
help people rebuild their homes after devastating earthquakes in Taiwan (1999) and 
China (2008). Their low-key collaborative approach to architecture does not require for 
specialised tools or knowledge, making it possible for those with no prior knowledge 
to participate actively. Also the professional role of people such as Austrian architects 
Ottokar Uhl, Eilfried Huth, and John Habraken80, shifted from being one of sole 
author to that of empowering others in enabling physical relations. Another example 
is the work of the 1960s Brazilian radicals Arquitectura Nova81. Architect Sérgio Ferro, 
one of the collective’s members, started with a critique of the profession’s obsession 
with design, and in particular the architectural drawing, which for him constituted a 
domain of abstracted expertise. Arquitectura Nova therefore turned their attention to the 
processes of construction of buildings, and to all the people involved in them. Similar 
attempts are seen in contemporary examples as diverse as 00:/82 in the UK and Alejandro 
Aravena’s Elemental in Chile, both of whom, according to the authors, “are acutely aware 
of the need to understand and intervene in the micro-economics and social networks 
at stake in the design and production of any environment”83. Spanish architect and 
activist Santiago Cirugeda84, by engaging creatively with the regulatory framework, tries 
to open up possibilities for people to appropriate space. Madrid and Miami-based group 
Ecosistema Urbano85 define their approach as ‘urban social design’, that is the design of 
environments, spaces and dynamics in order to improve self-organization of citizens, 
social interaction within communities and their relationship with the environment.  
Nowadays, experiences of this kind are exponentially growing in numbers. Spatial 
Agency’s was only one of several attempts to map such a diverse and evolving scenario. 

76  See: http://ruralstudio.org
77  See: https://designcorps.org
78  See: http://welcometocup.org
79  See: https://www.atelier3-ras.com/blank-12
80  For further information, see: Huth E. and Orben, C. (1996) Unordentliche Ordnung [Interview]. Ar-
chitektur & Bauforum 29: 41-45; Ottokar, U. et al. (2001) Die Architektur und Ich: Ottokar Uhl [Interview]. 
Architektur & Bauforum 2: 129-138; Habraken, J. : https://www.habraken.com
81  See: https://www.northernarchitecture.us/modern-architecture/arquitetura-nova.html. 
82  See: https://www.architecture00.net
83  Awan, N., Schneider, T. and Till, J. (2013) Spatial Agency, p. 96.
84  See: http://www.recetasurbanas.net/v3/index.php/es/
85  See: https://ecosistemaurbano.com 
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Recetas Urbanas, Santiago Cirugeda, La Carpa – Espacio Artístico, 
2011. The project has been funded through a variety of means: 
from agreements about the use of the lot, material donations, 
collective construction, a barter system, and the ‘Goteo’ 
crowdfunding social network. It was an example of how 
self-managed models and multiple funding modes can build 
cultural spaces without relying on public and government-run 
funding. Source: recetasurbanas.net

Ecosistema Urbano, Cuenca RED, Ecuador, 2015 - 2016.
In this project, Ecosistema Urbano developed a strategy of urban 
reactivation by sharing the process with local citizens. This 
collective negotiation with a diverse range of actors led them to 
propose a transformation of the mobility system for the benefit 
of pedestrians and soft mobility and, subsequently, the re-use – 
for a wide number of social activities – of the many urban voids 
previously used as parking lots. Source: ecosistemaurbano.com

Elemental, Alejandro Aravena, Houses in Quinta Monroy, Iquique, Tarapacá, Chile, 2003. Photo: C. Palma. 
Source: artpil.com
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Another interesting collection, for instance, resulted from the European-funded project 
‘European Platform for Alternative Practice and Research on the City’ (PEPRAV), ran 
by the atelier d’architecture autogérée86 (Paris), the School of Architecture – University of 
Sheffield, Recyclart87 (Brussels) and metroZones88 (Berlin), between 2006 and 2007. The 
platform, which also evolved in a book – URBAN ACT. A handbook for alternative 
practices89 – formalised a collective critical inquiry into contemporary alternatives to 
architectural practice and research, and reinforced existing and potential collaborations 
between groups and individuals dealing with similar issues in different local contexts 
through a number of meetings and workshops.
Another more recent and interesting collection is contained in the book Design as 
Democracy: Techniques for Collective Creativity90, edited by David de la Pena, Diane Jones 
Allen, Randolph T. Hester, Jeffrey Hou, Laura J. Lawson, and Marcia J. McNally. In 
particular, while also acknowledging the value of the contributions of the 1960s and 
1970s, the authors point to the need to develop new techniques that are better suited 
to address contemporary and urgent needs of the community, achieve environmental 
justice and inspire long-term stewardship. The underlying assumption is that 

“[f]or participatory design to be truly democratic it cannot remain a standardized public 
process. This task (…) challenges designers to seek meaningful, ethical, and effective 
ways to design with communities. It needs to move beyond conventional processes that 
are formulaic, closed, abstract, superficial, and monofunctional. Participatory design must 
become contextual, open, experiential, substantive, and holistic. (…) Innovative techniques 
can strengthen meaningful relationships between communities and designers, help revitalize 
participatory design as it breaks barriers to collective creativity, and open doors to possibilities 
that are yet unimagined”91. 

Interestingly, in its aim to ‘reivigorate’ democratic design, the book is thought as a 
cookbook, with recipes open to improvisation, adaptation, and being created anew. 
Each chapter collects a series of techniques around a particular theme or issue, from 
approaching the initial phases of a project, to getting to know a community, to provoking 
political change through strategic thinking. Each technique is followed by instructions 
and case stories from a wide range of contexts. Technique 2.5, for instance, namely 

86  See: https://www.urbantactics.org
87  See: http://www.recyclart.be/fr/agenda
88  See: https://www.metrozones.info
89  For further information, see: https://www.urbantactics.org/dissemination/urbanact-a-handbo-
ok-for-alternative-practice-aaa-peprav-2007/
90  de la Pena et al. (eds.) (2018) Design As Democracy: Techniques for Collective Creativity. Washington, DC: 
Island Press.
91  Ibid. pp. 21-22.
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El Carrito: Rolling out the cart, is a mobile interactive meeting point that aims to catch 
people’s attention in public spaces. Created by Raons Públiques92, a group of community 
urbanists in Barcelona, it is thought as a way to introduce a ‘benign disturbance’ into 
everyday space, allowing passerby to participate in various design and planning projects 
and thus creating new opportunities for exchange and debate. Technique 4.1, that is 
Mapping the Common Living Sphere, by Kota Maruya, is meant to help visualizing the 
common space that exists in the consciousness of people, thereby solidifying the unity 

92  See: https://raons.coop

This carrito was built by Raons Públiques in 2015 for the Miró Foundation to 
understand why residents of the neighborhood of Poble Sec felt disconnected 
from the museum, and to propose new social activities. 

Christian Dimmer and Yu Ohtani used the Community Innovation Forum in a 
declining Tokyo neighborhood to stimulate debate about the possibility of 
change through exchange with activists who had contributed to successful 
initiatives in other neighborhoods. 

Kota Maruya used her technique to defuse growing 
conflict between potters in an historic village in 
Japan, and to find areas commonly valued that 
could serve as the framework for a tourist signage 
system.

An example of Place It workshop. A team member 
presents the project to the entire group. 
Source: de la Pena et al. (eds.) (2018) Design As 
Democracy: Techniques for Collective Creativity.
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of the community. Technique 4.4, the Community Innovation Forum, by Christian Dimmer 
and Yu Ohtani, is a mobile workshop and exhibition aimed at initiating a dialogue in and 
between local communities confronted with significant socioeconomic, demographic, 
or environmental problems. Technique 6.4, Place It workshop, proposed by James Rojas, is 
a playful way to render the process of urban planning accessible to residents, inviting 
them to creatively design solutions by using found, everyday objects. 

���$�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�¶ZKROHV·�DQG�¶SDUWV·

In contrast to the consolidated paradigm, which sees the architect as the sole author 
capable of shaping the built space through his or her expertise, many of the practices 
illustrated so far – as well as the ways in which participation is generally understood 
and practised – aim to open up the design process and involve other actors, in order to 
create a ‘common ground’.
However, in spite of the initial and in many respects still lively interest for many of these 
experiences, my initial questions have become progressively more insistent, acquiring a 
more radical character: what exactly does ‘common’ mean? Who does it consist of? Are 
we sure that no one is excluded from it? 
In particular, what prompted me to both formulate and explore these questions were 
some reflections of Rancière93: in reflecting on the terms ‘police’ and ‘politics’, Rancière 
contrasts them in a radical way: “the police (...) [is] a form of intervention which 
prescribes what can be seen and what cannot be seen, what can be said and what cannot 
be said. And politics is constructed in relation to that prescription. Politics is (...) declared 
in the face of policing, defined as the law that prescribes what emerges and what is 
heard, what can be counted and what cannot be counted”94. The first thus indicates a 
given order of coexistence, the clear determination of the practices of governing what 

93  Rancière’s perspective, in particular, can be inscribed in the furrow of post-Marxist and ‘post-struc-
turalist’ political theory.  Rancière, in fact, distances himself from those visions of politics based on ‘struc-
tures’ or ‘foundations’ located outside of society and politics itself. Marxist economic determinism itself 
is, in this sense, structuralist: economic modes and relations of production determine the superstructural 
framework of politics and culture as ideology. Theorists of post-structuralist politics – among whom, 
besides Rancière, we can find Chantal Mouffe, Ernesto Laclau and Claude Lefort – point, instead, to the 
ambiguity of the very notion of politics: on the one hand, in fact, the term is used to refer to a certain type 
of government of collective life, of a more or less consensual and always contingent order; on the other 
hand, however, the same term is used to indicate the alteration of this order, the act of dissenting, the 
rupture that leads to the emergence of a new order. Cf. Rispoli, E. R. (2020) Il progetto come dis-ordine. I 
radical italiani e la politica del dissenso, in E. Dellapiana, L. Gunetti, D. Scodeller (eds.) Italia: design, politica 
e democrazia nel XX secolo. Proceedings of the IV Conference AIS/Design Associazione Italiana Storici del 
Design, pp. 263-274. Torino: Politecnico di Torino, pp. 266-267. 
94  Rancière, J. (1998) The Cause of the Other. Parallax 4(2): 25-33, pp. 28-29.  See also: Rancière, J. (1999) 
Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota University Press. 
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is common, the ways of participating in them and the subjects who have the specific 
competence to handle them. The term ‘politics’ means the constant deconstruction of 
a given order, the continuous ‘emerging’ of new ‘encounter-clash’ environments and 
new political subjectivities. Interestingly, as Farías95 also notes, Rancière’s contribution 
allows us to frame the central question of participation as a relationship between parts 
and wholes. 
Allow me to elaborate on this. As Rancière further articulates in his book The Politics 
of  Aesthetics: The Distribution of  the Sensible96, the citizen might be considered as the one 
who ‘has a part’ in governing and in being governed; before this, however, another 
distribution determines ‘who’ and ‘how’ she or he will have a part. 

“A speaking being, according to Aristotle, is a political being. If a slave understands the 
language of its rulers, however, he does not ‘possess’ it. Plato states that artisans cannot be 
put in charge of the shared or common elements of the community because they do not have 
the time to devote themselves to anything other than their work. They cannot be somewhere else 
because work will not wait. (…) There is thus an ‘aesthetics’ at the core of politics that (…) 
can be understood in a Kantian sense (…) as the system of a priori forms determining what 
presents itself to sense experience. It is a delimitation of spaces and times, of the visible and 
the invisible, of speech and noise, that simultaneously determines the place and the stakes 
of politics as a form of experience”97. 

This is exactly what Rancière defines as ‘distribution of the sensibile’: what is at stake 
here consists precisely in the maintenance or, conversely, in the alteration of this 
‘distribution’ of spaces and times that determines “who can have a share in what is 
common to the community based on what they do and on the time and space in which 
this activity is performed”98. 
For Rancière, politics represents the logic of dissent, the questioning of a certain ‘order 
of the sensible’ on which said ‘communal’ distribution of spaces, times, modes, and 
functions of words and deeds depends. In this sense, politics constitutes the process 
of subjectivation, that is, of self-legitimation and vindication of one’s right to speak, 
of one’s ability to act autonomously. Groups or individuals dis-identify, that is, they 
become independent from the categories of identification that are applied within the 

95  Cf. Farías, I. (2018) Parts and Traps for Making Futures, In Making Futures Bauhaus+.
96  Rancière, J. (2004) The Politics of  Aethetics. The Distribution of  the Sensible, transl. Rockhill, G., London 
– New York: Continuum International Publishing Group. Originally published in France as Id. (2000) Le 
partage du sensible: Esthétique et politique. Paris: La Fabrique-Éditions.
97  Ibid. pp. 40-41.
98  Ibidem.
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given political order and, by doing this, they generate a new type of subjectivity99.
Having said that participation revolves around the relationship between ‘parts’ and 
‘wholes, as Farías notes, it is possible to recognise a certain tension between two different 
approaches: one involves the ‘making of wholes’, that is, practices that attempt to 
integrate parts, so that they participate of an emergent overarching whole; the other one 
involves the ‘making of parts’, that is, practices that contest existing wholes by pointing 
to parts that have not been taken into account. Although they both share a critical 
stance towards the expertocratic paradigm, while the first group can be associated with 
attempts – including some of those mentioned so far – oriented towards integration 
into an existing ‘common’, the second one includes a range of subjectivities or practices 
that challenge the very idea of preestablished ‘communities’ to which other parts should 
be assimilated100.
To put it briefly, what I intend to highlight in the next section is how a series of 
‘parts’, who are usually neglected or emergent ones, call into question the male, white, 
Western and able-bodied subjectivity around which architecture, and the very idea of 
‘community’ and participation, tend to revolve. In other words, these ‘parts’ radicalise the 
meaning of participation, invoking a redefinition of the normative frameworks within 
which architecture operates and even a transformation of the tools and modalities of 
architectural practice itself.
Anyway, it should be pointed out that the cases mentioned so far, and some of the ones 
on which I will dwell below, are not always clearly attributable to the first or the second 
of these groups. Indeed, the boundaries between them are significantly blurred, and 
their paths are far from straight. 

���'LVUXSWLYH�SDUWV

�����7DFNOLQJ�WKH�SURIHVVLRQ·V�JHQGHU�ELDV

A significant contribution in highlighting this disruptive ethos, i.e. in emphasising  
neglected parts and questioning the conventional and normative frameworks in which 
architecture operates and the very idea of the ‘common’, has been offered by feminist 
thought.
Generally speaking, despite the complex genealogy and the intrinsic multiplicity of – 
often even opposing – views within feminist philosophy, it is possible to affirm that its 

99 Many of the reflections made here on Rancière’s contribution have been prompted by the reading of: 
Rispoli, E. R. (2020) Il progetto come dis-ordine.
100 A particularly relevant book that proposes further and more articulated reflections on participation 
and its various declinations is Kelty, C. M. (2019) The participant: A century of  participation in four stories. Chi-
cago, IL: Chicago University Press.
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influence in architecture, the beginnings of which date back at least to the 1970s, has 
given rise to positions inspired by principles of ‘equality’ between women and men and 
others based, instead, on principles of ‘difference’101.
During the 70s, Marxist feminist architects began to develop gendered critiques of 
architecture, exposing the limits of its inherently patriarchal system. This was at first 
inspired by an activist, political mood that aimed to remove barriers for women in 
the profession and, simultaneously, to expose and diminish gender discrimination in 
what was considered a ‘man-made’ built environment102. American feminist planner 
and historian Dolores Hayden, for instance, in her seminal book The Grand Domestic 
Revolution: A History of  Feminist Designs for American Homes, Neighborhoods, and Cities103 
described the visionary strategies of a group of nineteenth century American feminists 
who saw women’s isolation within the domestic sphere as the primary reason for their 
unequal status in society. In the pursuit of economic independence and social equality, 
these women developed what Hayden termed ‘material feminism’. Their proposals, such 
as housewives’ co-operatives, new building types and communal kitchens, challenged 
two principles underlying industrial capitalism, namely the strict physical separation of 
household from public space and the economic one of the domestic from the political 
economy. In Redesigning the American Dream104 Hayden drew attention to how the man-
made built environment discriminates against women, with certain features such as 
inhospitable streets and sexist symbolism in advertising. She proposed replacing these 
sexist features with alternative and more equitable ones such as child-care facilities, safe
houses and better public transport. 
Matrix Feminist Design Co-operative, a London-based practice set up in 1980105, explored 
both issues surrounding women and the built environment and the relationship between 
women and the architectural profession. According to them, as buildings and cities have 
been created by a dominant male gender, they are not neutral but expressive of social 
values and relations. Therefore, they were concerned with the ‘making of space’ by 

101  Cf. Rendell, J. (2012) Tendencies and Trajectories: Feminist Approaches in Architecture. In S. Cairns, 
G. Crysler, H. Heynen, G. Wright (eds.) Architectural Theory Handbook, pp. 85-97. London: Sage.
102  Cf.: Little, J., Peake, L. and Richardson, P. (eds.) (1988) Women in Cities: Gender and the Urban Environ-
ment. London: Macmillan; Roberts, M. (1991) Living in Man-Made World: Gender Assumptions in Modern Housing 
Design. London: Routledge.
103  Cf. Hayden, D. (1982) The Grand Domestic Revolution: A History of  Feminist Designs for American Homes, 
Neighborhoods, and Cities. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
104  Cf. Hayden, D. (1986) Redesigning the American Dream. New York: Norton. See also: http://www.do-
loreshayden.com
105  In the late 1970s and early 1980s in UK, political discussions and actions, especially carried out by the 
New Architecture Movement (NAM), resulted in the creation of a number of feminist organisations operating 
within the field of architecture, such as the Feminist Design Collective (1978). It was the first time in Britain 
that a politically-charged word such as ‘feminist’ was used to name an architectural practice. Matrix Feminist 
Design Co-operative was set up after the split of the Collective in 1980.
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A leaflet describing the work of Matrix, for client organisations – front cover. 
Source: spatialagency.net
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women, arguing that “precisely because women are brought up differently in our society 
[they] have different experiences and needs in relation to the built environment which 
are rarely expressed”106. In particular, Matrix advocated for a design process where users 
were directly involved, and architects, rather than imposing their ideas, acted as enablers, 
helping them realize their own spatial desires and needs107.
Works by Lynne Walker108 in the United Kingdom and Doris Cole109, Susana Torre110 
and Gwendolyn Wright111 in the United States criticized the accepted and gendered 
architectural historiography of the time and contributed to the visibility of women’s 
historic participation in the built environment. Together with them, other feminists 
vindicated the history of everyday housing, low-key buildings, domestic, interior and 
textile design and other spaces or practices typically associated with women against 
the dominant male-made urban landscapes. American critic Karen Franck112 advocated 
for an approach to architecture based upon ‘women’s ways of knowing’113, that reflect 
a different value system emphasizing qualities such as connectedness, inclusiveness, 
feelings, complexity, flexibility and an ethics of care (the notion of care, in particular, 
will be discussed further below). These concerns for exploring the relationship 
between architecture and gender also inspired a number of works in the 1990s, which 
expanded the field exploring issues related to sex, desire, space and masculinity114. 
Some authors developed sustained feminist critiques of the traditional male canon115, 

106  Matrix (1984) Making Space: Women and the Man-Made Environment. London: Pluto Press, p. 7.
107  For a more detailed account of Matrix’s projects, see the chapter by Julia Dwyer and Anne Thorne, 
Evaluating Matrix: notes from inside the collective. In Petrescu (2007) Altering Practices: Feminist Politics and 
Poetics of  Space. New York: Routledge. 
108  Cf. Walker, L. (1984) British Women in Architecture 1671–1951. London: Sorello.
109  Cf. Cole, D. (1973) From Tipi to Skyscraper: A History of  Women in Architecture. New York: G. Braziller.
110  Cf. Torre, S. (ed.) (1977) Women in American Architecture: A Historic and Contemporary Perspective. New 
York: Whitney Library of Design.
111  Cf. Wright, G. (1977) On the fringe of the profession: Women in American architecture. In S. Kostof 
(ed.) The Architect: Chapters in the History of  the Profession, pp. 280-309. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
112  Franck has cited the work of women architects such as Eileen Gray, Lilly Reich and Susana Torre’s 
projects such as House of  Meaning http://www.susanatorre.net/architecture-and-design/the-individu-
al-and-the-collective/the-house-of-meanings/ and Space as Matrix as exemplary of this approach. 
113  Cf. Franck, K. A. (1989) A feminist approach. In E. P. Berkeley (ed), Architecture: A Place for Women, 
pp. 201-216. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press.
114  Cf.: Agrest, D., Conway, P. and Kanes Weisman, L. (eds.) (1996) The Sex of  Architecture. New York: 
Abrams; Coleman, D., Danze, E. and Henderson C. (eds.) (1996) Architecture and Feminism. New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press; Colomina, B. (ed.) (1992) Sexuality and Space. New York: Princeton Archi-
tectural Press; Hughes, F. (ed.) (1996) The Architect: Reconstructing Her Practice. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; 
McCorquodale,  D., Rüedi,  K. and Wigglesworth, S. (eds.) (1996) Desiring Practices. London: Black Dog; 
Sanders, J. (ed.) (1996) Stud: Architectures of  Masculinity. New York: Princeton Architectural Press.
115  Cf. Agrest, D. (1993) Architecture from Without: Theoretical Framings for a Critical Practice. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press.



59

placing not only issues of gender116, but also of race and ethnicity at the heart of the 
architectural practice of masters such as Adolf Loos and Le Corbusier117. 

�����7KH�¶IHPLQLQH·�DV�WKH�VLWH�RI�GLIIHUHQFH

Notably, since the 1990s the feminist debate has been progressively enriched by many 
different voices and positions [i.b. I. 4]. Very briefly, these contributions have fostered 
an expansion of the meaning attributed to the concept of ‘feminine’ beyond its 
biological understanding. Rather than referring to women in binary opposition to ‘men’, 
the meaning of ‘feminine’ has been extended to, and associated with, the ‘other’ as a 
site of ‘difference’. Such reflections have clearly offered new and interesting insights for 
architecture and further stimulated interest in questioning the normative conditions in 
which it operates. Particularly, works such as the volume Altering Practices. Feminist Politics 
and Poetics of  Space118, edited by Doina Petrescu, were aimed precisely at covering the 
shift from feminist architectural practices of identity to practices of difference119. In 
discussing the ‘poetics and politics of the feminine’, the focus is on ‘the other’, and on 
an understanding of spatial practices aimed at changing, transforming or altering. As 
Petrescu and her colleagues point out, they “were no longer speaking of ‘woman’ and 
her spatial practice within a theory of dichotomy and a dream of unity, but more within 
a heterogeneous spectrum of the ‘feminine’ coming under a theory of ‘alterity’”120. 

116  I am aware of the existence of a much wider range of works – which have emerged and continue 
to emerge – collecting reflections on the relationship between architecture and gender. See, for instance: 
Henderson S. R. (1996) A Revolution in the Woman’s Sphere: Grete Lihotzky and the Frankfurt Kitchen; 
Rendell, J., Penner, B. and Borden, I. (eds.) (2000) Gender Space Architecture: An Interdisciplinary Introduc-
tion. London: Routledge; Brown L. (ed.) (2011) Feminist Practices: Interdisciplinary Approaches to Women in 
Architecture. Farnham, UK: Ashgate. More recently: Stratigakos, D. (2016) Where Are the Women Architects? 
Princeton, NJ and Oxford, UK: Princeton University Press in association with Places Journal; Dellapiana, 
E. and Pesando, A. B. (2018) In front of and behind the Mirror. Women in Italian Radical Design, pp. 
93-106. Proceedings of the 3rd MoMoWo International Conference – Workshop, University of Oviedo, 
2-4 October 2017, Oviedo. Ljubljana: Založba ZRC.
117  Cf.: Colomina, B. (1994) Privacy and Publicity. Modern Architecture as Mass Media. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press; Çelik, Z. (1997) ‘Gendered spaces in colonial Algiers’ [1992]. In D. Agrest, P. Conway and L. Kanes 
Weisman (eds.) (1996) The Sex of  Architecture, pp.  127-140. New York: Abrams; Wilson, M. (1996) Black 
bodies/white cities: Le Corbusier in Harlem. ANY 16: 35-39.
118  Petrescu, D. (ed.) (2007) Altering Practices: Feminist Politics and Poetics of  Space. New York: Rouledge, 
p. 3.
119  See also: Schalk, M., Mazé, R. and Kristiansson, T. (eds.) (2017) Feminist Futures of  Spatial Practice, 
Baunach, D: AADR; Schalk, M. and Reisinger, K. (eds.) (2017) Styles of Queer Feminist Practices and 
Objects in Architecture. Architecture and Culture, Special Issue 5(3): 343-352; Reisinger, K. and Schalk, M. 
(eds.) (2017) Becoming a Feminist Architect. Field: A Free Journal for Architecture 7(1): 1-10; Frichot, H., 
Gabrielsson, C. and Runting, H. (eds.) (2017) Architecture and Feminisms. Ecologies, Economies, Technologies. 
London: Routledge.
120  Petrescu, D. (ed.) (2007) Altering Practices: Feminist Politics and Poetics of  Space, p. xvii.
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i.b. I. 4 - The ‘feminine’ from the 1990s onwards

In particular, from the 1990s onwards, critical contributions from lesbian and queer feminism 
and postcolonial black feminism have promoted profound rethinking of the issues underlying 
traditional feminist philosophy. Some thinkers, in fact, have declared the advent of a post-
IHPLQLVW�WKRXJKW��UHIRUPXODWLQJ�WUDGLWLRQDO�SKLORVRSKLFDO�SDUDGLJPV��¿UVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW�WKDW�RI�
subjectivity. This reformulation implied recognising the subject as a meeting place of multiple 
and mobile differences and identities, such as gender, sexual preference, race, social class 
and lifestyle differences, on which the various forms of power of a multi-faceted system of 
domination act simultaneously and transversally: not only sexist, but also capitalist, racist, 
homophobic ones, etc. In its desire to undermine the symbolic order on which this domination 
LV� EDVHG�� WKH� UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�SRVWIHPLQLVW� VXEMHFWLYLW\�KDV� WKHUHIRUH�EHHQ� WUDQVODWHG� LQWR�QHZ�
µVXEYHUVLYH¶�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV��µZRPDQ¶�LV�QR�ORQJHU�IRXQG�LQ�ELQDU\�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�µPDQ¶��DQG�LV�
VXEVWLWXWHG�E\�µQRPDGLF�VXEMHFW¶1��µTXHHU¶2��µHFFHQWULF¶3��RU�µF\ERUJ¶4. In short, such perspectives 
have challenged the claim, inherent in feminist thinking, to be able to speak, with a single 
voice, on behalf of all women. The notion of gender identity was criticised as essentialist, 
constructed along “culturally intelligible grids of an idealised and compulsory heterosexuality”5. 
7KH�µIHPLQLQH¶��FRQFHLYHG�QRW�RQO\�LQ�ELRORJLFDO�EXW�DOVR�FXOWXUDO�WHUPV��ZDV�WKHUHIRUH�DVVRFLDWHG�
ZLWK�WKH�µRWKHU¶��DV�WKH�VLWH�RI�GLIIHUHQFH�LWVHOI6. Difference and location became core concerns as 
WKHVH�WKLQNHUV�LQVLVWHG�WKDW�NQRZOHGJH�LV�DOZD\V�HPERGLHG��RU�µVLWXDWHG¶��LQ�SHUVRQV��ZKR�GLIIHU�
LQ�WHUPV�RI�FODVV��UDFH��FXOWXUH�DQG�JHQGHU��DQG�VR�RQH�PXVW�DOZD\V�FRQVLGHU�WKH�µVWDQGSRLQW¶�
from which a certain story is told7. Notably, the question of difference has also been taken up 
DQG�H[SORUHG�E\�SRVWFRORQLDO�WKHRULVWV��7KHVH�WKHRULVWV�FULWLFDOO\�UHÀHFWHG�RQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�ZD\V�
RI�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�FRQFHSWV�VXFK�DV�EODFN�VXEMHFWLYLW\��µEODFNQHVV¶��µQDWLYHQHVV¶�RU�µFDULEHDQQHVV¶8. 

1  Cf. Braidotti, R. (1994) Nomadic Subjects. New York: Columbia University Press.
2  Cf. Butler, J. (1993) Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex. London: Routledge.
3  Cf. de Lauretis, T. (1990 Spring) Eccentric Subjects: Feminist Theory and Historical Consciousness. Feminist 
Studies 16(1):115-50.
4  Cf. Haraway, D. J. (1985 March-April) A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism for 
the 1980s. Socialist Review 80, 15(2): 65-107. This text was later re-published as Id. (1991) A Cyborg Manifesto: 
Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century in Id. Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The 
Reinvention of Nature, pp.149-181. New York: Routledge.
5  Butler, J. (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. London: Routledge, p. 137.
6  5RVL�%UDLGRWWL��������QRWHV�KRZ�IHPLQLVW�SKLORVRSK\�ZDV�PDUNHG�LQ�WKH�µ���E\�WKH�RSSRVLWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�µJHQGHU�
WKHRULVWV¶�LQ�WKH�$QJOR�$PHULFDQ�WUDGLWLRQ�DQG�WKH�µVH[XDO�GLIIHUHQFH�WKHRULVWV¶�LQ�WKH�&RQWLQHQWDO�WUDGLWLRQ��$QJOR�$PHU-
LFDQ�IHPLQLVWV�ZHUH�IRFXVHG�RQ�µJHQGHU�RSSRVLWLRQ¶�DQG�VRXJKW�D�µEH\RQG�JHQGHU�VXEMHFWLYLW\¶�WKDW�RYHUFDPH�VH[XDO�
dualism. Continental and especially French feminists instead, such as Julia Kristeva, Hélène Cixous and Luce Irigaray 
FRQWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�PHWDSKRUL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�µIHPLQLQH¶�DV�D�VLJQ�RI�GLIIHUHQFH��LQ�WKH�FULWLFDO�DWWHPSW�WR�UHGH¿QH�KXPDQ�
subjectivity.
7  Cf.: Haraway, D. J. (1988) Situated knowledges: the science question in feminism and the privilege of partial per-
spective. Feminist Studies�����������������+DUGLQJ��6��*���������Whose science? Whose knowledge?: thinking from 
women’s lives�� ,WKDFD��1<��&RUQHOO�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��+DUGLQJ��6��*�� �������The feminist standpoint theory reader: 
intellectual and political controversies. New York: Routledge.
8  Cf.: bell hooks (1990a) Postmodern Blackness. Postmodern Culture 1(1); bell hooks (1990b) Yearning: Race, 
Gender, and Cultural Politics��%RVWRQ��0$��6RXWK�(QG�3UHVV��*OLVVDQW��e���������Caribbean Discourse: Selected Es-
says. Transl. J. M. Dash. Charlottesville, VA: UP of Virginia; Lokko, L. N. N. (ed.) (2000) White Papers, Black Marks: 
Architecture, Race, Culture. London: Athlone; Lethabo King, T. (2019) The black shoals: offshore formations of black 
and native studies. Durham, NC and London: Duke University Press.
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Altering – or Alterities121 – refers “to alter – the Latin word for ‘other’ – more as a verb than 
a noun. They speak about making or becoming different, about change (…) [It] could 
mean ‘undermining’, ‘subverting’ received identities and authoritative rules, norms 
and tools and working out other shared meanings throughout their transformation” 
[i.b. I. 5]. 
Other interesting and more recent reflections and experiments have drawn on the 
feminist notion of care122, which has been taken as a politically and morally charged 
vocabulary to engage with emerging issues of social and environmental concern. In 
particular, many of them123 are inspired by the version of care proposed by political

121  The volume was born out of a conference, Alterities: Interdisciplinary and ‘Feminine’ Practices of  Space (Al-
térités: Interdisciplinarité et Pratiques ‘Féminines’ de L’Espace)  held in Paris in 1999. The event was co-organised 
by l’École d’Architecture Paris Villemin and l’École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux Arts and meant to 
bring together different genealogical lines within the feminist approach to architecture in the late 1990s. 
122  Different currents of feminist thought, often disagreeing on the content and value to be given to 
it, have given a central role to the notion of care since the 1970s, ranging from the Marxist analysis of 
reproductive labor by Silvia Federici, to feminist moral inquiries by Carol Gilligan or the concept of mater-
nalism by Nel Noddings  and Sara Ruddick. Cf.: Federici, S. (1975) Wages Against Housework. Bristol, UK: 
Power of Women Collective and Falling Wall Press; Gilligan, C. (1982) In a different voice. Cambridge, MA 
- London: Harvard University Press; Noddings, N. (1986) Caring. A Feminist Approach to Ethics and Moral 
Education. Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press; Ruddick, S. (1990) Maternal Thinking: Towards a 
Politics of  Peace. London: The Women’s Press Ltd.
123  The concept of ‘care’, or ‘maintenance’, has also inspired a number of works in the field of art: in 
the 1970s, for instance, Mierle Laderman Ukeles pioneered the genre of Maintenance Art, performing the 
mundanity of maintenance work, while granting it visibility and value within the civic realm. Cf. Mattern, 
S. (2018) Maintenance and Care, Places Journal, November. Available at https://placesjournal.org/article/
maintenance-and-care/ See also: Ponzio, C. (September 2020) Performing care work, Maintenance/repro-
duction vs Development/production and the “phantom” caring body. NERO Editions. Available at: https://
www.neroeditions.com/performing-care-work/ 

Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Hartford Wash: Washing/Tracks/
Maintenance (Outside), 1973. 
Source: Ponzio, C. (2020) Performing care work.

Scene from Koolhaas Houselife, 2008, directed by Ila Bêka and Louise 
Lemoine. Source: Mattern, S. (2018) Maintenance and Care.
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theorist Joan Tronto, who has given it a distinctly political character. In Tronto’s view, 
this concept, and the ethics associated with it, are capable of providing an alternative to 
traditional modes of ethical and political reflection [i.b. I. 6]. 
Recent initiatives and publications, such as the already mentioned exhibition Critical 
Care. Architecture for a Broken Planet and related book124 (see section 1), the 2019 edition 
of the festival URBANBATfest in Spain125, and the book Urbanismo Feminista by Col·lectiu 
Punt 6126, draw upon this perspective. The critical reflections and situated architectural 

124  Cf. Fitz, A. and Krasny, E. (2019) Critical Care: Architecture and Urbanism for a Broken Planet. 
125  See: http://8festival.urbanbat.org
126  Col·lectiu Punt 6 (2019) Urbanismo Feminista: Por una Transformación Radical de los Espacios de Vida. 
Barcelona, ES: Virus Editorial.

i.b. I. 5 - Feminist architectural practices in(from) the 1990s (to the present)

In particular, such concerns underlie the work of Taking Place, one of the architectural feminist 
SUDFWLFH� DQG� UHVHDUFK� JURXSV�PHQWLRQHG� LQ� 3HWUHVFX¶V� YROXPH�� ,Q� WU\LQJ� WR� GH¿QH� ZKDW� D�
VSHFL¿FDOO\�IHPLQLVW�VSDWLDO�SUDFWLFH�FRXOG�EH��Taking Place organised a number of events, from 
small gatherings to larger events hosted at institutions, also involving students. The events were 
thought as a forum in which to discuss ideas and projects, as well as a chance for temporary 
and provocative transformations of space: for instance, lectures and performances took place 
on staircases, in the WCs or in the courtyard, whereas main lecture spaces became cabaret 
or cooking areas. A similar approach is adopted by muf 1, a feminist spatial practice founded in 
1994. muf�¶V�ZRUNLQJ�PHWKRG��ZKLFK�LV�HVWDEOLVKHG�RXW�RI�D�FULWLTXH�RI�WKH�EULHI��LV�RSHQ�HQGHG��
process driven and experimental. It highlights the importance of exchange across art and 
architecture and the participation of users in the design process, which is not conceived as an 
activity that leads to the making of a building, but rather as the location of the work itself . They 
JLYH�HPSKDVLV�WR�WKH�VSHFL¿FLWLHV�RI�HDFK�VLWXDWLRQ�DQG�RIWHQ�SULYLOHJH�D�PXOWLSOLFLW\�RI�VPDOO��
minor proposals to an overarching solution. 7KH�QRWLRQ�RI�SUDFWLVLQJ�µRWKHUZLVH¶�DOVR�UHODWHV�WR�
the political and poetic perspective taken by Petrescu in her atelier d’architecture autogérée 
(aaa)2��RU�µVWXGLR�IRU�VHOI�PDQDJHG�DUFKLWHFWXUH¶��UXQ�LQ�3DULV�WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�&RQVWDQWLQ�3HWFRX�
and other members. The aaa acts as platform for collaborative research and action on the city 
DQG�GH¿QH�WKHLU�SURMHFWV�DV�µXUEDQ�WDFWLFV¶��HQFRXUDJLQJ�WKH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�RI�LQKDELWDQWV�DW�WKH�
self-management of disused urban spaces3. 

1  See: http://muf.co.uk. See also: muf (2001) This Is What We Do: A Muf Manual. London: Ellipsis.
2  See: https://www.urbantactics.org
3  Cf.: Petrescu, D. (ed.) (2007) Altering Practices: Feminist Politics and Poetics of Space. New York: Rouledge; 
Awan, N., Schneider, T. and Till, J. (2013) Spatial agency: other ways of doing architecture. London: Routledge.
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practices that they collect seek to move against normative, ableist, sexist and exploitative 
models of capital market-oriented economies that have led to the current crisis. 
Particularly, the last two initiatives emphasise the need to produce urban spaces capable
of ensuring conditions of liveability for multiple actors, multiple bodies, challenging 
generic assumptions about how, for whom and for what architects design. Col·lectiu Punt 
6, for instance, argue that “[f]eminism is the revolution we need because it embodies 
real equality, recognising and assuming diversity; because it values care, recognising 
us as part of a species in a complex ecological system”127. In this sense, a feminist 
urbanism involves a change of values so as “to put life at the centre and, for this, to 
recognise the diversity of the people and realities of which we are a part, incorporating 
the different needs and capacities to respond to real situations and people, and not to 
cold, universalising statistics. (…) [A]ll bodies are considered, without standardising any 
model”128. 

These reflections, therefore, help to highlight that architecture and urban design have 
traditionally operated according to a predefined and standardised idea of subject and 
community. In a far from neutral way, they actually respond to special interests, and 
render the diversity of experiences and needs invisible. By emphasising values such as 
efficiency and productivity, and by basing themselves on essentialist views of gender

127  Ibid. p. 12.
128  Ibid. p. 14.

atelier d’architecture autogérée, ECObox project, Paris, 2001-2005. Source: arte-util.org
aaa organised a series of self-managed projects in the La Chapelle area, encouraging 
residents to get access to and critically transform temporary misused or underused spaces. 
The process begun by installing a temporary garden with recycled materials. The garden, 
called ECObox, has been progressively extended into a platform for urban criticism and 
creativity, curated by members of the aaa, residents and external collaborators. 

Muf, Roots and Wings, 
Fazakerley,  2002.     Source: muf.co.uk 
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and on Eurocentric, classist, abilist interpretations of reality, they tend to privilege the 
interests – and favour the profit – of a restricted group of actors. In this way, they 
have historically contributed to great social inequalities and to the harming of certain 
population groups, i.e. the many other bodies, or ‘parts’, that do not fit into these models, 
such as – to name but a few sociological variables – women, black people, the LGBT 
population, ethnic minorities, indigenous people, the elderly and disabled people.
In addition to historical contributions by the likes of Jane Jacobs129, this concern to 
explore the ways in which the interests of minority groups have traditionally been 
excluded from architectural and urban design is expressed in recent works, such as 

129  Cf. Jacobs, J. (1961) The death and life of  great American cities. New York: Vintage Books.

i.b. I. 6 - Joan Tronto’s view on care

According to Tronto, “[w]e will need to rethink our conceptions of human nature to shift from the 
dilemma of autonomy or dependency to a more sophisticated sense of human interdependence”1. 
In Toward a Feminist Theory of Caring (1990)2��WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�%HUHQLFH�)LVKHU��VKH�GH¿QHG�FDUH�
as follows: “On the most general level, we suggest that caring be viewed as a species activity that 
LQFOXGHV�HYHU\WKLQJ�ZH�GR�WR�PDLQWDLQ��FRQWLQXH��DQG�UHSDLU�RXU�µZRUOG¶�VR�WKDW�ZH�FDQ�OLYH�LQ�LW�DV�
well as possible. That world includes our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we 
seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web”. Beyond an attention for people commonly 
seen as vulnerable, its meaning is extended to the whole complex of activities that make life 
possible and livable. The responsibility linked to care therefore consists in the recognition of 
the social interdependence and substantial vulnerability of individuals. In its political sense, it 
implies a commitment to concrete action. ,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKLV�LQLWLDO�GH¿QLWLRQ��7URQWR�SURSRVHV�WR�
consider care as composed of four distinct phases, which are expressed in the notions of: caring 
about, taking care of, care-giving and care-receiving��7KH�¿UVW�SKDVH��caring about, signals the 
UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�D�VSHFL¿F�QHHG�IRU�ZKLFK�SUHFLVH�FDUH�PXVW�EH�SURYLGHG��WKH�QH[W�VWHS�DIWHU�WKLV�
beginning consists in taking care of��WKDW�LV��DVVXPLQJ�LQ�¿UVW�SHUVRQ�VRPH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�WKH�
VSHFL¿F�QHHG�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�LGHQWL¿HG��WKH�SKDVH�RI�care-giving implies the direct satisfaction of 
the need in question; the last step, which closes the process of care, is care-receiving, where 
WKH�SHUVRQ�ZKR�KDV�DFWHG�UHFRJQLVHV�WKDW�WKH�UHFLSLHQW�RI�FDUH�LV�DFWXDOO\�EHQH¿WLQJ�IURP�LW��7KLV�
VWHS�LV�FUXFLDO�EHFDXVH�LW�DOORZV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�LI�WKH�FDUH�QHHG�KDV�DFWXDOO\�EHHQ�VDWLV¿HG�

1  Tronto, J.C. (1993) Moral Boundaries. A Political Argument for an Ethics of Care. New York and London: Routle-
dge, p. 101.
2  Tronto, J. C. and Fisher, B. (1990) Toward a Feminist Theory of Caring. In E. Abel and M. Nelson (eds.) Circles of 
Care, pp. 36-54. New York: SUNY Press, p. 40.
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Race   and    Modern    Architecture130,   edited  by Irene Cheng, Charles L. Davis II, 
Mabel O. Wilson, in which the authors reflect on the close link between race 
and modernism. Architecture, they argue, has historically  been  grounded  in  the  
hierarchies  of racial difference131, that have permeated modernism’s narrative 
of universalism and progress since the Enlightenment [i.b. I. 7]. Other authors 
such as Aimie Hamraie, Bess Williamson and  Rob  Imrie, whose contribution 
will be analysed in more detail in the following chapters, reflect on how disabled 
bodies have also been traditionally excluded from both architectural practice 
and historiography, and how “[d]isability narratives (…) provide the missing 

130  Cf. Cheng, I., Davis II, C.L. and Wilson, M. O. (eds.) (2020) Race and Modern Architecture. A Critical 
History from the Enlightenment to the Present. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press. An overview of the 
book’s content is available at: https://www.raceandmodernarchitecture.com/
131  Other interesting perspectives on the subject are offered by the BIPOC Centered design history cours-
es, facilitated by Polymode. Launched in January of 2021, this series of classes revisits and rewrites the course 
of design history in a way that centers previously marginalized designers, cultural figures, and particularly 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) and Queer, Trans, People of Color (QTPOC). The 
classes are available at: https://bipocdesignhistory.com

White models performing domesticity in the house designed by Hugh Stubbins. Hedrich-Blessing 
Collection, Chicago History Museum.
Photos and caption: Cheng, I., Davis II, C.L. and Wilson, M. O. (eds.) (2020) Race and Modern Architecture 
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fragments of an architectural history usually told from the perspectives of architects”132.
Beyond a mere inclusion, which leads them to be considered as legitimate users – with 
particular interests and needs – several neglected or emerging parts pose or imply new 
challenges for architecture. Each of them, in questioning a given normative order – 
or ‘partition of the sensible’ –, brings with him or her and requires specific ways of 
designing and co-designing.

132  Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America: A History of  Disability and Design. New York: New York Uni-
versity Press, p. 7.

i.b. I. 7 - US, the Covid-19 pandemic and urban spaces 

An article recently written by Black planner and community organiser Destiny Thomas on Citylab 
LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�UHOHYDQW�LQ�UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�WKHVH�LVVXHV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�recent changes to urban 
spaces introduced in response to the covid-19 pandemic. As Thomas argues, the reduction of 
YHKLFXODU�WUDI¿F�LQ�86�SURYRNHG�E\�WKH�SDQGHPLF�KDV�EHHQ�SURPSWLQJ�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�SODQQHUV�
WR�LQWURGXFH�QHZ�ELNH�ODQHV�DQG�QHWZRUNV�RI�µVORZ�VWUHHWV¶��$Q\ZD\��DV�VKH�QRWHV��WKH�µTXLFN�
EXLOG¶�QDWXUH�RI�WKHVH�SURMHFWV�DQG�WKH�ODFN�RI�SURFHVV�DQG�SDUWLFLSDWRU\�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�EHKLQG�
them might deepen inequity and mistrust in communities that have been disenfranchised and 
underserved for generations. In US, Black, Brown, Indigenous People, as well as trans people, 
are regularly policed, harassed, and killed in the built environment – as it recently happened 
WR�$KPDXG�$UEHU\�DQG�*HRUJH�)OR\G�±�DQG�WKDW�YLROHQFH�FRXOG�EH�HYHQ�KHLJKWHQHG�LQ�VSDFHV�
ZKHUH� WKH�PDLQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�SHUVRQDO�VDIHW\�FHQWHUV�RQ�YHKLFOH� WUDI¿F��+HQFH��SULRU� WR�
EDQQLQJ�FDUV��ODZV�VKRXOG�EDQ�UDFLDO�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ��³,I�ZH�ZDQW�WR�VHH�VWUHHWV�¿OOHG�ZLWK�MR\�
and true low-stress access to quality of life, we have to be willing to disrupt what has been the 
GHIDXOW�PRGH�LQ�XUEDQ�SODQQLQJ�²�RQH�WKDW�FHQWHUV�ZKLWHQHVV�DQG�VLOHQFHV�%ODFN�DQG�%URZQ�
people and low-income communities”1.

1  7KRPDV��'���������µ6DIH�6WUHHWV¶�$UH�1RW�6DIH�IRU�%ODFN�/LYHV��Citylab. Retrieved 15.06.2020 from https://www.
bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-08/-safe-streets-are-not-safe-for-black-lives. )RU�D�VLPLODU�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�GLI-
¿FXOWLHV�HQFRXQWHUHG�E\�SHRSOH�ZLWK�GLVDELOLWLHV��VHH: Surico, J. (2020) When Street Design Leaves Some People 
Behind, Citylab. Retrived 3 September 2020 from https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-08-13/do-bike-la-
QHV�KDYH�DQ�DFFHVVLELOLW\�SUREOHP"XWPBPHGLXP VRFLDO	XWPBFRQWHQW FLW\ODE	XWPBFDPSDLJQ VRFLDOÀRZ�RUJDQL-
c&utm_source=twitter
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&RQFOXVLRQ��XQFRPPRQLQJ�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�

Participation in architecture, as we have seen, and in general architectural and urban 
design themselves, tend to be understood operationally starting from a predefined and 
generic idea of the user and of what is the ‘common’, the ‘common good’, or the so-
called ‘common ground’.
This assumption implies that different ‘parts’ are ‘included’ in a given whole, according 
to a certain logic and worldview, excluding or cancelling multiple differences and even 
conflicting needs. Different actors, or ‘parts’, have no place in this ‘whole’, as the specific 
definition of the world they inhabit and embody remains outside. In other words, it 
does not fit into a pre-existing, standardised framework.
As anthropologists Mario Blaser e Marisol de la Cadena argue, “in these cases, commoning 
comes at the cost of subordinating one set of practices to the other through ‘same-ing’ 
– that is, an equivalence is proclaimed (and accepted) where a divergence is actually 
operative. The consequence is that dominant practices can eventually operate as if the 
subordinate ones were irrelevant to the constitution of the commons”133. 
What new challenges would open up for architecture if these neglected or emerging parts 
were taken into account in their singularity? How would the meaning of participation 
in architecture change?
In this regard, rather than understanding it as a practice of ‘commoning’, what seems 
interesting is to question the supposed ‘common ground’ on which participation is 
based, and to rethink it as a practice of ‘uncommoning’.
As the two anthropologists suggest: 

“[u]ncommoning runs counter to this possibility [of subordinating one set of practices 
to the other], not simply by emphasising that practices taken as common are different (that 
is, the contrary of the same) but rather by stressing that they are divergent, (…). [This is a] 
positive divergence as they symbiotically come together – like in an ecological system – 
while also remaining distinct: what brings them together is an interest in common that is 
not the same interest. The point of uncommoning, then, is not to preclude the possibility 
of commoning but rather, whenever possible, to seek ways to base the latter on the more 
solid grounds of recognised productive divergences”134.

In this perspective, in contrast to the idea that ‘taking part’ or ‘giving voice’ is something 
simple, pursuable through certain procedures and processes, the meaning of participation 

133 Blaser, M. and de la Cadena, M. (2017) The Uncommons: An Introduction. Anthropologica 59 (2): 
185-93, p. 190.
134 Ibid. pp. 190-191.
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changes radically. By considering ‘other’ bodies and actors in their singularity, rather 
than attempting to ‘include’ them, architectural practice opens up to other ‘uncommon’ 
or ‘unshared’ forms, where certain models and modes of action are questioned, and 
where productively divergent ways of doing are invented, not considering difference 
as something which is already given. Participation, in this sense, rather than implying a 
simple ‘relinquishing’ of power by expert designers, can mean transforming processes 
and ways of operating; transforming one’s view of the world; transforming one’s tools 
and a certain notion of space; transforming a given idea of politics and society.
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Introduction

This chapter focuses on the scenario that the various experiences described in the 
previous chapter, in different ways, oppose. Architecture, as we have seen, struggles to 
configure itself as a participatory practice, due to its genealogy as a modern discipline.
More specifically, therefore, I have attempted to carry out a more accurate analysis 
of the way architects are trained and operate. This analysis aims at showing how the 
particular expertise of architects produces and is produced itself by normative models 
that constitute actual power technologies, or rather, – in Foucauldian terms – bio-power 
technologies. Foucault’s analysis on the connection between knowledge and power is 
used as a lens to observe some stories of the ‘Modern era’: particularly, these stories 
are those that recur in the narratives at the basis of the pedagogical models adopted by 
most architecture schools of the Western world. Besides, the chapter highlights other 
much older questions that are at the basis of said models, which concern the binaries 
specific to the tradition of Western thought. One of them is the nature/culture divide, 
which determined the traditional tabula-rasa approach of modernist urban planning. 
Additionally, from the Renaissance onward, dualisms like ‘thought’/‘practice’, design/
construction, architect/builder form the ideological basis on which the specialised role 
of architects is founded, mostly connected to design aesthetic characteristics. In this 
respect, architects’ education may be viewed as an essential part of the creation of the 
‘subject-architect’1: certain pedagogical practices are configured as ‘micro technologies 
of power’, or mechanisms, to make sure that individuals are absorbed in the dominating 
disciplinary paradigm. In such practices, a major role is played by architectural handbooks, 
which provided and currently provide architecture students and professional designers 
with a systematic and encyclopedic framework of normative architectural knowledge. 
Such devices have contributed to the disciplinary construction of the architect as an 
expert technician, capable of operating on space through norms and standards. Indeed, 
their approach implies that the standardisation of the built environment can be based 
on the dimensional rationalisation of the human activities it holds, implying, therefore, 

1  Cf. Imrie, R. and Street, E. (2011) Architectural Design and Regulation.  Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd.; 
Webster, H.  (2006) A Foucauldian look at the Design Jury. Art, Design & Communication in Higher Education 
5(1):5-19.
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an essential dimensional similarity between human beings2.
As already mentioned in the previous chapter, architecture and urban design have 
traditionally operated according to a standardised idea of subject and community, 
excluding those who do not fit these models. Here, therefore, I will dwell more 
specifically on observing how this generic idea of the user, or universal body, has been 
used – even though it was shaped according to different logics and visions – in Western 
traditions of architectural design since ancient times.

2  Cf.: Emmons, P. and A. Mihalache, A. (2013) Architectural handbooks and the user experience, in K. 
Cupers, Use Matters: An Alternative History of  Architecture, pp. 35-50. New York: Routledge; Hamraie, A. 
(2017) Building Access: Universal Design and the Politics of  Disability. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minne-
sota Press; Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America: A history of  disability and design. New York: New York 
University Press.
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The Enlightenment, the industrial revolution and the corresponding technical-scientific 
progress set the conditions for the link between knowledge and power to take on 
an unprecedented social dimension. Indeed, this link has strengthened along with 
confidence in the methods of the physical sciences, which were considered valid for 
solving social problems too. The role of experts, therefore, which placed these methods 
at the basis of planning, programming, control and regulatory practices, has increasingly 
asserted itself, in a potentially technocratic perspective.
The link between knowledge and power underlies the notion of expertise, which, as 
we shall see, produces and is in turn produced by normative models. Between the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there was a significant inclusion of experts in 
the machinery of political government. Governing increasingly came to mean using 
knowledge to shape, guide, and direct the conduct of others, such as groups of farmers 
or the crew of a ship, the employees of an office or a factory, the members of a 
household, the inhabitants of a territory, etc. The idea which took hold stated that, in 
order to govern, it is necessary to know the particular characteristics of the area over 
which the government is to be exercised: for example, in agriculture, geography, fertility, 
climate; in navigation, the rules of navigation and possible routes; in demography, 
the data relating to births, illnesses and deaths; in sociology, the classes, interests and 
conflicts; in economics, the laws of the market, supply and demand; in architecture 
and urban planning, the forms and techniques of construction and the models of 
settlement of populations in the territory. This knowledge, although only possessed by 
certain people – the experts – was to be considered ‘universally valid’. In all these cases 
“[g]overnment has both fostered and depended upon the vocation of ‘experts of truth’ 
and the functioning of their concepts of normality and pathology, danger and risk, 
social order and social control, and the judgements and devices which such concepts 
have inhabited”3. The norm, in this context, is what is “socially worthy, statistically 
average, scientifically healthy and personally desirable”4.
In this framework, knowledge determines the power to establish ‘normality’ as the 
correspondence to norms that experts develop and, through government practices, 
translate into laws. Experts can decide which of our behaviours are permissible: “[t]he 
notion of normality, the invention of the norm, is the linchpin of this mechanism”5, 

3  Rose, N. (1999) Powers of  Freedom. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, p. 30.
4  Ibid. p. 76.
5  Ibid. p. 75.
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in which free individuals become governable – in different forms and with different 
effects – as ‘normal’ subjects. 
However, we must bear in mind that the expert status does not derive purely and simply 
from the possession of certain knowledge. Indeed, knowledge is sometimes acquired 
‘socially’ through one’s belonging to groups of experts. This can lead to particularly 
problematic situations, both in the sense that these groups make themselves a priori 
guarantors of the expertise of their members (an example might be the belonging to 
a ‘professional association’), and in the sense that, together, they can impose political 
programmes disguised as technical-scientific solutions6.
Beyond these risks, in order to grasp the complexity of the implications that underlie 
the knowledge-power nexus, it is also necessary to take into account the different ways 
and procedures in which knowledge is formed and developed. There is not ‘one’ science 
– and, in this case, ‘one’ idea of architecture – but different ‘epistemic cultures’7. 

In order to explain this background more precisely, it is necessary to introduce some 
of the aspects of Michel Foucault’s fundamental contribution, which were developed 
in his reflections on biopower and on its capacity, through the knowledge-power nexus, 
to act upon human life.
Starting from the theoretical framework conceived by Foucault – of which below I 
report only a few, partial traits that I consider relevant for this thesis – I have tried 
to analyze the ways in which my training as an architect took place. More precisely, 
such critical re-reading has allowed me to reflect on design practices and pedagogical 
approaches – that are still widespread in architectural schools of the Western world – 
that emphasise an understanding of the architect as an expert author.

Biopower 
For Foucault in concrete terms this power over life evolved in two basic forms. 

“One of these poles (…) centered on the body as a machine: its disciplining, the optimization 
of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its 
docility, its integration into systems of efficient and economic controls, all this was ensured

6  Cf. Collins, H. and Evans,  R. (2017) Rethinking Expertise, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.  In 
this book, Collins and Evans present a repertoire of various forms of expertise in the contemporary world.
7  Cf. Knorr-Cetina, K. D. (1999) Epistemic Cultures: How the Sciences Make Knowledge. Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press. Sociologist Karin Knorr-Cetina’s analysis focuses on the practices that contribute to 
the fabrication of scientific knowledge and the ‘cultures’ to which these practices belong.
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by the procedures of power that characterized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics of  the human 
body. The second (…) focused on the species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of 
life and serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births and mortality, 
the level of health, life expectancy and longevity, with all the conditions that can cause 
these to vary. Their supervision was effected through an entire series of interventions and 
regulatory controls: a biopolitics of  the population”8. 

The organisation of power over life has developed around these two poles. Unlike in 
the past, its “highest function was perhaps no longer to kill, but to invest life through 
and through”9. Based upon the knowledge-power nexus, technocracy operates through 
the ‘norm’, which is one (perhaps the principal) of these ways in which power invests 
life. In one of the ‘Abnormal’ lectures, referring to a book by Georges Canguilhem10, 
Foucault states: 

“in this text (…) norm is not at all defined in terms of natural law, but by the disciplinary or 
coercive role that norm can exert in the contexts to which it is applied. Norm, consequently, 
bears in itself a claim of power. Norm is not a principle of intelligibility: it is an element on 
which a certain exercise of power is founded and legitimated. (…) It is always linked to a 
technique of intervention and transformation, a sort of normative project”11. 

Every form of social control rests on a form of knowledge, a regime of truth, that 
makes it possible. Biopower makes power-knowledge an agent of transformation of 
human life, one of the indispensable elements in the development of capitalism.

An anatomo-politics of  the human body
In this technocratic view, according to Foucault, all disciplines aim at ‘imposing a code 
of conduct’, at making the individual body ‘docile’, at training it to make it productive, 
stronger, or simply obedient. Therefore, it is necessary to consider individuals as 
mere objects, on which automatisms can be inscribed, which are useful to achieve the 
maximum control and the best order possible. Exercise is the main mode of application 

8  Foucault, M. (1978) The History of  Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction (translation of La Volonté de savoir). 
Transl. Hurley R. New York: Random House, Inc., p. 139. Originally published in France as Id. (1976) La 
volonté de savoir. Histoire de la sexualité. I. Paris: Gallimard. 
9  Ibid. p. 183. It should be specified that biopower and biopolitics are not synonyms: the first term refers 
to political technology, methods and techniques that are specifically oriented towards the manipulation of 
man’s life; the second one refers to the scope of research and the forms of rationality that preside over the 
functioning of biopowers.
10  Cf. Canguilhem, G. (1966) Le normal et le pathologique. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.
11  My translation (A/N). Foucault, M. (1999) Les anormaux. Cours au College de France. 1974-1975. Paris: 
Gallimard-Seuil, pp. 45-46.
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of disciplinary power. Bodies are continually solicited in order to obtain maximum 
useful force and minimum political resistance.
Disciplinary power cuts out space and marks time, and this is done in terms of 
‘microphysics of power’: through small portions of space and short fractions of time, 
in order to deeply affect every detail of the human body. The techniques applied, 
inherited from the monastic tradition, are – first of all – seclusion, the space of a cell 
and a reticulum constituted by basic localisations, cut out within the cell. In addition 
to being divided in a physical space, individuals are also divided – in order to be 
differentiated – in an ideal space that establishes a hierarchy.  Disciplinary time, split in 
the duration of individual operations, presides over production cycles. There mustn’t be 
any ‘downtime’, there must only be a ‘wholly-useful time’12. The body is broken down 
into single acts. Each of its operations is classified to isolate their most useful parts, 
capable of summoning up the maximum strength in the shortest time. The aim is to 
maximise the efficiency of the process. 
Foucault’s philosophy of power is a ‘philosophy of devices’. A device13 represents the 
fundamental theoretical connection that can explain the actual practices of power from 
the point of view of their real functioning. A device constitutes the configuration of 
power that can connect elements located on different levels: regulations, practices, 
surveillance systems, etc.14 According to Foucault, discipline attempts to train individuals 
to become the ‘cogs’ of a machine, able to ensure the stability of power relations. 
Disciplinary power is a sort of ‘mechanics of power’ aimed at extracting from the body 
the most of its useful force. Evidently, Foucault had one more text on his mind, the one 
by Canguilhem: 

“with Frederick Taylor and the first technicians to make scientific studies of work-task 
movements, the human body was measured as if it functioned like a machine. If we see 
their aim as the elimination of all unnecessary movement and their view of output as being 
expressed only in terms of a certain number of mathematically determined factors, then 
rationalization was, for all intents and purposes, a mechanization of the body”15 [i.b. II. 1].

12  Cf. Foucault, M. (1975) Surveiller et punir. Naissance de la prison. Paris: Gallimard, p. 177.
13  The device, or dispositif, is a key concept in Foucault’s mode of analysis. Here is how he himself de-
scribes its meaning: “What I’m trying to pick out with this term [dispositif] is a thoroughly heterogeneous 
ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administra-
tive measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions – in short, the 
said as much as the unsaid. Such are the elements of the apparatus. The apparatus itself is the system of 
relations that can be established between these elements”. Foucault, M. (1980) Power/Knowledge. New York: 
Vintage, p. 194. 
14  Cf. Ibid. p. 239. 
15  Canguilhem, G. (1992) Machine and Organism. Transl. by M. Cohen and R. Cherry. In J. Crary and S. 
Kwinter  (eds.) Incorporations. New York: Zone Books, p. 63.
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A bio-politics of  population
The political and economic necessity to control great masses of individuals, starting from 
the eighteenth century, has been conceived as the real objective of the government’s 
action. It is in this way that the political problem of ‘population’ management arises. 
One of the great innovations in the techniques of power in the eighteenth century was 

“[the] emergence of ‘population’ as an economic and political problem: population as wealth, 
population as manpower or labor capacity, population balanced between its own growth and 
the resources it commanded. Governments perceived that they were not dealing simply with 
subjects, or even with a ‘people’, but with a ‘population’, with its specific phenomena and its 
peculiar variables: birth and death rates, life expectancy, fertility, state of health, frequency 
of illnesses, patterns of diet and habitation”16. 

16  Foucault, M. (1978) The History of  Sexuality, p. 25. 

i.b. II. 1 - ‘Taylorism’

Frederick Winslow Taylor (1856-1915), an American engineer and entrepreneur, was the initiator 
RI� UHVHDUFK� LQWR�PHWKRGV�RI� LPSURYLQJ�HI¿FLHQF\� LQ�SURGXFWLRQ� �KHQFH� WKH� WHUP� µ7D\ORULVP¶��
which refers to the theory he developed)1. As the geographer Edward Relph notes, Taylor 
was an individual somehow driven by a compulsion to reduce everything to its mechanical 
FRPSRQHQWV�DQG�DFWLRQV�DQG�WKHQ�WR�UHDUUDQJH�WKHP�WR�PD[LPLVH�HI¿FLHQF\��+H�DSSOLHG�WKLV�
attitude to industrial processes “by watching employees carrying out tasks, dividing these tasks 
into parts, timing each action, and devising better sequences of actions to achieve increased 
output”2��7KH�SXUSRVH�RI� WKHVH�ZRUNHUV¶� ODERXU�ZDV� WR�SURGXFH�DV�PXFK�DV�SRVVLEOH� LQ� WKH�
shortest amount of time. Although Taylor was not solely responsible for changes in industrial 
PDQDJHPHQW�SUDFWLFHV��KH�ZDV�FHUWDLQO\� WKH�¿JXUH�ZKR�SURPRWHG� WKH�QHZ�DSSURDFK�PRVW�
effectively. When, with the First World War, the demands of maximum production became 
SDUDPRXQW��PDQ\� LQGXVWU\�HI¿FLHQF\�H[SHUWV� IURP� LQGXVWU\�ZHUH� WUDQVIHUUHG� WR�JRYHUQPHQW�
GHSDUWPHQWV�� )URP� WKHQ� RQ�� HI¿FLHQW�PDQDJHPHQW� DQG� FHQWUDOLVHG� DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ� EHFDPH�
essential goals of modern business and government3. 

1 Cf. Taylor, F. W. (1911) 7KH�SULQFLSOHV�RI�VFLHQWL¿F�PDQDJHPHQW. New York and London:Harper & Brothers.
2 Relph, E. C. (1987) The Modern Urban Landscape: 1880 to the Present. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Universi-
ty Press, p. 94.
3 Cf. Ibid, pp. 94-95.
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This is directly linked with the development of statistic. When Adolphe Quetelet, (I796-
1874), Belgian statistician, announced the new science of social physics in 1831, its 
central concept was what he called l’homme moyen, ‘the average man’. This man would 
have not just an average height, weight, education, and length of life but also an average 
propensity to marry, commit suicide, or engage in criminal acts17. As Quetelet himself 
stated: 

“The man I am considering is, in society, the analogue of the center of gravity within a body; 
he is the mean around which various social elements move. He is a fictional being for whom 
all things occur in accordance with the average expectations for the society in question. (...)
This determination of the average man is not merely an idle pursuit; knowledge of social 
averages can serve an important purpose for the human and social sciences. The study of 
averages is a necessary precursor to any research into social physics, for it serves as the 
foundation of such study. (...) Only by taking [the average man] into account can we truly 
appreciate the phenomena of social equilibrium and movement”18.

Therefore, as François Ewald also notes, the ‘average man’ “is not an individual whose 
place in society is indeterminate or uncertain; rather, he is society itself as it sees itself 
objectified in the mirror of probability and statistic”19.
These are the premises on which modern urban planning was founded and its 
procedures developed. Power’s objective is not constituted by single cases, but by the 
statistical average, the overall effects of a population that lives in a certain territory. 
The image of a ‘risk society’ takes shape, dotted with regulation devices which operate 
through the establishment of a regime of truth and the configuration of ‘spaces’ that 
are suitable to a well-ordered civilian life. By imposing a regime of truth, the power-
knowledge operates in a way that renders individuals able to recognise themselves as 
acting subjects, as keepers of a freedom that is institutionally granted: it is the very 
knowledge-power regime established by liberalism. So, this regime presents itself as 
a body of government knowledge and practices, based on the creation of risk as the 
government’s objective, controlled by a broad range of different kinds knowledge 
(medicine, geography, psychology, sociology, urbanism, etc.), capable of predicting –  

17  Cf. Gigerenzer, G., Swijtink, Z., Porter, T., Daston, L., Beatty, J. and Kruger, L. (1989) The Empire of  
Chance: How Probability Changed Science and Everyday Life. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. Cited 
in M. Lampland  and S. L. Star (eds.) (2009) Standards and Their Stories: How Quantifying, Classifying and Formal-
izing Practices Shape Everyday Life. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
18  Quetelet, A. (1835) 6XU�O·+RPPH�HW�OH�'HYHORSSHPHQW�GH�6HV�)DFXOWHV��RX��(VVDL�GH�3K\VLTXH�6RFLDOH, 2 vols. Paris: 
Hachette Livre Bnf. Cited in Ewald, F. (1990) Norms, Discipline, and the Law. Representations 30: 138-161, 
pp. 145.
19  Ewald, F. (1990) Norms, Discipline, and the Law, pp. 145-146.
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through statistical calculation – the occurrence of different circumstances that could 
reduce life expectancy in various places and times. In this government mode, based on 
the creation of these technologies to prevent risk, freedom does not turn into previous 
data, but rather “is produced from one moment to the next, at every point”20 on the 
basis of a series of very specific security assumptions, such as the principle of risk 
assessment.

Normation and normalisation
If on the one hand anatomo-politics literally produces and shapes subjectivity through 
its dealing with various ‘disciplinary devices’ (or ‘disciplinary apparatuses’), with notions, 
like that of normal body, and criteria, to connect different activity spheres or spaces, 
on the other hand, biopolitics, through ‘security devices’ (such as hygienist urban 
planning21) tries to regulate milieus or environments of different living populations. Both 
the great technologies that constitute biopower refer to norm, applying it, however, in 
very different ways. Under disciplinary power, Foucault writes, “there is an originally 
prescriptive character of the norm”22 in the sense that the norm determines what is 
normal. Subjects constitute themselves and are in turn constituted through techniques 
of power that presuppose the norm, construed as an ideal or‚ “optimal model”23. With 
biopower, the norm is established from several ‘normals’ as represented specifically 
by ‘curves of normality’; statistical analysis, according to Foucault, constitutes a key 
technique for regulating and managing populations24. “Foucault has marked a distinction 
between normalization, which he now attributes solely to biopower and describes as the 
process of establishing the norm from different normal curves, and the disciplinary 
process of bringing subjects into conformity with a pre-determined norm which he 
now refers to as‚ ‘normation’”25.

�����7KH�SODQQHG�FLW\�DV�WKH�UHJXODWRU�RI�PRGHUQ�VRFLHW\ 

Many authors followed the footsteps of Foucault in exploring the links between modern 
society and the ‘rationalities’ of rule. These links are widely present and debated  in  modern 

20  Foucault, M. (1978) The History of  Sexuality, p. 93.
21  Cf., among others, Zucconi, G. (1992) La cultura igienista nella formazione dell’urbanistica. In C. 
Bianchetti (ed.) Città immaginata e città costruita. Forma empirismo e tecnica in Italia tra Otto e Novecento. Milano: 
Franco Angeli.
22  Foucault, M. (2007) Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France 1977-1978. Transl. G. 
Burchell. New York: Palgrave, p. 57. Originally published in France as Id. (2004) Securité, territoire, population. 
Cours au Collège de France 1977-1978. Paris: Gallimard-Seuil.
23  Ibidem.
24  Cf.  Taylor, D. (2009) Normativity and Normalization. Foucault Studies 7, September: 45-63, p. 50.
25  Ibidem.
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architecture and urban  planning. However, as Paul Rabinow states: “[t]he debates about 
modernity are endless: since it has no essence, and refers to so many diverse things, it 
seems futile – or simply part of the modernizing process – to worry extensively about 
abstract definitions. It would seem more heuristic and more ethnographic, to explore 
how the term has been understood and used by its self-proclaimed practitioners.”26 
Challenging the traditional debate about the Rational Model of planning, Rabinow shows 
that there is never a rationality, but always multiple types of rationality. They operate 
on the “fields of knowledge (hygienic, statistical, biological, geographic, and social); 
forms (architectural and urbanistic); social technologies of pacification (disciplinary 
and welfare); cities as social laboratories (royal, industrial, colonial, and socialist); new 
social spaces (liberal disciplinary spaces, agglomerations, and new towns)”27. In each 
of these domains he describes the different constructions of norms and the search 
for appropriate forms to regulate what came to be known as modern society. Modern 
urbanism was born “at the end of the [nineteenth] century, when a form was invented 
that combined the normalization of the population with a regularization of spaces”28 – 
that is, when planning produced not only spatial schemes but “normative projects for 
the ordering of the social milieu”29. Social thinkers, reformers, architects, engineers and 
governors started to think about how to bring both norms and forms into a common 
frame so as to produce a healthy, efficient, and productive social order. Not by chance, 
Rabinow defines these figures as the “technicians of general ideas”, whose work lies in 
“the middle ground between high culture or science and ordinary life”30. 
The methods of modern urban planning were actually rooted in a number of events, 
such as the new scientific advancements, the great technical achievements and the 
measures invoked by hygienists to cope with the health deficiencies caused by industrial 
development. This, in particular, had caused the profound transformation of the 
distribution of population on the territory and the consequent exponential growth of 
cities, which brought unprecedented problems of congestion and healthiness to the 
fore. It became increasingly necessary for the conduct of each individual to conform 
to established patterns. The health of the individual was no longer a private matter, 
because he or she could spread the disease. Since an epidemic in one area could quickly 
infect the whole city, regardless of social class, remedies had to be decided by the public 

26  Rabinow, P. (1995) French Modern: Norms and Forms of  the Social Environment. Chicago, IL: The University 
of Chicago Press, p. 9.
27  Ibidem.
28  Ibid. p. 82.
29  Ibid. p. 76-77.
30  Ibid. p. 9. In his book Rabinow analyzes the specific forms of rationality that these figures embodied 
and articulated, and describe their efforts to fashion new fields of knowledge and technologies of social 
control, as well as new urban forms and social spaces.
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authority. In a short time, the first sanitary laws evolved into increasingly complex 
regulations that affected every aspect of the city. In 1850, in France, a law authorised 
municipalities to appoint commissions – consisting of a doctor and an architect – whose 
task was to establish the measures that were necessary to repair unhealthy buildings. 
Some measures also included a series of expropriations for the rehabilitation of 
residential districts. The latter, in particular, took on the character of a true general 
urban planning instrument through which the public authority directly managed the 
transformation process of the city. In such a scenario, for instance, Haussmann, under 
the authority of Napoleon III, carried out the project of the reconstruction of Paris 
in the 1850s and 1860s, laying out its avenues, boulevards and major urban parks. The 
avenues cut through the congested medieval Latin Quarter, displacing many of the 
poor who lived there, and while they greatly improved traffic circulation and hygienic 
conditions in the city, they also permitted the rapid deployment of soldiers to repress 
possible uprisings [i.b. II. 2]. 
With the birth of the Welfare State, city planning progressively turned into an arm of 
“the scientific administration of modern life as a whole”31, and its task became that of 
shaping the environment according to functional criteria and normalized sociological 
categories. “The challenge was to invent new forms for society”32 and to develop 
norms on the basis of which one could implement and regulate these forms. This 
opened the era of technocratic planning: space began to be seen as an abstract “socio-
technical environment (regulated) by committed specialists dedicated to the public 
good” 33. Architects, urbanists, and social scientists began to work together in order 

31  Ibid. p. 344.
32  Ibid. p. 116.
33  Ibid. p. 320.

Haussmann, G. E., design map for Paris (1853-1868), Avenue de 
l’Opéra. Source: cittasostenibili.it

Map of the Piano del Risanamento della Città di Napoli (1884-
1896).  ,O�5HWWLÀOR. Source: Alisio, G. (1980) Napoli e il risanamento. 
Recupero di una struttura urbana. Napoli: Banco di Napoli.
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to produce and regulate an ‘optimum social environment’ – which they did, of course, 
in pursuance of efficiency, science, progress, and welfare. New modes of analysis and 
action crystallized into “the planned city as a regulator of modern society”34.

“The most general value in the name of which modern normalizing efforts have been 
justified is the welfare of the population. The project of understanding and regulating 
population has a long history, but it received a new impetus in the nineteenth century when 
the control of population was linked with the modern understanding of society. This link 
was provided by the new science of biology. The metaphoric transfer of concepts from a 
newly emergent physiology – function, hierarchy, and norm – to the social realm presented 
many conceptual and practical challenges for those seeking to intervene in and improve 
society. The search for a spatial localization of functions in society, similar to that found in 
the body, was a particularly bedeviling, if fertile, problem.”35

As Robert Imrie and Emma Street note, referring extensively to Rabinow’s reflections, 
the proliferation of building instruments and regulations from the late nineteenth 
century in Western countries, was part of the development of programs of building 
and design that were also oriented to, and influenced by, political agendas to generate 
jobs. 

“The actions of architects and other building professionals were, and remain, closely 
intertwined with broader social and economic goals (of government) that placed a value on 
the commodification of the built environment. By the early part of the 20th century (…) 

34  Ibid. p. 12.
35  Ibid. p. 10.

i.b. II. 2 - Italian experiences

+DXVVPDQQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH�VRRQ�FURVVHG�WKH�ERUGHUV�RI�3DULV�DQG�)UDQFH��,W�ZRXOG�EH�LPSRVVLEOH�
WR�OLVW�DOO�WKH�FLWLHV�WKDW�WRRN�LW�DV�D�PRGHO��$PRQJ�WKH�,WDOLDQ�H[DPSOHV�WKHUH�DUH�WKH�µ)LUHQ]H�
&DSLWDOH¶�VFKHPH�RI������DQG�WKH�µ5LVDQDPHQWR¶��5HVWRUDWLRQ��RI�1DSOHV��DQ�XUEDQ�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�
– which radically changed the face of numerous historic districts of the city – carried out after 
the cholera outbreak of 1884. This intervention was aimed at restoring and solving hygiene 
and health problems especially in areas that had been considered most responsible for the 
spread of cholera.
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the belief in planning for social and economic outcomes, and predicting and controlling the 
course of events, was part of the justification for the intensification of statist controls. Such 
controls were particularly to the fore in relation to spatial development  and (…) the actions 
of architects were entwined in (…) standards and codes that virtually dictate all aspects of 
urban development”36.

�����*UHDW�VWRULHV�DQG�*UHDW�0DQLIHVWRV

Between the two wars, in particular, a series of experiences have had such a profound 
impact on architectural practice that they have come to be regarded as true paradigms 
of the so-called ‘Modern Project’37, which has often even been identified with them. 
These experiences have been conveyed over time by certain narratives that are still 
among the most dominant ones in the schools of architecture in the Western world. 
Told as historical experiences of ‘great schools’ and ‘great masters’, they have played 
and continue to play a real epistemic role in architects’ approach to design practice, 
contributing to consolidate a type of education characterised by specialisation. Below I 
will focus on the ones I consider particularly emblematic, although I am aware that this 
selection sets aside a much richer and complex scenario. I will try to highlight some of 
their controversial aspects. 

The Bauhaus
Among the narratives that have contributed and still contribute most to the way 
architects are trained are those relating to the Bauhaus, which since the 1920s drew on 
all the strands of thought about modern design for mass production that had developed 
in the previous thirty years, and wove them together producing one of the prevailing 
approaches to design of the twentieth century. The appearance of buildings, chairs, 
fabrics, light fixtures, kitchens, desks, city skylines of angular sky scrapers, indeed almost 
anything that we might refer to as ‘modern’, probably owes something to the Bauhaus 
and its legacy. In his ‘Proclamation of the Weimar Bauhaus’ Walter Gropius declared: 
“Let us create a new guild of craftsmen, without the class distinction which raises an 
arrogant barrier between crafts man and artist! Together let us conceive and create the 

36  Imrie, R. and Street, E. (2011) Architectural Design and Regulation, pp. 51-56.
37  I am aware of the many ways and versions in which what is commonly known as ‘Modernity’ can 
be told, and of the plurality of stories that lie behind this term. An interesting reflection on this can be 
found in: Grenier, C. (2013) Modernités Plurielles 1905-1970. Catalogue of the exhibition Modernités Plurielles 
1905-1970 (Multiple Modernities), held from 2013 to 2015 at the Musée National d’Art Moderne 
(Centre Georges Pompidou), Paris. Paris: Éditions du Centre Pompidou. The exhibition’s stated objec-
tive was to move away from linear history to trace “a cartography of connections, of transfers, 
but also of resistance” liying behind what is commonly known as ‘Modernity’. 
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new building of the future, which will embrace architecture and sculpture and painting 
in one unity and which will rise one day toward heaven from the hands of a million 
workers like the crystal symbol of a new faith”38.
Gropius’ passionate manifesto proposed a new conception of design and a new 
pedagogical program: students were to discover prototypical designs suitable for 
machines and for mass-produced goods. The simpler the lines and forms were, the 
better they were held to symbolise the modern machine world39. This pedagogical 

38  English translation: Wingler, H. M. (1978) Bauhaus. Weimar, Dessau, Berlin, Chicago. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press. Original German text: Gropius, W. (1919 April) Programm des Staatlichen Bauhauses in Weimar (pam-
phlet).
39  Cf. Relph, E. C. (1987) The Modern Urban Landscape, pp. 106-107.

A reproduction of Gropius’ original diagram of the Bauhaus curriculum (1920 ca). Source: uxplanet.org



89

model, which combined (in contrast to a traditional approach which, as we shall see 
below, is still largely dominant) thought and practice, craftsmanship and industry, design 
and construction, was one of the most important aspects of the Bauhaus’ approach. 
However, this approach has gradually disappeared in almost all pedagogical practices. 
In architectural design, an attitude to uncritical replication of the typologies developed 
by the Bauhaus protagonists has prevailed. Gradually, these typologies became purely 
formal schemes to which the constructive aspects could be adapted at a later stage. The 
Bauhaus set the standard – understood as a model to which mass production could 
be conformed – and determined the main course of architectural design for the years 
to come. The school aimed at reducing architecture to a functional ‘social service’. As 
regards to the housing and its implications in terms of urban planning, the starting 
point is the ‘dimensioning’ of the housing unit. Its value

“is not in proportion to the surface of the housing anymore, but to the number of beds 
which it contains, where a bed stands for the unit of measurement of all the housing needs 
(the space aliquot of the living/dining room, of the kitchen and of the bathroom) of a 
person. Once this dimensional aliquot is established, a distributive conformation is studied 
to guarantee optimal standards of sunshine hours, aeration, ventilation, etc. This distribution 
results in different building types: townhouses (…); multi-storey buildings; council flats (…) 
which will be the most used type because, although it is more expensive than multi-storey 
house type, given the greater number of stairs, it offers the advantage of units that have 
two opposite sides which are completely free and oriented, lit and ventilated in the best 
way. Once organised the housing units into a typological unit, the rationalist ‘technique’ 
conforms a building; more buildings, arranged in a way that guarantees a good orientation, 
optimal distances, the relationship with access roads and the other necessary infrastructures, 
form a neighbourhood; more neighbourhoods form the city”40. 

It is, as we can see, a strict application of the principles of industrial production. 
Design is functional to production and consumption for a generic, abstract user. 
In this approach, obviously, the specificities and differences of users are totally 
disregarded. A theme closely linked to the ‘dimensioning’ is the Existenzminimum. The 
most famous architects that revolved around Bauhaus essentially reduced each house 
part to a dimensioning that was suitable for the main housing functions, which are 
“supposed to be the same for all men, theoretically overlooking their social class, but 
it was actually done because of the necessity of answering in the best way to the most 

40  My translation (A/N). De Fusco, R. (1974) Storia dell’architettura contemporanea. Roma-Bari: Laterza, pp. 
253-254. 
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urgent requests of social housing”41. In this way they started a “process of building 
unification, standardisation and industrialization that was supposed to be the outlet of 
all the rationalist ‘technique’, that is, that of being the maximum social result obtained 
with the least economic effort”42. This ‘maximum social result’ was evidently achieved 
by excluding any difference in housing functions, since these were programmatically 
assumed to be ‘the same for all men’. In this way, 

“‘Minimum house’ was outlined by the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne 
(CIAM) in Frankfurt in 1929 to describe the possibilities of producing functional living 
spaces derived from standard measures relating to human biological and psychological 
needs. Bodily performance was translated into technical (design) criteria, or the minimum 
spaces required to facilitate efficient (bodily) functions (…) Henceforth, design was to 
‘yield to what is common to all’ by the application of technical standards and the rational 
disposition of physical layout and function in dwellings”43. 

Maximum functionality and economy thus became the determinants of the norm in 
architectural design. There are at least three closely interconnected features of this 
perspective that should be highlighted: a reductionist idea of design that develops 
through abstract functional standards; the claim to know what ‘is common to everyone’; 
the exclusion of all ‘differences’, starting with the bodily one. If what is common to 
everyone can only be known through generalization, it means that the ‘common’ is 
represented by the prevailing, most recurrent needs: to put it another way, the needs of 
the ‘typical user’. Gropius didn’t fail to notice that, although the problem of minimum 
housing was the elemental minimum one of space, air, light, and warmth necessary 
to man, that is to say, “a minimum vivendi and not a modus non moriendi (...) the 
minimum itself changes according to local conditions, from the city to the countryside, 
and according to the type of landscape and climate. A certain cubic capacity of the house 
has a different meaning in life in a metropolis and in life in suburban neighbourhood, 
less densely populated”44. However, despite this awareness, Bauhaus methods held on 
to a trade apparatus which later developed their potential in a taylorist way – especially 
in the production of expensive objects of use, though in series, maybe ‘branded’ by 
famous designers. These methods were adopted by capitalist economy to extract surplus 
value and did not correspond to the original social demands.

41  My translation (A/N). Ibid. p. 254. 
42  My translation (A/N). Ibidem.
43  Imrie, R. and Street, E. (2011) Architectural Design and Regulation, p. 57.
44  My translation (A/N). Gropius, W. I presupposti sociologici dell’alloggio minimo per la popolazione 
urbana. In C. Aymonino (ed.) (1971) L’abitazione razionale: atti dei congressi 1929-1930 CIAM di Francoforte, pp. 
102-112. Padova: Marsilio, p. 108.
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Le Corbusier 
Not one architect or architecture student in the Western world is unfamiliar with Le 
Corbusier’s work and theoretical perspectives. Generally considered to be one of the 
great architects of the twentieth century, his name keeps popping up in an incredible 
number of books, conferences, publications (at least in Italy), whether they deal 
with urban, architectural or interior design. Le Corbusier is everywhere, eternal and 
untouchable. During my training and beyond I have seldom encountered critical stances 
towards such omnipresence.
The principles underlying his early work were not unlike those which inspired Gropius, 
and he stated them in what is often presented as the most emblematic manifesto of the 
‘modern architect’, namely Vers une architecture (1923):

“If we eliminate from our hearts and minds all dead concepts in regard to the houses, 
and look at the question from a critical and objective point of view, we shall arrive at the 
‘House-Machine’, the mass-production house, healthy (and morally so too) and beautiful in 
the same way that the working tools and instruments which accompany our existence are 
beautiful”45.

The new architecture was, he argued, for a ‘machine age’46, and its elements could 
already be recognised in industrial products. The engineer’s aesthetic, devoid of any 
style or custom in its search for efficient design solutions, was the preeminent one. 
Accordingly, his references included aircraft, automobiles and ocean-going liners, all 
engineered to serve specific purposes. 
In the early l920s Le Corbusier conceived the possibility to create a totally designed 
modern city, and for much of the rest of his life continued to draw up plans for great 
imaginary cities or for the radical reconstruction of existing ones. His 1925 Voisin Plan 
for Paris would have solved the problems of congestion in the city center simply by 
razing everything old to the ground and erecting a mix of low terraced apartments and 
60-storey towers. The principles behind these grand plans were set out more in detail in 
the manifestos that he dedicated, in the 1920s, to his Ville Radieuse (Radiant City). This 
ideal city would be created by removing everything old and replacing it with skyscrapers 
for offices and apartments, blocks of terrace apartments and a huge transportation 

45  Le Corbusier (1986) Towards a New Architecture. Trowbridge, UK: Butterworth Architecture, pp. 6-7. 
Originally published in France as Id. (1923) Vers une architecture. Paris: Cres.
46  Anyway, not only

 

have relatively

 

few Le Corbusier-style machine-houses been built but even his pro-
totype of development of modernist workers’ houses at Pessac has undergone many

 

changes and modi-
fications. The free facades have been altered, awnings have been added, porches put over the doors, and 
windows have been blocked in. As a style far detached houses modernism, whether Le Corbusier’s or 
anybody else’s, has not received popular acclaim, and the machine-house has never been mass-produced. 
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facility, with roads, highways, railways and an airport47. Broadacre, the dream city of 
another ‘great master’, namely Frank Lloyd Wright, was conceived, unlike the high-
rise, machine-dominated Radiant city, as a low-density, mostly low-rise development 
city. However, the starting assumptions were the same: like Le Corbusier’s city, 
Broadacre would totally replace the existing urban settings. Urban design, therefore, was 
understood as a practice aimed at producing a new state of the world, treating the 
pre-existence as a mere ‘blank slate’, or tabula rasa, on which to impose new ideas and 
forms. Both architects envisioned a world devoid of any historical, social and political 
constraints, in which their urban forms would magically solve the problems of modern 
urban civilization. In this sense, their projects were emblematic of a clearly technocratic 
approach. Their utopias, despite their relative differences, shared a vision that is linked 
to the exclusive expertise of the architect, who was able to design ‘alone’ the city of the 
future. Le Corbusier had an Enlightenment-like faith in the fact that everything depends 

47  Not surprisingly, Le Corbusier found Haussmann approach enchanting: “My respect and admiration 
for Haussmann”, he declared, “A titanic achievement - hats off!”. Le Corbusier (1967) The Radiant City. 
London: Faber and Faber Ltd, pp. 209-211. Originally published in France as Id. (1933) La Ville Radieuse, 
(Éléments d’une doctrine d’urbanisme pour l’équipement de la civilisation machiniste), Collection de l’équipement de la 
civilisation machiniste. Boulogne-sur-Seine, FR: Édition de l’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui.
These ideas of Le Corbusier were transposed in a charter adopted in 1933 by CIAM, which proclaimed 
that “Housing should consist of high, widely spaced apartment blocks which would liberate the necessary 
land surfaces for recreation, community and parking purposes”. Cited in E. C. Relph (1987) The Modern 
Urban Landscape, p. 71.

Le Corbusier, La Ville Radieuse, general plan (1930). Source: 
researchgate.net

F. Ll. Wright, Broadacre city, plan (1935). Source: utopicus2013.
blogspot.com
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on a rational formulation of problems and that, therefore, architecture has the ability 
to solve many of society’s problems on its own. In this way, as regards to the theme of 
minimum housing, even if he starts from the German rationalists’ social demands, Le 
Corbusier’s reference decidedly highlights a phenomenon that is already common in 
industrial production, which is the standard. 

“We must aim at the fixing of standards in order to face the problem of perfection. (…) 
Architecture operates in accordance with standards. Standards are a matter of logic, analysis 
and minute study; they are based on a problem which has been well ‘stated’. A standard 
is definitely established by experiment.(…) The business of Architecture is to establish 
emotional relationships by means of raw materials. Architecture goes beyond utilitarian 
needs. Architecture is a plastic thing. The spirit of order, a unity of intention. The sense 
of relationships; architecture deals with quantities. Passion can create drama out of inert 
stone” 48.

Indeed, the premises of his position on this matter were made even more explicit in 
this other statement: 
 
“All men have the same organism, the same functions. All men have the same needs. The 
social contract which has evolved through the ages fixes standardized classes, functions and 
needs producing standardized products. The house is a thing essential to man. Painting is 
a thing essential to man since it responds to needs of a spiritual order, determined by the 
standards of emotion”49.

As he says, standards are the basis not only of functional but also of emotional 
homologation. That is to say, there is no room for whatever difference. “We must aim at 
the fixing of standards in order to face the problem of perfection”: this statement was 
not put there by chance. Actually the entire system of proportions (regulatory plans) and 
measurement (the Modulor) referred to an ideal of perfection, or harmony, that has been 
conveyed since classical antiquity by the Golden Ratio. The Modulor, in particular, did not 
only provide dimensional standards, proportionate to human body parts. Le Corbusier 
believed that within this model, those parts, in turn, were also proportioned themselves 
through the Golden Ratio. In other words, the anthropometric system offered itself as 
the most capable one when it came to producing a harmonious architecture. 
While I will dwell more extensively on the Modulor below (see section 5), I merely note 
here that it was applied at its best in the Unité d’Habitation of Marseille. 

48  Le Corbusier (1986) Towards a New Architecture, pp. 4-5.
49  Ibid. p. 136.
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This building – which hosted an entire neighbourhood and basic equipment for 1600 
inhabitants – was thought of as a ‘prototype’ of grandeur conforme in a serial development 
process: more neighbourhoods, and therefore more standard buildings were to form 
the city. From a dimensional point of view, the housing was rigorously dimensioned 
following the Modulor: their usable height between the floor and ceiling amounted to 226 
cm exactly, that is, the height of the man with a lifted arm, as it is shown by his figure. 

���7KH�$UFKLWHFW�LQ�:HVWHUQ�ELQDU\�WKRXJKW

In general, the figure of the architect has also been shaped and stabilised by much 
older divides specific to the tradition of Western thought. As Elke Krasny points out50, 
among these divides we find the one established between nature and culture (I will dwell 
on this also, and in more detail, in chapter III). Vitruvius, in an early chapter of his The 
Ten Books of  Architecture, written in 30 BC51, first mentions imitation and learning from 
nature for the construction of shelters. Nature is portrayed as providing the materials 
and knowledge necessary for mankind:

50  Cf. Krasny, E. (2019) Architecture and Care. In A. Fitz and E. Krasny (eds) Critical Care: Architecture and 
Urbanism for a Broken Planet. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
51  Cf. Vitruvius (1960) The Ten Books of  Architecture. New York: Dover Publications. Originally published 
in Italy as Marco Vitruvio Pollione (ca. 15 a. C.) De Architectura. Editio Princeps (1486-87) Roma: Eucharius 
Silber.

Le Corbusier: Le Modulor. Source: Le Corbusier (1948) Le 
Modulor. Boulogne: Éditions de l’Architecture d’aujourd’hui.

Le Corbusier, Unité d’habitation, Marseille (1946-1952), section. 
Source: archweb.it
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“The men of old were born like the wild beasts, in woods, caves, and groves, and lived 
on savage fare. As time went on, the thickly crowded trees in a certain place, tossed by 
storms and winds, and rubbing their branches against one another, caught fire, and so 
the inhabitants of the place were put to flight, being terrified by the furious flame. (…) 
[I]t was the discovery of fire that originally gave rise to the coming together of men, to the 
deliberative assembly, and to social intercourse. (…) [T]hey began (…)to construct shelters. 
Some made them of green boughs, others dug caves on mountain sides, and some, in 
imitation of the nests of swallows and the way they built, made places of refuge out of 
mud and twigs.”52

In the book’s section titled the ‘Education of the Architect’, Vitruvius points out the 
difference between such shelters and true architecture. The architect should have been 
“skilful with the pencil, instructed in geometry, know much history, have followed the 
philosophers with attention, understand music, have some knowledge of medicine, 
know the opinions of the jurists, and be acquainted with astronomy and the theory of 
the heavens.”53 Nature is excluded, it is no longer considered useful for the architect’s 
training. By shifting the art of building towards culture, the idea that living is part of 
nature is abandoned. This historical fracture has led to modern architecture being built 
through the tabula rasa logic, that, as we have already seen, was a mechanism oriented 
towards the total destruction of nature and all pre-existence and the imposition of 
certain forms that can be inhabited by man.
Another historical divide, which shaped the idea of the architect as the sole holder 
of the knowledge necessary for the design and production of the built environment 
is the one between architecture and construction and between the architect and the 
builder. As several authors have pointed out54, the origins of this disjunction, between 
architecture as a conception of the aesthetic components of the built environment 
and the construction of buildings as the production of their material form, date back 
to the Renaissance. Before then, things were different. According to Vitruvius, for 
example, the architect was a figure capable of conjoining the technical with the artistic, 
and whose practice could not take place in abstraction from an understanding of the 
substance of building and construction. Again in the same book mentioned above, he 
emphasised the importance of architecture students acquiring competence in both the 
theoretical aspects of practice and the technical ones of construction. For Vitruvius, 

52  Ibid. pp. 98-99.
53  Ibid. pp. 30-31.
54  Including, for instance: Roth, L. (1993) Understanding Architecture: Its Elements, History, and Meaning. New 
York: The Perseus Books Group; Habraken, N. J. (2005) Palladio’s Children, Abingdon, UK: Taylor & Fran-
cis; Imrie, R. and Street, E. (2011) Architectural Design and Regulation; Ingold, T. (2012) Making: Anthropology, 
Archaeology, Art and Architecture. New York: Routledge; Krasny, E. (2019) Architecture and Care.
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architects’ knowledge “is the child of practice and theory. Practice is the continuous 
and regular exercise of employment where manual work is done according to the design 
of a drawing”. He suggested that “architects who have aimed at acquiring manual skill 
without scholarship have never been able to reach a position of authority to correspond 
to their pains, while those who relied only upon theories and scholarship were obviously 
hunting the shadow, not the substance”. Thus, for him, pedagogic experiences had to be 
grounded in both the theory and practice of design, or, as he wrote, “those who have 
a thorough knowledge of both, like men armed at all points, have the sooner attained 
their object and carried authority with them”55. From the early fifteenth century the 
modern architect, or the “artist-architect”56, began to appear, claiming the superiority 
of architecture over building or construction. Leon Battista Alberti, in particular, in his 
treatise 'H�UH�DHGLÀFDWRULD��2Q�WKH�$UW�RI �%XLOGLQJ�LQ�7HQ�%RRNV, published for the first time 
in 1485, was one of the first authors to make a clear distinction between craftsmanship 
and architecture. This fully translated into binary oppositions between learned skill/
creative genius and dependence/autonomy. At the beginning of his treatise, Alberti 
introduces the autonomous architect-genius as follows: 

“For it is not a Carpenter or a Joiner that I thus rank with the greatest Masters (...) the manual 
Operator being no more than an Instrument to the Architect. Him I call an Architect, who, 
by sure and wonderful Art and Method, is able, both with Thought and Invention, to devise, 
and, with Execution, to complete all those Works, which (...) can, with the greatest Beauty, 
be adapted to the Uses of Mankind: Such must be the Architect.”57

The schism between thought and practice, architecture and building, as British 
anthropologist Tim Ingold notes, contributed to the improvement of an understanding 
of design in hylomorphic terms, where shapes are designed in an abstract space, as 
‘mind’s work’, and only after that they are imposed on matter, as ‘hands’ work’58. Besides 
Alberti, as Habraken notes59, other highly influential architects such as Andrea Palladio 
(1508-1580), contributed to the emergence of the tradition that came to represent 
buildings as abstract models separated from their context. Palladio’s drawings, he argues, 

55  Vitruvius (1960) The Ten Books of  Architecture,  pp. 29-30. 
56  Roth, L. (1993) Understanding Architecture, p. 111.
57  Alberti, L. B. (1755) The Architecture of  Leon Battista Alberti in Ten Books. Transl.  by J. Leoni. London: 
Printed by Edward Owen, p. 3. Originally published in Italy as Id. (1485) 'H�5H�$HGLÀFDWRULD. Firenze:  
Nicolò Di Lorenzo. 
58  Ingold, T. (2012) Making, pp. 20-21. As he states, “In the literature, the theory is known as hylomor-
phism, from the Greek hyle (matter) and morphe (form). Whenever we read that in the making of artefacts, 
practitioners impose forms internal to the mind upon a material world ‘out there’, hylomorphism is at 
work”.
59  Habraken, N. J. (2005) Palladio’s Children, p. 9.
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while beautiful artistic creations, were symptomatic of architects’ increasingly distanced 
relationships with the wider social, institutional and political contexts of design and 
construction processes. The emphasis on form rather than place and context contributed 
to strengthening the idea of the architect as someone with superior artistic and creative 
skills. Along these lines, as Imrie and Street also point out, subsequent generations of 
architects came to represent their buildings as ‘stand-alone’ objects, to illustrate and 
emphasise form and style. The representation of architecture has been reduced to 
Cartesian coordinates, or geometric points between different parts of a building60. As 
already seen in chapter I, still today architects tend to focus on form and style, thus 
severing ties with ‘contingency’61, propagating a vision of their work as operating with 
few constraint or control on their design activities. 
The establishment of this autonomous realm62 and of the emphasis on aesthetic-
formal aspects in architectural education can be traced back to the Académie Royale 
d’Architecture, founded in 1671 in France, which, later on, in 1793, became the Ecole 
des Beaux Arts.  Rabinow notes that the Ecole articulated the problem of producing 
good design “in terms of solving a compositional problem harmoniously. This meant 
applying the given principles to a specific building; social, cultural, and geographic 

60  Cf. Imrie, R. and Street, E. (2011) Architectural Design and Regulation, pp. 9-12.
61  Cf. Till, J. (2005) The negotiation of hope. In P. Blundell Jones D. Petrescu and J. Till (eds.) Architecture 
and Participation, pp. 19-40. New York: Spon Press; Till, J. (2009) Architecture Depends. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press; Awan, N., Schneider, T. and Till, J. (2013) Spatial agency: other ways of  doing architecture.
62  This attitude, as also noted by Till (2009) was also reported by architectural critic Reyner Banham. In 
his famous article  ‘A Black Box: The Secret Profession of Architecture’ Banham criticises the profession 
for its retreat into a rarefied and self-referential world. See: Banham, R. (1996) A Black Box: The Secret Pro-
fession of Architecture. In M. Banham, P. Barker, S. Lyall, C. Price (eds.) (1999) A Critic Writes. Selected Es-
says by Reyner Banham, pp. 292-299. Berkeley, Los Angeles, CA and London: University of California Press.

Palladio, A., Villa Pisani. 
The figure depicts a typical 
representation of buildings by 
Palladio in his book I Quattro 
Libri dell’Architettura (The Four 
Books of  Architecture), 1540.  
Photo and caption: Imrie, R. 
and Street, E. (2011) Architectural 
Design and Regulation.
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considerations were by definition beyond the scope of the problem.”63 According to 
him, trainee architects were modelled on their masters or tutors. The reinforcement 
of the distinction between artist-architect and craftsman-builder, set in motion by the 
Ecole, was part of the professionalisation of architecture in the nineteenth century, 
when much of the institutional infrastructure regulating the education and training 
of architects was created. Other important institutions, such as the RIBA, founded in 
1834, the Architectural Association of London in 1847, and the AIA, founded in 1857, 
followed suit. Apart from a few exceptions – including the Bauhaus, which, as analysed 
above, ended up betraying the very principles on which it was founded – this approach 
has remained prevalent and still characterises most schools of architecture today. As 
Till argues: 

“The constitution and aesthetics of the manners, mannerisms, and taste may have changed 
over the ages, but they still define a particular set of internalized customs in the architecture 
studio. (…) The cult of genius, the unquestioned authority of the patron, the emphasis 
on form, the prescriptive pedagogy, the absurd rituals, the particular socialization, and the 
internal mores are all alive and kicking in architecture schools. (…) While the product might 
have moved from classical plans to algorithmic-driven blobs, the underlying principles 
remain unscathed, most of all the overriding autonomy of the process. (…) While the 
École des Beaux-Arts promoted a single version of truth under the rule of Enlightenment 
reason, today’s ateliers are more plural but nonetheless retain the principle that the tutor in 
some way holds the keys to success, and in order to obtain them the student must follow 
the rules.”64 

���7KH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�WKH�¶DUFKLWHFW�VXEMHFW·

As Imrie and Street note65, following Webster66, architects’ education can be understood 
as part of the creation of the ‘architect-subject’, in which pedagogical practices deploy 

63  Rabinow, P. (1995) French Modern, p. 53.
64  Till, J. (2009) Architecture Depends, pp. 12-14. Le Corbusier himself, Till notes, strongly criticised the 
logic behind the Ecole des Beaux Arts, particularly in When the Cathedrals Were White, an account of his trip 
to the United States in 1935. According to him, the Ecole “is the seat of a most disconcerting paradox, 
since under the ferule of extremely conservative methods, everything is good will, hard work, faith”. Le 
Corbusier (1947) When the Cathedrals Were White: A Journey to the Country of  Timid People, transl. by  F. Hyslop. 
London: Routledge, pp. 115-116. Originally published in France as Id. (1937) Quand le cathédrales étaient 
blanches. Paris: Plon.
65  Cf. Imrie, R. and Street, E. (2011) Architectural Design and Regulation.  
66  Cf. Webster, H. (2006) A Foucauldian look at the Design Jury. See also: Webster, H. (2005) The Ar-
chitectural Review: ritual, acculturation and reproduction in architectural education. Arts and Humanities in 
Higher Education 4(3): 265-282.
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what Foucault termed ‘micro-technologies of power’ to control and train individuals 
towards dominant disciplinary paradigms. Till, for his part, compares the architects to a 
tribe, which, like others “assume[s] particular rituals and certain codes, both visual and 
linguistic. [The architects] often dress according to type and use a specific language. 
(…) [T]he undertaking of socialization into the tribe starts in the school studio. (…) 
[B]y the end of the course, the students are fully assimilated into the social mores of the 
architectural world”67. Till also provides some feeling for this by describing an experience 
he had during his first week in architectural school, where he and his colleagues “had 
been issued a shopping list (…) and this included 0.25mm and 0.35mm Rapidograph 
pens. These were soon put into use in a precedent study exercise, in which each of 
us had to trace a complete set of drawings of some piece of iconic architecture. This 
was boot camp pedagogy; by slavishly copying the masters the hope must have been 
that some of their aura would be transferred to us innocents”68. The iconic building in 
question, for Till, was by Mies van der Rohe. The same thing happened to me with a 
piece of architecture by Adolf Loos, if I’m not mistaken. I too was given a shopping 
list, and an indication of the shops in the historic centre of Naples where I could buy 
sheets of different dimensions, a geometry set and pencils of different hardness grades. 
In the light of these considerations, I can’t help but think about how many habits and 
attitudes architects – and I include myself – usually acquire during their training: beyond 
the worship of ‘starchitects’ and their buildings, we could include the (dangerous) 
presumption of finding oneself virtuously halfway between a technician and an artist, 
the imperative of visiting biennials and their bookshops, the predilection for black or 
Pantone clothes and accessories, a taste for certain eyeglass frames. Sometimes I even 
think that my own way of taking photographs has been somehow influenced by the 
orthogonal grids of Autocad. 
Together with the dominant narratives mentioned above, which are focused on ‘great 
examples’, also the architecture studio has become one of the key tools for normalising 
trainees – which means to regulate and achieve their own conformity with the established 
rules – in the values of the architectural profession, with its emphasis on the production 
of buildings as art objects abstracted from their social context or environment. “Briefs 
for buildings are set in the ‘real’ world on ‘real’ sites, empirical data are collected, engineers 
are sometimes spoken to, and famous architects are brought in to review the work. But 
these activities really do nothing to disturb the artificiality of the whole process. A 
linear route from problem to solution is instigated, unaffected by external forces”69. 

67  Till, J. (2009) Architecture Depends, pp. 17-18.
68  Ibid. p. xi.
69  Ibid. p. 14.
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According to many authors70, one of the most emblematic ‘micro-technologies of 
power’ is design jury or ‘crit’, which emerged as a practice of examination, by experts, 
who would collectively judge the students’ worth and induct them into the architectural 
community. Till, again, brilliantly describes the dynamics at work within these situations. 
I myself, both when I was a student and during my experience as a tutor in design 
studios, I’ve often experienced the design crit with discomfort and frustration at times. 
As Till notes, it 

“is a strange act of tribal initiation that is played out in schools around the world. (…) The 
word alone, crit, is a stab of negativity. The crit places into a pressure cooker a combination 
of potentially explosive ingredients: students catatonic with tiredness and fear, tutors 
(mainly male) charged on power and adrenaline, and an adversarial arena in which actions 
are as much about showing of as they are about education”71. 

���7KH�UROH�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�KDQGERRNV

Among other numerous microtechnologies, or devices, that contribute to the 
‘subjectification of architects’, an important role is played by architectural handbooks, 
which over the course of the twentieth century played a crucial role in centralizing and 
homogenizing the production of architectural knowledge. Although in some schools 
or countries they are now less in use than formerly, it is important to recognise how 
they have anticipated and thus contributed to the rapid assimilation of digital design 
and its many software applications such as Computer-Aided Design (CAD), Building-
Information Modelling (BIM), and others alike, which reduce the architectural drawing 
to a series of algorithmic protocols. In other words, handbooks have contributed to 
the disciplinary construction of the architect as a technical expert, providing students 
and professionals with a systematic and encyclopaedic framework of normative 
architectural knowledge. As Paul Emmons and Andreea Mihalache note72, architectural 
handbooks appeared for the first time in the 1930s and 1940s, under the influence of 

70  Cf.: Anthony, K. (1991) Design Juries on Trial: The Renaissance of  the Design Studio. New York: Van Nos-
trand Reinhold; Moore, K. (2001) The scientist, the social activist, the practitioner and the cleric: pedagog-
ical exploration towards a pedagogy of practice. Journal of  Architectural and Planning Research 18(1): 59-79; 
Webster, H. (2006) A Foucauldian look at the Design Jury; Webster, H. (2005) The Architectural Review: 
ritual, acculturation and reproduction in architectural education; Webster, H. (2007) The Analytics of Pow-
er – Re-presenting the design jury, Journal of  Architectural Education 60(3): 21-27; Till, J. (2009) Architecture 
Depends; Imrie, R. and Street, E. (2011) Architectural Design and Regulation. 
71  Till, J. (2009) Architecture Depends, p. 8.
72  Cf. Emmons, P. and Mihalache, A. (2013) Architectural handbooks and the user experience.
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scientific management’s ideology, whose separation of planning from production, as 
we have seen, was naturally appealing to architecture. Ernst Neufert’s Bauentwurfslehre73, 
first published in 1936, is still in print after thirty-eight editions and translations 
into several languages, including English as Architects’ Data74; Charles Ramsey and 

73  Cf. Neufert, E. (1936) Bauentwurfslehre: Grundlagen, Normen und Vorschriften über Anlage, Bau, Gestaltung, 
Raumbedarf, Raumbeziehungen. Berlin: Bauwelt-Verlag. 
74  In Italy, after World War II, Neufert’s handbook – published under the title Enciclopedia Pratica per Proget-
tare e Costruire – acquired great relevance, paving the way for Il Manuale dell’Architetto (1946) edited by Mario 
Ridolfi and published by the CNR. Il Manuale dell’Architetto contains a wealth of information – together with 
graphic and numerical tables – on building elements, economic management and safety of construction 
sites, and different architectural styles. At the end of the twentieth century, Bruno Zevi edited the Nuovo 
manuale dell’architetto (1997). Zevi’s son Luca published the Nuovissimo manuale dell’architetto in 2003.

(on the left)
Neufert, E. (1936) 
Bauentwurfslehre. 
Berlin: Bauwelt-Ver-
lag. Source: Vossou-
ghian, N. (Winter 
2014) Standardization 
Reconsidered.

(on the left)
Architectural Record 
(1946) Time-Saver 
Standards. New York: 
F. E. Dodge. Source: 
openlibrary.org

(on the right)
Ramsey, C. G., Sle-
eper, H. R. (1932) 
Architectural Graphic 
Standards, 1st ed. 
New York: John Wi-
ley & Sons. Source: 
worthpoint.com

(on the right)
Ridolfi, M. (1946) Il 
Manuale dell’Architetto. 
Published by CNR.
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Harold Sleeper’s Architectural Graphic Standards (AGS)75 has been reported selling over 
one million copies before the end of the  twentieth century; Time-Saver Standards 
(TSS)76 was published  in  its  first  edition in 1946 and went into several re-issues. 
In line with Taylorist logic, the handbooks were informed by principles such as 
standardization, productivity and efficiency. The centrality of standardization is also 
made explicit in their titles: Graphic Standards, Time-Saver Standards and in the subtitle 
of Bauentwurfslehere: Grundlagen, Normen und Vorschriften, namely ‘Fundamentals’, 
‘Standards’ and ‘Requirements’. The internal organisation of the books reflects 
this logic too. Time-Saver Standards, for instance, “described its material as ‘carefully 
edited reference data’ and its presentation with ‘a minimum of verbiage’ where 
‘diagrams, drawings or tables will give condensed, accurate information’”, eliciting 
feelings of rationality and efficiency77. Neufert, who studied at the Bauhaus in 1919, 
emphasized the similarity between his handbook and the building process and 

“organized all building types to parallel user’s lives from birth to death, beginning with 
the house (where births took place), then schools, and ending with the crematorium. All 
the interiors were bookended between two kinds of exteriors: the garden at the outset 
(perhaps the Garden of Eden as the origin of humanity?) and finally the cemetery. In this 
way, the handbooks demonstrate that the entirety of human life can be functionalized and 
standardized”78. 

As architectural  historian Nader Vossoughian notes, Ernst Neufert served as an 
instructor at the Staatliche Bauhochschule in Weimar, which was founded 1926. The mission 
of the Bauhochschule resembled that of the Dessau Bauhaus to the extent that it aimed 
to unite the arts and industry. Neufert termed his own course Schnellentwerfen or ‘rapid 
design’, which involved training students in visualizing and solving any given architectural 
problem quickly and efficiently. Furthermore, from 1938 to 1941 he was headed the 
Neufert Department (Abteilung Neufert) in the General Construction Management 
Department (Generalbauleitung) of the office of Albert Speer, Hitler’s Generalbauinspektor 
für die Reichshauptstadt (GBI). At that time, Hitler wanted to transform Berlin into a 
world capital and a temple to Nazi power. Speer was in charge of coordinating this 
effort and saw in Neufert a useful ally who could contribute to a quick and efficient 

75  Cf. Ramsey, C. G. and Sleeper, H. R. (1932) Architectural Graphic Standards, 1st ed. New York: John Wiley 
& Sons. 
76  Cf. Time-Saver Standards: A Manual of  Essential Architectural Data (1946). New York: F. W. Dodge Cor-
poration.
77  Emmons, P. and Mihalache, A. (2013) Architectural handbooks and the user experience, p. 39.
78  Ibid. p. 38.
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renovation of the city79. Notably, the first set of standards discussed in the first edition 
of the Bauentwurfslehre were paper standards, which Neufert defines as an essential 
and operative knowledge for the architect: “standard [paper] formats constitute the 
basis for the dimensions of furniture used for writing and record keeping. These 
are also constitutive of the dimensions of spaces. (...) Exact knowledge of standard 
[paper] formats (=DIN formats) is (...) important for the builder”80. Later in the book, 

79  For futher information about both Neufert’s teaching philosophy and his link with the Third Reich, 
see: Vossoughian, N. (2015) From A4 Paper to the Octametric Brick: Ernst Neufert and the Geopolitics of 
Standardisation in Nazi Germany, Journal of  Architecture 20(4): 675-698; Speer, A. (1970) Inside the Third Reich, 
transl. by Winston, R. and C., with introduction by E. Davidson. New York: The MacMillan Company; 
Vossoughian, N. (Winter 2014) Standardization Reconsidered: Normierung in and after Ernst Neufert’s 
Bauentwurfslehre. Grey Room, 54(54):34-55. 
80  Neufert, E. (1936) Bauentwurfslehre,  p. 12.

Werner Gräff, ed. Staatliche Bauhochschule Weimar, 1929. 
Example of student work from Neufert’s Schnellentwerfen 
course; on the upper-left corner of the page, students at 
work. Photo and caption: Vossoughian, N. (Winter 2014) 
Standardization Reconsidered.

Ernst Neufert. Bauordnungslehre, 1943. ‘Octametric Bricks 
[Oktametersteine] and Standard Format.’ Photo and caption: 
Vossoughian, N. (Winter 2014) Standardization Reconsidered.
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Neufert suggests that some of the same principles behind standard-format paper  
could be applied to the construction industry, theorizing what Vossoughian terms the 
‘standard-format brick’: 

“the A0 paper format is one square meter in area. Similarly, Neufert takes as his departure 
point the idea that all bricks ought to have dimensions that are multiples of one meter—they 
needed to conform to what he calls the ‘Octametric System’. As Jean-Louis Cohen notes, 
this system suggests ‘a complete world based on norms derived from the subdivision of the 
meter into eight basic modules of 12.5 centimeters, whence the notion of the ‘octametric’ 
norm’. Neufert’s bricks have a length of twenty-four centimeters and a width of eleven-and-

Standard-dimensioned furnishings by Fabriknorm, as presented 
in the pages of Neufert’s Bauentwurfslehre. 
Photo and caption: Vossoughian, N. (2015) From A4 Paper to 
the Octametric Brick.

From standard-dimensioned furnishings to standard-dimensioned 
spaces. Neufert’s Bauentwurfslehre. 
Photo and caption: Vossoughian, N. (2015) From A4 Paper to the 
Octametric Brick.
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one-half centimeters (with one centimeter allotted for joint thickness along each axis)”81. 

The Octametric System had multiple functions, ranging from the reduction of 
fabrication costs to the acceleration of the design and construction process. Speed and 
efficiency were stressed in every detail of the Bauentwurfslehre: 

“Headings are arranged asymmetrically and in boldface print to facilitate quick referencing. 
Abbreviations and acronyms are included wherever possible to economize the use of 
space. Individual drawings are numbered sequentially in the interest of guiding the reader’s 
eye, as well as assuring narrative coherence. Words are interspersed with pictorial signs in 
order to reduce sentence lengths and hence also accelerate the transmission of meaning. 
Illustrations resemble comic book – style caricatures, probably to make reading less taxing. 
Plans and elevations are of uniform dimensions (…), which facilitates comparative analysis. 
Column widths are short, which minimizes eye movement. Graphic conventions (…) are 
kept constant, assuring consistency. Human figures are included in many of the drawings 
to communicate scale and proportion. The drawings are all monochromatic, thus easing 
the reading of line weights. The entire text appears in a sans serif font, which, according to 
the prevailing wisdom of the time, was supposed to improve legibility. (…) Its coverage of 
building types is encyclopedic, which simplifies the research process. (…) Its contents are 
classified typologically, which eases the task of translating program into form. Its comments 
about individual buildings tend to be analytical rather than descriptive, which reduces the 
interpretive responsibilities of the reader. It advises use of the Golden Section, which eases 
determination of a building’s proper scale and proportion. It offers dimensional standards 
for organic and inorganic matter alike—for people as well as for vacuum cleaners—which 
permits the architect to design multiple buildings for many people simultaneously”82.

Notably, even rooms were organized according to binary categories, such as private/
public, female/male83, domestic/professional, so as to simplify the task of programming 
space. From a disciplinary perspective, therefore, handbooks perform the task of 
providing information to standardise and optimise the building process, characterising 
design as a problem-solving practice.

81  Vossoughian, N. (Winter 2014) Standardization Reconsidered, pp. 46-47. Vossoughian quotes Jean-Lou-
is Cohen’s (2001) Architecture in Uniform: Designing and Building for the Second World War. Paris: Editions Hazan 
and the Canadian Centre for Architecture, p. 310.
82  Ibid. pp. 42-43.
83  Vossoughian notes how Neufert casts the Frankfurt Kitchen as an exemplary cooking space, thus re-
producing the sexual bias at the core of the New Frankfurt’s agendas. “Both privilege patriarchy by actively 
desocializing, mechanizing, and ultimately isolating female labor. They also cast the family as the atomic 
‘unit’ of the domestic sphere, with the mother cast as the invisible ‘engine’ of the interior and the father 
as the face of its exterior” (Ibid. p. 44). The sexual politics of the Bauentwurfslehre is also discussed in: Dör-
höfer, K. (1999) Der ‘männliche’ Blick in der Bauentwurfslehre. In W. Prigge (ed.) Ernst Neufert: Normierte 
Baukultur im 20. Jahrhundert, pp. 159-167. Dessau-Roßlau, D: Edition Bauhaus.
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In the final part of the previous chapter, we saw how architecture and urban design 
– both in their usual modes of operation and, very often, when they attempt to open 
up to the participation of other actors – are based on a standardised idea of user and 
community, excluding various ‘parts’ whose specific definition of the world – that they 
inhabit and embody – does not fit this framework.
A number of authors, in fact, suggest that he or she has been often reduced to a generic 
type or even ignored in Western architectural theories and practices84. As Imrie points 
out85, a series of studies indicate that schools of architecture devote little or no time 
to issues concerning the human body. The drawings themselves, a fundamental tool 
for architecture, often do not represent it at all86. According to Tschumi87, this absence 
could be attributable to a desire to preserve the nature of the project as a purely aesthetic 
endeavour. The highly stylized figures that architects place in their drawings are often 
stripped of features that are expressive of anything but a very general human shape. 
The human body is mostly used as a means of signaling the buildings’ scale or to give 
clients a sense of spatial proportion88. As Imrie notes, for most architects, this body is 
presocial, fixed, and beyond culture. It is characterised by a corporeality that revolves 
around a singular sex, and generally fails to acknowledge ethnic, gender, or physical 
differences89. If we pay attention to the best-known representations of the architectural 
user, we cannot help but notice this. Bodily diversity has been hardly taken into 
account, while there is a widespread tendency among architects to design according to 
technical and dimensional standards that revolve around what Hamraie calls a ‘normate 

84  Cf.: Marble, S. (1988) Architecture and Body. New York: Rizzels; Ellis, R. and Cuff, D. (1989) Architects’ 
People. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press; Tschumi, B. (1996) Architecture and Disjunction. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press; Imrie, R. (2003) Architects’ Conceptions of the Human Body. Environment and Planning D: 
Society and Space 21(1): 47-65; Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access: Universal Design and the Politics of  Disability. 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
85  Cf. Imrie, R. (2003) Architects’ Conceptions of the Human Body.
86  This also applies to photographs of buildings. See, for instance, Jeremy Till’s chapter ‘Out of Time’ 
(pp. 77-92) in Id. (2009) Architecture Depends. Or, in the case of renders, there are online databases from 
which it is possible to download a number of generic or ‘readymade’ people devoid of context and repre-
sentative of a set of social behaviours.
87  Cf. Tschumi, B. (1996) Architecture and Disjunction.
88  Cf. Frascari, M. (1987 Autumn) The Body and Architecture in the Drawings of Carlo Scarpa. RES: 
Anthropology and Aesthetics 14: 123-142. Particularly, Frascari refers to Robert Venturi’s scale figures as “bi-
ped balloons with pointed feet and floating heads” (p. 124). See also: Bloomer, K. and  Moore, C. (1977)  
Body, Memory, and Architecture.  New Haven, CT: Yale University Press; Borden, I. (1998) Body architecture: 
skateboarding and the creation of super-architectural space. In J. Hill (ed.) Occupying Architecture: Between the 
Architect and the User, pp. 195-216. London: Routledge; Vidler, A. (1994) The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in 
the Modern Unhomely. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
89  Cf. Imrie, R. (2003) Architects’ Conceptions of the Human Body, p. 62.
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template’90. In general, a generic and universal representation of the body has been 
part – even though it was shaped according to different logics and visions – of Western 
traditions of architectural design since ancient times. 
In the first century BC, Vitruvius91, referring to Protagoras’ dictum that ‘man is the 
measure of all things’, outlined an ideal body as a reference for a certain idea of beauty 
in architecture92. The scale and proportion of this ideal were the embodiment of God93. 
Hence, it was conceived as a perfect microcosm inside a circle, with his head, arms 
and legs creating a perfect square, canonizing a template for the measure of the built 
world94. For Vitruvius, the human body was important only insofar that it provided the 
dimensions for deriving architectural style and form95. Anyway, this generated a twofold 
process: its proportions materialized a certain kind of architecture and “buildings 
likewise materialized the existence of certain bodies—presumably white, masculine, 
nondisabled citizens—as the most likely inhabitant of public space.”96 
Vitruvius’ ideas reappeared in the Renaissance: Alberti, for instance, noted that: “beauty 
is that reasoned harmony of all the parts within the body, so that nothing can be 
added, taken away or altered, but for the worse” 97. In 1490, Leonardo Da Vinci, while 
maintaining Vitruvius’s interest in the body as an instrument of measurement, gave it a 
transcendent appearance98. His ‘Vitruvian Man’, which he depicted as a white, masculine, 
young, muscled, and standing body, with long hair and his arms and legs extended in 
space, soon became a shared iconography for both medicine and architecture. 

90  Cf. Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access. See also: Colomina, B. (ed.) (1992) Sexuality and Space. New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press; Grosz, E. (1992) Bodies-cities, in Colomina, B. (ed.) (1992) Sexuality and 
Space, pp. 241-254; Grosz, E. (1994) Volatile Bodies: Towards a Corporeal Feminism. Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press; Irigaray, L. (1993) An Ethics of  Sexu al Difference. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press; 
Scott, G. (1914) The Architecture of  Humanism: A Study in the History of  Taste. London: Architectural Press; 
Vidler, A. (1999) The Architectural Uncanny; Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America.
91  Cf. Vitruvius (1960) The Ten Books of  Architecture.
92  Cf. de Solà-Morales, I. (1997) ‘Absent bodies’. In C. Davidson (ed.) Anybody, pp 16-25. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press. See also Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.
93  Cf. Vidler, A. (1999) The Architectural Uncanny. 
94  See also: Wittkower, R. (1971) Architectural Principles in the Age of  Humanism. New York: W. W. Norton; 
Padovan, R. (1999) Proportion: Science, Philosophy, Architecture. New York: Taylor & Francis.
95  Cf. Ellis, R. and Cuff, D. (1989) Architects’ People.
96  Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access, p. 21.
97  Alberti, L. B. (1988) 'H�UH�DHGLÀFDWRULD��2Q�WKH�$UW�RI �%XLOGLQJ�LQ�7HQ�%RRNV��Transl. by J. Rykwert. Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, p. 3. Originally published in Italy as Id. (1485) 'H�5H�$HGLÀFDWRULD. Firenze: Nicolò 
Di Lorenzo.
98  See also: Lester T. (2012) Da Vinci’s Ghost: Genius, Obsession, and How Leonardo Created the World in His 
Own Image. New York: Free Press.
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Leonardo da Vinci, Vitruvian man (1490 ca)
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In the nineteenth century, however, in the wake of positivist perspectives and with the 
birth of statistics, the scientific value of da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man was questioned and 
his mathematical proportions were criticized as mere myth and abstraction99. Statistical 
data, as we have seen at the beginning of this chapter, began to be commonly seen as 
guarantors of validity and reliability within the domain of architecture. Nevertheless, 
these ideal representations were reproduced by statisticians, physical anthropologists 
and eugenicists in the new material culture of anthropometry, in the attempt to collect

population data for statistical calculation. Initially conceived as a new racial science,  
anthropometry made it possible to establish averages – or norms –, as well as standard 
deviations from them. In fact, it sought to provide comparative evidence of the 
supposed ‘a-normality’ of nonwhite, disabled or poor people. The Vitruvian Man 
was, in short, rendered “calculable, legible, a standard against which difference could 
be measured, and (…) [an] evidence of the supposed moral and aesthetic truths of 

99  Cf.: McEwen, I. K. (2003) Vitruvius: Writing the Body of  Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; Wet-
more Story, W. (1864) Proportions of  the Human Figure, According to the Canon, for Practical Use. London: Chap-
man and Hall. 

Roberts, C., anthropometrical chart, Manual of  Anthropometry (1878). 
Source: Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.
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normate bodies”100. 
In the twentieth century, Modernist architects resumed classical repertoires of 
geometric harmony and beauty through the new language of positivism, emphasizing 
an objective view of good design as premised upon the standardization of production. 
Notably, behind Modernist standards, as disability theorist Tobin Siebers highlights, 
lied the “ideology of ability”, which she defines as the societal “preference for able-
bodiedness”101. For Le Corbusier, as we have already seen, the standard was “necessary 
for order in human effort. (...) [It] is established on sure bases, not capriciously but with 
the surety of something intentional and of a logic controlled by analysis and experiment. 
All men have the same organism, the same functions. All men have the same needs”102. 
According to Colomina, Le Corbusier conceived of the body as a “surrogate machine 
in an industrial age”103. Indeed, the architect’s own words reveal that the body was 
considered as a type reducible to specific, mechanical parts: “If our spirits vary, our 
skeletons are alike, our muscles are in the same places and perform the same functions: 
dimensions and mechanism are thus fixed (...) human limb objects are in accord with 
our sense of harmony in that they are in accord with our bodies”104. According to him, 
all human needs were similar, or, as he noted: “These needs are type, that is to say they 
are the same for all of us (...) since nature is indifferent, inhuman (extra human), and 
inclement, we are all born natural and with insufficient armour”105. Le Corbusier’s Modulor 
came to substitute the Vitruvian Man in conflating classical and scientific conceptions 
of the body and establishing the measures and characteristics of the architectural user. 
He believed the standard to be based upon “sure truths and emotions of a superior 
mathematical order”106: on the one hand, the expression ‘superior mathematical order’ 
might involve a claim to scientific rationality, while on the other hand, it was also an 
ideal and poetic form of beauty and  harmony107. In deterministic terms, Le Corbusier 

100  Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access, p. 23. See also: Hammonds, E. and Herzig, R. (2008) The Nature of  
Difference: Sciences of  Race in the United States from Jefferson to Genomics. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; Kevles, D. 
(1985) In the Name of  Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of  Human Heredity. Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press; Gould, S. (1981) The Mismeasure of  Man. New York: W. W. Norton; Sekula, A. (1986 Winter) The 
Body and the Archive. October 39 (Winter): 3-64.
101  Siebers, T. (2008) Disability Theory. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, p. 8.
102  Le Corbusier (1986) Towards a New Architecture, pp. 135-136. Originally published in France as Id. 
(1923) Vers une architecture. Paris: Cres.
103  Colomina, B. (1994) Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
p. 136.
104  Le Corbusier (1925) The Decorative Art of  Today. London: Architectural Press, p. 76. 
105  Ibid. p. 72. 
106  Le Corbusier (1986) Towards a New Architecture, p. 221. 
107  Cf.: Imrie, R. (1999) The body, disability and Le Corbusier’s conception of the Radiant environment. 
In R. Butler and H. Parr (eds.) (1999) Mind and Body Spaces: Geographies of  Disability, Illness and Impairment, pp 
25-45. London and New York: Routledge; Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.
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thought that the abstraction of bodily essence was crucial in establishing standardized 
systems of measurements to be used in the design of the built environment. As Imrie 
notes108, “[i]n rejecting the individual sentient-object, Le Corbusier conceived of a world 
where the (standardised) measurements of the body would be critical in giving shape 
to the objects, decorations, and materials of everyday (human) use. For Le Corbusier, 
everything external to the body is but an extension of the body, or what he termed 
human-limb objects” [i.b. II. 3].
To assert their authority and the validity of their social, aesthetic and industrial projects, 
modernist architects appealed to the ‘scientificity’ of the normate template. As Hamraie 
notes, referring to what Foucault called ‘games of truth’, this was part of the logic 
according to which describing something as science gives it the power and authority of 

108  Imrie, R. (1999) The body, disability and Le Corbusier’s conception of the Radiant environment, p. 
33.

i.b. II. 3 - Ville Radieuse and the methaphor of a ‘good body’

,PULH�DOVR�VLJQDOV�WKDW�/H�&RUEXVLHU¶V�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�WKH�ERG\�ZHUH�OLQNHG�WR�KLV�DUFKLWHFWXUH�
and to wider conceptions of urban planning. Interestingly, Le Corbusier used medical 
metaphors linked to the body to signal problematic issues of contemporary urbanism. For 
instance, regarding his Ville Radieuse, he stated: “Our cities are too old; they are crumbling 
away; they are uninhabitable; they are full of lurking disease; it is impossible to move around 
LQ� WKHP� DQ\PRUH�� WUDI¿F� KDV� UHDFKHG� LWV� FHLOLQJ� DQG� WKH� UHLJQ� RI� VSHHG� LV� OHDGLQJ� WR� WRWDO�
immobility”1. 
Early twentieth-century urban planning had been responsible for its deformed appearance, 
which was analogous to a broken and maimed body. As he put it: “The world is sick. A 
readjustment has become necessary. Readjustment? No, that is too tame. It is the possibility 
of a great adventure that lies before mankind: the building of a whole new world...because 
there is no time to be lost”2. 
The architect, according to him, had the task of overturning the socio-environmental decay of 
the city, and providing it with health, youth, cleanliness and vigour. In other words, the city had 
WR�EH�JLYHQ�D�µJRRG�ERG\¶��ZKLFK�LPSOLFLWO\�GLVFUHGLWHG�HOGHUO\�RU�GLVDEOHG�RQHV��+H�FRQFHLYHG�
his Ville Radieuse as “the city of light that will dispel the miasmas of anxiety now darkening 
our lives”3.  

1 Le Corbusier (1967) The Radiant City. London: Faber and Faber Ltd, p. 94.
2 Ibid. p. 92.
3 Ibid. p. 94.
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supposed truth and objectivity. The image of a universal white, male, nondisabled body
continued to represent the default, obscuring any kind of deviation from it [i.b. II. 4].
In particular, a crucial role in rendering normate bodies legible to architects was played 
precisely by architectural handbooks. Indeed, “orthographic drawings [offered by 
these books] both defined and prescribed the typical features of built environments. 
Alongside standard doorways or roofs, depictions of the standard inhabitant, decorated 
with notations of measurement and size, staged the legibility of normate spatial users”. 
In line with the modernist perspective, the representation of normate bodies has been 
generated by the merging together of classical canons with contemporary scientific 
standards. 
From the third edition of Architectural Graphic Standards (1941)109, a series of black-
and-white drawings realized by artist Ernest Irving Freese and titled The Dimensions 
of  the Human Figure were included in the final part of the handbook.  Showing 
numerical dimensions, these figures had the aim to provide a useful reference 

109  Ramsey, C.G. and Sleeper, H.R. (1941) Architectural Graphic Standards, 3rd ed. New York: John Wiley 
& Sons.

i.b. II. 4 - Disability and eugenics
 
As Hamraie points out1, a number of disability design historians have reported how the social 
project of eugenics, whose purpose was to eliminate what were considered defective bodies, 
DIIHFWHG�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�VSDWLDO�LQKDELWDWLRQ��&KULVWLQD�&RJGHOO�QRWHV�WKDW�HXJHQLFLVWV¶�JRDOV�RI�ID-
cilitating and accelerating human evolution were in many ways metaphorically comparable to 
industrial processes of assembly-line manufacture. “Streamlining, of both man and machine, 
promised to pare away all protuberances that hindered cultural and evolutionary progress by 
bringing both into line”2. In the early twentieth-century in US, nonnormate bodies were segre-
JDWHG�IURP�SXEOLF�VSDFH�E\�µXJO\�ODZV¶��DQG�µIHHEOH�PLQGHGQHVV¶�ZDV�PHDVXUHG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�
DQ�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�DELOLW\�WR�FRSH�ZLWK�XUEDQ�HQYLURQPHQWV3.

1 Cf. Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.
2 Cogdell, C. (Winter 2013) Products or Bodies? Streamline Design and Eugenics as Applied Biology. Design Issues 
19(1): 36-53, p. 48.
3 Cf. Schweik, S. M. (2010) The Ugly Laws: Disability in Public. New York: New York University Press. See also: Ke-
vles, D. (1985) In the Name of Eugenics; Mitchell, D. and Snyder S. (2006) Cultural Locations of Disability, Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press; Cogdell, C. (2010) Eugenic Design: Streamlining America in the 1930s. Philadelphia, 
PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.
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Freese, E. I., The Dimensions of  the Human Figure, American Architect and Architecture 145 (July 1934): 57–60. 
Source: Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.
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(left) ISOTYPE techniques for putting signs together; 
(right) ISOTYPE examples of ‘root idea and addition’ 
and ‘guide picture’. 
Both from Neurath, O., International Picture Language 
(1936), pictures 17 and 18. Photo and caption: Emmons, 
P. and A. Mihalache, A. (2013) Architectural handbooks and 
the user experience.

(a) ‘Bathroom Planning, Shower and Bathtub’ (Sep-
tember, 1935), 191; (b) ‘Bathroom Planning, Lavatory’ 
(September, 1935), 190. Architectural Record, Time- Sav-
er Standards, 2nd edition (New York: F. W. Dodge, 1950). 
Photo and caption: Emmons, P. and A. Mihalache, A. 
(2013) Architectural handbooks and the user experience.

‘Kitchens, Critical dimensions, Comfortable working 
heights,’ in John Hancock Callender, editor-in-chief, 
Time-Saver Standards, 4th edition (New York: Mc-
Graw-Hill, 1966), 968. Photo and caption: Emmons, P. 
and A. Mihalache, A. (2013) Architectural handbooks and 
the user experience.

‘Man: dimensions and space needs’, in Neufert’s 
Bauentwurfslehre. Source: Emmons, P. and A. Mihalache, 
A. (2013) Architectural handbooks and the user experience.
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to average spatial dimensions to architects, adding a “hint of scientificity”110 to da Vinci’s 
unmarked Vitruvian Man. Anyway, scientificity here was merely fictional – indeed, these 
numerical values did not match any anthropometric data available at the time111 –, an 
aesthetic element with a persuasive function, that consisted in giving architecture the 
appearance of standardization and order. Freese’s human figures and their neutrality 
were reminiscent of harmonic and ideal representations. Represented like the industrial 
products that they would use, these figures are highly abstracted into straight lines with 
arcs and dimensioned from centerlines112. They “stand, sit, and crawl using two arms 
and two legs; their dark shade does not appear legible as a racial category; their gender 
is largely unannounced”113. Interestingly, to make the female inhabitant legible, a single, 
high-heeled shoe was depicted next to one normate figure. As architectural critic Lance 
Hosey notes, what appears to be an act of benign differentiation actually constituted a 
marginal gain in diversity that simply reinforced the standard114. 
An exception to Modernist generalization and normalization procedures came from the 
field of ‘ergonomics’, which combined the evidence-based research on ‘human factors’, 
proper to the military field, with the aesthetic and functional practices of industrial 
design. This transformation in the field of industrial design, as we shall see, soon had 
an impact on architecture. 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the U.S. military employed industrial designers 
to design machines, vehicles, and uniforms, by providing them with great collections 
of anthropometric data about male soldiers’ bodies. Drawing from this, renowned 
American industrial designer Henry Dreyfuss continued to operate in this capacity also 
after the World War II, asserting that statistics on human bodies was a crucial tool for 
developing appealing and functional products. By using the terms ‘human factors’ and 
‘human engineering’, Dreyfuss outlined a philosophy of “fitting the machine to the 

110  Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access, p. 27.
111  This has been signaled by architectural historians such as Hyungmin Pai in his book (2002) The Por-
tfolio and the Diagram: Architecture, Discourse, and Modernity in America. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. See also: P. 
Emmons, A. Mihalache, Architectural handbooks and the user experience, pp. 43-44. 
112  Emmons and Mihalache (2013) note that these figures, or silhouettes, remind of Viennese sociologist 
Otto Neurath’s ISOTYPE symbol for ‘man’, which were intentionally minimal, flat and devoid of any inner 
life or individual character to emphasize factuality. Neurath explained that “the sign man has not to give 
the idea of a special person with the name XY, but to be representative of the animal man”. Neurath, O. 
(1973) From Vienna Method to ISO-TYPE. In M. Neurath and R. Cohen (eds.) Empiricism and Sociology. 
Boston: Reidel, p. 217.
113  Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access, p. 30.
114  Cf. Hosey, L. (2006) Hidden Lines: Gender, Race, and the Body in Graphic Standards. Journal of  Ar-
chitectural Education 55(2): 101-112, p. 105. 
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man rather than the man to the machine”115. In Designing for People116, he also included 
charts depicting Joe and Josephine, two anthropometric drawings of a man and a 
woman. Unlike Le Corbusier’s Modulor and other systems that selected a single set of 
measurements, the dimensional data attached to these figures indicated upper and lower 
percentiles, in addition to the average. These charts became so popular that soon after 
were published as lifesize wall charts in the The Measure of  Man117, a portfolio-style 
packet of dimensional drawings. Compared to the modernist, standardization-oriented 
approach, Dreyfuss’ ‘human engineering’, forming the foundation of user-centered 
design, emphasized the dynamic and different nature of design users. Joe and Josephine, 

115  Lupton, E., Lambert T. and Carpentier, T. (2014) Beautiful Users: Designing for People. New York: Princ-
eton Architectural Press, p. 24. The book accompanied the exhibition Beautiful Users at Cooper Hewitt, 
Smithsonian Design Museum (2014-2015). Further info at: https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/exhibi-
tions/51669015/ 
116  Cf. Dreyfuss, H. (1955) Designing for People. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
117  Cf. Dreyfuss, H. (1960) The Measure of  Man: Human Factors in Design 1st ed. New York: Whitney Library 
of Design.

Real and imagined bodies: researcher Alvin Tilley stands before life-sized drawings of Joe and Josephine 
(ca. 1973). Photo and caption: Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.
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he wrote, “are not very romantic-looking, staring coldly at the world, with figures and 
measurements buzzing around them like flies, but they are very dear to us. They remind 
us that everything we design is used by people, and that people come in many sizes and 
have varying physical attributes”118. Although in his day some cognitive disorders had 
not yet been biomedically categorized, he also pointed out that Joe and Josephine had 
“numerous allergies, inhibitions, and obsessions. They react strongly to touch that 
is uncomfortable or unnatural; they are disturbed by glaring or insufficient light and 
by offensive coloring; they are sensitive to noise, and they shrink from disagreeable 
odor”119. 
Between mid-1970s and the 1980s, a new generation of designers would follow Dreyfuss 
in experimenting new ways of designing for people in their variation, rather than 

118  Dreyfuss, H. (1955) Designing for People, p. 45.
119  Ibid. p. 37.

Dreyfuss, E. ‘Anthropometric Data’ chart, 1960. Dreyfuss charted 
his male character ‘Joe’ as an outlined figure seated at a desk. Doz-
ens of numerical annotations surrounded the figure with mea-
surements of height, reach, visual field, and work surface. From 
Dreyfuss, H. (1960) The Measure of  Man, 1st ed. New York: Whit-
ney Library of Design. Photo and caption: Williamson, B. (2019) 
Accessible America: A history of  disability and design.

Dreyfuss, H. (1960) The Measure of  Man. 1st ed. New York: 
Whitney Library of Design. Book cover. 
Source: modernism101.com
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Anthropometric figures representing disability often depict a 
wheelchair user and, to a lesser extent, figures using canes or 
crutches. Ramsey, C. G. and Sleeper, H. R. (1981) Architectural 
Graphic Standards, 7th  ed., New York: Wiley. 
Photo and caption: Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.

Anthropometric figures, such as Joe and Josephine, offer di-
mensional figures with added statistical data. Ramsey, C. G. and 
Sleeper, H. R. (1981) Architectural Graphic Standards, 7th  ed., 
New York: Wiley. 
Photo and caption: Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.
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resorting to Modernist standardized abstractions. Starting from 1974, Niels Diffrient, 
Alvin Tilley e Joan Bardagjy from the Henry Dreyfuss Associates published a revision 
and expansion of Dreyfuss’ The Measure of  Man, which included a series of portfolios 
titled Humanscale120 displaying anthropometric data on a range of newly legible figures, 
such as women, children, elders, wheelchair users and a person using crutches. Although
they were initially conceived for industrial designers, these new charts began to cross 
into the realm of architecture. In general, as mentioned above, architecture welcomed 
these new contributions from the field of industrial design. In particular, the beginning 
of the 1980s saw the emergence of legal requirements for accessible architectural 
design (we shall see more on this in chapter V), which increased the urgency for a more 
inclusive knowledge base for architects. 
An updated version of Humanscale121, therefore, appeared in the seventh edition of 
Architectural Graphic Standards (1981)122, where it substituted Freese’s dimensional figures 
of the universal man and feminine shoe. Some texts included in the charts also offered 
some loose suggestions for designing for blind, deaf, and hard-of-hearing people. 
These examples therefore seemed to hint at the existence of a wider range of 
bodies than the traditional, standardised representations of the architectural user. In 
other words, templates seemed to acquire a greater degree of  ‘flexibility’. Another 
designer, Victor Papanek, moved in a similar direction. In his famous book Design for 
the Real World123, Papanek sought to promote a more responsible design activity beyond 
commercial logics, emphasizing those areas that were usually overlooked: ‘the poor’, 
‘the Third World’, ‘the retarded’, ‘the elderly’, ‘the handicapped’, ‘the disabled’, and ‘the 
disadvantaged’. In Design for Human Scale124 he included a calculation of the number 
of users for whom objects such as counters, cabinets and shelves were unreachable 
to indicate how mainstream designers held limiting views of target users as affluent, 
able-bodied, Western consumers. However, these attempts, while showing greater 
sensitivity to possible and varied differences between users, remained on an abstract and 
generic level, failing to take into the specificity and irreducibility of singular bodies. For 
instance, according to design historian Bess Williamson, Humanscale replicated “some 
of the contradictions of the Dreyfuss originals, which embraced a diversity of human 

120  Cf. Diffrient, N., Tilley, A. R. and Bardagjy, J. C. (1974) Humanscale 1/2/3: A Portfolio of  Information. 
Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press.
121  Cf. Diffrient, N., Tilley, A. R. and Bardagjy, J. C. (1981) Humanscale 4/5/6: A Portfolio of  Information. 
Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press.
122  Cf. Ramsey, C. G. and Sleeper, H. R. (1981) Architectural Graphic Standards, 7th ed. New York: Wiley.
123  Cf. Papanek, V. J. (1972) Design for the Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change. New York: Pantheon.
124  Cf. Papanek, V. J. (1983) Design for Human Scale. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold.
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bodies while also summarizing them through a visual presentation of a normative figure 
of a single, seemingly unblemished male body”125. As also Ellen Lupton points out: 

“The authors (…) aknowledged that the diagrams account for variations in height but 
not weight: in their ‘fleshy areas’, populations feature broader individual differences than 
they exhibit in their height. The limb dimensions are averages; actual measurements vary 
from individual to individual. The goal in creating a standard system of measure – even an 
inclusive one like Humanscale – constantly comes up against human particularity”126.

125  Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America, p. 159.
126  Lupton, E., Lambert T. and Carpentier, T. (2014) Beautiful Users, p. 29. 
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In this chapter I have attempted to highlight some recurring issues that characterise both 
the ways in which architects are trained and the logics through which they approach their 
practice. A number of aspects, such as the worship of past and contemporary ‘great 
myths’, the historical divides between nature/culture and architecture/construction, 
the use of particular technical devices, the focus on efficiency and formal-aesthetic 
qualities, the lack of attention to contingency and differences, the use of ‘standard 
templates’, the absence of any stimulus for self-criticism, contribute to the stabilisation 
of a certain disciplinary paradigm, centred on the expert author. 
In spite of numerous attempts to move against it – which I tried to partially account 
for in chapter I – still today, the prevailing approach to design is solutionist and self-
referential, oriented towards providing optimal ‘cures’ from above and in the abstract, 
while little attention is generally paid to their effects. It is interesting to note, for instance, 
as Giovanna Borasi and Mirko Zardini point out in their Imperfect Health: The Medicalization 
of  Architecture127, that the tendency to provide design ‘solutions’ is often still based on a 
purely medical rhetoric, in line with the hygienic paradigm of nineteenth century urban 
planning and the centralised, rationalist logic behind modernist design. As we have 
observed, modern architecture is a discipline – characterised by a high legal component 
– connected to the question of ‘social medicine’, which, for Foucault, represents the 
paradigm of liberal governmentality invented in the XIX century128. In most cases, when 
approaching, for example, questions of climate urgency and more generally the health 
of the population, “design disciplines prefer to rely on an abstracted, scientific notion 
of health, and very literally adopt concepts such as ‘population’, ‘community’, ‘citizen’, 
‘nature’, ‘green’, ‘development’, ‘city’ and ‘body’ into a professionalized, disciplinary 
discourse”. What still prevails is “[a]n absolute confidence in the ability to provide 
perfect solutions”129, and an attitude towards generalisation, simplification, abstraction 
and the elimination of differences and specificities. Nature, or ‘green’, is often thought 
of as an element to be used and manipulated to ‘heal’ the man-made environment. 

“Today, green is thought of as a diffuse and continuous salve-like surface application, a new 
skin of vegetation that replaces or envelops exposed (man made) surfaces and especially 

127  Cf. Borasi G. and Zardini, M. (2012) Imperfect Health: The Medicalization of  Architecture. Baden, CH: Lars 
Müller Publishers.
128  Cf. Foucault, M. (2001) The birth of social medicine. In  P. Rabinow (ed.) The Essential Works of  Michel 
Foucault 1954–1984. Power 3, pp. 134-156.  New York: The New Press. 
Online version available at: http://lchc.ucsd.edu/cogn_150/Readings/foucault/social_medicine/fou-
cault_birth.pdf 
129  Borasi G. and Zardini, M. (2012) Imperfect Health: The Medicalization of  Architecture, pp. 16-17.
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buildings. Façades and roofs are re-naturalized by the application of a thin epidermal layer 
of plants, selected to increase bio-diversity. (…) Façades become adaptive, even reactive 
- able to not only reflect changes in the surrounding environment but also interact with 
it, assuming a restorative role by drawing off airborne particles and dust and at the same 
time producing a new aesthetic. (…) And green does not stop at a building’s surface: It also 
penetrates the interior, to give the impression of living everywhere with nature.”130 

A number of profit-oriented design proposals that respond to the current COVID-19 
pandemic, labelled by Kate Wagner as “coronagrifts”131, are also emblematic, such as 
plexiglass shields suspended above dining areas and foot-triggered crosswalk buttons 
that completely ignore the needs of people such as wheelchair users. I might add an all-
Italian case: the ‘Primula’ (Primrose), the name architect Stefano Boeri gave to his project 
for the temporary pavilions to vaccinate Italians, designed together with the slogan 
“Italy is reborn with a flower”. The image of the primrose, Boeri declares, was chosen 
to “create an architecture that would convey a symbol of serenity and regeneration. If 
this virus has locked us up in hospitals and homes, the vaccine will bring us back into 
contact with life and the nature that surrounds us. Getting vaccinated will be an act of 
civic responsibility, love for others and the rediscovery of life”132. The hero-architect, 
therefore, is once again able to summon the masses and ensure the ‘common good’, 
through technical and artistic skills. The unbearable rhetoric of “Italian beauty that will 
save us all”133 is accompanied by a description filled with attractive terms: “Cloaked in a 
durable, water-resistant skin made from a range of different recyclable and biodegradable 
materials, the timber-framed pavilions will rest atop prefabricated wooden bases and, 
naturally, be simple to assemble and disassemble to allow for multiple relocations. Each 
pavilion will be topped with a photovoltaic array so each can operate self-sufficiently 
off the grid”134. However, the flower is mainly visible from above, as also evidenced by 

130  Ibid. pp. 18-19.
131  Wagner, K. (2020) Coronagrifting: A Design Phenomenon. McMansion Hell. Retrieved 20 December 
2020 from: https://mcmansionhell.com/post/618938984050147328/coronagrifting-a-design-phenome-
non?fbclid=IwAR0H vyPIdQqrQx8VPT1vjVv11EBWKGJQkrFvf4q7UU0WhqkLwhriJGiJj0
132  Excerpt from Hickman, M. (2020) Flower Power. Stefano Boeri reveals a pavilion and marketing cam-
paign to get Italians excited about COVID-19 vaccination. The Architect’s Newspaper. Retrieved 20 December 
2020 from: https://www.archpaper.com/2020/12/stefano-boeri-reveals-a-pavilion-and-marketing-cam-
paign-to-get-italians-excited-covid-19-vaccination/ 
133  My translation (A/N). Excerpt from Bernardi, V. (2020) Perché non avevamo bisogno della primula 
di Stefano Boeri, CieloTerraDesign. Retrieved 20 December 2020 from http://www.cieloterradesign.com/
stefano-boeri-primula-vaccinazione-covid19/
134  Excerpt from Hickman, M. (2020) Flower Power. Stefano Boeri reveals a pavilion and marketing 
campaign to get Italians excited about COVID-19 vaccination.
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its promotional video135, and the pavilion appears to be detached from both the context 
and its users. 
In these scenarios, therefore, architectural practice appears to be still strongly oriented 
towards providing solutions in the abstract, according to a standardised idea of the user. 
In many cases, architects show no willingness to question themselves, nor do they seem 
interested in truly inquiring into the specific needs of singular situations and bodies. 
They are mostly convinced that their expertise contributes to a presumed ‘social utility’ 
of architecture, which, like other modernist disciplines, claims its role in the ‘scientific’ 
governance of society. In this vision, the ‘common good’ is identified as a technical 
issue and objective, with all the technocratic risks that this entails.

135  The video can be found here: https://gazzettadelsud.it/video/cronaca/2020/12/13/covid-sara-un-
fiore-il-simbolo-della-campagna-dei-vaccini-video-d2a0cdfc-e373-4770-983b-80d248fe02cf/
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Introduction

This chapter dwells on the contribution that the reflections of Science and Technology 
Studies (STS) might offer to reflect on the theme of participation in architecture, on the 
problem of knowledge and, in particular, expert knowledge. Indeed, such contribution 
consists in, first of all, suggesting a more-than-human perspective, able to complexify 
further the meaning of participation and the ‘parts’ involved, that is, reflecting on which 
and how many they are. 
The field of STS emerged in the 1970s to investigate the close link between scientific 
knowledge and power. By analysing the work of scientists in their laboratories, social 
scientists and ethnographers sought to demonstrate how scientific facts take shape and 
the ways in which ‘expert authority’ is constructed. One of the most relevant issues 
introduced by these studies, and by the Actor-Network Theory (ANT) in particular, is 
the political agency of non-humans, considered as active parties in the social reality. 
Binomials such as nature/culture, human/non-human, subject/object, which also 
belong to modernist logic, are progressively questioned and treated as an effect, i.e. as a 
product of the purification of more complex relations. ANT, therefore, proposes a new 
vision, which adds – or restores – a material dimension to the social sphere. Particularly 
relevant to this view has been the notion of ‘heterogeneous engineering’, formulated in 
opposition to the current principles of the social sciences: according to ANT scholars, 
in fact, it was necessary to go beyond an exclusively human vision of social reality and 
to rather focus on its constitutive socio-material dimension. The concept of society 
is thus substituted, from this perspective, by multiple and heterogeneous networks. 
The metaphor of ‘heterogeneous engineering’ has been used, indeed, to describe the 
operations that can bring together and discipline ideas, materials, procedures, tools, 
technology, and humans, and can assemble said heterogeneous entities into ‘black 
boxes’. 
However, early ANT survey methods were later criticised for their focus on the centrality 
of engineers and designers and on their ability to inscribe certain types of behaviour 
and users through material artefacts design. Starting from these considerations, STS and 
ANT authors have begun to reflect on other forms, not implicit, of thinking about the 
relationship between design and politics. Indeed, the aim was to move from accounts 

7KH�¶7KLQJV·�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUH��
676�DQG�WKH�PRUH�WKDQ�KXPDQ�FKDOOHQJH
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of the ‘sub-political’ capacity of design, to others focused on its capacity to render – 
hidden – connections and controversies explicit, public, and debatable. In particular, 
there was a shift from the analysis of ‘scripts’ to the politicisation of ‘things’, and thus 
from politics to ‘cosmopolitics’. 
Interestingly, with regard to the field of architecture, the metaphor of heterogeneous 
engineering was not just used to analyse artefacts and to understand how within 
them social norms are inscribed, but also to study designers’ practices and the way in 
which they ‘manufacture’ social worlds. Design, just like scientific work, is viewed as 
the heterogeneous engineering of the networks in which people and things ‘perform’ 
hrough a series of mediators. Such studies reveal how design is a socio-material practice 
and, therefore, mediated, and which is carried out through very specific devices and 
techniques.
By opening the ‘black-boxes’ of scientific facts, technological artefacts, and design 
practice itself, STS scholars have made the experts’ cultural authority questionable, 
showing a commitment towards the democratisation of technical knowledge. In 
particular, in response to growing uncertainties and controversies emerged around 
scientific and technological issues, some scholars have stressed the need to foster new 
forms of ‘co-production’ of knowledge, overcoming the division between experts and 
lay people. This, then, relates once more to the main topic of this thesis, that is to say, 
participation in architecture. At this point, we need to ask ourselves again: what does 
democratisation, or participation, mean? Which, and how many, are the involved ‘parts’? 
The influence of pragmatist philosophy on ANT and related material-semiotic 
approaches spurred a number of scholars and designers to reformulate the idea of 
participation by shifting the focus from proceduralist methods, with already defined 
groups, to others that are inherently more experimental and processual, based on 
engagement with ‘publics’ on specific controversial ‘issues’. In particular, such 
perspective invites us to focus on the material dimension of participation. In other 
words, objects, devices and materials, not just human subjects, play a role in enacting 
particular ideals of citizenship and participation. In this light, thus, participation, rather 
than an activity oriented towards an abstract ideal of the ‘common good’, becomes an 
‘infrastructuring’ process, consisting of diverse and situated actions of tinkering and 
alteration in search of more democratic arrangements.
Another aspect that takes on particular relevance, beyond the idea of the ‘composition’ 
of the ‘common world’ – or the ‘cosmos’ –, is Isabelle Stengers’s invitation to continually 
foster situations that might destabilise its existing versions – or, in our case, predefined 
versions of ‘community’, or of who and how participates in architectural design – so 
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as to make new and unknown configurations possible1. This turns out to be an ethical-
political commitment to take into account all the heterogeneous entities – or ‘parts’ 
– that constitute the common world, without losing sight of potential victims. In this 
regard, María Puig de la Bellacasa’s concept of ‘matters of care’2, adding a more-than-
human dimension to the feminist perspectives presented in chapter I, emphasises the 
necessity of taking into account neglected parts and issues. In other words, it invites us 
to actively engage in challenging accepted ‘truths’ and dominant paradigms, giving voice 
to those human and non-human actors who have different capacities and may not be 
able to express, in the same way, their concern and need for care.

1  Cf. Stengers, I. (2005) The cosmopolitical proposal. In B. Latour and P. Weibel (eds.) Making things public: 
atmospheres of  democracy, pp. 994-1003. Cambridge, MA – Karlsruhe, D: MIT Press – zkM/Center for Art 
and Media in Karlsruhe.
2  Cf. Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2017) Matters of  Care: Speculative Ethics for a More Than Human World. Minne-
apolis, MN: University Press. 
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Foucault’s contribution, as we have seen in chapter II, had been crucial in revealing the 
connection between knowledge and power. Although not unaware of the existence 
of a much more complex network of influences, suffice it to say here, for the interest 
of this thesis, that, among others, Foucault’s reflections have strongly contributed to 
the development of an interest of social sciences in the study of science, where a 
close association between scientific knowledge and power was discerned. The field of 
study known as Science and Technology Studies (STS) was born precisely for inquiring the 
extensive power of science and technology in contemporary society. 
In a nutshell, the field investigates how scientific facts are socially constructed and black-
boxed3, thus making the cultural authority of techno-science contestable. Particularly, in 
the attempt to understand how the power of science works, a group of ethnographers 
and social scientists in the 1970s entered the laboratories to directly observe practical, 
day-to-day activities of scientists. As sociologist Jonathan Murdoch put it: “[w]ithin 
the ethnographies, scientists are shown to be using a variety of means to bring nature 
‘into being’ in the laboratory just as Foucault had shown the human sciences bringing 
particular conceptions of ‘man’ into being within prisons and asylums”4.
Bruno Latour, himself pioneer in the so-called ‘laboratory studies’5, together with Steve 
Woolgar announced their intention to study scientists as follows:

“Since the turn of the century, scores of men and women have penetrated deep forests, 
lived in hostile climates, and weathered hostility, boredom, and disease in order to gather 
the remnants of so-called primitive societies. By contrast to the frequency of these 
anthropological excursions, relatively few attempts have been made to penetrate the intimacy 
of life among tribes which are much nearer at hand. This is perhaps surprising in view of 
the reception and importance attached to their product in modern civilised societies: we 

3  Cf. Latour, B. (1987) Science in Action. Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press. As Latour explains, the 
‘black box’ is a concept drawn from cybernetics: it refers to a device that gives certain outputs as a result 
of certain inputs, but whose inner workings are complex and unknown. One need not understand what is 
inside a ‘black box’ for it to perform its function.
4  Murdoch, J. (2006) Post-structuralist geography: a guide to relational space. London, Thousand Oaks, CA, New 
Delhi: Sage Pubblicatons, p. 59. Notably, Murdoch draws on philosopher Ian Hacking: Hacking, I. (1986) 
Making up people. In T. Heller, M. Sosna and D. Wellberry (eds) Reconstructing Individualism: Autonomy, Indi-
viduality, and the Self  in Western Thought, pp. 222-236. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
5  See also: Knorr-Cetina, K. (1981) The Manufacture of  Knowledge: An Essay on the Constructivist and Contextual 
Nature of  Science. Oxford, UK: Pergamon Press; Lynch, M. (1985) Art and Artifact in Laboratory Science: A 
Study of  Shop Work and Shop Talk in a Research Laboratory. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul; Collins, H. 
(1985) 1DWXUDO�2UGHU��5HSOLFDWLRQ�DQG�,QGXFWLRQ�LQ�6FLHQWLÀF�3UDFWLFe. London: Sage Publications; Traweek, S. 
(1988) Beamtimes and Lifetimes: The World of  High Energy Physicists. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
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refer, of course, to tribes of scientists and to their production of science”6.

Thanks to these studies, scientific knowledge became a legitimate subject of sociological 
investigation: science could be analysed from a sociological perspective, and the 
dynamics within the laboratories could be explained by notions such as power, interest, 
norm, gender and class. The ethnographies carried out by these scholars have revealed 
how the construction, not only of data but of the phenomena themselves, is framed 
by skills, cultures and routine negotiations in the laboratory. In doing so, they aimed 
to shed light on the contingent and uncertain dimension of science, inadvertently or 
deliberately hidden when scientific facts and theories are transferred to society.

���7KLQNLQJ�WKH�VRFLDO�RWKHUZLVH�� WKH�$17�DQG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�DJHQF\�RI����
�����QRQ�KXPDQV�

A particularly interesting field of research in STS7 is known as Actor-Network Theory 
(ANT), an influential perspective developed by Latour together with Michel Callon and 
John Law8. What prompted these scholars to embark on this direction was the will to 
extend their research beyond the confined space of the laboratory to its implications on 
the world at large. In particular, they began to insert the ‘material’ in the picture, thereby 
signalling a crucial shift from an account of technoscience as a (socially) constructed 
enterprise to one that focuses on the role of technoscience itself – and on its materiality 
– in the construction of society.  
In short, these social scientists sought to demonstrate how science exerts its power 
by controlling and manipulating elements, both human and nonhuman, in ways that 
allow scientific facts to be built and then disseminated beyond the centres of scientific 
practice. ANT therefore offers an original and far-reaching re-conceptualisation of 
agency involving non-humans [i.b. III. 1] in the construction of the world and society, 

6  Latour, B. and Woolgar, S. (1986) /DERUDWRU\�/LIH��7KH�&RQVWUXFWLRQ�RI �6FLHQWLÀF�)DFWV. Princeton, NJ: Princ-
eton University Press, p. 17. 
7  It is no easy to account for the numerous research programmes in STS. Anyway, a full-blown survey 
of this multidisciplinary field – that has so strongly contributed to shaping new perspectives in sociology, 
philosophy, science and technology – is beyond the scope of this investigation. For useful accounts of STS 
see: Yearley, S. (2005) Making Sense of  Science: Understanding the Social Study of  Science. London: Sage Publica-
tions; Sismondo, S. (2004) An introduction to science and technology studies. Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publihing Ltd.
8  This group of sociologists was working at the ‘Centre de Sociologie de l’Innovation’ of the École Natio-
nale Superieure des Mines de Paris. Among their earlies works there are: Callon, M. (1986a) Some elements 
in a sociology of translation. In J. Law (ed.) Power, Action, Belief: A New Sociology of  Knowledge, pp. 196-223. 
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul; Latour, B. (1987) Science in Action; Latour, B. (1988) The Pasteurization 
RI �)UDQFH. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press; Law, J. (1987) Technology, closure and heterogeneous 
engineering: the case of the Portuguese expansion. In W.E. Bijker, T.P. Hughes and T.J. Pinch (eds.) The 
Social Construction of  Technological Systems, New Directions in the Sociology and History of  Technology, pp. 111-134. 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.
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challenging the sovereignty of human action. From then on, genes, particles, scientific 
equipment and research papers would be placed on the same level as social interests, 
power and rhetoric in accounts of knowledge production and dissemination. Indeed, 
the division between science and society was seen as part of a broader modernist 
division between nature and society, objects and subjects, science and politics, which, 
according to these researchers, was in need of a major overhaul. In particular, according 
to them, this division has always been fictitious: it is no coincidence that Latour stated 
that ‘we have never been modern’ (to know more about this important argument, see 
[i.b. III. 2]).

Heterogeneous engineering 
Therefore, one of the pillars of ANT is the consideration of knowledge as a social 
product – consisting of a network of heterogeneous components – rather than the 
product of a generic scientific method. In the analysis of the relationship between 
the laboratory and its external environment attention was given to the ways and 
means whereby laboratories draw entities in from the outside, transform them in 
various ways, and then export them back to the world in the form of scientific facts. 
In the following, I will attempt to give an incomplete account of these studies and then 
focus on how they have proved relevant to thinking about the field of architecture, both 
in terms of its material products and artefacts and its very design practices. 
In his famous book Science in Action9 – and then in 7KH� 3DVWHXUL]DWLRQ� RI � )UDQFH10 – 
9  Cf. Latour, B. (1987) Science in Action. 
10  Cf. Latour, B. (1988) 7KH�3DVWHXUL]DWLRQ�RI �)UDQFH. 

i.b. III. 1 - The term ‘nonhuman’

Notably, the term ‘non-human’ is used to replace ‘object’ and to broaden its scope. Some years  
DIWHU�KLV�¿UVW�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�$17��/DWRXU�GH¿QHG�LW�DV�D�³FRQFHSW�WKDW�KDV�PHDQLQJ�RQO\�LQ�WKH�
GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ� WKH�SDLU� µKXPDQ�QRQKXPDQ¶�DQG� WKH�VXEMHFW�REMHFW�GLFKRWRP\� �«���7KH�
pair human-nonhuman is not a way to ‘overcome’ the subject-object distinction, but a way to 
bypass it entirely”1��,Q�XVLQJ�WKHVH�WZR�WHUPV��LQ�IDFW��/DWRXU�VHHNV�WR�DYRLG�WKH�UHVWULFWHG�UROHV�
IRU�VXEMHFWV�DQG�REMHFWV�WKDW�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�VHH�REMHFWV�DV�SDVVLYH�WKLQJV�IRU�KXPDQ�VXEMHFWV�WR�
XVH��KLV�DLP�LV�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�DFWLYH�UROH�RI�QRQKXPDQV�ZKLFK�LV�RIWHQ�IRUJRWWHQ�RU�GHQLHG��

�� /DWRXU��%���������Pandora’s Hope. Essays on the Reality of Science Studies��&DPEULGJH��0$��/RQGRQ��8.��+DUYDUG�
8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��S������
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Latour approached the task of accounting for how laboratories gain their power in 
the world through the use of a case study, which was scientist Louis Pasteur’s work 
in his laboratory in the École Normale Supérieure in Paris in 1881. Here Latour shows 
that power consists in the ability to bind together actors located outside the laboratory 
into networks that allow scientific facts and artefacts to travel far and wide. Scientists 
like Pasteur, to be successful, must have the capability to use ‘mediators’, to ‘translate 
interests’. To become great and powerful, they must be able to build networks and to 
enrol heterogeneous allies – made of differing entities and resources –, which make 
networks function correctly. In this exercise of ‘translation’ nonhumans play a crucial 
role, for they become ‘delegates’ and thus transfer rationalities of rule from the centre 
out to the network. 
In other words, in order to deal with the world outside the laboratory, scientists create 
a number of ‘inscriptions’, which are “the photos, maps, graphs, diagrams, films, 
acoustic or electric recordings, direct visual observations noted in a laboratory logbook, 
illustrations, 3-D models, sound spectrums, ultrasound pictures, or X-rays as arranged 
and filtered by means of geometric techniques”11. Their work consists in “setting up 
experiments so that the entities they are studying can be made ‘to write’ in the form of 
these inscriptions, and then of combining, comparing, and interpreting them. Through 
these successive translations researchers end up able to make statements about the entities 
under experimentation”12. As Latour declares: 

“I was struck, in a study of a biology laboratory, by the way in which many aspects of 
laboratory practice could be ordered by looking not at the scientists’ brains (I was forbidden 
access!), at the cognitive structures (nothing special), nor at the paradigms (the same for 
thirty years), but at the transformation of rats and chemicals into paper (…). [T]heir end 
result, no matter the field, was always a small window through which one could read a very 
few signs from a rather poor repertoire (diagrams, blots, bands, columns)”13.

To produce inscriptions scientists use instruments, or ‘inscription devices’, which are 
the interface between them and the real world, or, in Latour and Woolgar’s words, 
“any item of apparatus or particular configuration of such items which can transform 
a material substance into a figure or a diagram which is directly usable by one of the 
members of the office space”14. Inscriptions, therefore, constitute particular versions of 
knowledge, being all the types of transformations through which entities outside the lab 
11  Callon, M. (2001) Actor-Network Theory. In N. J. Smelser and P. B. Baltes (eds.) International Encyclope-
dia of  the Social & Behavioral Sciences, pp. 62-66. Oxford, UK: Elsevier, p. 62.
12  Ibidem.
13  Latour, B. (1990) Drawing things together. In M. Lynch and S. Woolgar (eds.) 5HSUHVHQWDWLRQ�LQ�6FLHQWLÀF�
Practice, pp. 19-68. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, p. 22.
14  Latour, B. and Woolgar, S. (1986) /DERUDWRU\�/LIH��7KH�&RQVWUXFWLRQ�RI �6FLHQWLÀF�)DFWV, p. 51.
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i.b. III. 2 - We Have Never Been Modern

In We Have Never Been Modern1��/DWRXU�VWDUWV�DQ� LQYHVWLJDWLRQ� WKDW�KH�ZLOO�GHYHORS�PRUH�
IXOO\� LQ�WKH�����V��%DVLFDOO\��KH�EHJLQV�WR�ZRQGHU�ZK\�SHRSOH�FRQWLQXH�WR�GLYLGH�UHDOLW\� LQWR�
WZR�GLVWLQFW�UHDOPV��KXPDQ�VRFLHW\�SROLWLFV�DQG�QRQ�KXPDQ�QDWXUH�VFLHQFH��ZKHQ�HYHU\WKLQJ�
ZH� VHH� DQG� UHDG� GHPRQVWUDWHV� WKHLU� LQH[WULFDEOH� LQWHUWZLQLQJ�� (YHQ� D� TXLFN� JODQFH� DW� WKH�
QHZVSDSHU�VKRZV� WKDW� ³>D@OO� RI� FXOWXUH�DQG�DOO� RI�QDWXUH�JHW� FKXUQHG�XS�DJDLQ�HYHU\�GD\´2. 
Indeed: 

³2Q�SDJH� IRXU� RI�P\�GDLO\� QHZVSDSHU�� ,� OHDUQ� WKDW� WKH�PHDVXUHPHQWV� WDNHQ�DERYH� WKH�$QWDUFWLF� DUH�
QRW�JRRG� WKLV� \HDU�� WKH�KROH� LQ� WKH�R]RQH� OD\HU� LV�JURZLQJ�RPLQRXVO\� ODUJHU��5HDGLQJ�RQ�� ,� WXUQ� IURP�
XSSHU�DWPRVSKHUH�FKHPLVWV�WR�&KLHI�([HFXWLYH�2I¿FHUV�RI�$WRFKHP�DQG�0RQVDQWR��FRPSDQLHV�WKDW�DUH�
PRGLI\LQJ�WKHLU�DVVHPEO\�OLQHV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHSODFH�WKH�LQQRFHQW�FKORURÀXRURFDUERQV��DFFXVHG�RI�FULPHV�
DJDLQVW� WKH�HFRVSKHUH��$� IHZ�SDUDJUDSKV� ODWHU�� ,� FRPH�DFURVV�KHDGV�RI� VWDWH�RI�PDMRU� LQGXVWULDOL]HG�
FRXQWULHV�ZKR�DUH�JHWWLQJ� LQYROYHG�ZLWK�FKHPLVWU\�� UHIULJHUDWRUV��DHURVROV�DQG� LQHUW�JDVHV��%XW�DW� WKH�
HQG�RI�WKH�DUWLFOH��,�GLVFRYHU�WKDW�WKH�PHWHRURORJLVWV�GRQ¶W�DJUHH�ZLWK�WKH�FKHPLVWV��WKH\¶UH�WDONLQJ�DERXW�
F\FOLFDO�ÀXFWXDWLRQV�XQUHODWHG�WR�KXPDQ�DFWLYLW\��6R�QRZ�WKH� LQGXVWULDOLVWV�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKDW�WR�GR��7KH�
KHDGV�RI�VWDWH�DUH�DOVR�KROGLQJ�EDFN��6KRXOG�ZH�ZDLW"�,V�LW�DOUHDG\�WRR�ODWH"�7RZDUG�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�WKH�
SDJH��7KLUG�:RUOG�FRXQWULHV�DQG�HFRORJLVWV�DGG�WKHLU�JUDLQ�RI�VDOW�DQG�WDON�DERXW�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�WUHDWLHV��
PRUDWRULXPV��WKH�ULJKWV�RI�IXWXUH�JHQHUDWLRQV��DQG�WKH�ULJKW�WR�GHYHORSPHQW���«��2Q�SDJH�HLJKW��WKHUH�
LV�D�VWRU\�DERXW�FRPSXWHUV�DQG�FKLSV�FRQWUROOHG�E\�WKH�-DSDQHVH��RQ�SDJH�QLQH��DERXW�WKH�ULJKW�WR�NHHS�
IUR]HQ�HPEU\RV��RQ�SDJH� WHQ��DERXW�D� IRUHVW�EXUQLQJ�� LWV�FROXPQV�RI�VPRNH�FDUU\LQJ�RII� UDUH�VSHFLHV�
WKDW�VRPH�QDWXUDOLVWV�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�SURWHFW��RQ�SDJH�HOHYHQ��WKHUH�DUH�ZKDOHV�ZHDULQJ�FROODUV�¿WWHG�ZLWK�
UDGLR�WUDFNLQJ�GHYLFHV��DOVR�RQ�SDJH�HOHYHQ��WKHUH�LV�D�VODJ�KHDS�LQ�QRUWKHUQ�)UDQFH��D�V\PERO�RI�WKH�
H[SORLWDWLRQ�RI�ZRUNHUV��WKDW�KDV�MXVW�EHHQ�FODVVL¿HG���DQ�HFRORJLFDO�SUHVHUYH�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�UDUH�ÀRUD�
LW�KDV�EHHQ�IRVWHULQJ��2Q�SDJH�WZHOYH��WKH�3RSH��)UHQFK�ELVKRSV��0RQVDQWR��WKH�)DOORSLDQ�WXEHV��DQG�
7H[DV�IXQGDPHQWDOLVWV�JDWKHU�LQ�D�VWUDQJH�FRKRUW�DURXQG�D�VLQJOH�FRQWUDFHSWLYH´�. 

$V�HYLGHQW�DV�WKLV�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�RI�K\EULGV�RU�µTXDVL�REMHFWV¶�LV��WKH�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI�QDWXUH�IURP�
VFLHQFH��DQG�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKLQJV�IURP�KXPDQ�VRFLHW\�DQG�SROLWLFV��VWXEERUQO\�FRQWLQXHV��$QG�
\HW��³>W@KH�VPDOOHVW�$,'6�YLUXV�WDNHV�\RX�IURP�VH[�WR�WKH�XQFRQVFLRXV��WKHQ�WR�$IULFD��WLVVXH�
FXOWXUHV��'1$�DQG�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��EXW�WKH�DQDO\VWV��WKLQNHUV��MRXUQDOLVWV�DQG�GHFLVLRQ�PDNHUV�
ZLOO�VOLFH�WKH�GHOLFDWH�QHWZRUN�WUDFHG�E\�WKH�YLUXV�IRU�\RX�LQWR�WLG\�FRPSDUWPHQWV�ZKHUH�\RX�
ZLOO�¿QG�RQO\�VFLHQFH��RQO\�HFRQRP\��RQO\�VRFLDO�SKHQRPHQD��RQO\�ORFDO�QHZV��RQO\�VHQWLPHQW��
only sex”4��,QGHHG��WKH�µPRGHUQ�FRQVWLWXWLRQ¶�±�/DWRXU¶V�QDPH�IRU�WKH�WDFLWO\�DJUHHG�GLYLVLRQV�
EHWZHHQ�KXPDQV�DQG�QRQ�KXPDQV��SROLWLFV�DQG�VFLHQFH��SRZHU�DQG�NQRZOHGJH�±�SUHYDLOV�LQ�RXU�
FROOHFWLYH�LPDJLQDWLRQ��$V�KH�DUJXHV��ZH�KDYH�PDQDJHG�WR�GR�RQH�WKLQJ�DQG�VD\�WKH�RSSRVLWH��
�� &I��/DWRXU��%���������We Have Never Been Modern��&DPEULGJH��0$��+DUYDUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��
2 Ibid. p. 2.
�� ,ELG��SS������
4 Ibid. p. 2. —>
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are materialized into something ‘legible’ and amenable for scientists to use. Also called 
by Latour ‘immutable mobiles’15, they have to keep their ‘form’ intact – and thus be 
‘immutable’ – despite being in motion – that’s why ‘mobiles’ –, allowing the compilation 
and recombination of results. In other words, their work has to do with the rendering 
of what is complex and not-yet-fixed, stable and immutable and therefore possible to 
circulate in forms of formulae or visual representations. Thinking of a map, as Latour 
explains16, helps us to understand this process: the map, in fact, is an inscription that 
translates space into diagrammatic form, thereby reducing spatial relations to a single 
15  Cf. Latour, B. (1987) Science in Action; Latour, B. (1990) Drawing things together.
16  Cf. Latour, B. (1990) Drawing things together.

L�H��WR�VHSDUDWH�D�VHW�RI�SUDFWLFHV�ZKLFK�³E\�µWUDQVODWLRQ¶��FUHDWHV�PL[WXUHV�EHWZHHQ�HQWLUHO\�QHZ�
W\SHV�RI�EHLQJV��K\EULGV�RI�QDWXUH�DQG�FXOWXUH´�IURP�DQRWKHU�ZKLFK��³E\�µSXUL¿FDWLRQ¶��FUHDWHV�WZR�
HQWLUHO\�GLVWLQFW�RQWRORJLFDO�]RQHV��WKDW�RI�KXPDQ�EHLQJV�RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��WKDW�RI�QRQKXPDQV�
on the other”5��,W�LV�SUHFLVHO\�RXU�VWXEERUQ�DWWLWXGH�WR�VHSDUDWLRQ��VD\V�/DWRXU��WKDW�KDV�PDGH�
LW�SRVVLEOH�IRU�VXFK�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�WR�FRQWLQXH�XQDEDWHG��³:LWKRXW�WKH�¿UVW�VHW��WKH�SUDFWLFHV�RI�
SXUL¿FDWLRQ�ZRXOG�EH�IUXLWOHVV�RU�SRLQWOHVV��:LWKRXW�WKH�VHFRQG��WKH�ZRUN�RI�WUDQVODWLRQ�ZRXOG�
be slowed down, limited, or even ruled out”6�� ,QGHHG�� ³WKH�PRGHUQ�&RQVWLWXWLRQ� DOORZV� WKH�
expanded proliferation of the hybrids whose existence, whose very possibility, it denies” by 
UHIXVLQJ�WR�FRQFHSWXDOL]H�WKHP�DV�VXFK7��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�/DWRXU��WKH�WLPH�KDV�FRPH�WR�ZHOFRPH�
ZKDW�$17�KDV�GLVFRYHUHG�DQG�³VWRS�KDYLQJ�EHHQ�PRGHUQ´�DQG�EHFRPH�³UHWURVSHFWLYHO\�DZDUH�
WKDW�WKH�WZR�VHWV�RI�SUDFWLFHV�KDYH�DOZD\V�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�DW�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�SHULRG�WKDW�
LV�HQGLQJ´���+H�DOVR�SRLQWV�RXW�KRZ�WKLV�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�RI�K\EULGV�KDV�RFFXUUHG�LQ�WKH�DEVHQFH�
RI�D�SXEOLF� OLIH�FDSDEOH�RI� WUDFNLQJ�DQG�FRPSRVLQJ�RXU�VRFLR�WHFKQLFDO� LPEURJOLRV��:H�QHHG�
D�QHZ��µQRQ�0RGHUQ�&RQVWLWXWLRQ¶��/DWRXU�DUJXHV��WR�PDQDJH�WKH�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�RI�K\EULGV�LQ�D�
PRUH�GHOLEHUDWH��UHVSRQVLEOH�DQG�WUDFHDEOH�ZD\��³ZH�DUH�JRLQJ�WR�KDYH�WR�VORZ�GRZQ��UHRULHQW�
DQG� UHJXODWH� WKH� SUROLIHUDWLRQ� RI� PRQVWHUV� E\� UHSUHVHQWLQJ� WKHLU� H[LVWHQFH� RI¿FLDOO\��:LOO� D�
GLIIHUHQW�GHPRFUDF\�EHFRPH�QHFHVVDU\"�$�GHPRFUDF\�H[WHQGHG�WR�WKLQJV"´���5LJKW�KHUH�KH�
LQWURGXFHV�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�KLV�IDPRXV�FRQFHSWXDO�PHWDSKRU�RI�D�µ3DUOLDPHQW�RI�7KLQJV¶��ZKHUH�
K\EULGV�EHFRPH�SXEOLF�WKLQJV�DQG�WKHLU�WUDQVODWLRQV�DQG�PHGLDWLRQV�DUH�UHYHDOHG��³:H�ZDQW�
WKH�PHWLFXORXV�VRUWLQJ�RI�TXDVL�REMHFWV�WR�EHFRPH�SRVVLEOH²QR�ORQJHU�XQRI¿FLDOO\�DQG�XQGHU�
WKH�WDEOH��EXW�RI¿FLDOO\�DQG�LQ�EURDG�GD\OLJKW��,Q�WKLV�GHVLUH�WR�EULQJ�WR�OLJKW��WR�LQFRUSRUDWH�LQWR�
ODQJXDJH�� WR�PDNH�SXEOLF��ZH�FRQWLQXH� WR� LGHQWLI\�ZLWK� WKH� LQWXLWLRQ�RI� WKH�(QOLJKWHQPHQW´��.  

���,ELG��SS��������
6 Ibid. p. 11.
�� ,ELG��S�����
�� ,ELG��S�����
�� ,ELG��S�����
��� ,ELG��S������
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– and, therefore, legible and governable – sheet of paper. The map is mobile, while 
the land is not, and at the same time is immutable, while, using Latour’s example, the 
drawing on the sand of a native man is not. By drawing a map on paper, it is possible 
to carry the remote land back to the center – i.e. the laboratory – even if the real one 
remains at its own place17.
ANT researchers, therefore, aimed at ‘tracing’ the circulation of such inscriptions, 
which both shape and are created by a particular version of knowledge (to say it in other 
words, scientists produce them and, at the same time, are conditioned by their world-
creating effects). An example of the complexity of such tracing is offered by Callon:

“The map drawn up by a geologist, based on readings in the field; the photos used to 
follow the trajectories identified by detectors in a particle accelerator; the multicolored strips 
stacked on a chromatograph; the tables of social mobility drawn up by sociologists; the 
articles and books written by researchers: all these circulate from one laboratory to the 
next, from the research center to the production unit, and from the laboratory to the expert 
committee which passes it on to a policy maker. When a researcher receives an article written 
by a colleague, it is the genes, particles, and proteins manipulated by that colleague in her or 
his own laboratory that are present on the researcher’s desk in the form of tables, diagrams, 
and statements based on the inscriptions provided by instruments. Similarly, when political 
decision makers read a report that asserts that diesel exhaust fumes are responsible for 
urban pollution and global warming, they have before them the vehicles and atmospheric 
layers that cause that warming”18.

The peculiar interest of ANT in following the various entities that participate in the 
production of ‘facts’, in turn, mobilises a spatial vocabulary: what it reveals, indeed, 
is that space itself is ‘produced’ by different associations. Therefore, it is topological 
rather than unique, absolute, just like it was in the Euclidean conception. In particular, 
in early ANT studies, inscriptions are seen to circulate in space and time in stable 
networks [i.b. III. 3]. These networks have a ‘socio-technical’ nature19, since the 
inscriptions connect humans with the things their statements refer to – such as cells, 

17  Latour also uses other examples. For instance, recalling William Mills Ivins’s words, he mentions linear 
perspective, “[b]ecause of its logical recognition of internal invariances through all the transformations 
produced by changes in spatial location” (Ivins, 1973: 9). In perspective, Latour writes, “no matter from 
what distance and angle an object is seen, it is always possible to transfer it—to translate it—and to ob-
tain the same object at a different size as seen from another position”. In this sense, it “creates ‘optical 
consistency,’ or, in simpler terms, a regular avenue through space”. Ibid. p. 27; Ivins, W. M. (1973) On the 
Rationalization of  Sight. New York: Da Capo Press.
18  Callon, M. (2001) Actor-Network Theory, pp. 62-63.
19  Cf. Callon, M. (1986b) The Sociology of an Actor-Network: The Case of the Electric Vehicle. In M. 
Callon, J. Law and A. Rip (eds.) Mapping the Dynamics of  Science and Technology: Sociology of  Science in the real 
World. London: MacMillan Press.
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i.b. III. 3 - Spatial metaphors and the distribution of agency in Actor Network Theory

1RWDEO\��WKH�VSDWLDO�DQDO\VLV�SURSRVHG�E\�$17�VFKRODUV�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�NQRZOHGJH�
LV�GLVWULEXWHG�DPRQJ�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�DFWRUV��:KDW� LQWHUHVWV�WKHP��DQG�SXVKHV�WKHP�WR�XVH�WKH�
FRQFHSWXDO� WRROV�RI�WRSRORJLFDO�VSDWLDO�DQDO\VLV�� LV�QRW�VR�PXFK�D�FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ�RI�VSDFH��
DV�D�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�VSDWLDOLW\�±�RU�VSDWLDO�GLVWULEXWLRQ�±�RI�NQRZOHGJH��,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�NQRZ�
WKDW�WKH�VSDWLDO�PHWDSKRU�RI�WKH�QHWZRUN�KDV�EHHQ�FULWLFL]HG�E\�D�QXPEHU�RI�VFKRODUV�±�PRVWO\�
IHPLQLVW� WKLQNHUV�±� IRU�KDYLQJ� WKH� WHQGHQF\� WR�FRORQL]H�DOO�GRPDLQV� LQ�D�ZD\� WKDW�QR�VSDFH�
UHPDLQV�RXWVLGH�WKH�QHWZRUN� LWVHOI��$OVR�� WKHVH�DXWKRUV�KDYH�FRPSODLQHG�WKDW�DFWRU�QHWZRUN�
WKHRU\�KDV�IRFXVHG�WRR�PXFK�LWV�DWWHQWLRQ�RQ�WKH�QHWZRUN�EXLOGHU�UDWKHU�WKDQ�RQ�RWKHU�HQWLWLHV�
SRWHQWLDOO\�H[FOXGHG� IURP�QHWZRUN� UHODWLRQV��7R�SXW� LW� LQ�+DUDZD\¶V�ZRUGV�� ³+RZ� LV�YLVLELOLW\�
SRVVLEOH"�)RU�ZKRP��E\�ZKRP��DQG�RI�ZKRP"�:KDW�UHPDLQV�LQYLVLEOH��WR�ZKRP��DQG�ZK\"�)RU�
WKRVH�SHRSOHV�ZKR�DUH�H[FOXGHG�IURP�WKH�YLVXDOL]LQJ�DSSDUDWXVHV�RI�WKH�GLVFLSOLQDU\�UHJLPHV�
RI�PRGHUQ�SRZHU�NQRZOHGJH�QHWZRUNV��WKH�averted gaze�FDQ�EH�DV�GHDGO\�DV�WKH�DOO�VHHLQJ�
panopticon that surveys the subjects of the biopolitical state”1. 
0RUHRYHU��DQRWKHU� LQWHUHVWLQJ�FULWLFLVP�ZDV�PDGH�E\�6WUDWKHUQ��ZKR�SRLQWHG�RXW� WKDW� WKHVH�
VFKRODUV�KDG�QRW�WDNHQ�LQWR�DFFRXQW�WKH�UROH�RI�SURFHGXUHV��VXFK�DV�OHJDO�RQHV��WKDW�SUHYHQW�WKH�
SURSDJDWLRQ�RI�QHWZRUNV��DV�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�SDWHQWV�RU�LQWHOOHFWXDO�SURSHUW\���,QGHHG��6WUDWKHUQ�
QRWHV�KRZ� WKH�FLUFXODWLRQ�RI�NQRZOHGJH� LV�DOVR� UHJXODWHG�E\�PDQ\� OHJDO� IRUPV� WKDW�SUHYHQW�
such expansions, or diffusions, and/or allow the rich proliferation of others. In other words, 
WKH�FLUFXODWLRQ�RI�NQRZOHGJH�FDQ�EH�±�WKURXJK�OHJDO�SURFHGXUHV�±�OLPLWHG�RU�SUHYHQWHG��DV��IRU�
LQVWDQFH��LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�UHVHUYHG�NQRZ�KRZ��FRS\ULJKWV��SDWHQWV2, or be liberalised too much 
�REYLRXVO\�QRW�ZLWKRXW�VSHFL¿F�HFRQRPLF�LQWHUHVWV��DV�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�PDQ\�ZHEVLWHV¶�µFRRNLHV¶�. 

,Q�UHVSRQVH�WR�VXFK�FULWLFLVPV��RWKHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJV�RI�VSDFH�KDYH�EHHQ�LQWURGXFHG�EHVLGHV�
WKH�QHWZRUN�RQH��1RWDEO\��D�SDUWLFXODUO\�UHOHYDQW�FRQWULEXWLRQ�LQ�FRQQHFWLQJ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQWV�
LQ�$17�WR�VSDWLDO�PHWDSKRUV�KDV�EHHQ�RIIHUHG�E\�676�VFKRODUV�$QQHPDULH�0RO�DQG�-RKQ�/DZ4. 

�� +DUDZD\��'��-���������Modest Witness @ Second Millennium: FemaleMan Meets Oncomouse��/RQGRQ��5RXWOH-
GJH��S�������6HH�DOVR��/HH��1��DQG�%URZQ��6���������2WKHUQHVV�DQG�WKH�DFWRU�QHWZRUN��WKH�XQGLVFRYHUHG�FRQWLQHQW��
American Behavioural Scientist�����������������6WDU��6��/���������3RZHU��7HFKQRORJLHV�DQG�WKH�3KHQRPHQRORJ\�RI�
&RQYHQWLRQV��2Q�%HLQJ�$OOHUJLF�WR�2QLRQV��,Q�-��/DZ��HG���A Sociology of Monsters: Essays on Power, Technology and 
Domination��SS���������/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH�
�� &I��6WUDWKHUQ��0���������&XWWLQJ�WKH�1HWZRUN��Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute�1�6���������������
�� 'XULQJ�WKH�SDQGHPLF�RI�&RYLG�����WKLV�KDV�EHHQ�SDUWLFXODUO\�QRWLFHDEOH�ZLWK�UHJDUG�WR�WKH�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI�YDFFLQH�
IRUPXODV��)URP�WKH�OHJDO�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�DW�FRQWUDFWXDO�OHYHO��WKH�OHJLVODWLRQ�SURYLGHV�IRU�PDQ\�IRUPV�RI�SURWHFWLRQ��DU-
ELWUDWLRQ��FRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\�DQG�H[FOXVLYLW\�FODXVHV��ZKLFK�DUH�RIWHQ�FKRVHQ�E\�WKH�QHJRWLDWLQJ�SDUW\�ZLWK�WKH�VWURQJHVW�
FODLP��7KLV�PDNHV�LW�GLI¿FXOW�WR�ZLQ�D�FDVH�ZLWK�WKH�ELJ�SKDUPDFHXWLFDO�FRPSDQLHV�
�� &I��/DZ��-��DQG�0RO��$���������6LWXDWLQJ�WHFKQRVFLHQFH��DQ�LQTXLU\�LQWR�VSDWLDOLWLHV��Environment and Planning D: 
Society and Space���������������� —>
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Regions and networks: Euclidean space and network space
676�DQG�SDUWLFXODUO\�$17�KDYH�ORFDOLVHG�VFLHQFH�DQG�WHFKQRORJ\��ZKLFK�ZHUH�SUHYLRXVO\�VHHQ�
DV�XQLYHUVDO��LQ�VSHFL¿F�SODFHV�±�ODERUDWRULHV�±�DQG�LQ�QHWZRUNV�WKDW�FRQQHFW�WKHP��7KLV��DV�
ZH�KDYH�VHHQ��OHG�WR�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�WKH�µLPPXWDEOH�PRELOH¶��WKDW�LV�ZKDW�PRYHV�WKURXJK�UHJLRQDO�
VSDFH�ZKLOH� UHWDLQLQJ� LWV� IRUP�� ,Q� WKLV�ZD\�� WKHQ�� µWKH�JOREDO¶�ZDV�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�D�QHWZRUN�
IRU�WKH�LQYDULDQW�WUDQVSRUW�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ��VFLHQWL¿F�GLVFRYHULHV��WHFKQRORJLFDO�DUWHIDFWV��,Q�WKLV�
QHWZRUN�VSDFH�±�D�VHFRQG�VSDWLDO�PHWDSKRU�FRH[LVWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�¿UVW��WKDW�LV�WKH�(XFOLGHDQ�RQH�±
WKH�IRFXV�LV�RQ�EXLOGLQJ�DQ�HYHU�ZLGHQLQJ�QHWZRUN�WR�OHW�µLPPXWDEOH�PRELOHV¶�FLUFXODWH��$V�VHHQ�
DERYH��WKLV�WRSRORJ\�KDV�EHHQ�DFFXVHG�WR�EH�µSDQRSWLF¶��WHFKQRFUDWLF��IRU�LW�GUDZV�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�
WKH�FHQWUDOLW\�RI�DQ�DFWRU�DQG�KLV�DELOLW\�WR�PDQDJH�KLV�µIROORZHUV¶��

Fluid space
$�WKLUG�PHWDSKRU��UHODWHG�WR�D�ÀXLG�IRUP�RI�VSDWLDOLW\��LV�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�Zimbabwe bush pump, 
ZKLFK� LQ�DQ�HDUOLHU� WH[W�ZULWWHQ�E\�0RO� WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�0DULDQQH�GH�/DHW�ZDV�XVHG� WR� VLJQDO�
D�GLVWULEXWLRQ�RI�DJHQF\� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH�FHQWUDOLW\�RI�DQ� µDXWKRU¶� LV�VXEVWLWXWHG�E\�D�PRUH�ÀXLG��
D�FHQWULF�DQG�GHPRFUDWLF�DUUDQJHPHQW��7KH�Zimbabwe bush pump�³VSUHDGV�IDU�DQG�ZLGH�LQ�
Zimbabwe. (…) It is a mutable mobile (…) that moves to so many places in rural Zimbabwe 
DQG� WKDW�PRYHV� �«�� SUHFLVHO\� EHFDXVH� LW� LV� QRW� DQ� LQYDULDQW� VKDSH�HLWKHU� LQ� QHWZRUN� RU� LQ�
(XFOLGHDQ�VSDFH��«��,W�LV�D�ZD\�RI�HQFRXUDJLQJ�FROOHFWLYH�DFWLRQ�E\�YLOODJH�GZHOOHUV��$QG�WKHQ�
DJDLQ��LW�LV�DFWLYH�LQ�FRQVWLWXWLQJ�=LPEDEZH�DV�D�QDWLRQ�WR�ZKLFK�WKH�YLOODJHV�DQG�WKH�YLOODJHUV�
EHORQJ´��1RWDEO\��³>W@KH�µLQYHQWRU¶�RI�WKH�EXVK�SXPS��«��KDV�QRW�VRXJKW�WR�LPSRVH�WKH�ULJLGLWLHV�
RI�D�SDWHQW��+H�LV�QRW�ERWKHUHG�ZKHQ�WKRVH�ZKR�LQVWDOO�DQG�XVH�WKH�SXPS�LQWURGXFH�DOWHUDWLRQV��
�«��7KH�SXPS��KH�VD\V��GRHV�QRW�EHORQJ�WR�KLP��+LV� LGHD� LV� WKDW� LW�ZDV� LQYHQWHG�E\�PDQ\��
DQG�LQ�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�ORFDWLRQV��7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�LW�JRHV�RQ�JURZLQJ��FKDQJLQJ��DGDSWLQJ��DQG�
ZRUNLQJ�LQ�SODFHV�ZKHUH�LW�ZRXOG�QHYHU�ZRUN�LI�LWV�UHODWLRQV�ZHUH�KHOG�VWDEOH��DV�LQ�D�QHWZRUN´5. 

Fire space
$�IRXUWK�PHWDSKRU�LV�WKDW�RI�µ¿UH¶��³7RSRORJLFDOO\��«��LQ�¿UH�VSDFH�D�VKDSH�DFKLHYHV�FRQVWDQF\�
LQ� D� UHODWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� SUHVHQFH� DQG� DEVHQFH� �«�� 7KXV� ¿UH� EHFRPHV� D� VSDWLDO� IRUPDWLRQ�
DORQJVLGH��DQG�LQ�LQWHUIHUHQFH�ZLWK��(XFOLGHDQ��QHWZRUN��DQG�ÀXLG�VSDFHV��7R�VD\�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�
¿UH�WRSRORJ\�LV�WR�VD\�WKDW�there are stable shapes created in patterns of relations of conjoined 
alterity”6���0RO�DQG�/DZ�JLYH�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI�D�SK\VLFDO�DQG�PDWKHPDWLFDO�IRUPXOD��,Q�IDFW��VXFK�
D�IRUPXOD�LV�JHQHUDOO\�WKH�UHVXOW�RI�D�ZKROH�VHULHV�RI�LQWHUDFWLRQV�DQG�FRQGLWLRQV�WKDW�GHWHUPLQH�
�� ,ELG��SS�����������&I��DOVR�GH�/DHW��0���0RO��$���������7KH�=LPEDEZH�EXVK�SXPS��PHFKDQLFV�RI�D�ÀXLG�WHFKQRORJ\��
Social Studies of Science �������������6HH�DOVR��0RO��$��DQG�/DZ��-���������5HJLRQV��QHWZRUNV�DQG�ÀXLGV��DQDHPLD�
DQG�VRFLDO�WRSRORJ\��Social Studies of Science�����������������/DZ��-��DQG�+HWKHULQJWRQ��.���������Materialities, spa-
tialities, globalities��SXEOLVKHG�E\�WKH�&HQWUH�IRU�6FLHQFH�6WXGLHV��/DQFDVWHU�8QLYHUVLW\�DW�KWWS���ZZZ�FRPS�ODQFV�DF�XN�
VRFLRORJ\�SDSHUV�ODZ�KHWKHULQJWRQ�PDWHULDOLWLHV�VSDWLDOLWLHV�JOREDOLWLHV�SGI��0RO��$��DQG�/DZ��-�� �������&RPSOH[LWLHV��
DQ�LQWURGXFWLRQ��,Q�-��/DZ�DQG�$��0RO��HGV����Complexities: Social Studies of Knowledge Practice��SS��������'XUKDP��
1&��'XNH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�
�� /DZ��-��DQG�0RO��$���������6LWXDWLQJ�WHFKQRVFLHQFH��S������ —>
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particles, animals and so on – and with the instruments that make them possible – such 
as microscopes, computers, etc. Actions always take place within networks. 
This account of the production and dissemination of scientific facts also served ANT 
scholars to analyse technology. Indeed, in his account of the process of development 
of an electric vehicle in France in the 1970s, Callon coined the expression ‘sociologist 
engineers’20, showing that engineers were simultaneously addressing social and technical 
issues. To put it in his words, “[e]ngineers construct hypotheses and forms of argument 
that pull these participants in the field of sociological analysis. Whether they want or 
not, they are transformed into sociologists, or what I call engineer-sociologists”21. John 
Law, for his part, termed this process ‘heterogeneous engineering’22, and suggested that 
large-scale technological innovations like the electric vehicle “can be seen as (...) network[s] 
of juxtaposed components”23. To give another example, Law mentioned the empirical 

20  Cf. Callon, M. (1987) Society in the Making: The Study of Technology as a Tool For Sociological Anal-
ysis. In W. Bijker, T. Hughes and T. Pinch (eds.) The Social Construction of  Technological Systems. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press.
21  Ibid. p. 84.
22  Cf. Law, J. (1987) Technology, closure and heterogeneous engineering: the case of the Portuguese 
expansion. 
23  Ibid. p. 113.

LW�DQG�ZKLFK�QR�ORQJHU�DSSHDU�DIWHU�LW�KDV�EHHQ�GHYHORSHG��LWV�YDOLGLW\�GHSHQGV�RQ�ZKDW�LV�QR�
ORQJHU�SUHVHQW��,Q�WKLV�VHQVH��LW�LV�D�µPXWDEOH�LPPRELOH¶��

,QWHUHVWLQJO\��WKH�DXWKRUV��WR�VXPPDUL]H�DQG�SXW�WRJHWKHU�WKHVH�GLIIHUHQW�WRSRORJLFDO�FRQFHSWLRQV�
DQG�VSDWLDOLVDWLRQV�RI�NQRZOHGJH��WDNH�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�SDSHU��³�«��WKLV�WH[W�LV�ORFDO��
$V�ZH�ZULWH� LW�� LW� LV� LQ� WKLV�SHUVRQDO� FRPSXWHU�� ,W� LV� MXVW�KHUH�DQG�QRZKHUH�HOVH�� Immutably 
immobile��%XW�LI�\RX�DUH�UHDGLQJ�LW�WKHQ�LW�KDV�PRYHG�WR�DQRWKHU�ORFDWLRQ���«��,I�WKH�ZRUGV�\RX�
DUH�UHDGLQJ�DUH�PRUH�RU�OHVV�WKH�VDPH�WKHQ�LW�KDV�EHHQ�WUDQVSRUWHG�WKURXJK�D�QHWZRUN�DV�DQ�
immutable mobile���«���%XW�WKHQ�DJDLQ��PD\EH��DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��LW�KDV�EHFRPH�ÀXLG��6RPH�
ZRUGV�KDYH�FKDQJHG��,W�KDV�EHHQ�HGLWHG��:KLOH�WKH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�LQ�ZKLFK�LW�LV�UHDG�LQ�ZKLFK�
\RX�DUH�UHDGLQJ�LW��DOVR�PHDQ�WKDW�LW�KDV�EHHQ��KRZHYHU�VXEWO\��UHFRQ¿JXUHG�LQ�WKDW�UHDGLQJ��
7KH�VDPH�EXW�DOVR�GLIIHUHQW��:KLFK�PHDQV�WKDW�LW�LV��LQ�DGGLWLRQ��D�mutable mobile��$QG�¿QDOO\"�
�«��$OO�RI�WKHVH�DQG�KHDYHQ�NQRZV�ZKDW�HOVH�DUH�LQFOXGHG�LQ�D�SDSHU�OLNH�WKLV��DUH�SUHVHQW�LQ�
LW��EXW�DOVR�DEVHQW�IURP�LW��$�SDSHU��WKHQ��WKLV�SDSHU��H[LVWV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VSDFH�RI�¿UH�±�WKH�VSDFH�
RI� FRQMRLQHG� DOWHULW\� >RQ�ZKLFK� LW� GHSHQGV@��:KLFK�PHDQV�� ¿QDOO\�� WKDW� LW� LV� DOVR� D�mutable 
immobile��,W�LV�IRXU�WKLQJV��ORFDWHG�LQ�IRXU�VSDFHV��UHJLRQ��QHWZRUN��ÀXLG��DQG�¿UH´7. 
�� ,ELG��SS�����������$�IXUWKHU�LQWHUHVWLQJ�XVH�RI�$17�VSDWLDO�PHWDSKRUV�FDQ�EH�IRXQG�LQ��0RUHLUD��7���)HEUXDU\�������6XU-
JLFDO�PRQDGV��D�VRFLDO�WRSRORJ\�RI�WKH�RSHUDWLQJ�URRP��Environment and Planning D: Society and Space��������������
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case of the Portuguese expansion in the sixteenth century, and, more precisely, the 
reconstruction of the navigational context undertaken by them in order to secure the 
mobility and durability of their vessels. In this endeavour, he writes, the Portuguese had 
to construct “a network of artifacts and skills for converting the stars from irrelevant 
points of light in the night sky into formidable allies in the struggle to master the 
Atlantic”24. Techno-science, therefore, according to these accounts, is a matter of ‘acting 
in concert’25. Scientific facts are seen as resulting from heterogeneous networks whose 
components are made to act as if they were in agreement, and artefacts as heterogeneous 
networks of components made to act together so as to achieve a particular consistent 
effect. From this perspective, thus, the concept of society is substituted by multiple and 
heterogeneous associations.

���7KH�VXE�SROLWLFV�RI�GHVLJQ

During the 1980s and until the end of the 1990s, therefore, ANT scholars were engaged 
in analysing the ways agency is distributed among any entity partaking in different 
processes. According to them, where social sciences had dwelt for too long on the 
disciplinary manufacturing of ‘docile’ and thus manageable human bodies, engineers 
and designers would have been able to understand, more than others, the constitutive 
socio-material dimension of the social, that is, the irreducible relations between technical 
and social elements.
Notably, in a very influential text26, Madeleine Akrich highlighted how designers, in 
defining the characteristics of their objects, produce a sort of prediction of the world 
inside which they will be placed and of the users themselves who will use them:

“From some time sociologists of technology have argued that when technologists define 
the characteristics of their objects, they necessarily make hypotheses about the entities that 
make up the world into which the object is to be inserted. Designers thus define actors 
with specific tastes, competences, motives, aspirations, political prejudices, and the rest, and 

24  Ibid. p. 124.
25  Another interesting example is Latour’s semi-fictional account of Aramis, a failed technological project 
of an innovative public transportation system developed in France between 1972 and 1987. Here Latour 
reveals the complex universe of cooperating human and nonhuman actors that lie behind the develop-
ment of a transportation system: at the same time relations between materials and definitions of users are 
composed. Cf. Latour, B. (1996) Aramis or the Love of  Technology. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
26  Akrich, M. (1992) The De-scription of Technical Objects. In W. Bijker and J. Law (eds.) Shaping Tech-
nology/Building Society: Studies in Sociotechnical Change, pp. 205-224. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. See also: 
Akrich, M. (1987) Comment decrire les objets techniques? Technique et culture 9: 49-64; Akrich, M. (1989) La 
construction d’un systeme socio-technique. Esquisse pour une anthropologie des techniques. Anthropologie 
et Societes 13(2): 31-54; Akrich, M. (1991) L’analyse socio-technique. In D. Vinck (ed.) La gestion de Ia recherche. 
Bruxelles: De Boeck.
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they assume that morality, technology, science, and economy will evolve in particular ways. 
A large part of the work of innovators is that of ‘inscribing’ this vision of (or prediction 
about) the world in the technical content of the new object. I will call the end product of 
this work a ‘script’ or a ‘scenario’” 27.

Objects, in other words, make subjects. Once the artefact is put into use, she argues, 
the user begins the work of ‘de-scription’, i.e. the recovery of a coherent programme 
of action from the object. Similarly, Latour, in analysing a number of technical objects 
– such as seat belts, door hinges and keys –, explored “how artifacts can be deliberately 
designed to both replace human action and constrain and shape the actions of other 
humans” and how “technologies that are so commonplace that we don’t even think 
about them can shape the decisions we make, the effects our actions have, and the way 
we move through the world”28. In particular, one of his most widely known discussions 
is about speed bumps29. According to Latour, these objects arose as a result of the 
impossibility of relying on the individual will of drivers to control their speed in the 
presence of risk zones such as schools. Speed bumps solve this problem by allowing the 
‘translation’ of a collective moral demand, such as “slow down so as not to endanger 
students,” into a self-interested demand, like “I should slow down and protect my car’s 
suspension”. ‘Civilisation’ and the ‘public good’ are materially inscribed into asphalt: 
“[t]he driver,” he writes, “modifies his behavior through the mediation of the speed 
bump: he falls back from morality to force”30.
In short, what these scholars aimed to demonstrate is that material artefacts play a crucial 
role in mediating human relations, even in prescribing morality, ethics and politics. 
Hence, as Latour stressed:

“[S]ociety itself is to be rethought from top to bottom once we add to it the facts and the 
artifacts that make up large sections of our social ties. What appears in the place of the two 
ghosts—society and technology—is not simply a hybrid object, a little bit of efficiency and 
a little bit of sociologizing, but a sui generis object: the collective thing, the trajectory of 

27  Ibid. pp. 207-208.
28  Latour, B. (1992) Where are the missing masses? The sociology of a few mundane artefacts. In W. 
Bijker and J. Law (eds.) Shaping Technology/Building Society: Studies in Sociotechnical Change, pp. 225-259. Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press. Republication in the reader D. G. Johnson and J. M. Wetmore (eds.) (2008) Tech-
QRORJ\�DQG�6RFLHW\��%XLOGLQJ�2XU�6RFLRWHFKQLFDO�)XWXUH, pp. 151-180. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, p. 151. See also: 
Latour, B. (2000) The Berlin Key or How to Do Things with Words. In P. Graves-Brown (ed.), Matter, 
Materiality and Modern Culture. London: Routledge.
29  Cf. Latour, B. (1999) Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the Reality of  Science Studies. Cited in: F. Domínguez Rubio, 
U. Fogué (2015) Unfolding the Political Capacities of  Design. In A. Yaneva and A. Zaera-Polo (eds.) What Is 
Cosmopolitical Design? Design, Nature and the Built Environment. Burlington, VT: Ashgate.
30  Ibid. p. 186.
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the front line between programs and anti-programs. It is too full of humans to look like 
the technology of old, but it is too full of nonhumans to look like the social theory of the 
past. The missing masses are in our traditional social theories, not in the supposedly cold, 
efficient, and inhuman technologies”31.

STS-trained anthropologist Albena Yaneva – whose relevant contribution in applying 
an ANT perspective to architecture will be further explored below – in one of her 
texts offered other useful examples for understanding how technical objects take part 
in ‘enacting the social’. Referring for instance to the staircase and the lift inside her 
university building in Manchester32, Yaneva highlighted that these objects hold different 
‘scripts’, or ‘visions’, of the world: the staircase and the elevator offer two ways of 
reaching the auditorium of the university at two different speeds; they both have 
particular features or elements – such as handrail or the elevator’s buttons or floor 
indicators – which afford particular actions; the wide surface of the staircase makes her 
lean upon it in conversation with colleagues, while the elevator makes her anxious or 
bothered by the presence of other people. 

“We cannot understand how a society works without appreciating how design shapes, 
conditions, facilitates and makes possible everyday sociality. (…) [T]he objects from my 

31  Latour, B. (1992) Where are the missing masses?, pp. 174-175.
32  Cf. Yaneva, A. (2009) Making the Social Hold: Towards an Actor-Network Theory of Design. Design 
and Culture 1(3): 273-288. 

“The hotel manager successively adds keys, oral notices, written notices, and finally weights; each time he 
thus modifies the attitude of some part of the ‘hotel customers’ group while he extends the syntagmatic 
assemblage of elements”. 
Photo and caption: Latour, B. (1992) Where are the missing masses, sociology of a few mundane artefacts. 
In W. Bijker and J. Law (eds.) Shaping Technology/Building Society: Studies in Sociotechnical Change. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, pp. 225-259. Republication in the reader D. G. Johnson and J. M. Wetmore (eds.) (2008) 
7HFKQRORJ\�DQG�6RFLHW\��%XLOGLQJ�2XU�6RFLRWHFKQLFDO�)XWXUH. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, pp. 151-180, p. 175.
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university mornings (my key, the door lock of the resource room, the elevator buttons, 
the staircase handle, the conference room arrangement) do not stand for social forces and 
divisions, nor do they symbolically represent the university’s order, hierarchy or divisions of 
labor; rather, they perform the social as we use them, and connect us in a new way with fellow 
colleagues, students and university administrators. We remain linked by using the same objects, 
by facing the same functional problems, by committing the same ergonomic mistakes”33.

However, although the concepts of ‘heterogeneous engineering’ and ‘script’ have been 
extremely generative within the STS literature, they also became the subject of a rather 
strong criticism. Indeed, despite their attention to the contingencies of design and use, 
they were merely methodological tools within the framework of a semiotics extended 
to non-humans. As Latour himself stated: “in order to understand domination we have 
to turn away from an exclusive concern with social relations and weave them into a 
fabric that includes non-human actants, actants that offer the possibility of holding 
society together as a durable whole”34. Assuming that technology has the capacity 
to make society last, these accounts left in place an overrationalized figure of the 
designer as a powerful creator. Indeed, a number of authors have criticised the notion 
of heterogeneous engineering, or network topology, for its emphasis on the network 
constructor – such as Pasteur in his laboratory – and his ability to control and govern 
multiple heterogeneous entities (for a more detailed account of this critique, see i. b. III. 
3). In this way, therefore, these accounts appeared neutral towards the ‘sub-politics’ of 
design35, or what, as we shall see below, STS-informed sociologist Fernando Domínguez 
Rubio and architect Miguel Foguè termed the ‘enfolding’36 capacity of design. That 
is, the way design materially contributes to the construction of certain hegemonies. 
Furthermore, they overestimated the ways and extent to which definitions of users and 
use can be previously defined and inscribed into an artifact. 
STS-trained anthropologist Lucy Suchman, for instance, opposing Akrich’s argument 
that “like a film script, technical objects define a framework of action together with 
the actors and the space in which they are supposed to act”37, noted that “there is no 
stable designer/user ‘point of view’ nor are imaginaries of the user or settings of use 
inscribed in anything like a complete or coherent form in the object. (…) The ‘user’ is, 

33  Ibid. p. 280.
34  Latour, B. (1991) Technology is society made durable. In J. Law (ed.) Sociology of  Monsters. Essays on 
Power, Technology and Domination, pp. 103-131. London: Routledge, p. 103.
35  Cf. Marres, N. and Lezaun, J. (2011) Materials and Devices of the Public: An Introduction. Economy 
and Society 40(4): 489-509. 
36  Cf. Domínguez Rubio, F.  and Fogué, U. (2015) Unfolding the Political Capacities of  Design. We will return 
to their interesting use of this argument in the field of architecture in section 6.
37  Akrich, M. (1992) The De-scription of Technical Objects, p. 209. 
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in other words, more vaguely figured, the object more deeply ambiguous”38. In response 
to such criticism, ANT scholars begun to go beyond the mere ‘de-scription’ of technical 
objects and how political programmes are inscribed into them and to speculate on ways 
to make such politics public, explicit, and contestable. 

����7KH�3ROLWLFV�RI�¶7KLQJV·

Latour, for his part, in accepting these criticisms, from the 2000s onwards came to 
formulate a different and peculiar version of politics, which shifted his interest from the 
analysis of ‘scripts’ to the conceptualisation of ‘things’.
With a bit of self-criticism, he noted: 

“we were so busy renewing some of the features of scientific practice that we took off the 
shelf whatever political theory we had. The result is that politics was expanded to the point 
of becoming coextensive to contemporary societies insofar as theses include fragments 
of science and pieces of technology. Since by now ‘everything is political’, the adjective 
‘political’ suffers the same fate as the adjective ‘social’: in being extending everywhere they 
have both become meaningless”39. 

Indeed, in previous ANT agendas, he acknowledges, the debunking of science had been 
pursued by extending 

“the same habits of thought that had been developed in parliaments and on streets to each 
and every one of those far-fetched new sites [i.e. laboratories]. The (…) solution was to say 
‘everything is political’ but without explaining how the checks and balances of democracy 
could be extended and made efficient in those exotic domains—hence the accusation of 
having ended up in some forms of depolitization”40. 

In particular, Latour explicitly refers to the accusation of the political theorist Langdon 
Winner, who had famously declared that “although the social constructivists have 
opened the black box and shown a colorful array of social actors, processes, and images 
therein, the box they reveal is still a remarkably hollow one”41. More precisely, Winner 
had accused STS scholars of pursuing purely academic goals “carefully sanitized of 

38  Suchman, L. (2006) +XPDQ�0DFKLQH�5HFRQÀJXUDWLRQV��3ODQV�DQG�6LWXDWHG�$FWLRQV. Cambridge, MA: Cam-
bridge University Press, pp. 192-193.
39  Latour, B. (2007b) Turning around politics: A note on Gerard de Vries’ paper. Social Studies of  Science 
37(5): 811-820, p. 811.
40  Ibid. p. 813.
41  Cf. Winner, L. (1993) Upon Opening the Black Box and Finding it Empty: Social Constructivism and 
the Philosophy of Technology. Science, Technology & Human Values 18: 362-378, pp. 374-375.
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any critical standpoint” regarding technology as a political choice. Unlike figures like 
Marxists, Heideggerians and other figures such as political sociologists Jacque Ellul 
or Lewis Mumford, they do “not explore or in any way call into question the basic 
commitments and projects of modern technological society”42. In other words, what 
was evident, according to Winner, was the “total disregard” of these studies, “for the 
social consequences of technical choice”, i.e. “for the texture of human communities, 
for qualities of everyday living, and for the broader distribution of power in society”43.
Therefore, starting from these considerations, Latour wondered: “what if the definition 
of politics were to be reshaped as deeply as the definition of science has been by STS? Not 
simply expanded or shrunk but entirely redistributed?”44 Notably, Latour’s contribution 
to political thinking in the 2000s has been significantly informed by the work of the 
American philosopher from the early twentieth-century John Dewey, whose reflections 
were introduced to him by his doctoral student Noortje Marres45. In particular, Marres 
drew on Dewey’s arguments on the formation of publics in democratic societies46 to 
argue that political action always revolves around problems, or ‘issues’ of interest (hence 
her famous motto: ‘no issue, no public’). What distinguishes this from a technocratic 
approach is the fact that objects can engage people with such intensity of concern and 
commitment that expert governance becomes meaningless. As she notes: “to articulate 
a public affair is to demonstrate for a given issue that, first, existing institutions are not 
sufficiently equipped to deal with it, and, second, that it requires the involvement of 
political outsiders for adequately defining and addressing it”47. 
Latour enthusiastically welcomed Marres’ contribution and her attention to Dewey in 
particular48, although her influence became more evident and more explicitly declared 
from the introduction to the Making Things Public exhibition catalogue (discussed further 
below) onwards. Following her insights, Latour affirmed the need to abandon our old 
habits of thought and to focus on the incredible power of objects to gather concerned
 

42  Ibid. p. 375.
43  Ibid. p. 368.
44  Ibid. p. 813.
45  See: Marres, N. (2005) 1R�,VVXH��1R�3XEOLF��'HPRFUDWLF�'HÀFLWV�$IWHU�WKH�'LVSODFHPHQW�RI �3ROLWLFV��Doctoral 
Dissertation, Universiteit van Amsterdam. Amsterdam: Ipskamp Printpartners; Marres, N. (2007) The Is-
sues Deserve More Credit: Pragmatist Contributions to the Study of Public Involvement in Controversy. 
Social Studies of  Science 37(5): 759-780.
46  Cf. Dewey, J. (1927) The Public and Its Problems. New York: Henry Holt and Company.
47  Marres, N. (2007) The Issues Deserve More Credit, p. 772.
48  Cf.: Latour, B. (2004a) Politics of  Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press; Latour, B. (2004c) Whose Cosmos, Which Cosmopolitics: Comments on the Peace Terms 
of Ulrich Beck. Common Knowledge 10(3): 450-462; Latour, B. (2005a) From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik or 
How to Make things Public. In B. Latour and P. Weibl (eds.) Making Things Public: Atmospheres of  Democracy. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; Latour, B. (2007b) Turning around politics: A note on Gerard de Vries’ paper. 
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publics around them. As he noted: “[o]bjects—taken as so many issues—bind all of us 
in ways that map out a public space profoundly different from what is usually recognized 
under the label of ‘the political’”49. “Whatever the term one wishes to use—object, 
thing, gathering, concern”, he insisted later, “the key move is to make all definitions 
of politics turn around the issues instead of having the issues enter into a ready-made 
political sphere to be dealt with. First define how things turn the public into a problem, 
and only then try to render more precise what is political, which procedures should be 
put into place, how the various assemblies can reach closure, and so on”50. 
This perspective departs radically from the earlier ANT scholarship, according to which 
the mediation of non-human actors has a ‘stabilising’ effect on society. The influence of 
Dewey’s thought has largely modified this vision, emphasising instead things as agents 
that put society into motion. The public is not an already formed set of people whose 
opinions and interests can be recorded and monitored. Rather, it is plural, and the 
features of each public depend on the issues or things around which they gather. “The 
mistake we made, the mistake I made,” Latour acknowledged, “was to believe that there 
was no efficient way to criticize matters of fact except by moving away from them and 
directing one’s attention toward the conditions that made them possible. But this meant 
accepting much too uncritically what matters of fact were”51. Shortly afterwards, he 
insisted: “[f]or too long objects have been wrongly portrayed as matters-of-fact. This 
is unfair to them, unfair to science, unfair to objectivity, unfair to experience. They are 
much more interesting, variegated, uncertain, complicated, far reaching, heterogeneous, 
risky, historical, local, material and networky than the pathetic version offered for too 
long by philosophers”52. 
How should we then consider objects? Hence his expression ‘matters of concern’53, 
which came exactly as an alternative to modernist and objectified ‘matters of fact’. 
Particularly, this turn towards things as ‘matters of concern’ is part of Latour’s broader 
attempt to redefine the basic categories that have characterised modernity, a project 
that, as we have seen, he systematically set out for the first time in We Have Never Been 
Modern (see i. b. III. 2), resumed in Pandora’s hope54 and then greatly emphasised in Politics 

49  Latour, B. (2005a) From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik or How to Make things Public, p. 5.
50  Latour, B. (2007b) Turning around politics, p. 815.
51  Latour, B. (2004b) Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Con-
cern. Critical Inquiry 30: 225-248, pp. 231-232.
52  Latour, B. (2005a) From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik or How to Make things Public, pp. 9-10.
53  Cf. Latour, B. (2004a) Politics of  Nature; Latour, B. (2004b) Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam? 
From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern, pp. 231-232; Latour, B. (2005b) What is the style of matters 
of concern? Spinoza Lectures delivered at the University of Amsterdam. Amsterdam: Van Gorcum; Latour, 
B. (2007a) Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press; Latour, B. (2018) Down to Earth: Politics in the New Climatic Regime. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, p. 
113.
54  Cf. Latour, B. (1999) Pandora’s Hope.
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of  Nature55, a book meant largely as an intervention in contemporary debates about 
ecological crisis. According to Latour, pressing and highly urgent issues that have been 
coming to the fore unveiled the connections that we have failed to take into account and 
prompt us to reopen debate on our identity and relation to nature. By posing the question 
“How many are we?”56, he urged to dissolve the distinction between nature and culture 
entirely and to extend the realm of democracy from humans to non-humans, which 
are inextricably linked to them into ever changing collectives. More precisely, Latour 
constructs, in the book, the metaphor of a new Constitution – completely different 
from the modern one, based on the ‘division’ of beings, knowledge, cultures, etc. – 
founded on the ‘coexistence’ of humans and non-humans in a single large collective, 
which has the task of bringing together the growing multiplicity of their associations. 
This collective is open and ever-expanding, always open to new requests for entry from 
other beings.
We thus move on to a new form of collaboration between humans and non-humans, 
where the latter are no longer understood as mute and passive objects, but as new 
entities with uncertain edges, which become social actors in their own right. The book’s 
central notion is a new democratic procedure that Latour calls ‘political ecology’, which 
expresses the reorientation of his perspective on the relations between nature, science 
and politics. Very importantly, political ecology “does not shift attention from the 
human pole to the pole of nature” like conventional ecological discourses do57. Rather, 
“it shifts from certainty about the production of risk-free objects (…) to uncertainty about 
the relations whose unintended consequences threaten to disrupt all orderings, all plans, 
all impacts”58.  
Notably, Latour’s reflections in the 2000s have been influenced by the work of another 
philosopher from the early twentieth-century, namely Alfred North Whitehead, and 
in particular by the British philosopher’s critique of what he called the ‘bifurcation of 
nature’ – on which, in short, the subject/object distinction is based – that has permeated 
the philosophical tradition. According to Whitehead, natural phenomena could not 
be seen as objects, but rather as processes or ‘actual occasions’. As Latour remarks, 
Whitehead “considered matters of fact to be a very poor rendering of what is given in 
experience and something that muddles entirely the question, What is there? with the 
question, How do we know it?” It is precisely this processual idea of reality that inspired 
55  Cf. Latour, B. (2004a) Politics of  Nature.
56  Ibid. p. 8. 
57  Indeed, Latour was critical of the ecological movement itself, as it had developed up to that time, for it 
maintained the modernist idea of a ‘unique’, ‘global’ and ‘purified’ Nature. “Thus we have every right”, he 
stated “to speak of a growing divorce between its burgeoning practice and its theory about that practice.” 
Latour, B. (2004a) Politics of  Nature, p. 19. Not surprisingly, however, in more recent years he appreciated 
the slogan that an environmental group – the French Zadists – uses for its own protests and demands: “We 
are not defending nature, we are nature defending itself”. Latour, B. (2018) Down to Earth, p. 113.
58  Latour, B. (2004a) Politics of  Nature, p. 25.
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Latour’s idea “to get closer to [matters of fact] or, more exactly, to see through them”59 
into the multiple relations of ‘matters of concern’. 
In other words, matters-of-concerns provide a conceptual tool to unveil the long-
diminished complexity which constitutes the world: we live in heterogeneous and 
conflictive ‘gatherings’, ‘things’. Not by chance, for the notion of ‘thing’ Latour draws 
on Heidegger’s understanding of the word Ding, whose ancient etymology is connected 
to the governing assembly of ancient Nordic and Saxon societies, where people and 
nonhumans used to gather together to discuss about worries and concerns. However, 
Latour is critical of the sharp distinction that the German philosopher made between 
it and the ‘object’ (Gegenstand)60: 

“(…) all his [Heidegger’s] writing aims to make as sharp a distinction as possible between, on 
the one hand, objects, Gegenstand, and, on the other, the celebrated Thing. The handmade jug 
can be a thing, while the industrially made can of Coke remains an object. While the latter 
is abandoned to the empty mastery of science and technology, only the former, cradled 
in the respectful idiom of art, craftsmanship, and poetry, could deploy and gather its rich 
set of connections. (…) Why not try to portray it with the same enthusiasm, engagement, 
and complexity as the Heideggerian jug? Heidegger’s mistake is not to have treated the jug 
too well, but to have traced a dichotomy between Gegenstand and Thing that was justified by 
nothing except the crassest of prejudices”61.

For Latour, “[a] thing is, in one sense, an object out there and, in another sense, an 
issue very much in there, at any rate, a gathering”62. On these bases, he formulated the 
notion of Dingpolitik, namely the ‘politics of things’ and suggested it to be the principle 
of an ‘object–oriented democracy’: a form of participation which – in contrast to the 
human-centred Realpolitik – revolves around ‘things’. Notably, the notion first appeared 
in Latour’s introduction to Making Things Public: Atmospheres of  Democracy63, the catalogue 
of an exhibition with the same title – which he co-curated with Peter Weibel – that 
sought to redefine politics as operating in the realm of ‘things’. The basic idea was that 
politics is not just an arena, a profession or a system, but a concern for things, brought 

59  Latour, B. (2004b) Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?, p. 244. See also: Whitehead, A. N. (1920) 
The Concept of  Nature. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Whitehead, A. N. (1933) Adventures in 
Ideas. New York: Free Press; Whitehead, A. N. (1978) Process and Reality (Gifford Lectures Delivered in the 
University of Edinburgh During the Session 1927-28). New York: Free Press; Stengers, I. (2002) Penser avec 
Whitehead: Une libre et sauvage création de concepts. Paris: Seuil.
60  Here Latour refers to: Heidegger, M. (1967) What Is a Thing? transl. W. B. Barton, Jr. and V. Deutsch. 
Chicago: Henry Regnery Company. Originally published as Id. (1962) 'LH�)UDJH�QDFK�GHP�'LQJ. Tubingen, 
D: Max Niemeyer.
61  Latour, B. (2004b) Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?, pp. 233-234.
62  Ibid. p. 233.
63  Cf. Latour, B. (2005a) From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik or How to Make things Public.



153

to the attention of the public, in a fluid and plural conception of the latter. More than 
a hundred writers, artists, researchers, architects and philosophers participated in the 
exhibition, rethinking what it means to make and render things public. What emerged is 
that there are multiple assemblies, which are not political in the usual sense, that gather 
a public around things: workshops, assembly lines, courts, bureaucratic institutions, 
supermarkets, shopping malls, churches, and natural resources such as rivers and 
climates. Democracy is no longer sought in the official sphere of professional politics, 
but in the new atmospheric conditions, i.e. technologies, interfaces, platforms, networks 
and mediations.
In a nutshell, then, Latour’s radical redefinition of politics consists in learning to ‘see 
through’ matters of fact into the highly articulated and complex matters of concern, or 
‘things’, that complicate and slow down any hasty composition of our hybrid collective. 
According to him, we should try to focus on what agitates, troubles, complicates and 
provokes speech64, in contrast to what the modernist attitude has always urged us to do, 
i.e. to cancel out complexity and dissenting voices.  
Particularly, the main challenge Dingpolitik faces is that what Isabelle Stengers named 
as ‘Cosmopolitics’65, which literally means the ‘politics of the cosmos’66. Cosmopolitics 
is a continuous negotiation, a practice of coexistence in which all the living beings and 
non-living entities – to which we usually refer as ‘resources’ – participate. In Stengers’ 
words: “[i]n cosmopolitics, cosmos refers to the unknown constituted by these multiple 
divergent worlds and to the articulation of which they could eventually be capable”67. 
Or, as Latour points out speaking for her, “[t]he presence of cosmos in cosmopolitics resists 
the tendency of politics to mean the give-and-take in an exclusive human club. The 
presence of politics in cosmopolitics resists the tendency of cosmos to mean a finite list of 
entities that must be taken into account. Cosmos protects against the premature closure 
of politics, and politics against the premature closure of cosmos”68. 

64  Cf. Latour, B. (2004a) Politics of  Nature, p. 103.
65  Cf. Stengers, I. (1997) Cosmopolitiques, 7 vols., Paris: La Découverte.
66  The notion of cosmopolitics may be said to bring together a number of important insights from ANT, 
feminist studies, Amerindian anthropology (e.g. Viveiros de Castro, E. (1998) Les pronoms cosmologiques 
et le perspectivisme amérindien. In E. Alliez (ed.) Gilles Deleuze. Une vie philosophique, pp. 449-461. Paris: Les 
Empêcheurs de penser en rond, Synthélabo; Viveiros de Castro, E. (2004) Exchanging perspectives: The 
transformation of objects into subjects in Amerindian ontologies. Common Knowledge 10(3): 463-484) and 
post-Deleuzian philosophy (e.g. DeLanda, M. (2006) A New Philosophy of  Society Assemblage Theory and Social 
Complexity. London – New York: Continuum), to name just a few, all differently challenging the nature-cul-
ture distinction and emphasizing the multiple material and technical entanglements shaping the human and 
the natural.
67  Stengers, I. (2005) The cosmopolitical proposal, p. 995.
68  Latour, B. (2004c) Whose Cosmos, Which Cosmopolitics: Comments on the Peace Terms of Ulrich 
Beck, p. 454.
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Anyway, as both Stengers and Latour note, a clear distinction needs to be made between 
cosmopolitics and ‘cosmopolitanism’, the latter referring to the Kantian idea of the 
possible unification of all people – only humans, who have different perspectives on 
the world – through universal laws. Cosmopolitics rather refers to the politics of a 
‘cosmos’, which includes all the many natural and material entities usually “ignored or 
ridiculed by humans” that make them act69. Stengers and Latour locate the problem with 
‘cosmopolitanism’ in its assumption of an already unified and fixed ‘cosmos’, a single 
world, when we actually inhabit a ‘pluriverse’. Importantly, this ontological multiplicity 
does not simply claim the role of non-humans, but also the different and multiple ways 
of ‘being human’. 
Rather than figuring the common world as already given, the project of cosmopolitics 
reformulates it in its possible result and thus invites to “slow down reasoning and create 
an opportunity to arouse a slightly different awareness of the problems and situations 
mobilizing us”70. Or, to put it in Latour’s words, the common world doesn’t exist as 
a principle, which means that it has to “be slowly com-posed”71. However, as discussed 
further below, although both Latour and Stengers’ versions of cosmopolitics entail 
destabilizing existent propositions of the cosmos, Latour has followed a slightly different 
route to thinking about its configurations. He, in fact, starting from his ‘symmetrical’ 
perspective, which puts every actor, human and non-human, on the same level, thinks in 
terms of ‘composition’. This implies convening all the actors involved in a given ‘thing’ 
without asking what distinct capacities the different actors have or what conditions they 
need to enter into this relationship. 
Stengers, on the contrary, invites us to take into account potential asymmetries, and thus 
not to lose sight of potential ‘victims’, i.e. actors who might remain hidden due to their 
different conditions or that are systematically misrepresented by others. 

As we will see in more detail in the next sections, the transfer of the reformulation 
of politics, which took place in STS, to the field of architecture, offers an important 
contribution to further reflection on the problems underlying modernist design practices. 
Indeed, we could say that modern architecture is based on the notion of ‘matter of fact’. 
What distinguishes it is an approach aimed at purification, simplification, generalisation 
and, therefore, standardisation. As we have seen in chapter II, the design activity 
of architects – and, with it, the dominant pedagogical models – aims at the expert 
production of black-boxes, that are supposedly objective and indisputable solutions. 
Complexity, disagreements, different needs, multiple – not only human – ontologies, 
are simply ignored. A reconsideration of the political dimension of architecture, on the 
69  Ibid. p. 457.
70  Stengers, I. (2005) The cosmopolitical proposal, p. 994.
71  Latour, B. (2004c) Whose Cosmos, Which Cosmopolitics, p. 457.



155

other hand, implies taking into account the different – and always emerging – relations, 
mediations, dependencies, controversies and potential exclusions that characterise both 
its objects and its practice.

���%HKLQG�WKH�VFHQHV�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�SUDFWLFH�

In the past decades STS, and in particular Actor-Network Theory, gained critical acclaim 
among scholars in the fields of design and architecture studies. This interest was 
triggered by a programmatic article written by Michel Callon72, who first argued for 
the importance of ANT as a methodological perspective to deepen our understanding 
of architecture by focusing on the materiality of design as a world of negotiations, 
instruments and strategies of visualization. Callon’s work was crucial in originating 
a new strand of pragmatist-inspired studies on the practice of ‘heterogeneous 
engineering’ conducted in architects’ studios and the role of nonhuman participants 
in the process, such as: models73, renderings74, city plans75, urban artifacts76, computer 
simulations77, or maps78. All these studies shared a renewed attention to architecture as 
an on-going process of composing collectives of humans and nonhumans, rather than 
an accomplishment of human doing and mastery over inert matter79. Hence, several

72  Cf. Callon, M. (1996) Le Travail de la Conception en Architecture. Situations, Les Cahiers de la Recherche 
Architecturale 37(1): 25-35.
73  Cf.: Yaneva, A. (2005) Scaling Up and Down: Extraction Trials in Architectural Design. Social Studies 
of  Science 35(6): 867-894; Yaneva, A. (2009) 0DGH�E\�WKH�2IÀFH�IRU�0HWURSROLWDQ�$UFKLWHFWXUH��$Q�(WKQRJUDSK\�RI �
Design. Rotterdam, NL: 010 Publishers.
74  Cf.: Houdart, S. (2008) Copying, cutting and pasting social spheres: Computer designers’ participation 
in architectural projects. Science Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal of  Science and Technology. 21(1), pp. 47-64;  
Houdart, S. and Minato, C. (2009) Kuma Kengo. An unconventional Monograph. Paris: Editions Donner Lieu; 
Houdart, S. (2016) Architecture in the wild: The studio overflowed. In Farias, I. and Wilkie, A. (eds.) Studio 
studies: operations, topologies and displacements. London - New York: Routledge.
75  Cf. Zitouni, B. (2010) Agglomérer. Une anatomie de l’extension Bruxelloise (1828–1915). Bruxelles: Brussels 
University Press.
76  Cf. Doucet, I. (2012) Making a city with words: Understanding Brussels through its urban heroes and 
villains. City, Culture and Society (CCS) 3(2): 105-116; Doucet, I. (2015) The Practice Turn in Architecture: Brussels 
after 1968. Farnham, UK: Ashgate.
77  Cf. Loukissas, Y. (2012) Co-Designers: Cultures of  Computer Simulation in Architecture. London and New 
York: Routledge.
78  Cf. Nadaï, A. and Labussière, O. (2013) Playing with the line, channelling multiplicity: Wind power 
planning in the Narbonnaise (Aude, France). Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 31(1): 116-139.
79  In order to better understand the distinction between the ANT’s work on science and that in the de-
signers’ studio it is necessary to underline that while scientific laboratories are considered as ‘centres of cal-
culation’, what is at stake in the studio is ‘synthesis’. Since the 1990s, in fact, the ANT has begun to shift its 
focus towards other practices and dynamics, which have forced it to adapt or transform its narrative. In par-
ticular, where in the laboratory the focus is on ‘truth’, what is at stake in architecture is the composition of 
a sociomaterial form. Cf. Wilkie, A. and Mike M. (2015) The Design Studio as a Centre of Synthesis. In I. 
Farías and A. Wilkie (eds.) Studio Studies: Operations, Topologies & Displacements, pp. 25-39. London: Routledge.
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scholars engaged in a pathbreaking search that was aimed at unpacking the different 
material registers and flows of nonhuman entities involved in the making of buildings, 
cities and urban infrastructures. 
The starting assumption was that architecture cannot be reduced to a static frame of 
symbolic meaning, to be addressed by theories and ideologies. To put it in Yaneva’s 
words: “ANT allows reporting what architects, designers, engineers and dwellers do 
– their daily routines, individual moves and collective groupings – in spite of their 
interests and theories, thus constantly prioritizing the pragmatic content of actions, 
not of discourses (…) because they make possible the existence of numerous objects, 
buildings and artefacts, instruments and theories that constitute architecture and the built 
environment”80. In this sense, traditional topographical – or Euclidian – representations 
of space were considered insufficient to account for the complexity of architectural 
processes. As Yaneva and Latour write in their essay Give Me a Gun and I Will Make All 
Buildings Move, these representations are “our own way of knowing and manipulating 
buildings” – which render them ‘desperately static’, impeding to grasp their movements, 
‘flights’, and transformations. In short, Euclidean space is a poor medium for capturing 
the way humans and things do get by in the world. “Where do you place the angry 
clients and their sometimes conflicting demands? Where do you insert the legal and 
city planning constraints? Where do you locate the budgeting and the different budget 
options? Where do you put the logistics of the many successive trades? Where do you 
situate the subtle evaluation of skilled versus unskilled practitioners?”81. Given the fact 
that geometrical patterns are based on the physical, rather than the social aspects of the 
city, fluxes, movements and social interactions are simply not taken into account and 
removed from view. 
These ethnographic studies shared an interest in the ‘ecology’ of the practice of design. 
As we have seen, ‘ecology’ means in this context an alternative to what Latour describes 
as modernization, thought to account for all the entities of human and nonhuman 
collective life. Drawing on ANT as a mode of overcoming dichotomies such as nature/
culture, subject/object, materiality/meaning, describing the ‘ecology of practice’ here 
means tracing the roles, routines, actions and mediations of all participants in design, 
such as skills, habits, designers’ equipment, clients, regulations, models, images, buildings 
and urban landscapes: in other words, it means tracing the socio-material context of 
architectural practices. Again, ANT’s notion of ‘translation’, or ‘delegation’, enables us 

80  Yaneva, A. (2017) )LYH�:D\V�WR�0DNH�$UFKLWHFWXUH�3ROLWLFDO��$Q�,QWURGXFWLRQ�WR�WKH�3ROLWLFV�RI �'HVLJQ�3UDFWLFH���
London: Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, p. 8.
81  Yaneva, A., Latour, B. and Geiser, R. (eds.) (2008) Give me a Gun and I will Make All Buildings Move: 
An ANT’s View of Architecture. In Geiser, R. (ed.) Explorations in Architecture: Teaching, Design, Research, pp. 
80-89. Basel, CH: Verlag Ag., p. 81. According to Yaneva and Latour, phenomenological understandings of 
space are also problematic, for “in order to avoid reducing humans to things” they reduce “things to draw-
ings”, reproducing “the usual split between subjective and objective dimensions”. Ibid. pp. 82-83.
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to understand what is at stake here: from this perspective, humans – in this case more 
precisely designers, or architects – delegate, or translate, their work to nonhumans – 
design objects, environments and devices. Therefore, designers’ actions are bounded by 
technologies that affect how and what they do, and shape particular notions of space. 
This trend, which could be termed as ‘ethnographic turn in architecture’, is the outcome 
of a series of related processes, such as the growing realization of architecture as a 
social practice and the social nature of the outcomes of its production, and the growing 
recognition of the collective nature of design82. Although the use of ethnographic 
methods in architecture is hardly a new topic in itself, by re-describing the practices of 
design from a socio-material perspective, this ANT-inspired method helps circumventing: 
i) a social constructivist agenda which treats architectural form as a social and cultural 
symbol (‘society’ is a separate domain of reality that ‘explains’ architecture)83; ii) traditional 
sociological approaches that rely solely on social contextualization of the working 
environment of architectural firms84; and iii) anthropology-informed approaches that 
treat all products of architectural design as socially constructed through negotiations 
among all – human – participants in design processes85. ANT-inspired architectural 
ethnographies, which Yaneva terms ‘new ethnographies’86, follow the ‘the symmetric 
anthropology’ advocated by Latour87: rather than focusing on a particular agent, they 
account for the performances of all the entire collectives of humans and nonhumans88, 
“undivided attention to words and the gestural and non-verbal language”89. Because 
of their relevance to this thesis, below I will focus on some emblematic and founding 
works of this approach.

Inside OMA
Starting from 2002, Yaneva engaged in a two years participant observation in Rem 
Koolhaas’s studio, namely the 2IÀFH� IRU�0HWURSROLWDQ�$UFKLWHFWXUH in Rotterdam (OMA). 

82  Cf. Yaneva, A. (2017) )LYH�:D\V�WR�0DNH�$UFKLWHFWXUH�3ROLWLFDO, p. 45.
83  Cf. Yaneva, A. (2012) Mapping Controversies in Architecture. London: Ashgate. In chapter 2 (‘On the 
Boundary Between Architecture/Society’) Yaneva criticises both Pierre Bourdieu and his analysis of the 
Berber house of Kabyle in Algeria, and Anthony King and his study of the bungalow in India. Both au-
thors, according to her, treat society and architecture as two separate words. Cf. Bourdieu, P. (1971) The 
Berber House. In M. Douglas (ed.) Rules and Meanings: An Anthropology of  Everyday Knowledge, pp. 98-110. 
Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin Books; King, A. D. (1984) The Bungalow: The Production of  a Global Culture. 
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
84  Cf. Blau, J. R. (1984) $UFKLWHFWV�DQG�)LUPV��$�6RFLRORJLFDO�3HUVSHFWLYH�RQ�$UFKLWHFWXUDO�3UDFWLFH. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press.
85  Cf. Cuff, D. (1992) Architecture: The Story of  Practice. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
86  Yaneva, A. (2017) )LYH�:D\V�WR�0DNH�$UFKLWHFWXUH�3ROLWLFDO, p. 45.
87  Latour, B. (1993) We Have Never Been Modern, p. 92.
88  However, they focus – probably due to disciplinary traditions common to many countries – on a ver-
sion of architecture specifically related to ‘making buildings’.  
89  Yaneva, A. (2017) )LYH�:D\V�WR�0DNH�$UFKLWHFWXUH�3ROLWLFDO��p. 45.
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In line with STS and ANT’s study and critique of modern scientific practice, she 
carried out a pragmatist re-description of the socio-material dimensions of design 
in Koolhaas’s practice. Just like Latour in the 1970s followed scientists at work to 
understand the production of scientific facts, she decided to follow architects’ daily 
routines. Her interest lied precisely in studying their activities and beliefs, “their 
cultures, their exoticism, their strange obsession with time, novelty and innovation; their 
enigmatic attachments to models, sketches and drawing software; and the extraordinary 
inconsistency in how they define themselves and their practices”90. To fully understand 
OMA’s architectural approach, Yaneva put aside existing official interpretations in the 
architectural scholarship, which tend to rely on abstract notions such as society, culture 
and creativity, and focused on following the designers in the studio, watching their daily 
actions, their mistakes and the way they make sense of their world-building activities. 
Rather than referring back to wider frameworks such as ‘Surrealism or the Modernist 
Movement’, she aimed to offer a view of the architectural office from the inside, in 
order to recount the heterogeneous elements that architecture links together. 
This led her to state, for instance, that “design is a trivial, banal, mundane experience”91 
revolving around a number of minor gestures such as retouching images, scaling and 
rescaling models, visiting a building site, negotiating with other professionals and clients, 
dealing with urban regulations and so on. Or that, unlike what happens in other offices, 
where the design process revolves around a conceptual sketch or drawing made by the 
‘master’ architect – such as Zaha Hadid or Frank Gehry – “at the oma [it] often begins 
with collective experimentation at the table of models” and the design of a building or 
an urban concepts emerges “as a relational effect of a whole network”92.  
In Yaneva’s account, foam models play a crucial role at OMA. Far from reflecting visions, 
ideas and imaginaries of single minds, they are ‘things’, contested sites, gatherings of 
human and nonhumans concerns that ultimately confer a particular shape to the building. 
Architects’ actions and movements are inextricably linked to the emergence of a certain 
shape, as well as their thoughts to the visual and tactile experience of making the model. 
As seen with scientists at work in their laboratories, designers delegate to the foam the 
power to enfold, and the material in turn responds and starts dominating the model-
maker, so that “the ‘knowing architect’ loses mastery over the building he is striving 
to understand”93. Every action and movement they make with their instrumental and 
technical equipment – Autocad, the foam-cutter, the drawing board and so on – “shapes 
the perceptive matter of a building-to-be, as a movement, as a new disposition”94.

90  Ibid. p. 41.
91  Yaneva, A. (2009) 0DGH�E\�WKH�2IÀFH�IRU�0HWURSROLWDQ�$UFKLWHFWXUH, p. 25.
92  Ibid. p. 11.
93  Ibid. p. 58.
94  Ibid. p. 59.
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Yaneva observed how architects think of the building by modelling, cutting foam and 
paper and using various scoping techniques. In her account of the work of ‘Whitney 
team’ – a group of OMA architects engaged in the design of the extension of the 
Whitney Museum of American Art in New York – the NEWhitney –, she noted how a 
distinctive trait of the architectural practice is ‘knowing through scaling’ for “[t]he tiny 
material operations of ‘scaling up’, ‘jumping the scale’, ‘rescaling’ and ‘going down in 
scale’ enable architects to think of the building and to gain new knowledge about it”95. 
Models are depicted to be important tools for shared cognition as “architects discuss 
concerns about scoping and rescaling the models; they ‘lend’ their bodies to many visual 
instruments, which enable them to see and experience the internal space, ‘guided’ by the 
inner logic of the foam constructions, and ‘influenced’ by many previous choices”96. 
At the same time, other issues such as client demand, site specificity, city politics, 
technical requirements, regulations and users’ expectation ‘constrain’ them and thus 
determine the shape of the models and the nature of a certain design solution. Models, 
renderings, images and all the objects that designers fabricate to visualize and give shape 
to their works fabricate them back as they receive autonomy that the designers do not 
have. They talk back to their creators and transcend them. Therefore, if one traces 
how they are fabricated, negotiated and how they circulate it is possible “to follow 
simultaneously the co-production of design reality and the designers as professionals”97.  

,QVLGH�.HQJR�.XPD·V�RIÀFH
For her part, anthropologist Sophie Houdart, in her ethnographic work in the office 
of Kengo Kuma98, also focused on the meetings between architects, engineers and 

95  Yaneva, A. (2005) Scaling Up and Down, p. 870.
96  Ibid. p. 871.
97  Ibidem.
98  Cf. Houdart, S. and Minato, C. (2009) Kuma Kengo. An unconventional Monograph. 

The Whitney team working on the spatial arrangement of the building with their models. Source: Yaneva, 
A. (2005) Scaling Up and Down.
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clients. Particularly, together with Minato, Houdart showed how architects, “with set 
designers’ awareness”, through concept boards, perspective drawings (commonly 
known as architectural ‘renderings’), and models, transform the space of the meeting 
into a ‘visual medium’ that allows negotiation99. As she argues, it is precisely the 
coordination of these devices that allows participants to discuss with each other, despite 
their respective differences. The role of models is emphasised in order to reflect on 
issues such as formal proportions, location of the building or materials.
Interestingly, she also followed architects and computer designers in the creation and 
use of renderings. As she notes, these drawings are crucial tools in the architectural 
process for they constitute the moment in which architects introduce in their more 
abstract graphic products all the non-architectural elements, such as potential users, 
trees and greenery, skies, cars, sunlight and more intangible things such as atmosphere. 
For this reason, “they make a whole world come alive”100 and act to convince a multiple 
audience – in particular the clients – of the project feasibility. To put it in her words, 
“[t]hese drawings provide architects and designers with an opportunity to redefine the 
nature of beings and act on the peculiarity of their relationships, and constitute an 
interesting support to consider the projection of new cosmologies, anticipating the 
cohabitation of such diverse things as human beings, buildings, roads, trees, skies, cars 
and their respective ways of existing”101. 
As Houdart observes, these virtual images feature as ‘cosmologies in the making’, as 
architects, while designing, digitalizing, inserting different elements, cutting and pasting 
images, manipulate social spheres and give birth to new ones. 
In her account, architects in Kuma’s office, in order to compose their virtual images and 
make a new universe come alive, resort to ‘ready-made’ people and other elements from 
99  Ibid. pp. 121-122.
100  Houdart, S. (2008) Copying, cutting and pasting social spheres, p. 47.
101  Ibidem.

Kuma Kengo & Associates (KKAA), renderings. Proposal for the Japan’s World Expo 2005 Beyond Develop-
ment: Rediscovering Nature’s Wisdom. Source: Houdart, S. (2008) Copying, cutting and pasting social spheres.
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catalogues – which she defines as ‘cosmologies’ or lists of ‘things’ – available on the 
web. There is no ontological difference between things, which are all devoid of context 
and meant to emphasize an ‘effect of reality’ when imported to the images. In particular, 
Houdart engaged in an ethnographic account of the development of a proposal for the 
Japan’s World Expo 2005 Beyond Development: Rediscovering Nature’s Wisdom, whose basic 
idea was to take advantage of the geographical conditions of a forest in order to invite 
the world to develop new relationships with nature for the century to come. As she 
notes, since the project was supposed to stage an utopia, the renderings produced by 
the architects played a crucial part in this process. Not by chance, the first step in the 
shaping of Expo 2005 was an in situ visualisation, meant not to cut the land as architects 
usually do by making site plans, but to rather keep the original landscape. According 
to Kuma, in fact, this was meant to generate “‘an anti-architectural expression’ aimed 
at ‘erasing’ architecture itself (…), dissolving it or making it as invisible as possible”102. 
The utopian dimension of this world was further emphasized by another image showing 
people walking in the forest, which seemed to abolish hierarchy among beings and “to 
promise, once again, not to pollute nature with buildings or pavilions, but move into the 
21st century without the modernist cortege of objects and imageries”103.

Design Technics: historical continuities 
The connection between architectural tools, or technics, and the user is also analysed in 
the recently published book Design Technics. Archaeologies of  Architectural Practice104, which 
brings together a series of contributions that trace the genealogies of certain techniques 
used by architects, through a series of investigations into the historical conditions that 
made them possible. These are contributions that “propose a more capacious meaning 
for the term technics, which is used here to denote a constellation of interrelated practical, 
artifactual, and procedural material conditions”105.
Specifically, different authors analyse this relationship between architects and technics 
– “rendering, modeling, scanning, equipping, specifying, positioning, and – last but 
not least – repeating”106 – in some of their current work practices from a historical 
perspective. 
In particular, Çelik Alexander, in her introductory essay – Architecture and Technics107 
– insists on the role that habit plays in shaping who we are. Looking at the 
102  Ibid. p. 57. Cf. Kuma, K. (1997) Digital Gardening. Space Design Monthly Journal of  Art and Architecture 
398: 6-132. 
103  Ibid. p. 58.
104  Cf. Çelik Alexander, Z. and May, J. (eds.) (2020) Design Technics. Archaeologies of  Architectural Practice. 
Minneapolis, MN–London: University of Minnesota Press.
105  Ibid.  p. ix.
106  Ibid.  p. x.
107  Cf. Çelik Alexander, Z. (2020) Introduction: Architecture and Technics. In Z. Çelik Alexander and J. May 
(eds.) Design Technics, pp. ix-xxiii.
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Claude Hertenberger, L’Atelier, 1937. École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts (Paris: La Grande Masse, 
1937).
“The apparent visual cohesion that emanated from the Beaux-Arts rendering, and the social distinction 
bestowed upon its author, actually relied on a strictly hierarchical division of graphic labor. (…)In the 
professional ateliers, every final drawing was rendered not by a single author but by an entire cohort of ren-
dering hands, each working on separate portions of a single extensive surface”. Photo and caption: Allais, 
L. (2020) Rendering, in Z. Çelik Alexander and J. May (eds.) Design Technics pp. 4-33, p. 18-19.



163

historical trajectories that the book proposes, Çelik Alexander underlines that “the human 
appears not simply as the master of material conditions but rather as a figure who owes 
its very existence to those material conditions. This way of thinking upsets the long-
standing trope of defining artifactual technologies as an extension of the human body 
(…) and to Marshall McLuhan’s formulation108 that media are extensions of the human 
sensorium. By this logic, the hand does not precede the instrument that it holds but is 
dialectically reconfigured by it”109. 
The essays in the book “insist not on historical breaks and paradigm shifts, as so much 
literature on the technical developments of the last few decades tends to do, but rather 
on historical continuities”110. They make it possible to place techniques and tools in 
a perspective – in addition to the ethnographic perspective we have seen in the work 
of Yaneva and Houdart – that shows their persistence, their role and the hierarchical 
relationships that they historically determine in the production of architecture. 
Among others, Lucia Allais’ contribution appears to be particularly interesting. In her 
essay Rendering: On Experience and Experiments111 Allais shows – starting from the École des 
Beaux Arts until very current times – the persistence of the same way of addressing the 
theme of ‘rendering’. In fact, both then and now, the architect’s experience is almost 
always substituted by the work delegated to drafters. Besides, in the computer graphics 
industry ‘rendering’ time is often established with the aim of maximizing the show and, 
therefore, the client’s approval and the professional’s earnings. “What this archaeology 
of rendering teaches us is to be attuned not to interactivity but rather interpassivity: our 
willingness to let others do the experiencing for us”112. 
Time and again, the various essays remarks, these technics end up stabilizing the highly 
unstable category of the human.

These studies, therefore, show that tools and techniques play a constitutive role in the 
cognitive activities of architects and have real world-making effects, i.e. they produce 
different social and material effects. As seen through the eyes of Yaneva and Houdart, 
architects in Rem Koolhaas’s office think though cutting foam and scale models; in 
Kengo Kuma’s practice they think through computer renderings or models. 
Such accounts, therefore, contribute to the reflection on what architects and their 
productions are. Far from preceding or simply controlling them, architects are made 
and remade through the different techniques they use. In this light, the master 

108  Cf. McLuhan, M. (1964) Understanding Media: Extensions of  Man. New York: McGraw-Hill.
109  Çelik Alexander, Z. (2020) Introduction: Architecture and Technics, p. xi.
110  Ibid. p. xviii.
111  Cf. Allais, L. (2020) Rendering. In Z. Çelik Alexander and J. May (eds.) Design Technics, pp. 4-33.
112  Ibid, p. 33. Here Allais explicitly refers to the reflections of Slavoj Žižek: cf. Žižek, S. (2006) The 
Interpassive Subject: Lacan Turns a Prayer Wheel. In Id. (2006) How to Read Lacan, pp. 23-39. New York: 
W. W. Norton. 
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architect doesn’t appear as the powerful creator, the ‘genius’, as portrayed in books and 
monographies produced by critics. Designing, Yaneva argues, is not about ‘projecting’, 
and thus producing and throwing forward a new design idea. Rather, a careful 
observation of ‘architecture in the making’ sheds light upon the different yet rarely 
recounted settings across which design is distributed113. 
Along the same lines, buildings-to-be reveal themselves to be ‘things’, contested 
gatherings of heterogeneous and contradictory issues. As she writes in her contribution 
to Latour’s Making Things Public exhibition catalogue, “a building comes from many 
requirements, issues, claims, considerations and potentials. (…) The building is an 
assembly of assemblages, pluralistically constituted, genuinely additive, marked by 
manyness. The building is a ‘multiverse’”114. 
Similar reflections are contained in a recent issue of the Italian magazine Ardeth115, 
entitled ‘Bottega’ – of which Yaneva herself is guest editor – which emphasises the 
relevance of thinking ‘from’ the design activity of architects. Various architects who 
have contributed to the magazine have thus found themselves in the dual position of 
observed objects and researchers. Indeed, this collection of essays “is dedicated to 
the bottega of architectural design, and it aims at investigating the factual work of 
architects, starting from the tangible dimension of material production to the larger 
implication of practice”116. 
As the editorial board observes, in his 2010 Cogitamus. Six lettres sur les humanités 
VFLHQWLÀTXHV, Latour defines as a ‘laboratory’ the model of actions that marks scientific 
production, by distinguishing three settings within it: the atelier (‘bottega’), the bureau 
and the Académie. The bottega is the place of direct experimentation; the office (bureau) 
is the place where exchanges with the world take place through the development of 
intellectual technologies; finally, the academia represents the order of institutional 
legitimation. 

“In analogous terms, the ‘laboratory of the project of architecture’ might be a place for 
the production of tools and experiments, just as the bottega is; production of intellectual 
technologies, of extremely specialized representational codes, of evaluation measures, of 
writings, just as the office is; finally, the place for the production of institutional objects 
that, if legitimized on the one hand by academia and by legal procedures, once endorsed by 
authorities are, on the other, a constitutive part of urban governance. Thus, this issue might 
have been titled ‘from bottega to laboratory’ and perhaps ‘to world’”117.
113  Cf. Yaneva, A. (2017) )LYH�:D\V�WR�0DNH�$UFKLWHFWXUH�3ROLWLFDO�
114  Yaneva, A. (2005) A Building Is a “Multiverse”. In B. Latour and P. Weibl (eds.) Making Things Public: 
Atmospheres of  Democracy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, p. 535.
115  Cf. Ardeth, 02 (Spring 2018) BOTTEGA: Ecology of  Design Practice. Available at: http://www.ardeth.eu
116  Frassoldati, F. et al. (2018) Around the Bottega. Ardeth 02: 5-8, p. 5.
117  Ibid. pp. 5-6. 
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���$�UHQHZHG�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�DUFKLWHFWXUH�DQG�SROLWLFV

What does this different perspective imply, which brings mediations and processes into 
play, when thinking about, or rather, rethinking the politics of architecture? What does 
it imply about participation, its devices and modalities?
In this section I will focus specifically on observing how a number of scholars in the 
field of STS, and ANT in particular, have attempted to answer, in different ways, these 
questions, generating new, different versions of the political dimension of architecture 
and the urban118. 

�����7KH�SROLWLFV�within�DUFKLWHFWXUH

In short, following Latour, Yaneva argues that politics is not foundational, which means 
that it is no longer to be found in external factors such as class divisions, economic 
constraints or market forces. Instead, it can be explored and generated at the level 
of architectural practice, and seen as integral to many features of planning, building, 
construction and renovation processes. “It emerges and can be witnessed as we trace the 
transformation of objects, sites, urban publics and the multiple realities of a city”119. 
Besides, politics doesn’t lie in artifacts themselves, “but in the way it acts and connects 
to other objects and people in a related way”, and in “the many unpredictable alliances 
that all (…) [its] protagonists with variable ontologies and disagreeing voices can shape 
together while moving according to different times and spaces”120. Hence, politics and 
architecture are co-produced at the level of practice.
Drawing on the Latourian notions of ‘matters of concern’ and ‘composition’, Yaneva’s 
idea on how to reformulate the relationship between architecture and politics revolves 
around the mapping of controversies121, which entails the mapping and visibilisation of 
all the heterogeneous actors, connections and controversies involved in both artefacts 
and architectural practices [i.b. III. 4] (we will return to this argument and, more 
specifically, on its use in pedagogical spaces of architecture in chapter IV).

118  In the next chapter, however, more specifically dedicated to examining the impact of STS and the 
ANT in architectural practice, we will see how a number of architects have experimentally transformed 
their own design practice in unprecedented ways.
119  Yaneva, A. (2017) )LYH�:D\V�WR�0DNH�$UFKLWHFWXUH�3ROLWLFDO, p. 6.
120  Ibid. p. 4.
121  Cf. Yaneva, A. (2012) Mapping Controversies in Architecture. 
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�����8UEDQ��&RVPR�SROLWLFV

In addition to this focus on architectural artefacts and practices, other scholars have 
productively used the reflections of STS and the ANT to investigate the urban 
dimension and its processes122. Indeed, in recent years an interest has emerged among 
urban studies scholars to move beyond conventional understandings of the city and 
122  Anyway, a full-blown overview of the multiple and productive impacts of STS on the understanding 
of the city and its construction is beyond the interest of this thesis. Here, I will only dwell on some of 
the interesting insights that ANT and ‘assemblage thinking’ have offered in this field of study. For a more 
comprehensive survey of these issues, see: Farías, I. and Bender, T. (eds.) (2009) Urban Assemblages. How 
Actor-Network Theory changes urban studies. New York: Routledge; Farías. I. and Blok, A. (2016) Urban Cos-
mopolitics. Agencements, assemblies, atmospheres. New York: Routledge.

i.b. III. 4 - Robert Moses’ bridges in Long Island and their politics 

3DUWLFXODUO\��DFFRUGLQJ� WR�<DQHYD�� WKH�FODVVLFDO�SDUDEOH�RI� WKH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�DUFKLWHFWXUH�
DQG�SROLWLFV�±�EHVW�UHSUHVHQWHG�E\�)RXFDXOW¶V�DQDO\VLV�RI�-HUHP\�%HQWKDP¶V�SDQRSWLFRQ�SULVRQ�
±�WKDW�VHHV�SROLWLFV�PDLQO\�UHO\LQJ�LQ�DUFKLWHFWXUH¶V�SRZHU�WR�FRQWURO��PXVW�JLYH�ZD\�WR�RWKHU�
DQG�PRUH�FRPSOH[�SHUVSHFWLYHV��7R�IXUWKHU�DUWLFXODWH�WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH�VKH�DOVR�FULWLFL]HG�WKH�
LQÀXHQWLDO� DQDO\VLV� RI� XUEDQ� SODQQHU� 5REHUW� 0RVHV¶� EULGJHV� LQ� /RQJ� ,VODQG�� 1HZ�<RUN�� E\�
/DQJGRQ�:LQQHU1��,Q�:LQQHU¶V�DFFRXQW��WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKHVH�RYHUSDVVHV�DUH�FRQVLGHUDEO\�ORZ�
ZDV�DFWXDOO\�SODQQHG�E\�0RVHV�WR�DFKLHYH�D�SDUWLFXODU�VRFLDO�HIIHFW��ZKLOH�FDU�RZQLQJ�ZKLWH�
SHRSOH�RI�XSSHU�FODVVHV�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�DEOH�WR�SDVV�IUHHO\�XQGHU�WKH�EULGJHV��SRRU�SHRSOH�
±�PRVWO\�EODFN�SHRSOH�±��ZKR�QRUPDOO\�XVHG�SXEOLF�WUDQVSRUW��ZHUH�NHSW�RII�WKH�URDGV�EHFDXVH�
EXVHV�ZHUH�WRR�WDOO�WR�JHW�WKURXJK�WKHP��:KDW�WKLV�SURYRNHG�ZDV�D�OLPLWHG�DFFHVV�WR�-RQHV�
%HDFK��0RVHV¶�IDPRXV�SXEOLF�SDUN��UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�D�IRUP�RI�JHQWUL¿FDWLRQ��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�<DQHYD��
KRZHYHU�� WKH� SROLWLFDO� GLPHQVLRQ� RI� WKH� EULGJHV� LV� QDUUDWHG� E\�:LQQHU� LQ� D� ³YHU\� DQDHPLF�
YHUVLRQ´��ZKHUH�SROLWLFV� LV�UHGXFHG�³WR�UDFLDO�SROLWLFV��DQG�WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�RI� WKH�EULGJH�WR� LWV�
KHLJKW´��7KH�EULGJH��VKH�SRLQWV�RXW��LV�D�³PXFK�PRUH�FRPSOH[�PDWHULDO�DQG�VRFLDO�DUWHIDFW´2. 
1RWDEO\��RQ�WKH�EDVLV�RI�WKHVH�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV��<DQHYD�FHOHEUDWHG�WKH�GRFXPHQWDU\�Misleading 
Innocence: Tracing what a bridge can do��SURGXFHG�E\�)UDQFHVFR�*DUXWWL�DW� WKH�&DQDGLDQ�
&HQWUH�RI�$UFKLWHFWXUH�LQ�������,QGHHG��LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�WKH�GHEDWH�EHWZHHQ�VRFLDO�FRQVWUXFWLYLVWV�
DQG�$17�VFKRODUV�UDLVHG�E\�/DQJGRQ�:LQQHU¶V�SXEOLFDWLRQ��WKH�¿OP�DLPHG�WR�SRUWUD\�WKH�VRFLR�
PDWHULDO�FRPSOH[LW\�RI�0RVHV¶V�EULGJHV�.

�� &I��:LQQHU��/����������'R�DUWLIDFWV�KDYH�SROLWLFV"�Daedalus�����������������
�� <DQHYD��$���������Five Ways to Make Architecture Political, p. 2.
�� 7KH�GRFXPHQWDU\�FDQ�EH�ZDWFKHG�KHUH��KWWSV���ZZZ�\RXWXEH�FRP�ZDWFK"Y �X�]<FFLB�Z
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explore relational, symmetrical and flat perspectives to inquire its phenomena and 
transformations123. Urban politics itself, as explored through the ANT and ‘assemblage 
thinking’ [i.b. III. 5], is no longer just about humans and their discourses, but about 
‘things’, complex interweavings of contested issues. 
According to geographers Ash Amin and Nigel Thrift124, the city’s boundaries have 
become too permeable and stretched, both geographically and socially, for it to be 
theorized as a whole. Not unlike objects and buildings, the city itself, rather than as ‘one’ 
unified entity, began to be seen as “an amalgam of often disjointed processes and social 
heterogeneity, a place of near and far connections, a concatenation of rhythms; always 
edging in new directions”125 or as “a multiplicity of processes of becoming, affixing 
sociotechnical networks, hybrid collectives and alternative topologies (…) a difficult 
and decentred object”126. Against any reductive or essentialist reading, the urban began 
to be analysed “into the intermesh between flesh and stone, humans and non-humans, 

123  Cf. Farías, I. and Bender, T. (eds.) (2009) Urban Assemblages. 
124  Cf. Amin, A. and Thrift, N. (2002) Cities. Reimagining the Urban. Cambridge, Oxford, UK: Polity.
125  Ibid. p. 8.
126  Farías, I. and Bender, T. (eds.) (2009) Urban Assemblages. p. 2.

i.b. III. 5 - The notion of ‘urban assemblages’

$V� )DUtDV� DQG� 7KRPDV� %HQGHU� QRWH1�� WKH� QRWLRQ� RI� µXUEDQ� DVVHPEODJHV¶� HPHUJHG� DV� D�
conceptual tool to portray the city as a multiple object and to convey a sense of its multiple 
LPSOHPHQWDWLRQV��7KH�WHUP�µDVVHPEODJH¶��LQ�IDFW��LV�PHDQW�WR�SURYLGH�D�FRQFUHWH�DQG�JUDVSDEOH�
LPDJH�RI�KRZ� WKH�FLW\� LV�EURXJKW� LQWR�EHLQJ� LQ�DVVHPEOLHV�RI�KHWHURJHQHRXV�DFWRUV�� ,W� LV�D�
UDWKHU�LPSUHFLVH�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI�'HOHX]H�DQG�*XDWWDUL¶V�QRWLRQ�RI�agencement2��D�TXLWH�FRPPRQ�
WHUP�LQ�)UHQFK�IRU�GHQRWLQJ�WKH�DUUDQJHPHQW�RU�DVVHPEO\�RI�GLIIHUHQW�HOHPHQWV��3KLORVRSKHU�
0DQXHO�'H/DQGD�XVHG�WKH�FRQFHSW�WR�FULWLFDOO\�H[SORUH�WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�RI�VRFLHW\�DQG�H[SOLFLWO\�
SURSRVHG� WR� H[DPLQH� FLWLHV� DV� ³DVVHPEODJHV� RI� SHRSOH�� QHWZRUNV�� RUJDQLVDWLRQV�� DV� ZHOO�
DV�D�YDULHW\�RI�LQIUDVWUXFWXUDO�FRPSRQHQWV��IURP�EXLOGLQJV�DQG�URDGV�WR�FRQGXLWV�IRU�ÀRZV�RI�
PDWWHU�DQG�HQHUJ\´���6LQFH�WKHQ��DVVHPEODJH�WKLQNLQJ�KDV�EHHQ�DGRSWHG�LQ�YDULRXV�¿HOGV�DV�D�
WKHRUHWLFDO�DQG�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�IUDPHZRUN�WR�H[SORUH�VRFLR�VSDWLDO�FRPSOH[LWLHV�

�� &I��)DUtDV��,��DQG�%HQGHU��7���HGV����������Urban Assemblages. How Actor-Network Theory changes urban studies. 
1HZ�<RUN��5RXWOHGJH�
�� &I��'HOHX]H��*��DQG�*XDWWDUL��)���������5KL]RPH� Ideology and Consciousness����������
�� 'H/DQGD��0���������A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity��/RQGRQ���1HZ�<RUN��
Continuum, p. 5.
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fixtures and flows, emotions and practices”127. 
Notably, highlighting the limits of Marxist critical urban study, mostly emerged in 
the 70’, Farías128 stressed how the ANT perspective, with its ‘fervent anti-structuralist 
position’, proposes an ‘engagement’ with the world and research and therefore an 
empirical investigation into the ontological status of cities. Where critical urban studies 
look at the city as a ‘spatial formation’, ‘economic unit’ or ‘cultural formation’, ANT-
informed inquiries use the lens of radical relationality, generalized symmetry, and 
association. Indeed, the ‘rather dated paradigm’ offered by Marxist-inspired project of 
critical urbanism is seen as entailing various risks: “the risk of taking meta-narratives of 
structural change for an explanation of urban life; the risk of losing sight of the actual 
complex and multiple cities we live in; the risk of disconnection from contemporary 
theoretical developments in social sciences”129. ANT’s contribution to urban studies, 
instead, lies exactly in providing a sensibility towards the active role that non-human 
actors play in the assemblage of the world and promoting “a more open and explorative 
form of engagement with the world; in a word, inquiry, not critique”130.  In this sense, 
the logic of capitalism – that critical urban studies use to frame any urban process – 
is not simply ignored or passively accepted. Rather, it is explored from ‘within’, as a 
concrete process, or a ‘form of life’, in its multiple forces shaping the city. 
Notably, urban space itself has become an interesting subject of investigation through 
the lens of cosmopolitics, which reveals how multiple urban worlds are constantly “in 
the process of being subtly transformed, destabilized, decentred, questioned, criticized 
or even destroyed”131. In the same way as for urban assemblages, the function of 
cosmopolitics is not merely descriptive or critical – hence, theoretical and ideological, 
from ‘above’ – but actively committed to inquire from ‘within’. In other words, 
a cosmopolitical perspective on the city prompts an inquiry into the ways in which 
multiple assemblages “come to be articulated and co-ordinated in and across specific 
urban sites” and to therefore explore new ways of “articulating and reassembling urban 
co-existence”132.

127  Amin, A. and Thrift, N. (2002) Cities. Reimagining the Urban, p. 9.
128  Cf. Farías, I. (2009) Introduction: decentering the object of urban studies. In I. Farías and T. Bender 
(eds.) Urban Assemblages, 1-24; Farías, I. (2011) The politics of urban assemblages. CITY 15(3-4): 365-374; 
Farías, I. and  Blok, A. (2016) Technical democracy as a challenge to urban studies: Introduction. CITY 
20(4): 539-548.
129  Farías, I. (2009) Introduction, p. 1.
130  Farías, I. (2011) The politics of urban assemblages,  p. 366.
131  Farías. I. and Blok, A. (2016) Urban Cosmopolitics, p. 2. 
132  Ibid. pp. 2-3.
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�������7KH�FKDOOHQJH�RI�¶WHFKQLFDO�GHPRFUDF\·�LQ�XUEDQ�SURFHVVHV

Therefore, in this new look at the city, seen as fragmentary and vital, made up of 
changing assemblages, which articulate and re-articulate, it is necessary to experiment 
with new forms of democratic participation, compared to traditional representative 
democracy. In other words, political forms that do not delegate choices only to experts, 
without involving all interested parties.
In this regard, an important contribution, which goes far beyond the field of urban 
studies, has been offered by Callon, together with his colleagues Pierre Lascoumes 
and Yannick Barthe, through their programme of ‘technical democracy’133. These 
scholars, in fact, sought to outline a concept of ‘dialogical democracy’ in contrast 
to what they call ‘delegative democracy’, this latter corresponding to contemporary 
liberal modes of government [i.b. III. 6]. The core concept of such programme is 
that of ‘hybrid forums’, that are spaces where boundaries of expertise are removed 
and lay participation is included in knowledge production and validation. In a world 
characterized by growing uncertainties and controversies around scientific and 
technological issues, Callon and his collaborators argue, new open spaces are needed for 
debate and collective experimentation. “Science and technology cannot be managed by 
the political institutions currently available to us [...] They must be enriched, expanded, 
extended, and improved so as to bring about what some call technical democracy, or 
more precisely in order to make our democracies more able to absorb the debates and 
controversies aroused by science and technology”134. 
In the quest for technical democracy, collective experimentation is necessary 
precisely because the socio-technical world is thought of as inherently immanent 
and indeterminate, leaving no room for finite decisions, but rather requiring an 
ongoing process of new knowledge, voices, events and revisions. In the face of such 
an uncertain scenario, collective experimentation becomes both a scientific and an 
ethical-political practice, or rather, an integrated techno-political mode and an ethos 
of democratisation135. Liberal modes of government, in fact, are based on two divides: 
one between scientists – confined in laboratories – and the rest of society, and one 
between political representatives – in parliaments – and citizens. These divides produce 
particular forms of ‘delegation’. As they observe, “[t]he definition of the common 
world , in which each is called upon to live and means to find their place, cannot be left 
to spokespersons who are no longer in tune with the moving reality of the demos”136. 

133  Cf. Callon, M., Lascoumes, P. and Barthe, Y. (2009) Acting in an Uncertain World: An Essay on Technical 
Democracy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
134  Ibid. p. 9.
135  Cf. Farías, I. and Blok, A. (2016) Technical democracy as a challenge to urban studies: Introduction.
136  Callon, M., Lascoumes, P. and Barthe, Y. (2009) Acting in an Uncertain World, p. 118.
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L�E��,,,������3DUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WHFKQR�VFLHQWL¿F�FRQWURYHUVLHV

$V�ZHOO�DV�/DWRXU��&DOORQ�DQG�KLV�FROODERUDWRUV�TXHVWLRQ�WKH�UROH�RI�H[SHUWV�DQG�WHFKQLFLDQV�ZKHQ�
IDFHG�ZLWK�VLWXDWLRQV�RI�XQFHUWDLQW\��+RZHYHU��XQOLNH�/DWRXU¶V�SKLORVRSKLFDO�DQG�PHWDSK\VLFDO�
DSSURDFK��WKHLU�ODQJXDJH�VRXQGV�PRUH�SHGDJRJLFDO�DQG�IDPLOLDU�WR�SROLWLFDO�WKHRULVWV��
,W�PLJKW�EH�XVHIXO�WR�WDNH�D�IHZ�VWHSV�EDFN�DQG�RXWOLQH�WKH�JHQHVLV�RI�VXFK�SROLWLFDO�SURMHFWV��
7KH� LGHD�RI� WKH�GHPRFUDWLVDWLRQ�RI� WHFKQR�VFLHQFH� LV�� LQ� IDFW��D�EURDGO\�GLVFXVVHG� LVVXH� LQ�
676�� DQG� H[SUHVVHV� D� ORQJ�VWDQGLQJ� HWKLFDO�SROLWLFDO� FRPPLWPHQW� E\� VFKRODUV� LQ� WKH� ¿HOG��
$V� ZH� VDZ� DW� WKH� EHJLQQLQJ� RI� WKLV� FKDSWHU�� WKH� ¿HOG� RI� 676�� VWDUWLQJ� ZLWK� WKH� FULWLTXH� RI�
WHFKQRFUDF\�LQ�WKH�����V�DQG�����V��KDV�EHHQ�FRQVWLWXWHG�DV�DQ�LQWHUURJDWLRQ�RI�WKH�YDULRXV�
ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�H[SHUW�DXWKRULW\�LV�FRQVWUXFWHG�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�VFLHQFH�DQG�WHFKQRORJ\��$�GLUHFW�
FRQVHTXHQFH�RI�WKHVH�VWXGLHV�ZDV�WKH�FRQFUHWH�LQWHUHVW�DQG�FRPPLWPHQW�RI�676�UHVHDUFKHUV�
LQ�SURPRWLQJ�OD\�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�YDOLGDWLRQ�RI�NQRZOHGJH��,QGHHG��WKHLU�DLP�
ZDV�WR�UHGLVWULEXWH�DQG�H[SDQG�WKH�ERXQGDULHV�RI�ZKDW�LV�FRQVLGHUHG�OHJLWLPDWH�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�
WHFKQR�VFLHQWL¿F�DXWKRULW\1��7HFKQRVFLHQFH��WKHVH�DXWKRUV�FODLPHG��LV�DEDQGRQLQJ�LWV�VRFLDOO\�
GHWDFKHG�SRVLWLRQ�DQG�LV�QRZ�UHFRJQL]HG�DV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�PRUH�HPEHGGHG�LQ�VRFLHW\�DW�ODUJH��
,Q�SDUWLFXODU��WKHVH�FRQFHUQV�JRW�D�PRPHQWXP�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�DQG�HDUO\�����V��ZKHQ�³D�FULVLV�
RI�FRQ¿GHQFH�YLV�j�YLV�VFLHQFH�DQG�WHFKQRORJ\´�KDV�EHFRPH�PDUNHGO\�HYLGHQW��,QWHUHVWLQJO\��
WKH�VRFLDO�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�DSSURDFK�LQ�676�UHVXOWHG�LQ�D�FKDOOHQJH�WR�WKH�FRQYHQWLRQDO�GLVWLQFWLRQ�
EHWZHHQ�VFLHQWL¿F�H[SHUWV�DQG�QRQ�H[SHUWV��,QGHHG��LQ�D�VHPLQDO�DUWLFOH�ZULWWHQ�LQ�������&DOORQ�
QRWHV� WKDW�� LQ� WKH� IDFH� RI� WKH� QXPHURXV� XQH[SHFWHG� DQG� QHJDWLYH� HIIHFWV� RI� VFLHQFH� DQG�
WHFKQRORJ\�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�LVVXHV�FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW��SXEOLF�KHDOWK�RU�IRRG�VDIHW\��QRQ�
VSHFLDOLVWV�WRRN�³D�UDWLRQDO�GHFLVLRQ�QRW�WR�WUXVW�WKH�UHVHDUFKHUV�DQG�HQJLQHHUV�ZKR�DUH�XQDEOH�
WR�GHDO�ZLWK�WKH�ULVNV�HQGDQJHULQJ�VRFLHW\�DV�D�ZKROH��0RGHUQ�VRFLHWLHV�WKXV�HQWHU� LQWR�WKH�
DJH�RI�VXVSLFLRQ�EHFDXVH�WKH�SROLWLFDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�LQVWLWXWLRQV�JXDUDQWHHLQJ�WKH�YDOLGLW\�DQG�
OHJLWLPDF\�RI�VFLHQFH�KDYH�EHHQ�IRXQG�WR�EH�LQ�WKH�ZURQJ´2. In the attempt to understand this 
FULVLV��&DOORQ�IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�SRVVLEOH�PRGHV�RI�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�E\�QRQ�VSHFLDOLVWV�LQ�VFLHQWL¿F�DQG�
WHFKQRORJLFDO�GHEDWHV�DQG�GLVWLQJXLVKHG�WKUHH�GLIIHUHQW�PRGHOV��3DUWLFXODUO\��KH�SURSRVHG�WR�
PRYH�WKH�FULWLFDO�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�OD\�H[SHUW�GLYLGH�EH\RQG�WKH�µSXEOLF�HGXFDWLRQ�PRGHO¶��RU�0RGHO�

�� &I��)DUtDV��,��DQG�%ORN��$���������7HFKQLFDO�GHPRFUDF\�DV�D�FKDOOHQJH�WR�XUEDQ�VWXGLHV��,QWURGXFWLRQ��6HH�DOVR��6L-
VPRQGR��6���������An introduction to science and technology studies��2[IRUG��8.��%ODFNZHOO�3XEOLKLQJ�/WG�
�� &DOORQ��0���������7KH�5ROH�RI�/D\�3HRSOH�LQ�WKH�3URGXFWLRQ�DQG�'LVVHPLQDWLRQ�RI�6FLHQWL¿F�.QRZOHGJH��Science 
Technology & Society������������SS���������6HH�DOVR��%HFN��8���������Risk Society: Towards New Modernity��/RQGRQ��
6DJH�3XEOLFDWLRQV��TXRWHG�E\�&DOORQ�� —>
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����DQG�DOVR�EH\RQG�WKH�SXEOLF�HQJDJHPHQW���0RGHO����RU�PRUH�SUHFLVHO\��WKH�µSXEOLF�GHEDWH�
PRGHO¶���,QVWHDG��&DOORQ�HPSKDVLVHG�WKH�UROH�RI� OD\�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�FR�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�VFLHQWL¿F�
NQRZOHGJH��0RGHO�����³,Q�0RGHO���WKH�SULRULW\� LV�RQ�WKH�HGXFDWLRQ�RI�D�VFLHQWL¿FDOO\� LOOLWHUDWH�
SXEOLF��,Q�0RGHO���WKH�ULJKW�WR�GLVFXVVLRQ�FRPHV�¿UVW�EHFDXVH�OD\�SHRSOH�KDYH�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�
FRPSHWHQFLHV�ZKLFK�HQKDQFH�DQG�FRPSOHWH�WKRVH�RI�VFLHQWLVWV�DQG�VSHFLDOLVWV��<HW��EH\RQG�
WKHLU�GLIIHUHQFHV��WKHVH�WZR�PRGHOV�VKDUH�D�FRPPRQ�REVHVVLRQ��WKDW�RI�GHPDUFDWLRQ��>7KH\@�
GHQ\�OD\�SHRSOH�DQ\�FRPSHWHQFH�IRU�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�WKH�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�RQO\�NQRZOHGJH�RI�
DQ\�YDOXH��WKDW�ZKLFK�ZDUUDQWV�WKH�WHUP�µVFLHQWL¿F¶��,Q�0RGHO���WKH�H[FOXVLRQ�LV�WRWDO��LQ�0RGHO�
�� LW� LV�QHJRWLDWHG��EXW� LQ�ERWK�FDVHV�WKH�IHDU� LV� WKDW� ODERUDWRULHV�ZLOO�EH�WDNHQ�XS�E\�KRUGHV�
of non-specialists”4��+HQFH��&DOORQ¶V�PRGHO����EDVHG�RQ�WKH�FR�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�RI�OD\�SHRSOH�LQ�
WKH�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�NQRZOHGJH��EUHDNV�ZLWK�H[LVWLQJ�SDWWHUQV�DQG�QRUPDO�VFLHQWL¿F�SUDFWLFHV��,Q�
SDUWLFXODU��&DOORQ�EXLOGV�KLV�DUJXPHQW�DURXQG�WKH�FDVHV�RI�JURXSV�RI�SDWLHQWV�VXIIHULQJ�IURP�
VR�FDOOHG�µRUSKDQ�GLVHDVHV¶��ZKR��LJQRUHG�E\�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�PHGLFLQH��RUJDQLVHG�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�
FODLP� WKHLU�H[LVWHQFH�� ,Q�VKRUW��VXFK�JURXSV� UHDOLVHG� WKDW� WKH�RQO\�ZD\� WR�DVVHUW� WKHLU�YRLFH�
ZDV�WR�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�WKH�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�VFLHQWL¿F�NQRZOHGJH��)RU�WKDW�UHDVRQ��WKH\�HQJDJHG�LQ�
UHVHDUFKLQJ�DQG� LGHQWLI\LQJ�GLVHDVHV��DFWLYHO\�SDUWLFLSDWHG� LQ�'1$�FROOHFWLRQ�DQG�HYDOXDWHG�
WKH�FOLQLFDO�GHYHORSPHQWV� IROORZLQJ�FHUWDLQ� WUHDWPHQWV��$V�&DOORQ�QRWHV�� ³>N@QRZOHGJH�� IURP�
WKH�PRVW�XQLYHUVDO�DQG�JHQHUDO��H�J���RQ�JHQHV��WR�WKH�PRVW�VSHFL¿F��H�J���WKH�DUW�DQG�ZD\V�
RI�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�D� WUDFKHRWRP\�SDWLHQW�� LV�DSSURSULDWHG��GLVFXVVHG��DQG�DGDSWHG�E\�D�K\EULG�
collective composed of patients and specialists”5. 

�� :LWK�0RGHO���RU�WKH�µSXEOLF�HGXFDWLRQ�PRGHO¶�&DOORQ�LV�UHIHUULQJ�WR�386��RU�WKH�µSXEOLF�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�VFLHQFH¶���D�
WHUP�WKDW�HPHUJHG�LQ�WKH�����¶V�LQ�FULWLFDO�GHEDWHV�LQ�676�RYHU�WKH�SRZHU�RI�H[SHUWLVH��7KLV�GRPLQDQW�DSSURDFK�KDV�
EHHQ�EDVHG�RQ�ZKDW�%ULDQ�:\QQH�ODEHOOHG�WKH�µGH¿FLW�PRGHO¶�RI�WKH�SXEOLF��D�FRQFHSWXDO�VWDSOH�LQ�676�VFKRODUVKLS�
RQ� WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV��$V�KH�ZULWHV�� ³SXEOLFV�DUH�XVXDOO\�VHHQ�DV�XQUHÀH[LYH�FXOWXUDO�GXSHV�ZKR�DUH� WUDGLWLRQ�ERXQG�
DQG�LQFDSDEOH�RI�FULWLFDO�UHÀHFWLRQ�XSRQ�HSLVWHPLF�LVVXHV�DQG�WKHLU�RZQ�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�NQRZOHGJH´��:\QQH��%���������
3XEOLF�XSWDNH�RI�VFLHQFH��D�FDVH�IRU�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�UHÀH[LYLW\��Public Understanding of Science����������������S��������
:LWK�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�µSDUWLFLSDWRU\�WXUQ¶�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�DQG�HDUO\�����V��386�ZDV�VXEVWLWXWHG�E\�D�OHVV�VFLHQWLVWV�3(6��
RU�µSXEOLF�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�VFLHQFH¶��ZKDW�&DOORQ�WHUPV�0RGHO�����,Q�VKRUW��WKLV�PRGHO�ZDV�EDVHG�RQ�D�FRPPLWPHQW�
WR�WKH�YDORUL]DWLRQ�RI�OD\�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�WR�WKH�FRQVHTXHQW�VWUXJJOH�IRU�LWV�JUHDWHU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�WHFKQRVFLHQWL¿F�
GRPDLQ��7KH�H[SUHVVLRQ�µSDUWLFLSDWRU\�WXUQ¶�ZDV�FRLQHG�E\�6FKHLOD�-DVDQRII��&I��-DVDQRII�6���������7HFKQRORJLHV�RI�
KXPLOLW\��&LWL]HQ�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�JRYHUQLQJ�VFLHQFH��Minerva�����������������
�� &DOORQ��0���������7KH�5ROH�RI�/D\�3HRSOH�LQ�WKH�3URGXFWLRQ�DQG�'LVVHPLQDWLRQ�RI�6FLHQWL¿F�.QRZOHGJH��S�����
�� ,ELG��SS��������
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Hybrid forums “demonstrate in practice (…) a desire for public debate, a demand that 
groups which are ignored, excluded, and often reduced to silence, or whose voice is 
disqualified, have the right to express themselves, to be heard, to be listened to, and to 
take part in the discussion”137. They not only include the knowledge of a multiplicity 
of actors independently of their institutional roles, but are spaces in which the identity 
of the actors is reformulated and hybridised. In other words, such hybrid forums are 
thought of to facilitate processes in which what counts as knowledge or expertise is 
opened up for discussion and re-definition.
As regards urban processes, such issues have been more specifically discussed in 
a special number of the journal CITY 138 in 2016. In particular, in their introductory 
text139, Farías and Blok highlight the reasons why the democratization of techno-
scientific expertise is particularly relevant in the city. Drawing on the Invisible Committee’s 
2014 manifesto140, in reflecting on the current situation, the authors point out that 
power, rather than residing in the modern institutions of representative democracy and 
the market economy, “has become logistic. It resides in the large socio-technical systems 
of energy transmission networks, transportation and digital highways, food cooling 
chains and supermarkets, sewage systems, software, data platforms and so on”141. 
Therefore, this diagnosis brings to the forefront the need to establish lasting forms 
of collaboration between experts and lay people in the urban environment. The 
very parameters of revolutionary practice should change and no longer aim at the 
institutional framework of society, but at its infrastructural configuration. To be 
truly such, revolutionaries should therefore “hack existing infrastructures, (…) block 
their operation, but also, and most importantly, (…) design and configure alternative 

137  Ibidem.
138  Cf. CITY, 20 (4 August 2016).
139  Farías, I, and Blok, A. (2016) Technical democracy as a challenge to urban studies. Introduction. 
Anyway, Farías and Blok see McFarlane’s notion of ‘urban learning forums’ and analysis of participatory 
budgeting in Porto Alegre as an important precedent. See: McFarlane, C. (2011) Learning the City: Knowledge 
and Translocal Assemblage. Oxford, UK: Wiley-Blackwell. Moreover, as they note, other authors have taken 
Callon et al.’s notion to explore issues of public participation in urban planning. See: Metzger, J. (2011) 
Dispatches from a Time Capsule? Moving the ANT, Normativity and Democracy Discussion Ten Years 
Down the Road: An Intervention in the Boelens-Rydin-Webb Debate. Planning Theory 10 (3): 288-295; Ev-
ans, J. and Karvonen, A. (2014) ‘Give Me a Laboratory and I Will Lower Your Carbon Footprint!’—Urban 
Laboratories and the Governance of Low-Carbon Futures. International Journal of  Urban and Regional Research 
38(2): 413-430. 
140  Cf. The Invisible Committee (2014) 7R�2XU�)ULHQGV. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. The Invisible Com-
mittee, an anonymous thought collective spanning European radical left movements, published its new 
manifesto in 2014. Picking up from the 2007 French-language release of The Coming Insurrection – The In-
visible Committee (2007) L’insurrection Qui Vient. Paris: Editions La Fabrique – which anticipated the spirit 
of many of the revolts happening in North Africa, Europe and the Americas, 7R�2XU�)ULHQGV explores the 
avenues of revolutionary action today. Cf. Farías, I. and Blok, A. (2016) Technical democracy as a challenge 
to urban studies, p. 539. 
141  Farías, I. and Blok, A. (2016) Technical democracy as a challenge to urban studies, p. 540.
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infrastructures”142. In other words, the figure of the revolutionary – even in the urban 
environment itself – can be equated with the hacker143, who, knowing that power resides 
in software infrastructures, develops new open forms of technical collaboration (such 
as fab-labs, hack-labs and so on). 
In such a scenario, Henri’s Lefebvre’s notion of a ‘right to the city’144 comes to be 
replaced by what anthropologist Corsín Jiménez calls the ‘right to infrastructure’145. 
Indeed, where Lefebvre’s notion has been embraced by many post-Marxist theory-
informed urban social movements as the revolutionary right to an all-encompassing 
and universally just city, a ‘right to infrastructure’ rather entails the right for engaging 
in the experimental ‘tinkering’ and in rearranging the fragmentary, unstable and 
always emerging socio-technical assemblages composing the urban. Particularly, these 
rearrangements, or prototypes, are always ‘in beta’, i.e. they remain open to further 
transformation (hence, the notion of ‘open source’ urbanism). 
Both Corsín Jiménez and Farías and Blok note that a number of contemporary grass-
roots revolutionary collectives and urban social movements, such as various occupation 
movements that have emerged in recent years in urban centres all over the world, seem 
to be moving in this very direction146. Far from being programmatic, some of these 
initiatives (discussed further below)147 take the form of experiments aimed at arranging 
alternative and more democratic urban techno-political infrastructures.
Particularly, also drawing on some of Marres’s arguments148, the editors and contributors 
to this issue of the journal move away from the political programme of technical 
democracy proposed by Callon et al., with the aim of contributing to trace an expansion 
of its registers. Marres, in fact, had been critical of the procedural nature of the model 
of public involvement in politics outlined by Callon et al., as well as of the one initially 

142  Ibidem.
143  Farías and Blok here refer to: Coleman, E. G. (2013) &RGLQJ�)UHHGRP��7KH�(WKLFV�DQG�$HVWKHWLFV�RI �+DFNLQJ. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
144  Cf. Lefebvre, H. (1996) The right to the city. In E. Kofman and E. Lebas (eds.) Writings on Cities, pp. 
147–159. Oxford, UK: Blackwell.
145  Cf. Corsín Jiménez, A. (2014) The Right to Infrastructure: A Prototype for Open-source Urbanism. 
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 32: 342-362. See also: Corsín Jiménez, A. (2013) Introduction: 
The prototype – More than many and less than one. Journal of  Cultural Economy 7(4): 1-18. 
146  See also: Corsín Jiménez, A. and Estalella, A. (2013) The Atmospheric Person: Value, Experiment, 
and ‘making neighbors’ in Madrid’s Popular Assemblies. HAU: Journal of  Ethnographic Theory 3(2): 119-139.
147  Some examples include the popular assemblies of the 15M movement and Zuloark’s initiative at El 
Campo de la Cebada in Madrid, which I will discuss in the section 6.3. 
148  Cf. Marres, N. (2007) The Issues Deserve More Credit: Pragmatist Contributions to the Study of 
Public Involvement in Controversy. Social Studies of  Science 37(5): 759-780.
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proposed by Latour in Politics of  Nature149. According to her, in fact, these models tend 
to favour a not well-discussed democratic ideal, applied as a procedure irrespective of 
the topic at hand. As she writes: 

“When [Latour and Callon and their colleagues] describe democratic processes in terms of 
‘the composition of the common world’, they commit themselves to a republican conception 
of democracy: they adopt a sociologized and ontologized notion of the common good. 
The problem is that, by drawing upon this ideal, the French sociologists do not sufficiently 
account for the fact that particular, contingent entities that science and technology introduce 
into the world differ in crucial respects from the abstract, general entity – the common good 
– celebrated in classic and modern republican theories”150.

In other words, Callon and his colleagues’ hybrid forums and Latour’s non-modern 
Constitution – or ‘Parliament of Things’ –, despite their respective attempts to move 
away from ordinary assemblies or traditional institutions, still appear to be rather orderly 
spaces for dialogue, oriented towards a shared search for the ‘common good’. Hybrid 
forums, in particular, are based on procedural criteria identyfing a ‘good’ hybrid form, 
defined “in terms of its degree of dialogism, that is to say, in terms of its greater or 
lesser ability to facilitate and organize an intense, open, high-quality public debate”151. 
Rather, Marres considers it necessary to analyse what forms of the political and 
democracy might emerge in relation to specific techno-scientific ‘issues’152. The political, 
in other words, is unlikely to take the clear, stable and legible form of Callon et al.’s 
hybrid forums. 
It is necessary to “acknowledge not only antagonisms between interests or concerns, 
but also antagonisms between the material, physical and technical associations that 
come together in issues”153. Shifting our gaze to the urban means that the terms of 
the relationship between experts and citizens are not only the result of social struggles, 
rather, as Marres’ argument invites us to recognise, they are also mediated by the 
materiality and technicality of the various objects of contestation. And this is why it 
149  A note here may be useful: both Callon at al. and Latour’s books were originally published in French 
at the turn of the 2000s, when Latour’s political thinking had not yet been influenced by Marres’ arguments. 
Latour, B. (1999) Politiques de la nature. Comment faire entrer les sciences en démocratie. Paris: Éd. La Découverte; 
Callon, M., Lascoumes, P. and Barthe, Y. (2001) Agir dans un monde incertain. Essai sur la démocratie technique. 
Paris: Seuil.
150  Marres, N. (2007) The Issues Deserve More Credit, p. 764.
151  Callon, M., Lascoumes, P. and Barthe, Y. (2009) Acting in an Uncertain World, p. 178.
152  Not surprisingly, Latour himself later stated, following her insights: “‘political’ is not an adjective that 
defines a profession, a sphere, an activity, a calling, a site, or a procedure, but it is what qualifies a type of  sit-
uation”. In Dewey’s work, “we find a Copernican Revolution of radical proportions: to finally make publics 
turn around topics that generate a public around them instead of trying to define politics in the absence of 
any issue”. Latour, B. (2007b) Turning around politics, p. 814-815.
153  Marres, N. (2007) The Issues Deserve More Credit, p. 773.
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is necessary to “recognize the recalcitrance, contingency and indeterminacy of urban 
materialities, and the way this shapes and conditions urban-political conflict”154. 
Starting from this perspective, both the editors and contributors to this issue of CITY 
reformulate and replace the notion of ‘technical democracy’ with what they call ‘fragile’, 
‘evental’ and ‘temporary’ democratisation. Rather than conceiving it as a prescriptive 
project, seeking to overcome once for all the divide between experts and lay people by 
means of stable and iterative dialogue procedures, these scholars emphasise the ‘open-
ended’, ‘unfinished’ nature of what they call ‘moments of democratization’, resulting 
from specific disruptive actions in always emerging assemblages. Participation, in this 
light, does not mean following a predefined, legible and stable scheme that can guarantee 
the achievement of a ‘common good’. Instead, it consists of minor and situated actions 
of tinkering and infrastructural alteration, focused on the political materiality of the 
urban155. Democracy, in fact, is understood “as a real ‘infra-structure’: an ongoing and 
deepening search, reinvention, and reappropriation (…) of the radical and receding 
sources of political conviviality”156.

����� $� PDWHULDO� SHUVSHFWLYH� RQ� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�� 7KH� SROLWLFDO� FDSDFLWLHV�
        RI�GHVLJQ

The vision of a ‘distinctively and irreducibly’ material politics is further emphasized 
by Marres in another text co-written with Javier Lezaun. As the authors stress,“[t]he 
idea that language is the central vehicle of politics (…) is so deeply ingrained in our 
preconceptions of the political that it is almost impossible to imagine a public, particularly 
a democratic one, not constituted primarily by acts of discursive deliberation”157. 
Material perspectives, instead, challenge this vision, revealing that participation “is 
rather performed (…) in settings and through objects that do not belong to a distinct 
sphere of action, but rather co-articulate public political activity with other domains 
of everyday practice”158. For this reason, they invite to pay attention to “how objects, 
devices, settings and materials, not just subjects, acquire explicit political capacities, 
capacities that are themselves the object of public struggle and contestation, and serve 

154  Farías, I. and Blok, A. (2016) Technical democracy as a challenge to urban studies, p. 545.
155  This is particularly evident in the contribution by Tomás Sánchez Criado and Marco Cereceda 
Otárola. The essay is dedicated to the analysis of two cases in which ‘documentation interfaces’ can help to 
understand particular forms of techno-scientific democratisation, paying attention to the materiality of ur-
ban accessibility issues. Cf. Sánchez Criado, T. and Cereceda Otárola, M. (2016) Urban accessibility issues. 
Techno-scientific democratizations at the documentation interface. CITY 20(4): 619-636.
156  Corsín Jiménez, A. (2014) The Right to Infrastructure, p. 357.
157  Marres, N. and Lezaun, J. (2011) Materials and Devices of the Public: An Introduction, p. 492. 
158  Ibid. p. 496.
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to enact distinctive ideals of citizenship and participation”159.
Particularly, Marres and Lezaun declare their interest in going beyond “the idiom of 
‘sub-political’ or ‘constitutive’ materiality”, i.e. beyond post-Foucauldian perspectives 
which focus on matter as ‘latent’ force that silently partake in the constitution of political 
subjects and forms160, considering it more productive to focus on “how material things, 
technologies and settings themselves become invested with more or less explicit political 
and moral capacities”161. 
This argument was taken up and applied to the field of architectural design by Domínguez 
Rubio and Fogué, who reflected precisely on the shift from ‘sub-political’ modes of 
design – which they refer to as its ‘enfolding capacity’ – to modes of practising design 
as a form of cosmopolitics – or, in their terms, ‘the unfolding capacity of design’. If 
conceived in terms of its capacity to ‘enfold’ the political  

“[d]esign (…) emerges as a sui generis form of ‘material politics,’ that is, as a form of doing 
politics through things, which offers the possibility, or at least the promise, of rendering 
power tacit, invisible and therefore unchallengeable by controlling that vast ‘sub-political’ 
world of physical and technological elements that silently shape our actions and thoughts, 
but which typically remain outside the sphere of formal politics and institutions”162. 

As the authors note, urban and architectural design provide many examples of how 
such enfolding capabilities allow for the articulation of different political agendas. 
The development of the modern city itself (as we have seen in Chapter II) was based 
on this logic. Following social historian Patrick Joyce’s arguments163, for instance, 
Domínguez Rubio and Fogué mention the work of nineteenth-century reformers such 
as Haussmann and Cerdà, who considered their project of a new urban form, made up 
of wide streets, parks and a hidden system of underground infrastructures, as a way of 

159  Ibid. p. 491.
160  As we saw in section 3, such a ‘sub-political’ understanding had also permeated the analytical strategy 
of the STS prior to the 2000s. Here, as the Latourian analysis of speed bumps (1999) shows, for example, 
materiality is not simply considered to operate latently and tacitly, but in virtually sub-legal ways.
161  Marres, N. and Lezaun, J. (2011) Materials and Devices of the Public: An Introduction, p. 495.
162  Domínguez Rubio, F. and Fogué, U. (2015) Unfolding the Political Capacities of  Design, p. 144. Burl-
ington (VT): Ashgate. See also: Domínguez Rubio, F. and U. Fogué (2017) Desplegando las capacidades 
políticas del diseño. Revista Diseña, no. 11.
163  Together with other scholars, Patrick Joyce yelded new insights into the nature of liberal governance 
by linking a socio-material perspective to Foucauldian studies of governmentality. According to Joyce, a 
focus on the very history of how cities have been constructed and transformed and, more precisely, on the 
history of ‘humble’ things – statistical charts, maps, water closets and streetlights, to take a few of his exam-
ples – can enable us to gain a sense of liberalism as a ‘material’ phenomenon. Understanding the state and 
governmentality in relation to these techniques, Joyce explains, “means that different sorts of knowledge, 
competency and agency are, as it were, ‘engineered’ into material objects and the material world”. Joyce, P. 
(2003) 7KH�5XOH�RI �)UHHGRP��/LEHUDOLVP�DQG�WKH�0RGHUQ�&LW\. London - New York: Verso, p. 41.
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defining a new model of citizenship based on principles such as security, morality and 
free movement. Other examples include Ebenezer Howard’s Garden Cities in Britain, 
which sought to optimise citizens’ relations with nature, and the – already extensively 
discussed (see chapter II) – Ville Radieuse of Le Corbusier, in whose form he sought to 
inscribe the principles of rationality and productivity. 
Drawing on Marres and Lezaun argument, in opposition to this way of conceiving the 
relationship between architecture and politics, the authors reflect on the ‘unfolding’ – 
or cosmopolitical – capacity of design, that is its capacity “to extend, interrogate and 
speculate about the kinds of things, sites, and bodies that constitute the cosmos of 
the political”164. Design, from such perspective, is seen as a way to destabilise existing 
versions of the ‘cosmos’ and to “‘propose’ new kinds of bodies, entities, and sites 
as political”165. In other words, they focus on how design, through the creation of 
specific material configurations, is able to articulate and enable distinctive modes of 
public participation. In order to provide concrete examples of this ‘unfolding’ capacity, 
Domínguez Rubio and Fogué describe a series of participatory design attempts on 
which both Corsín Jiménez and Farías & Blok also dwelled to articulate their notions 
of the ‘right to infrastructure’ and ‘fragile democratization’. These include, for example, 
el Campo de la Cebada, a place born in 2010 in Madrid. In this project, the Spanish 
architectural collective Zuloark worked together with activists and residents of La 
Latina neighbourhood to appropriate an area that had remained empty after the burst 
of Spain’s real-estate bubble, with the aim of transforming it into a cultural and political 
hub. The idea was to create an ‘under-defined space’, furnished with a set of open-
source, mobile urban furniture which would enable various configurations. Since then, 
el Campo has been re-interpreted and used in multiple ways, such as an educational space 
hosting workshops and seminars, an open-air summer university, a political site for 
local associations, a sport and cultural facility and a urban garden. Therefore, as Corsín 
Jiménez would say, the political value of this place lies in its being ‘in beta’166, namely a 
‘space for possibilities’, that can be endlessly re-interpreted, transformed and adapted. 
In this sense, “el Campo emerges as a powerful urban machine, a city-making machine 
in which it is possible to explore, imagine, and experiment with other ways of being in 
the city, other forms of building urban communities, other forms of creating material 
and emotional attachments, and also other forms of political participation”167. Other 
examples include the ‘occupy’ movements, such as the popular assemblies of Madrid’s 
May 15 movement and other similar initiatives across the world. According to the authors, 

164  Domínguez Rubio, F. and Fogué, U. (2015) Unfolding the Political Capacities of  Design p. 159.
165  Ibid. p. 148.
166  Cf. Corsín Jiménez, A. (2013) Introduction: The prototype.
167  Domínguez Rubio, F. and Fogué, U. (2015) Unfolding the Political Capacities of  Design, p. 151.
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Zuloark, El Campo de la Cebada, 2010. Source: plataformaarquitectura.cl
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despite their different motivations and trajectories, all these movements share the aim 
to appropriate urban spaces in which hegemonic political and economic programmes 
were ‘enfolded’. Beyond the transformation of such places into ‘political sites’, these 
initiatives transformed them into sites of ‘political speculation’, in which it is possible 
to think and explore other possible forms of politics. Among them, Acampada sol in 
Madrid, in May 2012, is described as an open-ended design object that grew organically 
without any predetermined programme, as new ideas and possibilities emerged and 
were discussed directly during its participatory meetings and activities. Furnished 
with a library, a nursery, community gardens, a radio, an internet hub and numerous 
working groups on different themes, the square was transformed into a “lively life-size 
political laboratory (…), a collective machine for thinking in which it became possible 
to experiment with and test miniaturized forms of direct democracy”168.

168  Ibid. p. 154.

Acampadasol Madrid, 2012. Source: photo by Julio Albarrán, Creative Commons.
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Design ‘processes’
Interestingly, these ‘issue-oriented’ and material perspectives on participation have also 
been welcomed by the designer Pelle Ehn and his colleagues Erling Bjögvinsson and 
Per-Anders Hillgren169. 
Where Domínguez Rubio and Fogué’s analysis focuses more on the political capacities 
of design ‘objects’, i.e. particular architectures and material arrangements, the focus 
here shifts more specifically to design ‘processes’.
Particularly, Ehn and his colleagues, who have long been active in the field of 
Scandinavian participatory design170, have turned to STS to rethink its conventional 
methods and principles. As they note, since recent years participatory design has 
welcomed ‘design thinking’ approaches – or ‘design for social innovation’171 – which, 
beyond the ‘economic bottom line’, is focused on creating the conditions for long-term 
collaborations between designers, citizens, researchers and even municipalities, rather 
than on the production of marketable objects172. 
Here, Marres’ position on controversial ‘issues’ and the related Latourian notion of 
‘Thing’ became conceptual tools for Ehn and his collaborators to reconfigure the 
role of the designer and rethink participation in design processes. As they put it, they 
sought “to move from designing ‘things’ (objects) to designing Things (socio-material 
assemblies)”173. In particular, the designers proposed a ‘thinging’ approach, that consists 
in moving from ‘projecting’ to one of ‘infrastructuring’ design activities. In other 
words, rather than focusing on ‘projects’, which implies that the activities of design 
are temporally circumscribed, ‘infrastructuring’ here means setting up a stage whilst 
designing and for the aftermath, when design activities have ended. 
Their reflection is worthy of extensive quotation:

“Rather than thinking of a project as a design Thing consisting of the four phases of 
analysis, design, construction, and implementation, a Thing approach would see this as a 

169  Anyway, given my focus on architecture, a thorough analysis of the fruitful encounters between STS 
and the field of design is beyond the scope of this thesis. For an interesting overview see: Varga, H. (2018) 
On Design and Making with sts. Diseña (12): 30-51.
170  Notably, Participatory Design has quite a long tradition in Scandinavian countries, and its origins date 
back to the 1960s. In short, it emerged as a result of the introduction of new technologies in the workplace, 
and its basic idea was that those who were affected by the design’s result should have a say and thus partic-
ipate in the design of workplaces. For further information, see: Asaro, P. M. (2000) Transforming Society 
by Transforming Technology: The Science and Politics of Participatory Design. Accounting, Management and 
Information Technologies 10(4): 257-290.
171  See, for instance: Murray, R., Caulier-Grice, J. and Mulgan, G. (2010) The Open Book of  Social Innovation. 
London: The Young Foundation; Jégou, F. and Manzini, E. (2008) Collaborative Services: Social Innovation and 
Design for Sustainability. Milano: Poli Design. 
172  Cf. Björgvinsson, E., Ehn, P. and  Hillgren, P.-A. (2012) Design Things and Design Thinking: Con-
temporary Participatory Design Challenges. Design Issues 28(3): 101-116. 
173  Ibid. p. 102.
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collective of humans and non-humans and might rather look to the performative ‘staging’ 
of it. (…) [W]e could then consider these questions: How do we construct the initial object of  design 
for a project? How do we align the participants around a shared, though problematic or even controversial, 
object of  concern? How do we set the stage for a design Thing? As work proceeds, how can the involved 
practices be made reportable (e.g., fieldwork, ethnographies, direct participation)? How can the 
object of  design be made manipulatable, enrolling the participating non-human actors represented 
in forms that can be experienced (e.g., sketches, models, prototypes, and games)? How are 
the objects of  design and matters of  concern made into public Things and opened to controversies among 
participants, both in the project and outside it (e.g., negotiations, workshops, exhibitions, public 
debate)?”174

This approach, they note, also implies a shift from ‘use-before-use’ – which means 
‘knowing who users are before designing for them’ – to ‘design-after-design’, that is, 
design doesn’t end when designers present a closed product, but continues unfolding. 
In such a scenario, the role of the designer changes radically: in the ‘thing’, understood 
as a more-than-human assembly, rather than creating useful products and services, 
the designer participates only temporarily, helping to continue or create other 
collaborations175. As they write, also quoting  Bernard Tschumi, 

“[a]n infrastructuring strategy, (…) must  deliberately  design indeterminacy and 
incompleteness into the infrastructure, leaving unoccupied slots and space free for 
unanticipated events and performances yet to be. Such strategies for opening up controversial 
Things serve as a kind of ‘event architecture,’ where the focus is on designing ‘architecture-
events’ rather than ‘architecture-objects’”176.

Unlike the solutionist approach, the open-endedness of a ‘thing’ and the absence of 
predetermined sets of partners, does not imply the use of once-and-for-all procedures, 
but requires dealing with emerging uncertainties and conflicting interests. It is no 
coincidence that, drawing also on Chantal Mouffe’s argument177, Ehn and his colleagues 
speak of ‘agonistic participatory design’: it is about “building agonistic thinging 

174  Ibid. p. 104.
175 An example of how these designers enact participation in ‘things’ can be drawn from their involve-
ment in the Malmö’s Living Labs project, which started in 2007 as a collaborative platform to explore how 
to enhance the city’s subcultures with new media. Here, the designers describe their role as the one of 
conducting continuous match-making processes. Their main task, in fact, was to develop different constel-
lations aligning humans, environments, objects and devices, such as an art and performance centre and a 
grassroots hip-hop community with an interaction design company. In short, they created an infrastructure 
in the present for a ‘thing’ that might be continued and even transformed in the future.
176  Ibid. p. 108. Cf. Tschumi, B. (1994) Event Cities (Praxis). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
177  Cf. Mouffe, C. (1993) The return of  the political. London: Verso; Mouffe, C. (2000) The democratic paradox. 
London: Verso.
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practices ‘on the go’, rather than through predefined constitutions and constellations 
or assemblies”, where what drives enquiry and which stakeholders would join the 
exploration depend on the socio-material issue at stake178.
Ehn and his collaborators, therefore, also emphasise the role of non-humans in 
participatory practices. Design devices, in the form of prototypes, mock-ups, design 
games, models, and sketches come into play, they are ‘participants’ to all intents and 
purposes. Hence, where in the conventional design work “a strong focus is placed on 
‘representations’ of the object of design (…) as gradually more refined descriptions of 
the designed object-to-be (…) [t]he suggestion here instead is to focus on these devices 
as material ‘presenters’ of the evolving object of design supporting communication 
or participation in the design process”179. Each of these non-human elements is a 
political element, it has ‘powers of engagement’180, and can thus become an element of 
participatory transformation of the process, allowing it to be opened up to other actors 
and issues.

�����'HVLJQ�DV�care�IRU�QHJOHFWHG�¶7KLQJV·

Further interesting insights for rearticulating the relationship between architecture and 
politics, and reformulating the meaning of participation, are offered by some of the 
reflections that emerged from the encounter of STS with the feminist ethics of care 
(the latter has already been mentioned in chapter I, section 4.2).
In the previous sections we have seen how Marres was critical of both Callon et al. 
and Latour’s models of democratic politics, for their emphasis on discourse and the 
summoning of articulate publics. This critique, in many ways, resonates with a broader 
critical debate in STS, which targets the ‘compositional’ approach underlying Latour’s 
Dingpolitik and the ‘dialogical democracy’ of Callon and his colleagues.
Particularly, for Latour, as already mentioned in section 4, in contrast to the meaning 
Stengers attaches to cosmopolitics, the only requirement for ‘things’ to be part of the 
political task of building a common world is that they be matter of concerns, issues that 
gather a public. The entities at stake in a matter of concern are, in fact, already clearly 
visible and readable. They just gather together.
Unlike this view, Stengers takes on a more radical task: in proposing to destabilise, or 
disrupt, existent propositions of the cosmos, she aims to enable situations in which 
the unknown, “that which does not have, cannot have or does not want to have a 
178  Björgvinsson, E., P. Ehn, P. and Hillgren, P.-A. (2012) Agonistic participatory design: working with 
marginalised social movements. CoDesign 8(2-3): 127-144, p. 141.
179  Ibid. p. 106.
180  Marres, N. and Lezaun, J. (2011) Materials and Devices of the Public: An Introduction, p. 495. See 
also: Marres, N. (2009) Testing powers of engagement: Green living experiments, the ontological turn and 
the undoability of involvement. European Journal of  Social Theory 12(1): 117-33.
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political voice”181 may become visible, problematic: in a word, political. In her rendering, 
therefore, cosmopolitics entails an ethico-political commitment not to lose sight of 
potential victims. As feminist STS philosopher María Puig de la Bellacasa notes, “for 
Stengers, this triggers not only processes of inclusion/exclusion but a more cosmic 
concern, a hesitation, a permanent question that challenges the collective by always 
having as open an unknown: How many are ‘we’?”182 
Particularly, drawing on Stengers’ reflections, Puig de la Bellacasa offers a powerful 
corrective or prolongation to Latourian matters of concerns, that is what she terms 
‘matters of care’. At the center of this notion is the recognition that 

“in strongly stratified technoscientific worlds ‘erased’ concerns do not just become visible 
by following the articulated and assembled concerns and participants composing a thing. 
Generating caring might mean counting in participants and issues that have not managed or 
are not likely to succeed, or even do not want to voice their concerns, or whose voices are 
less or not perceptible—as agencies of a politics that remains ‘imperceptible’”183.

Already in the final sections of chapter I, we have seen how the ethics of care invites 
us to consider the entities that have been left out, those that are not usually considered 
or suffer from inequalities. Or, in other words, those that are left out because their 
specific version of the world does not fit the normative idea of the ‘common’. In 
the STS perspective, feminist thinking about care is enriched with a more-than-human 
dimension.
Here, Puig de la Bellacasa develops her argument from Latour’s notion of ‘matter of 
concern’, and points out that care doesn’t replace the meaning of concern – which 
already denotes trouble, worry and thoughtfulness about an issue [i.b. III. 7] – but 
rather brings something else: “[o]ne can make oneself concerned, but ‘to care’ contains 
a notion of doing that concern lacks. This is because understanding caring as something 
we do materializes it as an ethically and politically charged practice (…). In this vision, 
to care joins together an affective state, a material vital doing, and an ethico-political 
obligation”184. In other words, care entails an active commitment to give voice to “those 
who can be harmed by an assemblage but might be unable to voice their concern and 
need for care—for example, trees and flowers, babies in prams whose noses stroll at the 
level of SUV’s exhaust pipes, or whose voice is less heard—cyclists, older people”185. 
Notably, in this perspective, in addition to this more-than-human emphasis, thanks to 

181  Stengers, I. (2005) The cosmopolitical proposal, p. 3.
182  Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2017) Matters of  Care, pp. 46-47. 
183  Ibid. p. 57. 
184  Ibid. p. 42.
185  Ibid. p. 52.
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the influence of Stengers’ philosophical thinking, care also acquires another value. To 
care, in fact, does not imply resorting to clear-cut assumptions of what a livable and 
caring world could be, nor to ready-made formulas. Rather, it is seen as a speculative 
practice: by including such ‘neglected’ knowledge, care is understood as the opening to 
the multiple ontology of the world and the activation of other possible worlds.

While the next chapter will be more specifically focused on showing how some architects 
have productively used both the notion of ‘matters of care’ and, more generally, the rich 
conceptual repertoire offered by STS, to experimentally transform architectural practice, 
here I will focus, as a first example, on how this notion of care has underpinned the 
activity of the Spanish activist collective En torno a la silla (ETS)186. 
186  En torno a la silla (ETS), which in English means ‘around the wheelchair’, was mostly active in Barce-
lona between 2012 and 2016. The birth of the collective took place during the 15M movement in Spain. 
ETS’ blog is available at: https://entornoalasilla.wordpress.com

i.b. III. 7 - What ‘concern’ stands for

,Q� D� SDSHU� IURP� ����1� /DWRXU� WULHG� WR� FRQWUDVW� WKH� GLVHPSRZHULQJ� HIIHFWV� RI� FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�
FULWLTXH��ZKLFK�UHVXOW�LQ�WDNLQJ�WKH�VWDJLQJ�RI�IDFWV�DV�PDWWHUV�RI�FRQFHUQ�DV�DQ�H[FXVH�±�RU�
D�ZHDSRQ�±�WR�ZHDNHQ�WKHLU�UHDOLW\��/DWRXU��LQ�IDFW��EHDULQJ�LQ�PLQG�WKDW�WKH�µYLUXV�RI�FULWLTXH¶�
LV� FDSDEOH� RI� WXUQLQJ� WKH� LQVLJKW� WKDW� IDFW� DUH� FRQVWUXFWHG� LQWR� ³FRQVSLUDF\� WKHRULHV� �DQG��
PDG�PL[WXUHV�RI� NQHH�MHUN� GLVEHOLHI´2�� HPSKDVLVHG� WKDW� µFRQFHUQ¶� LV� LQWHQGHG�DV� VRPHWKLQJ�
ZKLFK�³DGGV�UHDOLW\�WR�PDWWHUV�RI�IDFW´��UDWKHU�WKDQ�VXEWUDFWLQJ�LW��³7KH�FULWLF�LV�QRW�WKH�RQH�ZKR�
GHEXQNV��EXW�WKH�RQH�ZKR�DVVHPEOHV���«��>,@I�VRPHWKLQJ�LV�FRQVWUXFWHG��WKHQ�LW�PHDQV�LW� LV�
IUDJLOH�DQG�WKXV�LQ�JUHDW�QHHG�RI�FDUH�DQG�FDXWLRQ��,�DP�DZDUH�WKDW�WR�JHW�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKLV�
DUJXPHQW�RQH�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�UHQHZ�DOVR�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�EH�D�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW��EXW�,�KDYH�VDLG�
HQRXJK�WR� LQGLFDWH�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�FULWLTXH��QRW�away but toward� WKH�JDWKHULQJ�� WKH�7KLQJ´4. 
7KH�SXUSRVH�RI�H[SRVLQJ�KRZ�WKLQJV�DUH�DVVHPEOHG�DQG�FRQVWUXFWHG��/DWRXU�DUJXHV��LV�QRW�WR�
GHEXQN�PDWWHUV�RI�IDFW��QRU�LV�LW�WR�ZHDNHQ�WKHLU�UHDOLW\�ZLWK�FULWLFDO�VXVSLFLRQ�DERXW�WKH�³EHOLHIV��
powers, and illusions”5��WKH\�PLJKW�FRQYH\��,W�LV�UDWKHU�WR�VWDJH�DOO�WKH�FRQFHUQV�WKDW�OLH�EHKLQG�
PDWWHUV�RI�IDFW�DQG�KROG�WKHP�WRJHWKHU��LQ�D�ZD\�WR�HQULFK�WKHLU�FRQVWLWXWLYH�UHDOLW\��

�� &I��/DWRXU��%�������E��:K\�+DV�&ULWLTXH�5XQ�2XW�RI�6WHDP"�)URP�0DWWHUV�RI�)DFW�WR�0DWWHUV�RI�&RQFHUQ��Critical 
Inquiry ������������
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�� ,ELG��S������
4 Ibid. p. 246.
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STS-trained anthropologist Tomás Sánchez Criado, in fact, in his ethnographic account 
of the work of ETS, of which he himself was a member, tells how this speculative 
meaning was summed up in the expression ‘joint problem making’187. Particularly, 
this experience, moving beyond those ‘placatory’ forms of participatory design that 
were criticized by Till188, saw users and designers radically transforming their roles 
and sharing their knowledge for a collective material exploration of a wheelchair, in 
search of alternatives to market solutions. The central concern was that conventional 
market care technologies, such as technical aids, commonly embody the designer’s 
expertise, without paying attention to users’ real and individual needs. As Antonio – the 
collective’s member who was in need of a new wheelchair – notes, “for the most part 
you have to merely test what others have thought might be good for you, not the other 
way round”189. ETS members were hosted, between 2012 and 2013, by Medialab-Prado 
Madrid’s )XQFLRQDPLHQWRV workshops, revolving around the idea of rethinking accessibility 
in urban space and technical aids through open design practices. Their task was to 
design three small objects for Antonio’s wheelchair – an armrest/briefcase, a folding 
table and a portable ramp – so as to compose a freely licensed kit that might favour 
both the user, not seen as an individual to be included neither treated as an object, and 
his ‘friends’: the idea was, in fact, to enable new alliances though collective experiments 
aimed at hacking and rearranging social and technical scripts. 
Particularly, great emphasis was put in the opening of the whole process through 
documentation. The aim, in fact, was to produce records – including technical details 
and different design attempts – which might be useful for subsequent steps of the 
process itself and to operate in an open-access logic, in order to inspire others to start 
similar projects. Interestingly, as Sánchez Criado writes, in this joint experiment the 
meaning of care was understood as the production of what Mol defines ‘the good in 
practice’190. Namely, it was “shaped in different modes of experimenting and tinkering 
with how we might live better together”191. 

187  Cf. Sánchez Criado, T. and Rodríguez-Giralt, I. (2016) Caring through Design?: En torno a la silla 
and the ‘Joint Problem-Making’ of Technical Aids. In C. Bates, R. Imrie and K. Kullman (eds.) Care and 
Design: Bodies, Buildings, Cities, pp. 198-218. Oxford, UK: Wiley. See also: Sánchez Criado, T., Rodríguez-Gi-
ralt, I. and Mencaroni, A. (2016) Care in the (critical) making. Open prototyping, or the radicalisation of 
independent-living politics. ALTER- European Journal of  Disability 10(1): 24-39; Sánchez Criado, T. (2018) 
Functional Diversity as a Politics of Design? Diseña (11): 148-159; Sánchez Criado, T. (2019) Technologies 
of friendship: Accessibility politics in the ‘how to’ mode. The Sociological Review Monographs 67(2): 408-427.
188  Cf. Till, J. (2005) The negotiation of hope. In P. Blundell Jones, D. Petrescu and J. Till (eds.) Architecture 
and Participation, pp. 19-40. New York: Spon Press.
189  Sánchez Criado, T. and Rodríguez-Giralt, I. (2016) Caring through Design?, p. 200.
190  Cf. Mol, A., Moser, I. and Pols, J. (2010) Care: putting practice into theory. In A. Mol, I. Moser and J. 
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Furthermore, it represented a way of intervening in the expert-driven practices so as to 
include those who are usually neglected due to particular techno-scientific agreements, 
such as, for example, wheelchair users, who have to cope with the standardisation and 
commoditisation of technical aids192. 
Alida, the architect of the collective, recognized how this experience had allowed her to 
“join a political space”193, where she wasn’t the only one at managing the process and 
making decisions as the ‘good’ or ‘hero’ architect willing to help, thus considering the 
user as someone who would merely accept or help her to improve previously designed 
solutions. Without abandoning her technical knowledge, she took part in an engaged 
and shared experimental material rearrangement, willing not only to problematize and 
find alternatives to standardized and commodified objects, but also to provide open 
access to its findings. 

192  Cf. Martin, A., Myers, N. and  Viseu, A. (2015) The politics of care in technoscience. Social Studies of  
Science, 45(5): 625-641.
193  Sánchez Criado, T. and Rodríguez-Giralt, I. (2016) Caring through Design?, p. 211.

ETS, original design sketches. Source: entornoalasilla.wordpress.com
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&RQFOXVLRQ��5H�WKLQNLQJ�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�PRUH�WKDQ�KXPDQ�ZRUOGV

What, then, does STS offer as a contribution to the reflection on the meaning of 
architecture and its political dimension, and, in particular, on participation?
A substantial difference with the participatory attempts examined in Chapter I lies, as 
we have seen, in the more radical problematization of the notion of expertise, and, in 
particular, the question of expert knowledge. By bringing into play the socio-materiality 
of architectural practice, and thus a more-than-human perspective, the emphasis is 
placed on mediations and processes. What acquires relevance is the active political role 
of non-humans and their knowledge (and world)-making effects.
Particularly, as Marres and Lezaun argue: “a materially sensitive account of public 
participation entails a particular project of political and moral expansion: to consider 
the role of material objects in the organization of publics implies a move ‘beyond the 
human’, a broadening of the range of entities that ought to be considered relevant to 
the fabric of political communities”194. 
This perspective implies recognising that democratisation cannot take place through 
stable and generalisable discursive procedures aimed at the construction and closure 
of a ‘common’. Rather, it is closely linked to – and conditioned by – the materiality 
and technicality of specific issues. In recognising this immanence and contingency, 
democratisation is an inherently more experimental process, in which the ‘common’ 
is contested and recomposed in ways that are always partial and open. In other words, 
rather than involving the use of ready-made formulas, it consists of speculative, punctual 
and situated actions of tinkering and infrastructural alteration.
Furthermore, it is relevant to note that, usually, following its intention to give voice, the 
participatory project implies and reclaims the ‘agency’ of other people. However, what 
happens when there is no voice, or rather, when there isn’t a voice that may be identified 
with a type of normative subjectivity that a user is supposed to have? What happens if 
we find ourselves relating with those neglected entities who, to use Puig de la Bellacasa’s 
words again, “might be unable to voice their concern and need for care—for example, 
trees and flowers, babies in prams whose noses stroll at the level of SUV’s exhaust 
pipes, or whose voice is less heard—cyclists, older people”195? That is, the numerous 
– human and non-human – ‘parts’ that do not utter ‘I want’, ‘I need’, ‘I wish’, and are 
therefore beyond modern Kantian – volitive, aspirational – subjectivity?
The various and specific ways in which these issues impact on architectural practice and 
contribute to the radicalization of the very idea of participation will be the subject of 
the following chapters.

194  Marres, N. and Lezaun, J. (2011) Materials and Devices of the Public: An Introduction, p. 493.
195  Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2017) Matters of  Care, p. 52. 
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Re-learning architecture with STS

Introduction

In the last decades a number of architects have been increasingly captivated by STS’s 
conceptual and descriptive attentiveness to material processes and their politics. By 
moving further beyond the modernist pact of social utility, which see them as responsible 
of creating solutions for the public good by designing objects, technologies and spaces, 
they have been experimenting design approaches both inspired by and extending 
STS’s conceptual repertoire1. In fact, looking at the social as a never stable process 
of composition of heterogeneous collectives turns design into a radically distributed 
practice and a less time-constrained and specified task, requiring to take into account 
the agency of both human and non-human actors. In other words, as we shall see, 
beyond the mere act of providing solutions and finished objects, design turns into an 
agent of problematisation and process-opening.
Anyway, the ways in which the concepts, notions and methods provided by STS are 
being experimentally used, and, in turn, transformed and extended, by architects to re-
learn – and thus to articulate different ideas of – architectural practice and its political 
dimension are multiple, overlapping and ever-changing [i.b. IV. 1]. 
This chapter aims to provide a partial and open overview. More specifically, I will focus 
on looking at the different ways in which the more-than-human challenge has been 
and is being taken up and addressed in architecture and in which the role traditionally 
attributed to architects is transformed.

1  Besides the field of architecture, this intersection and experimental agenda can also be found in the 
practice of a number of designers. As already mentioned in chapter III, an interesting survey can be found 
in: Varga, H. M. (2018) On Design and Making with sts. Diseña (12): 30-51.

IV
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���%H\RQG�WKH�¶PDSSLQJ�RI�FRQWURYHUVLHV·

Before I focus on these experiments – and in order to underline their innovative impact 
– it may be useful to retrace and expand Yaneva’s redefinition of architectural practice, 
which was discussed in the previous chapter. Indeed, we have seen how Yaneva, by 
following Latour’s steps and through the perspective of ANT, reformulated the architect’s 
task as that of mapping controversies, which is to say, making every actor, connection 
and controversy involved in both artefacts and architectural practices visible. Notably, 
drawing inspiration from the ANT educational version developed by Latour, who aims 
at educating students to the exploration and mapping of contemporary socio-technical 
issues [i.b. IV. 2], Yaneva also elaborated and taught her own educational programme 
called ‘Mapping Controversies in Architecture’ at the University of Manchester since 
2008/20092. Paraphrasing her words, the course aimed at teaching students how to draw, 
map, visualize controversies rather than objects, and, therefore, the complex ecologies 
that hold together architectural, cultural, economic and political issues. Moving against 
traditional approaches of critical architectural theory – which, still grounded in divides 
such as society/architecture, nature/culture, reality/rationality, “consisted in unveiling 
the hidden mechanisms (…) behind” architecture and “held the concept of society to 
2  See chapters: ‘Visualizing Controversies, Tracing Networks’ and ‘Mapping Controversies’ in Yaneva, A 
(2012) Mapping Controversies in Architecture. London: Ashgate Publishing. The course is presented on web-ba-
sed platforms, namely: http://www.mappingcontroversies.co.uk, or http://www.msa.ac.uk/mac.

L�E��,9������676�DQG�GHVLJQ�GLVFLSOLQHV��D�PXWXDO�LQÀXHQFH

It is important to point out that the relationship between STS and the various design disciplines 
KDV�QRW�EHHQ�XQLGLUHFWLRQDO��WULJJHULQJ�DOVR�D�UHGH¿QLWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�DQG�FXOWXUDO�WKHRU\��ZKHUHDV�
EHIRUH� VRFLDO� VFLHQWLVWV� DQG� DQWKURSRORJLVWV� ZRXOG� PHUHO\� FRQVLGHU� GHVLJQ� DV� D� UHVHDUFK�
REMHFW�DQG� WKXV�SURYLGH�GHVLJQHUV�ZLWK�PRUH�DFFXUDWH� LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�SRWHQWLDO�RU�DFWXDO�
users, STS scholars have turned them into interlocutors and begun to experiment with their 
methodological inventiveness1. 

1 6HH��IRU�LQVWDQFH��0DUUHV��1���*XJJHQKHLP��0��DQG�:LONLH��$���������Inventing the social��0DQFKHVWHU��8.��0DWWHU-
LQJ�3UHVV��6iQFKH]�&ULDGR��7��DQG�(VWDOHOOD��$���������,QWURGXFWLRQ��([SHULPHQWDO�&ROODERUDWLRQV��,Q�$��(VWDOHOOD�DQG�
7��6iQFKH]�&ULDGR��HGV���Experimental Collaborations: Ethnography through Fieldwork Devices��SS��������1HZ�<RUN��
Berghahn.
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be fixed”3 – the course was inspired by her already mentioned pragmatist mode of 
engaging with architecture. As she writes, “[f]ollow how architecture happens, watch how 
matter acts, witness how actors attribute meaning to their actions, track design processes 
as they unfold (…) and you will witness buildings that are not made by powerful minds; 
that are not meant to symbolize, but architecture that emerges as it traces many intricate 
relationships with slate, steel, glass, with materials and technologies”4. Further stressing 
on the urge to abandon – poor and abstract – Euclidean renderings of space, which see 
buildings as static objects, she describes ANT-based controversy mapping techniques 
as based on the vision of buildings as ‘things’, contested spaces, which result from 
protracted processes involving multiple concerns. Rather than merely relying on external 
concerns, this approach follows architectural projects ‘in the making’ and studies the 
performative activities of buildings in their active use. Particularly, to further articulate 
her teaching philosophy, Yaneva discussed the insurmountable differences between 
an STS-based pedagogical approach to design and the studio-based one, primarily 
proposed by philosopher and urban planning professor Donald Schön5. In contrast 
to Schön’s reflective studio-based approach (discussed further in section 2.2.1) which 
involves the production of situations to learn what it means to design, thus for ‘learning 

3  Ibid. pp. 41-42. 
4  Ibid. p. 44.
5  Cf.: Schön, D. (1983) 7KH�5HÁHFWLYH�3UDFWLWLRQHU��+RZ�3URIHVVLRQDOV�7KLQN�LQ�$FWLRQ� New York: Basic Books; 
Schön, D. (1985) 7KH�'HVLJQ�6WXGLR��$Q�([SORUDWLRQ�RI �LWV�7UDGLWLRQV�DQG�3RWHQWLDOV. London: RIBA Publications.

i.b. IV. 2 - The cartography of controversies 

7KH�FDUWRJUDSK\�RI�FRQWURYHUVLHV�ZDV�GHYHORSHG�E\�/DWRXU�DV�D�GLGDFWLF�YHUVLRQ�RI�$17�DW�
the École des Mines�LQ�3DULV��DQG�WKHQ�DGRSWHG�DQG�GHYHORSHG�DV�D�IXOO�UHVHDUFK�PHWKRG�LQ�
VHYHUDO�(XURSHDQ�DQG�$PHULFDQ�XQLYHUVLWLHV��7KH�DLP�RI�WKLV�SURJUDPPH�LV�SUHFLVHO\�WR�SURYLGH�
VWXGHQWV�ZLWK�D�VHW�RI� WHFKQLTXHV�WR�H[SORUH�DQG�YLVXDOL]H� LVVXHV�� WKDW� LV�� WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�RI�
collective existence. STS-trained sociologist Tommaso Venturini, in particular, examines the 
SRWHQWLDO�RI�GLJLWDO� WHFKQRORJLHV� WR� UHQGHU�VXFK�FRPSOH[LW\�YLVLEOH�� ,QGHHG�� WKH�FRQWURYHUV\�
ZHEVLWH�KDV�EHHQ�GHYHORSHG�DV�D�PXOWLOD\HUHG�WRRONLW�WR�WUDFH�DQG�DJJUHJDWH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�
public debates1. 
�� &I���9HQWXULQL��7���������'LYLQJ�LQ�PDJPD��+RZ�WR�H[SORUH�FRQWURYHUVLHV�ZLWK�DFWRU�QHWZRUN�WKHRU\��Public Under-
standing of Science�����������������9HQWXULQL��7���������%XLOGLQJ�RQ�IDXOWV��+RZ�WR�UHSUHVHQW�FRQWURYHUVLHV�ZLWK�GLJLWDO�
methods. Public Understanding of Science�����������������$�PDQXDO�RQ�WKLV�PHWKRG�KDV�UHFHQWO\�EHHQ�SXEOLVKHG�E\�
The Sciences Po Medialab��KWWSV���PHGLDODE�VFLHQFHVSR�IU��RI�ZKLFK�/DWRXU�LV�WKH�GLUHFWRU��6HH��6HXUDW��&��DQG�7DUL��7��
�������Controverses mode d’emploi��3DULV��/HV�3UHVVHV�GH�6FLHQFHV�3R�
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to design’, Yaneva argues that a controversy-based approach rather implies situations 
of ‘learning about design’, which is a “an out-of-the-studio (…) mode of questioning 
the multifarious connections of architecture, society, economics, culture and politics”6. 
According to her, by mapping controversies students become ‘surfing practitioners’, 
capable of collecting huge amounts of heterogeneous data about a project, such as 
“design precedents, image retrieval, actors’ statements, archival materials, government 
papers and data about the architects in charge”7. In turn, this acquired knowledge would 
raise students’ awareness “about ZKDW� GHVLJQ� GRHV – what kind of effects it can trigger, 
how it can affect the observer, divide communities and provoke disagreements”8. For 
instance, in the mapping undertaken to collect the controversies surrounding a proposed 
expansion of London’s Heathrow Airport, her students: “immerse themselves in 
complex datasets that allow them to reflect not only on the design of the third runway 
and the sixth terminal to Heathrow Airport but on all those issues design is related to. 
How will the new terminal affect climate change? How many surrounding homes will 
6  Yaneva, A. (2012) Mapping Controversies in Architecture, p. 68.
7  Ibid. p. 71.
8  Ibid. p. 70.

Simulation of the London 2012 Olympic Stadium controversy. 
Photo and caption: Yaneva, A., 2012, Mapping Controversies in Architecture. 
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the expanded airport destroy? How will the new design affect the residents of Sipson? 
Will the campaigns against Heathrow’s expansion change any of the design plans?”9 
Particularly, according to Yaneva, architectural techniques such as parametric modelling 
and post-parametric computational tools would allow students “to remain in the world 
of the controversy while also having an overview of it”10 and simultaneously present a 
space were controversies are not static objects but moving and changing networks of 
heterogeneous actors. 

This approach, however, somehow implies a kind of activity that seems to have to be 
undertaken outside of – and independently from – the actual field of architecture. 
Architects become analysts of controversies, thus developing extensive knowledge 
‘about’ design. But what remains of architecture’s design capability? And what can 
architecture offer, from its own field, to STS?
The experiments I will report on below rather attempt to adopt STS conceptual and 
analytical instrumentation “ZLWKLQ and through”11 architectural practice itself. 
Focusing both on the design experiences of a series of architects (section 2.1), and 
on particular pedagogical experiences carried out at the schools of Architecture in 
Alicante and Munich (section 2.2), I will show how both have implied and imply a 
transformation, or a re-learning, of architectural practice. 
Particularly, in the first section, I will attempt to attribute a labile definition of the 
operations at play in the work of different architects, and of the different ways in which 
the more-than-human dimension is embraced and reveals its impact on their design 
practice. However, by reading my account, it will become clear that these operations 
often coexist and overlap.

���([SHULPHQWV�ZLWKLQ�WKURXJK�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�LQWHUYHQWLRQV

�����0DNLQJ�WKH�LQYLVLEOH�YLVLEOH

As we observed in Chapter III, architecture has the habit of simplifying, purifying, 
generalising. To use a Latourian expression, it tends to operate according to the notion 
of ‘matter of fact’.
In other words, the design activity aims at the production of black-boxes, cutting out 
complexities, disagreements, multiple – not only human – ontologies. The experiments 
I report below aim, in different ways, to make the socio-political dimension of 

9  Ibid. pp. 69-70.
10  Ibid. p. 100.
11  Farías, I. and Sánchez Criado, T. (eds.) (2018a) Re-Learning Design: Pedagogical Experiments with STS 
in Design Studio Courses. Diseña (12): 14-29, p. 27.
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architecture visible, that is, the multiple relationships, mediations, dependencies and 
hidden controversies, in order to allow the redistribution of agency and knowledge.

In many of their works, the Madrid/New York based practice 2IÀFH�IRU�3ROLWLFDO�,QQRYDWLRQ12 
seem to be particularly concerned with the staging of the multifarious more-than-human 
agencies that gather to compose the architectural ‘thing’. In this sense, the Latourian 
notions of 'LQJSROLWLN and cosmopolitics seem to become an inspiration to reconfigure 
architectural politics and practice. Particularly, Andrés Jaque, architect and founder of 
the 2IÀFH, argues that his aim is to find ways to escape conventional approaches to 
design practice “based on the idea that there is first a phase of design, followed by 
one of realization, ending with one of occupation and use” and to replace them “by a 
successive-attempts-based design process”13. The role of architectural design, for him, 
“is to intervene in existing situations, to be able to read and mobilize the critical mass 
that is already embedded in its materiality, and reenact it in a way that power can be 
reduced, redistributed, or dissented through building”14. 
PHANTOM. Mies as Rendered society (2013)15, is an intervention at the Barcelona 
3DYLOLRQ based on a two-year ethnography carried out to unfold the role played by the so-
far-unnoticed basement included in the 1986 reconstruction. When the 1929 German 
1DWLRQDO�3DYLOLRQ was reconstructed in Barcelona, the team in charge of the project – 
architects Cristian Cirici, Fernando Ramos and Ignasi de Solà-Morales – also built 
a large basement to facilitate control, maintenance and service. However, the access 
to the basement was purposely made difficult to avoid its potential future use as an 
exhibition space where visitors could get to know more about the original 3DYLOLRQ, its 
reconstruction and Mies himself. The aim was to preserve the ‘original experience’ of 
the building and its autonomy from any kind of socio-political contingency, which 
implied the omission of all the things that might subvert this illusion. As Jaque 
narrates, these hidden items such as broken travertine slabs, faded velvet curtains, 
and broken sheets of glass “are the architectural equivalents of the eponymous 
picture in Oscar Wilde’s 3RUWUDLW� RI �'RULDQ�*UD\. In the eyes of the people in charge 
of maintaining the building, it is as though the dilapidated pieces of velvet, glass or 
travertine, by virtue of having once been part of the Pavilion’s material substance, 
somehow magically retain the structure’s soul: in other words, the essence of Mies 

12  See: https://officeforpoliticalinnovation.com 
13  Yaneva, A. (2015) An Interview with Andrés Jaque, Office for Political Innovation, in A. Yaneva and A. 
Zaera-Polo (eds.) :KDW�,V�&RVPRSROLWLFDO�'HVLJQ"�'HVLJQ��1DWXUH�DQG�WKH�%XLOW�(QYLURQPHQW, pp. 57-77. Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, p. 58.
14  Jaque, A.  (2018) Rearticulating the Social. Retrieved 16 October 2020, from https://www.e-flux.com/
architecture/positions/280206/rearticulating-the-social/ 
15  See: https://officeforpoliticalinnovation.com/work/phantom-mies-as-rendered-society/ 
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van der Rohe’s critical programme”16. The space also hides everything that is needed to 
understand the Pavilion’s broader and controversial socio-political context, such as the 
flags of Barcelona, Catalonia, Europe, Germany, and Spain, props and equipment for 
events, and the kitchen where the Pavilion’s staff has lunch. As Jaque notes, “there is 
much to be learnt from the role architecture plays in making parts of daily life visible 
or invisible, calculable or non-calculable, prestigious or non-prestigious, accounted or 
unaccounted for”17. For the upper floor to seem metaphysical, the basement needs to 
accommodate the Pavilion’s ‘phantom public’ – a notion coined by Walter Lippmann to 
indicate the different overlooked actors that need to be included in politics18 –, the very 
same expression that Mies, in 1955, declared to have been the origin of his architectural 
insight. The two stories of the building, therefore, reflect two competing notions of 
politics: the well-lit upper floor revives foundational concepts of the political, while the 
16  Jaque, A. (2015) Mies in the Basement. The Ordinary Confronts the Exceptional in the Barcelona 
Pavilions. Thresholds (43): 120-278, p. 124. See also: Jaque, A. (2018) Outing Mies’ Basement: Designs to 
Recompose the Barcelona Pavilion’s Societies. In N. Marres, M. Guggenheim and A. Wilkie ,QYHQWLQJ�WKH�
social, pp. 149-172. Manchester, UK: Mattering Press.
17  Ibid. p. 277.
18  Cf. Lippman, W. (1925) 7KH�3KDQWRP�3XEOLF. New York: Harcourt, Brace.

2IÀFH�IRU�3ROLWLFDO�,QQRYDWLRQ, 3+$1720��0LHV�DV�5HQGHUHG�6RFLHW\, Barcelona, (2012 - 2013). Source: officeforpoliticalinnovation.com
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dark lower one embodies its mundane version, made of contracts, agreements, disputes 
that lie behind the Pavilion’s construction. Drawing on this analysis, 3+$1720��0LHV�
DV�5HQGHUHG�VRFLHW\ was meant to rearticulate these two spheres and create space for debate 
and thought on controversial issues. In other words, whereas the focus is usually put 
on style and authors enunciations and the ordinary is removed from view, this new 
act of composition – or ‘living re-construction’ – was meant to highlight the role of 
all the heterogeneous and conflictive elements partaking in design processes and their 
presumed outputs. Mies’ Pavilion is thus rendered as a ‘thing’, a contested site to be 
made public. In a later account, Jaque told about Niebla, a cat who spent most of her 
life inside the Pavilion’s basement. Niebla took part in another cosmopolitical project: 
her role was to kill rats that could potentially enter the building. She was named this 
way – Niebla in English means ‘fog’ – because of her eyes: the darkness of the space 
had caused her irreversible damage to the sight, which in turn gave her a peculiar ‘foggy’ 
look. Niebla entered the Pavilion’s space to modify a certain ecosystem, and the Pavilion 
itself transformed her19.

12 Actions to Make Peter Eisenman Transparent (2004)20 carries out a similar 
operation. The project consisted in a series of actions meant to allow the population of 
Santiago de Compostela and its visitors to gain access to understanding and discussing 
the construction process of Peter Eisenman’s Ciudade da Cultura (later inaugurated in 
2011). As all architects in the Western world know very well, Eisenman has always 
been one of the biggest advocates for the autonomy of architecture, considering design 
practice as detached from social engagements and politics in general. In contrast to this, 
this intervention meant to render the construction process ‘politically transparent’21. 
Some of the actions were meant to allow people visiting the building site as it were a sort 
of public park: a free bus line connecting the site to the different areas of the city, stations 
with restrooms and vending machines, guided tours and the celebration of open houses. 
Some others consisted in giving the equipment of different construction companies a 
different color code, so as to make them easily identifiable by the public; allowing people 
to leave opinions, which, together with the different tasks executed and time schedules 
of the construction process, were rendered public both inside the building site and 
throughout the city through the installation of LED screens; balloons to show the amount 
of money already spent; stickers on every truck arriving or leaving the building site to 
indicate the origin, destination and transported material. The idea was to demonstrate 

19  Cf. Jaque, A. (2019) 0LHV�\�OD�JDWD�QLHEOD��(QVD\RV�VREUH�DUTXLWHFWXUD�\�FRVPRSROtWLFD. Barcelona: Puente Edi-
tores.
20  See: https://officeforpoliticalinnovation.com/work/12-actions-to-make-peter-eisenman-transparent/ 
21  Cf. Jaque, A. (2018) Rearticulating the Social.
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2IÀFH�IRU�3ROLWLFDO�,QQRYDWLRQ, ���$FWLRQV�WR�0DNH�3HWHU�(LVHQPDQ�7UDQVSDUHQW, Cidade da Cultura, Santiago de Compostela (2004).
Source: officeforpoliticalinnovation.com
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how the construction process is socially connected and hence to provide the public 
open space to discuss the multifarious issues emerging from it. Again, where the role 
of design is traditionally understood as the production of buildings as ‘black boxes’, 
here, on the contrary, it is considered to be their opening, that is the revelation of the 
socio-political dimension of architecture, so as to allow the re-distribution of agency 
and knowledge. 

COSMO MoMA PS1 (2015)22, which was winner of the 2015 Young Architects 
3URJUDP, also moves in this direction. Designed as a movable artifact, its aim was to 
make New York’s so-far hidden urbanism visible. What came out is an assemblage of 
ecosystems based on advanced environmental design, engineered to filter and purify 
3,000 gallons of water by eliminating suspended particles and nitrates, balancing PH, 
and increasing the level of dissolved oxygen. COSMO works as both an offline and an 
online prototype. Indeed, its aim is to trigger awareness, giving people the chance to 
follow the processing of water in the device and access the insights needed to easily 
22  Retrieved 16 October 2020, from: https://officeforpoliticalinnovation.com/work/cosmo-moma-ps1/ 

2IÀFH�IRU�3ROLWLFDO�,QQRYDWLRQ, &2602�0R0$�36�, New York (2015). Source: officeforpoliticalinnovation.com
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reproduce it and have drinking water. It was also conceived as a pleasant and climatically 
comfortable garden meant to gather people together, and at the same time as an art 
installation: as a result of a complex biochemical design, its stretched-out plastic mesh 
glows automatically whenever its water has been purified.
This concern for unveiling the invisible acquires an even more radical and speculative 

[i.b. IV. 3] nuance in the work of Nerea Calvillo, architect and researcher, who 
investigates the material, technological, political and social dimensions of environmental 
pollution. Founder of the Madrid/London based architecture office &��$UTXLWHFWDV23 
23  See: https://cmasarquitectas.net 
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i.b. IV. 3 - Design and ‘speculation’

$V�IDU�DV�WKH�¿HOGV�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUH�RU�GHVLJQ�DUH�FRQFHUQHG��LW�VHHPV�RSSRUWXQH�WR�SURYLGH�D�
PRUH�GHWDLOHG�DUJXPHQWDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�µVSHFXODWLRQ¶��,QGHHG��LW�EUDQFKHV�RXW�IURP�D�
WUDGLWLRQ�WKDW�LV�QRW�H[FOXVLYHO\�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�¿HOG�RI�676�DQG�LV�DGRSWHG�LQ�VOLJKWO\�GLIIHUHQW�
ZD\V�E\�GLIIHUHQW�DXWKRUV�DQG�GHVLJQHUV��'XQQH�DQG�5DE\�� IRU� LQVWDQFH��E\�PHDQV�RI�ZKDW�
WKH\�FDOO�µ6SHFXODWLYH�'HVLJQ¶��LQWHQG�WR�JHQHUDWH�µSX]]OLQJ�REMHFWV¶�WKDW�FUHDWH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�
VXVSHQVLRQ�RI�D�FHUWDLQ�ZD\�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKLQJV��$UWLIDFWV��WKHUHIRUH��WKDW�DUH�µGLVWXUELQJ¶¶��
WKDW� GR� QRW�ZRUN� LQ� WKH� IRUPV� FRQVLGHUHG� DSSURSULDWH�� EXW� RSHQ�XS� SUREOHPV�� DV� RSSRVHG�
WR� LQGXVWULDO� GHVLJQ��ZKRVH� ORJLF� LV� LQVWHDG� WKDW� RI� GHVLJQLQJ� IRU� IHDVLELOLW\1. This approach 
LV�FRPSOHPHQWHG�� IRU�H[DPSOH��E\�ZKDW�0DWW�5DWWR�FDOOV� µ&ULWLFDO�0DNLQJ¶� – where the idea 
LV� WR�HQFRXUDJH�GHVLJQHUV¶�FULWLFDO� WKLQNLQJ� LQ�WKHLU�PDWHULDO�GRLQJV�±�DQG�ZKDW�&DUO�'L6DOYR�
FDOOV� µ$GYHUVDULDO� 'HVLJQ¶3� ±� ZKHUH� WKH� LQWHQWLRQ� LV� WKDW� RI� XVLQJ� WKH�PHDQV� DQG� IRUPV� RI�
GHVLJQ�WR�FKDOOHQJH�EHOLHIV��YDOXHV��DQG�ZKDW�LV�FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH�IDFW��,Q�JHQHUDO��ZKDW�WKHVH�
DSSURDFKHV�KDYH�LQ�FRPPRQ�LV�WKH�LGHD�RI�PRYLQJ�IURP�µSUREOHP�VROYLQJ¶�WR�µSUREOHP�PDNLQJ¶��
L�H��WKH�GHVLJQ�RI�REMHFWV�WKDW�RSHQ�XS�SUREOHPV��+RZHYHU�� LQ�676��LQVSLUHG�E\�WKHVH�LGHDV�
EXW�DOVR�E\�:KLWHKHDG¶V�SUDJPDWLVW�SKLORVRSK\�DQG�LWV�LPSDFW�RQ�6WHQJHUV¶�WKRXJKW��WKH�QRWLRQ�
RI�VSHFXODWLRQ�LV�QRW�RQO\�PHDQW�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�REMHFWV�DQG�ZKDW�WKH\�WULJJHU��5DWKHU��DV�KDV�
DOUHDG\�EHHQ�ZLGHO\�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�WKH�SUHYLRXV�FKDSWHU��LW�UHSUHVHQWV�D�ZD\�RI�FKDUDFWHULVLQJ�WKH�
LQYHVWLJDWLRQV�WKHPVHOYHV��WKDW�LV��WKH�SURFHVV�RI�RSHQLQJ�XS�WR�WKH�SRVVLELOLWLHV�WKDW�GLIIHUHQW�
ZD\V�RI�GRLQJ�DQG�XQGRLQJ�LPSO\��DQG�LQ�JHQHUDO�WR�WKH�PDQLIROG�RQWRORJ\�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�DQG�LWV�
YDULRXV�SRVVLELOLWLHV��,Q�WKH�¿HOG�RI�GHVLJQ��DQ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�DWWHPSW�WR�EURDGHQ�'XQQH�\�5DE\¶V�
PHDQLQJ�RI�µVSHFXODWLYH�GHVLJQ¶�E\�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�676¶V�RZQ�UHÀHFWLRQV�LV�WKDW�RI�$OH[�:LONLH4. 

�� &I��'XQQH��$��DQG�5DE\�)���������Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming��&DPEULGJH��0$��
0,7�3UHVV�
�� &I��5DWWR��0���������&ULWLFDO�0DNLQJ��&RQFHSWXDO�DQG�0DWHULDO�6WXGLHV�LQ�7HFKQRORJ\�DQG�6RFLDO�/LIH��The Informa-
tion Society����������������
�� &I��'L6DOYR��&���������Adversarial Design��&DPEULGJH��0$��0,7�3UHVV�
�� &I��:LONLH��$���6DYUDQVN\��0��DQG�5RVHQJDUWHQ��0���HGV����������Speculative Research: The Lure of Possible Futu-
res��/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH��2WKHU�ZRUNV�RSHUDWLQJ�LQ�WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH�DUH��IRU�H[DPSOH��6HQJHUV��3��DQG�*DYHU��:���������
6WD\LQJ�RSHQ�WR�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��(QJDJLQJ�PXOWLSOH�PHDQLQJV�LQ�GHVLJQ�DQG�HYDOXDWLRQ��,Q�Dis ’06: Proceedings of the 
6th Conference on Designing Interactive Systems, University Park��SS����������1HZ�<RUN��$&0�3UHVV��*DYHU��:���
%RXFKHU��$���/DZ��$���3HQQLQJWRQ��6���%RZHUV��-���%HDYHU��-���+XPEOH��-���.HUULGJH��7���9LOODU��1���DQG�:LONLH��$���������
7KUHVKROG�GHYLFHV�� ORRNLQJ�RXW� IURP�WKH�KRPH��,Q�Proceedings of the 26th Annual SIGCHI Conference on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems, Florence, Italy��SS�������������1HZ�<RUN��$&0�3UHVV�
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and the collaborative visualisation project ,Q�WKH�$LU24, Calvillo focuses on issues such as  
notions of toxicity, digital infrastructures of environmental monitoring, DIY and 
collaborative forms of production, smart cities, and feminist approaches to sensing the 
environment. “One of the challenges that architecture has is understanding that it does 
not only deal with the interiors of the buildings, we actually also deal with what happens 
outside. I think what is very important is to think globally”25. 
The project Yellow Dust DIY Sensing Infrastructure (2017)26, installed at the Seoul 
Biennale of Architecture and Urbanism 2017, aimed at facilitating new modes of sensing 
data, by building what she and anthropologist Emma Garnett define ‘data intimacies’27. 
The premise that generated this work was a reflection on the modalities generally 
adopted by governments and institutions to monitor the level of air pollution and 
establish the courses of action for environmental health. The visibility of the collected 
data concerning the different polluting particles is commonly conceived as crucial to 
the management of the citizens’ health, and it is made possible through increasingly 
sophisticated applications and other forms of information. However, as Calvillo states, 
it does not seem to be at all clear how these adopted methods actually manage to raise 
awareness among citizens and make sure that they adopt a more responsible behaviour in 
order to limit air pollution. “In a similar manner to climate change, numbers become too 
abstract and detached from reality for people engage with them in meaningful ways”28. 
In such a scenario, <HOORZ�'XVW is a temporary urban installation, built to measure, make 
visible and partly remedy to fine dust pollution (PM 2.5) through a cloud of water 
vapour. Indeed, PM 2.5 particles represent the main and most controversial pollutant 
in Seoul because of +ZDQJVD (which means ‘Yellow Dust’ in Korean), clouds of fine sand 
that originate in the Gobi desert and the northern areas of China. In spring these yellow 
clouds cover the city of Seoul making air unbreathable. <HOORZ�'XVW, in order to make 
this phenomenon visible, produced a colourful water vapour fog, whose density varied 
according to the concentration of polluting particles present in the air. 
Interestingly, in another article, Garnett talks about the ‘elemental ambiguity’29 of 
atmospheric particulate matter and the consequent difficulty in estimating its levels of 

24  ,Q�WKH�$LU�is a visualization project which aims to make visible the microscopic and invisible agents of 
Madrid’s air (gases, particles, pollen, diseases, etc), to see how they perform, react and interact with the rest 
of the city. For more information, see: http://intheair.es/index.html 
25  Excerpt from an interview with Calvillo filmed within the ,QQRYDWLRQ lecture series, organized by Bar-
celona Building Construmat, May 2017. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I7Ff29FxeFM 
26  See: http://yellowdust.intheair.es 
27  Cf. Calvillo, N. and Garnett, E. (2019) Data intimacies: Building infrastructures for intensified embod-
ied encounters with air pollution. 7KH�6RFLRORJLFDO�5HYLHZ�0RQRJUDSKV 67(2): 340-356.
28  Calvillo, N. (2018) Particular sensitivities. e-flux Architecture. Retrieved 29 October 2020, from https://
www.e-flux.com/architecture/accumulation/217054/particular-sensibilities/ 
29  Cf. Garnett, E. (2018) The elemental ambiguity of PM2.5. Toxic News. Retrieved 29 October 2020, 
from: https://toxicnews.org/2018/09/03/the-elemental-ambiguity-of-pm2-5/ 
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&�$UTXLWHFWDV/,Q�7KH�$LU, <HOORZ�'XVW�',<�6HQVLQJ�,QIUDVWUXFWXUH, Seoul Biennale of Architecture and Urbanism 
(2017).  Source: cmasarquitectas.net / Calvillo, N. (2018) Particular sensitivities.
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toxicity. Comprised of particles of different sizes, PM 2.5 includes ash and dust emitted 
by anthropogenic and non-anthropogenic processes and gas-particle conversion. It has 
diverse sources and its chemical composition is always shifting, hence its particles cannot 
be individuated or materially defined in any simple or deterministic way. Although, as 
already mentioned, numerical measurements are important, they “cannot alone tell us 
all we need to know about air pollution, or indeed inform an effective response without 
the consideration of other things, people and processes”30. <HOORZ� 'XVW, therefore, 
represented an attempt to problematise, and open what we commonly call ‘air pollution’ 
to speculation. 
Particularly, while the data produced by technical and scientific approaches are usually 
considered capable of ensuring, through their visibility, an immediate social, political, 
and environmental change, this installation meant to allow an actual physical interaction 
with these. The questions that guided this project were: “as numerical data only make 
sense for certain cultural practices (scientists, for instance), what if, instead of seeing 
the data produced by the sensors, we feel them? Would this change the ways in which 
we know and relate to air pollution, and open up new practices?”31. The purpose, 
then, was that of favouring a public space that would allow an affective and embodied 
experience of pollution, a physical interaction with it, in much more radical ways than 
those provided by the mere act of viewing and interpreting numerical values. To quote 
the words of Calvillo and Garnett – who carried out an ethnographic study of the 
experience and observed, with her, people’s numerous reactions to the installation – 
<HOORZ�'XVW�“made sense of the data and made data sensible”32, encouraging a form of 
collective physical survey. Producing an actual radical translation of data into a sensitive 
form, so that they could penetrate the skin, the installation meant to activate “different 
‘categories’ of knowledge, such as touch and feeling”33, favouring a close encounter with 
them, which could stimulate, in a potentially more effective way, forms of collective 
commitment to pollution prevention. The installation, then, rather than simply making 
the problem (polluted air) visible through the fog – and therefore ‘public’ – meant to 
place people ‘within’ that very problem, like Donna Haraway would say34, and establish 
a direct contact between pollution and bodies. “[M]olecular intimacy is shared between 
bodies, things and the climate: humans, benches, insects, particles, gases, bricks, wind, 
machines”35. In this regard, the ethnographic observations made during the time of 
the installation focused on the various ways in which the visitors related to it and on 

30  Ibidem.
31  Calvillo, N. and Garnett, E. (2019) Data intimacies, p. 341.
32  Ibidem.
33  Ibid. p. 342.
34  Cf. Haraway, D. J. (2016) 6WD\LQJ�ZLWK�WKH�7URXEOH��0DNLQJ�.LQ�LQ�WKH�&KWKXOXFHQH. Durham, NC: Duke Uni-
versity Press.
35  Calvillo, N. and Garnett, E. (2019) Data intimacies, p. 343.
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the different reactions that derived from them. Particularly, one of the purposes of 
<HOORZ�'XVW was that of questioning media’s conventional narratives, that often portray 
+ZDQJVD as an invasion by the states of China and Mongolia, and the social prejudice 
aroused by them. The exhibition panels of the installation, in fact, connected the 
data acquired by sensors with people’s body and with the emission sources present in 
Seoul itself, such as in well-known restaurants and local steam rooms, revealing how 
the supposed ‘alterity’ of the origins of pollution was fake. The basic idea, then, was 
that the collective construction of the problem allowed other modalities of  political 
and environmental action. Like the authors, inspired by Stengers, state: “different 
entanglements emerge by including things, feelings, processes presumed to be ‘outside’ 
of science (and, perhaps, the making of ‘good data’)”36. The production of ‘molecular 
familiarity’ with the data aimed, then, at changing the very conditions through which 
environmental justice can be pursued. Through a “structural reversal”, that is the act 
of making invisible infrastructures visible, <HOORZ�'XVW encouraged to “‘think with care,’ 
or focus on what has been neglected or forgotten, left out through choices, histories, 
or policies”37. As a cosmopolitical and speculative operation, it aimed at opening black 
boxes and reveal the invisible, in order to rearticulate what emerged from it in ways that 
may allow other possible narratives and modalities of action.

Among many other projects, the issue of raising environmental awareness by unveiling 
hidden agencies and issues has been addressed also in Las Respiradoras (The Breathers, 
2018)38, an installation that was developed for the 9RLFHV�RI � WKH�*36, an experimental 
exhibition at the CentroCentro in Madrid where architects and choreographers collaborated 
to produce experimental and reflective works around cars. The idea was to stimulate 
reflection on breathing, taking the traffic jam – a disturbing yet evocative situation – 
as a reference. The traffic jam, the architects argue, is a space where breathing, that is 
usually taken for granted as an automatic bodily function, comes to the fore. The air 
inside the car gets saturated after awhile, and when we open the car windows we breathe 
the warm and toxic air emitted by the exhaustion pipes. In sum, Las Respiradoras was an 
installation meant to invite to breathe together, throughout a social choreography, so as 
to generate a collective awareness of urgent environmental and political issues.

36  Ibid. p. 351.
37  Calvillo, N. (2018) Particular sensitivities. e-flux Architecture. 
38  Retrieved 29 October 2020, from: https://cmasarquitectas.net/projects/las-respiradoras-the-breath-
ers/ 
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Where many times the aim of architectural design is to produce finished objects in an 
expertocratic and solutionist logic, some experiments rather aim to open up, or ‘stage’ 
processes and generate questions, in order to channel a wider network of actors and 
encourage possibilities for participation, debate and problematisation.

RESET CA2M (2016)39, a project by the 2IÀFH�IRU�3ROLWLFDO�,QQRYDWLRQ, started in response 
to an invite to renovate the &$�0�&HQWUR� GH�$UWH�'RV� GH�0D\R (Móstoles, Madrid). 
Rather than demolishing the old building and constructing a new one from scratch, the 
idea was that the museum should be remodelled in order not to endanger the social and 
cultural capital that it had gained during the years (indeed, people from the surrounding 
neighbourhood used to gather inside its spaces for activities such as watching movies). 
Furthermore, against the idea that architecture should produce finished projects, the 
2IÀFH�IRU�3ROLWLFDO�,QQRYDWLRQ designed a protocol and master plan to start a slow remodelling 
of the building while at the same time keeping it open, so as to allow the public to 
observe and also participate in the process. “There was no intention of having any 
imposed aesthetics or style, or even to be original. We didn’t want to propose anything 
new. What we did was capture the voices that were around, within, and external to the 
museum, and inscribed them into the building itself”40. 
In this context, the operations consisted in: removing a number of internal divisions 
to create a large and triple-height space to host gatherings and multiple activities in the 

39  See: https://officeforpoliticalinnovation.com/work/reset-ca2m-integral-transformation-of-centro-
de-arte-2-de-mayo/ 
40  Jaque, A. (2018) Rearticulating the Social. Retrieved 16 October 2020, from https://www.e-flux.com/
architecture/positions/280206/rearticulating-the-social/

&�$UTXLWHFWDV, Las Respiradoras, CentroCentro, Madrid (2018). Source: cmasarquitectas.net
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2IÀFH� IRU� 3ROLWLFDO� ,QQR-
vation, RESET CA2M, 
CA2M Centro de Arte 
Dos de Mayo , Móstoles, 
Madrid (2016).
Previous state and re-
modelling phases. 
Source: officeforpoliti-
calinnovation.com
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center of the building; removing flags so as to make the building more accessible and 
welcoming – Móstoles is a residential, working-class district in the outskirt of Madrid 
and is inhabited by many people come from African or South American countries; 
removing the guards to make the space ‘unwatched’, ‘a living room that is open to the 
street’, where a number of people who lack residence permits – and, as a consequence, 
also phones contracts – can access the building and use its open WiFi. 
The building itself and its transformation, made of slow, sequential steps, became an 
exhibition, in order to create possibilities for each step to be experienced, discussed and 
implemented by a broader network of affected actors.

The JF-Kit House (2012-2013)41 was designed by the Madrid-based architecture firm 
(OLL42, initially built for the 3D\VDJH�LQ�3URJUHVV exposition of Brussels in 2012, and later 
rebuilt in 2013 for the )RUXP�RI �$VLDQ�$UW�&XUDWRUV in Guangzhou. The Jane Fonda house, 
to mention its full name, was designed as a prototype of a ‘house of the future’, with 
a very different idea, though, from those traditionally conceived to present desirable 
models for the future, like the 3DYLOORQ�GH�O·(VSULW�1RXYHDX by Le Corbusier (1922), the 
+RXVH�RI �WKH�)XWXUH by Jacobsen (1929) and the one by Alison+Peter Smithson (1955-
56). In contrast to these models, the aim of the -)�.LW�+RXVH is not that of disclosing 
what the future holds, nor that of suggesting particular technical solutions, but rather, 
it draws its inspiration from some ‘houses of the future’ from comedies and sci-fi 
films, like the one from the film (OHFWULF�+RXVH by Buster Keaton of 1922. Just like 
these models, which, instead of representing solutions to possible future problems, 
mean to radicalize in an ironic way the potential and limits of technological promises, 
the -)�.LW�+RXVH was designed to test, in an ironic way, and question the hegemonic 
models of sustainability and ecological architecture. Therefore, it proposes a radical 
future scenario of sustainability where citizens are bound to provide for their own 
domestic energy needs through physical activity. For daily activities, like turning on 
the light, cooking, watching TV, different levels of physical activity are required, which 
are registered on exercise schedules and can be done either individually or collectively. 
Essentially, the aim of the house is that of questioning those models that have seen 
sustainability merely as a technological problem to be solved through innovative and 
efficient devices and architectures, highlighting the aspects that they have overlooked. 
The idea, in fact, is that of showing how sustainability also represents a cultural and 
political problem, which, apart from technological solutions, would require an open 
and shared debate on necessary practices and ways of coexistence in order to secure such 

41  Retrieved 30 October 2020, from: http://elii.es/en/portfolio/jf-kithouse-gz-2/; cf. Domínguez Ru-
bio, F. and Fogué, U. (2015) 8QIROGLQJ�WKH�3ROLWLFDO�&DSDFLWLHV�RI �'HVLJQ. In A. Yaneva and A. Zaera-Polo (eds.) 
:KDW�,V�&RVPRSROLWLFDO�'HVLJQ"�'HVLJQ��1DWXUH�DQG�WKH�%XLOW�(QYLURQPHQW. Burlington, VT: Ashgate.
42  See: http://elii.es  
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sustainable future scenarios. Among the questions behind this project we can find: 
“what kinds of bodies and new practices are imagined to fulfill the promises of these 
sustainable futures? (…) What kinds of transformation of domestic spaces and rituals 
do these sustainable models demand? Which bodies and practices are excluded from 
participating in those sustainable futures and their promises? And how can design bring 
together different entities and actors?”43 Rather than giving answers to these questions 
and, therefore, offer itself as a device to solve problems through technical and 
professional knowledge, the -)�.LW�+RXVH means to enact them, make them evident and 
public. In this sense, the architectural design isn’t limited to building construction, but 
constructs questions and controversy, it generates opportunities for open debate. “[I]ts 
political value lies in its ability to unfold a fictional scenario that operates as a polemic 
playfield in which sustainability emerges (…) as political problem requiring a new system 
of co-habitation, a new cosmopolitical regime which requires the production not only 
of new technologies but also of new bodies, a new set of cultural practices, and a new 
set of connections and attachments between all these elements”44.
43  Ibid. p. 158.
44  Ibidem.

(OLL,� -)�.LW� +RXVH, &,9$�
�� &HQWUH� ,QWHUQDWLRQDO� SRXU�
la Ville, O·$UFKLWHFWXUH� HW� OH�
3D\VDJH� (2012). Source: 
elii.es
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Olla Gitana (2014-2015) was a transdisciplinary project carried out by architect Miguel 
Mesa del Castillo together with Jorge Martínez (communication) and Juan Carlos 
Ruiz (gastronomy). The Ministry of Culture and Tourism of the Region of Murcia, 
in Spain, had launched a project with the aim to elaborate a cartography that would 
make the creative capital of the region visible. In response to this, Mesa del Castillo 
and the others proposed an unprecedented way of tracing the territory and composing 
a cartography, with the aim to take into account the realities that are usually not seen 
as being part of the creative landscape of the region. In other words, Olla Gitana was 
meant to create a cartography of creativity which does not only belong to architects 
and designers. The project in fact involved the organization of a series of 24 dinners 
(also streamed online via youtube) for groups of 8 people with variegated socio-cultural 
backgrounds, gathered inside the Sala Verónicas in Murcia to freely discuss about 
different issues. The dining-table – as well as architecture –, in such experiment was 
seen as a socio-technical object, a ‘Parliament of Things’, an arena for discussion and 
political negotiation, around which different issues and heterogeneous participants 
gather45. Furthermore, it constituted a way of ‘staging’ the description of the region’s 
territory: rather than simplifying and ‘flattening’ it into a drawing or a two-dimensional 
map, it aimed to provide an ‘embodied’ representation of this territory, also generating 
spaces of encounter and dialogue to appreciate it.
45  Cf. Mesa del Castillo Clavel, M. (2018) Olla Gitana. Un Experimento de Arquitectura Para Instituciones 
Ligeras. ,PDIURQWH�25: 173-190. Available at: https://revistas.um.es/imafronte/article/view/357561/256471 

Mesa del Castillo, M., 
Martínez, J., Ruiz, J. C.,   
Olla Gitana, Sala Verónic-
as, Murcia, Spain (2014-
2015).
Photo of one of the din-
ners. Source: Mesa del 
Castillo, M. (2018) Olla 
Gitana.
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In the architectural visions of modernity, innovation was entrusted to experts, who 
produced models of the objects of study in their laboratories far from society. Instead – 
as the authors observe – “dining rooms encourage us to think of architecture as part of 
a permanently laboratoryised world and not as a place of application of what has already 
been tested, guaranteed, patented and standardised, as the manuals have taught us”46. 
In this project, architecture as a physical, defined object is only part of the assemblage 
of many other entities “connected in heterogeneous and unstable performative 
ecologies”47 that depend on changing contingencies. Olla Gitana can only be conceived 
in its unfolding, as an event: “what matters (…) is not only the phenomenological 
question, or the sensory experience assisted by different technologies: biochemical, 
acoustic, architectural, etc., but the coexistence of multiple cosmograms, in the sense 
attributed to such concept by Stengers, that is, of different ways of articulating entities 
and relations accepted as pacts of a common world”48.

CLIMAVORE (2015-ongoing)49 is long-term site-specific project started in 2015 by 
&RRNLQJ�6HFWLRQV50 (Daniel Fernández Pascual & Alon Schwabe), a research-based practice 
exploring the spatial and territorial implications of food. &/,0$925( sets out to 
envision seasons of production and consumption of food that react to climate change. 
In contrast to the obsolete Eurocentric seasonal model, it rethinks the construction 
of spaces and infrastructures focusing on how climate alterations offer a new set of 
clues to adapt our diet to them. In this sense, &/,0$925(� is not only about the 
origin of ingredients, but also about their agency in providing spatial and infrastructural 
responses to man-induced climate changes. Framing our diet within a globally 
financialised landscape, and challenging large-scale agribusiness groups dictating what 
is to be produced and consumed, the notion of &/,0$925( critically unfolds and 
questions the geopolitical implications behind the making of climate alterations and the 
pressures they enforce on humans and nonhumans alike. In particular, &/,0$925(��
On Tidal Zones explores the environmental effects of aquaculture and reacts to the 
changing shores of Portree, Isle of Skye. Each day at low tide the installation emerges 
above the sea and functions as a dining table for humans, with free tastings of recipes 
featuring ocean cleaners: seaweeds, oysters, clams and mussels. At high tide, the 
installation works as an underwater oyster table. The installation has been realized 
in collaboration with local stakeholders, residents, politicians and researchers. Over 
breakfast, lunch, or dinner (according to the tides), performative meals featured a 
46 My translation (A/N). Ibid. p. 188.
47 My translation (A/N). Ibidem.
48 My translation (A/N). Ibid. p. 190. Cf. Stengers, I. (2010) Cosmopolitics. Vol. 1. Minneapolis, MN: 
Univ. Of Minnesota Press.
49  Retrieved 1 November 2020, from: https://www.climavore.org/about/ 
50  See: http://www.cooking-sections.com 
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series of &/,0$925( ingredients that respond to – and ‘stage’ – the environmental 
challenges of Scottish waters. The project also engaged with 10 local restaurants that 
removed farmed salmon off their menu and introduced a &/,0$925( dish instead. 
The long-term project aims to look at &/,0$925( forms of eating that address 
environmental regeneration and promote more responsive aqua-cultures in an era of 
man-induced environmental transformations51. 

Along similar lines there is !e Empire Remains Shop (2016)52, in which the food is 
used to trace new postcolonial geographies. ‘Empire shops’ were first developed – yet 
never opened – in London in the 1920s to teach the British to consume foodstuff 
from the colonies and overseas territories. &RRNLQJ�6HFWLRQV’ intervention speculates on the 
possibility and implications of selling back the remains of the British Empire in London 
today. The public installation took first place in London in the fall of 2016, consisting 
of a critical program of discussions, performances, dinners, installations, and screenings 
hosted at n. 91–93 Baker Street.

51  Retrieved 1 November 2020, from: http://cooking-sections.com/CLIMAVORE-On-Tidal-Zones 
52  Retrieved 1 November 2020, from: http://www.cooking-sections.com/The-Empire-Remains-Shop

&RRNLQJ�6HFWLRQV, 
&/,0$925(��
On Tidal Zones, Isle of 
Skye (2017-ongoing). 
Source: climavore.org
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Structured as a franchise agreement, 7KH�(PSLUH�5HPDLQV�6KRS book resulting from it lays 
out some of the landscapes, imaginaries, economies, and aesthetics that future iterations 
of the Shop would need to address in order to think through political counterstructures 
for a better distributed, hyper-globalised world. 

&RRNLQJ�6HFWLRQV, 7KH�(P-
pire Remains Shop, Delfi-
na Foundation offsite 
exhibition (2016). 
Source: delfinafounda-
tion.com. Photo: Tim 
Bowditch.

&RRNLQJ� 6HFWLRQV, The 
(PSLUH� 5HPDLQV� 6KRS, 
book cover (2018). 
Source: e-flux.com
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Urbanismos de remesas. Viviendas (re)productivas de la dispersión (2017)53, by the 
Colombian-Spanish office of architecture and urbanism +XVRV54, is an ongoing research 
project in book form about the urban operations financed by ‘remesas’ – ‘remittances’ 
in English –, that are small amount of money that migrants workers send together with 
other goods to relatives in their home countries. These forms of urbanism, according 
to +XVRV, are not marginal realities, but advanced laboratories for alternative ways of 
city-making. In this sense, their investigation aims to explore some of the many – so 
far disregarded – political issues related to the capitalist market system, such as the 
life of many people who are forced to abandon their countries, the consequent crisis 
of care in the global South, and new forms of belonging and evictions activated by 
international real estate operations. Interestingly, also this project constitutes a way of 
‘staging’ research processes. Indeed, designed as a ‘foto-realovela’ – a rereading of the 
classic Latin American transverse photo story magazine –, also including a paper model, 
a sectional drawing and a report, Urbanismos de remesas is intended to be an instrument of 
communication with multiple uses and users, enabling new forms of dialogue with the 
different communities involved.
53  The online version of the book is available at: https://issuu.com/husosarch/docs/issuu_urb_reme-
sas_verti 
54  See: http://www.husos.info 

+XVRV,�8UEDQLVPRV�GH�UHPHVDV��9LYLHQGDV��UH�SURGXFWLYDV�GH�OD�GLVSHUVLyQ. Book and folding model. Published by Caniche Editorial (2017). 
Source: newgenerationsweb.com
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�����&R�GHVLJQLQJ�with�PRUH�WKDQ�KXPDQV

Rather than conceiving the architectural project as an operation aimed at creating a 
certain form through the control and instrumental use of more-than-human elements, 
here the project is thought of as a cosmopolitan experiment, in which one designs ZLWK 
such more-than-human entities in order to speculate on possible, more careful and 
productive forms of coexistence.

The installation !e Polivagina of Fan Riots, or Polivagina (2014)55, designed by 
&��$UTXLWHFWDV for the art event Fan Riots at the 626��� music festival in Murcia, was 
another interesting exploration on how to take atmospheric agents such as air and 
helium seriously in architecture, as primary construction materials. More specifically, 
the project drew on the invisibility and dynamism of such more-than-human elements 
to destabilise architectural practice, requiring a transformation of methods, techniques, 
materials and forms of organisation. In fact, the basic idea – which also emerged through 
a critical dialogue with the reflections of the German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk56, – 
was, once again, that “taking air into account in architecture shifts attention beyond 
boundaries, such as walls and roofs, to what is in between them, working with humidity, 
pressure, smell, toxicity and breath”57. However, distancing itself from Sloterdijk’s more 
general metaphorical reading of architecture as an enclosure, 3ROLYDJLQD uses his notion of 
‘air design’ to think of architecture “not simply as creating envelopes for climate control, 
but as involving the actual design of atmospheres where the air is not only a conditioner 
of well-being but also a material for the construction of certain modes of sociality”58.

55  Cf. Calvillo, N. (2018) Inviting Atmospheres to the Architecture Table, pp. 41-64. In N. Marres, M. 
Guggenheim and A. Wilkie (2018) ,QYHQWLQJ�WKH�VRFLDO. Manchester: Mattering Press. See also: https://cma-
sarquitectas.net/projects/polivagina/
56  Peter Sloterdijk, in his ‘spherology’, and particularly in the volume on foams, extends sociality beyond 
human interactions. Sociality, like a foam, includes humans, non-humans and the atmosphere that brings 
them together. With regard to architecture, however, he translates this perspective in a too literal way: ar-
chitecture becomes a foam, a set of spheres: variable containers from the micro to the macro scale, from 
housing and its parts to the city. In Sloterdijk’s view, architectural objects have definite and stable forms 
and the atmospheres they creates have no place. Moreover, he has little appreciation of the fact that they, 
in their design and construction,  generate socialities. Cf.: Calvillo, N. (2018) Inviting Atmospheres to the 
Architecture Table, p. 43; Sloterdijk, P. (2016) )RDPV��6SKHUHV�9ROXPH�,,,��3OXUDO�6SKHURORJ\. Los Angeles: Semi-
otext(e). Originally published as Id. (2004) 6SKlUHQ�,,,���6FKlXPH��3OXUDOH�6SKlURORJLH. Frankfurt am Main, D: 
Suhrkamp. Italian transl. Id. (2015) 6IHUH�,,,��6FKLXPH. Milano: Raffaello Cortina.
For a more extensive survey of Sloterdijk’s ‘spherology’, see also: Id. (1998) 6SKlUHQ�,���%ODVHQ��0LNURVSKlURO-
ogie. Frankfurt am Main, D: Suhrkamp. Italian transl. Id. (2009) 6IHUH�,��%ROOH. Roma: Meltemi; Id. (1999) 
6SKDUHQ����*OREHQ. Frankfurt am Main, D: Suhrkamp. Italian transl. Id. (2014) 6IHUH�,,��Globi. Milano: Raffaello 
Cortina. 
57  Calvillo, N. (2018) Inviting Atmospheres to the Architecture Table, p. 43.
58  Ibid. p. 44.
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More specifically, 3ROLYDJLQD represented both an intellectual challenge and a response 
to the contingent situation, i.e. the demands of the curator, the existing building, 
the building regulations and the climate. These demands included, for example, the 
transformation of a seven-hundred-square-metre space without touching it; the need 
to use this space for art installations, performances and panel discussions; to manage a 
limited budget and operate – both for set-up and dismantling – in an extremely limited 
time frame; and to attract a wide audience, including those who, in a festival, are not 
necessarily interested in art. Therefore, rather than bringing together and responding to 
these conditions by providing a lightweight structure or some sort of inflatable – the 
costs of which exceeded the budget – the idea was to summon helium, a common 
atmospheric element renowned for its lightness, as a guest, and to contain it in ordinary 
elements, namely polyamide balloons, creating a membrane of inflated micro-units. The 
decision to use elements so uncommon to traditional architecture obviously added a 
high level of complexity to the operation. &��$UTXLWHFWDV and the students who took part 
in the construction of the installation59 had to gather stories, experiences and expertise 
on the use of helium from fields outside of the architectural one, for example by calling 
in experienced designers in the field of staging and decoration or drawing on mundane 
experiences such as birthday parties; and test a series of prototypes at home, trying to 
experimentally explore – and tune in – the dynamic properties of helium – a very light 
element with a very strong lifting capacity – and the effects of its combination with air, 
which is heavier than it.
In particular, during the operation, the hierarchies between designers and manufacturers 
dissolved, as there were no experts, and all the people involved gradually acquired 
knowledge, skills and experience through the process itself. This led to a redefinition 
of what control means in design, as participants had to deal with uncertainty and also 
accept failure as part of the process.
In other words, design, rather than an operation, aimed at creating a certain form, 
was rather conceived as an experimental and “queer”60 process, or a “cosmopolitical 
experiment”61. As Calvillo writes, “we in fact co-designed ZLWK helium and air, by letting 
them speak as ‘we’ collectively adapted to one another”62, thus giving rise to a “temporary 
co-habitation with more-than-humans”63. In this sense, the operation aimed to explore 
how ways of engaging with more-than-humans could exist in architecture that differ 
from control and domestication, and instead activate processes of “mutual training”64. 

59  Also architect and professor Mesa del Castillo and a group of students from the University of Archi-
tecture of Alicante took part in the experiment. 
60  Ibid. p. 60.
61  Ibid. p. 54.
62  Ibid. p. 50.
63  Ibid. p. 60.
64  Ibidem.
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&��$UTXLWHFWDV, 7KH�3ROL-
YDJLQD�RI �)DQ�5LRWV,  Mur-
cia, Spain (2014). 
Source: cmasarquitectas.
net
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Interestingly, human bodies had to ‘learn to be affected’65 by gases to become mediators, 
or “experimental instruments trained to measure, for instance, how much a 45 cm balloon 
lifts depending on its shape”66, and to cope with the sudden changes or disintegration 
of the installation due to the unpredictable behaviour of helium, its elevating force, its 
resistance to being confined and its general recalcitrance67. As Calvillo notes, following 
anthropologist Kathleen Stewart, 3ROLYDJLQD has therefore favoured the production of 
socialities that can be defined as ‘atmospheric attunements’68.
Also the other materiality at stake, namely the ball – understood as a “device for making 
atmospheric things”69 – and, more specifically, its polyamide, facilitated particular and 
unexpected types of attunements. Its silver reflective finish, for example, “multiplied 

65 Cf. Latour, B. (2004b) How to Talk about the Body? The Normative Dimension of Science Studies. %RG\�
	�6RFLHW\ 10(2-3): 205-229. Latour’s interesting argument will be explored below (see section 2.2.3, i.b. 6).
66  Ibid. p. 51.
67  See also: Tironi, M., Calvillo, N. (2016) Water and Air: Territories, Tactics and the Elemental Textility 
of Urban Cosmopolitics. In I. Farías and A. Blok (eds.) 8UEDQ�&RVPRSROLWLFV��London, pp. 207-224. New 
York: Routledge.
68  Cf. Stewart, K. (2011) Atmospheric Attunements, (QYLURQPHQW�DQG�8UEDQ�3ODQQLQJ�'��6RFLHW\�DQG�6SDFH, 
29: 445-453.
69  Calvillo, N. (2018) Inviting Atmospheres to the Architecture Table, pp. 55-56. Cf. McCormack, D. P. 
(2015) Devices for Doing Atmospheric Things. In P. Vanni (ed.) Non-Representational Methodologies, pp. 89-
111. London, New York: Routledge.
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like a kaleidoscope throughout the space. It diffused its limits, reflected light, hid 
furtive hugs and distorted smiling faces; it multiplied Michael Jackson’s fans to infinity, 
reminded someone of Warhol’s Factory and made us desire Warhol’s Silver Clouds”70. 
In addition, also other unexpected atmospheric attunements emerged: “people feeling 
the joy of a surprise gift, sharing the balloons as a collective treat among their friends, 
and creatively transforming them into hats, t-shirts or masks. Some people even took 
them home, expanding the physical network of the festival to domestic spaces”71.

�����7UDQVIRUPLQJ�DQG�SOD\LQJ�ZLWK�DUFKLWHFWXUH·V�RZQ�WRROV�DQG�DHVWKHWLFV

In revealing that the tools, techniques and aesthetics with which architecture operates 
have performative effects – that is, they create a certain kind of knowledge and therefore 
certain ‘worlds’ – STS can offer an interesting stimulus to experimentally ‘play’ with 
them, distort their use, generate interruptions and transformations.

Superpower of Ten (2013-2016)72, by the 2IÀFH� IRU� 3ROLWLFDO� ,QQRYDWLRQ, is a large-scale 
public performance that took place for the first time at the Lisbon Architecture 
Triennial 2013 and was later re-proposed at the Chicago Architecture Biennial (2015), 
the Jumex Museum in Ciudad de México (2016) and the ZKM Karlsruhe (2016). The 
performance is based on the reinterpretation of 3RZHUV� RI �7HQ��$�)LOP�'HDOLQJ�ZLWK� WKH�
5HODWLYH�6L]H�RI �7KLQJV�LQ�WKH�8QLYHUVH�DQG�WKH�(IIHFWV�RI �$GGLQJ�$QRWKHU�=HUR, a famous movie 
directed by Ray and Charles Eames in 1977, which consisted in an exploration of daily 
life at different scales, from a human cell to the outer edges of the Milky Way73. Yet the 
selective framing and narrative of the movie, which is centred on an heterosexual couple 
having a picnic on Chicago’s lakefront, presents a linear progression of scenes and 
images in which abrupt jumps of scale between different elements – bodies, molecules, 
planets, societies and technologies – and their interactions appear apolitical and devoid 
of any kind of friction. Here 2IÀFH�IRU�3ROLWLFDO�,QQRYDWLRQ re-enacts the movie’s narrative 
in an alternative and more political way, rendering conflicts and a much broader series 
of historical events visible. In this context, new characters come on stage together with 
the picnickers, such as the polio virus, scientists, the sausage machine and an animal 
right protester, the human DNA, the transgender pioneer Flawless Sabrina, Kodak’s 
‘Shirley Card’ and many others heterogeneous actors that lay outside the film’s apolitical 
frame. Furthermore, this provocative intervention, playing with the size of things in 

70  Ibid. p. 56.
71  Ibid. pp. 57-58.
72  Retrieved 16 October 2020: https://officeforpoliticalinnovation.com/work/superpowers-of-ten/
73  Ray and Charles Eames’ movie is available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0fKBhvDjuy0 



229

the exhibition, breaks with the idea of ‘proportionality’ of scale jumps in architecture. 
Suddenly what is large appears small, and vice versa. Its aim, therefore, is to generate 
‘interruptions’ so as to critically reject the possibility of framing life as contained in a 
fixed and easily accountable universe and the idea of architectural ‘scaling’ as a linear 
process. 

2IÀFH� IRU� 3ROLWLFDO� ,Q-
novation, 6XSHUSRZHU�
RI � 7HQ. Lisbon Ar-
chitecture Triennial 
2013; Chicago Ar-
chitecture Biennial 
2015; Jumex Mu-
seum, Ciudad de 
México, 2016; ZKM 
Karlsruhe, 2016.
Source: officeforpo-
liticalinnovation.com
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���([SHULPHQWV�ZLWKLQ�WKURXJK�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�HGXFDWLRQ

As mentioned above, this experimental ethos has also been the basis of a series of 
pedagogical experiences at the intersection of architecture, STS and anthropology at 
the University of Architecture of Alicante and the Technical University of Munich. 
Although I am aware of the existence of a much richer and interesting scenario of 
experiences inscribed in this logic, particularly in Alicante [i.b. IV. 4], I will dwell on 
some examples thoroughly described in the issue n. 12 of the Chilean design journal 
Diseña74, specifically dedicated to exploring this theme. Interestingly, as the STS-informed 
anthropologists Ignacio Farías and Tomás Sánchez Criado state in the introductory 
text of the journal’s issue, such experiments, unlike Yaneva (see section 1), reconsider 
the importance of the design studio, enhancing its strong socio-political potential. In 
Schön’s own words, they emphasise that the design studio is a space with great potential, 
since, with respect to modern educational practices, it entails “a throwback to an earlier 
mode of education and an earlier epistemology of practice”75, containing “the seeds 
of a different model of learning that is based on “the maker’s reflective conversation 
with his [or hers] materials”76. In short, whereas Yaneva proposed an approach in which 
students ‘learn about design’ by means of multidirectional inquiries into the actors and 
implications of building designs, by vindicating the value of a studio-based approach the 
experiments examined here, in line with the experiences analysed above, are “attempts 
and experiments for ‘re-learning design’ [by] making STS and anthropology work ZLWKLQ�
and through the design studio practice”77. In particular, these attempts were aimed at 
using concepts such as ‘network’, ‘care’, ‘socio-technical systems’, ‘technical democracy’ 
or ‘cosmopolitics’ to stimulate other ways of practicing architecture that go beyond the 
expertocratic idea of providing black-boxed solutions.

�����3HGDJRJLFDO�PRGHOV

At this point it is useful to delve deeper into both Schön’s pedagogical approach and 
other educational models that inspired these experiences. In the 1980s, the philosopher 
and urban planner founded a new revolutionary epistemology of practice with the 
notion of ‘reflection-in-action’, whereby designers can become aware of their implicit 
knowledge and learn from their experience. In other words, for him ‘reflection-in-
74  Cf. Editorial Diseña 12 (2018) Re-learning Design: Pedagogical Experiments with STS in Design Studio 
Courses. The index can be found here: http://ojs.uc.cl/index.php/Disena/issue/view/3 
75  Schön, D. (1985) 7KH�'HVLJQ�6WXGLR��$Q�([SORUDWLRQ�RI �LWV�7UDGLWLRQV�DQG�3RWHQWLDOV. London: RIBA Publi-
cations, p. 5.
76  Ibid. p. 31.
77  Farías, I. and Sánchez Criado, T. (eds.) (2018a) Re-Learning Design: Pedagogical Experiments with STS 
in Design Studio Courses, p. 27.
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action’ was at the core of ‘professional artistry’ – or ‘skillful practice’ –, a concept 
thought to challenge the ‘technical-rationality’ demanded by dominant paradigms. 
In his words: “The reflective practitioner allows himself [or herself] to experience 
surprise, puzzlement, or confusion in a situation which he [or her] finds uncertain or 
unique. (…) He [or her] carries out an experiment which serves to generate both a 
new understanding of the phenomenon and a change in the situation”78. Each move 
that students make are experiments, for they can potentially create other problems 
78  Schön, D. (1983) 7KH�5HÁHFWLYH�3UDFWLWLRQHU��+RZ�3URIHVVLRQDOV�7KLQN�LQ�$FWLRQ� New York: Basic Books, p. 
68.

i.b. IV. 4 - The University of Alicante and other radical pedagogies

,Q�SDUWLFXODU��WKH�3URMHFWV�$UHD�RI�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�$OLFDQWH�LV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�SODFH�RI�SHGDJRJLFDO�
LQQRYDWLRQ�DW�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLRQ�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUH�DQG�676��1RWDEO\��)DUtDV�DQG�6iQFKH]�&ULDGR¶V�
FRXUVHV�DW�WKH�7HFKQLFDO�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�0XQLFK�DQG�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�,�ZLOO�UHFRXQW�LQ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�
FKDSWHUV�ZHUH�VWURQJO\�LQVSLUHG�E\�WKH�H[SHULPHQWDO�HWKRV�XQGHUSLQQLQJ�WKH�$OLFDQWH�VFKRRO�
$V�DOVR�DFNQRZOHGJHG�E\�WKH�SURIHVVRUV�RI�WKLV�VFKRRO�PHQWLRQHG�LQ�WKLV�VHFWLRQ��VLQFH������
3URIHVVRU�-RVp�0DUtD�7RUUHV�1DGDO�KDV�VWLPXODWHG�DQG�VWUHQJWKHQHG�WHDFKHU�H[SHULPHQWDWLRQ��
IUHH�IURP�WKH�XVXDO�IRUPV�RI�DXWKRULW\�DQG�DFDGHPLF�KLHUDUFK\1. 
7RUUHV�1DGDO�RIIHUV�D�ULFK�DQG�HQWKXVLDVWLF�SLFWXUH�RI�WKH�$OLFDQWH�VFKRRO�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUH��WRJHWKHU�
ZLWK�KLV�LGHD�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUH�DQG�RI�µDUTXLWHFWRV�HFRORJL]DQWHV¶��µHFRORJL]LQJ�DUFKLWHFWV¶��. 

+RZHYHU��DV�DOVR�)DUtDV�DQG�6iQFKH]�&ULDGR�QRWH3, it seems opportune to point out that the 
VRFLR�SROLWLFDO�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�GHVLJQ�SHGDJRJ\��WKDW�WKHVH�H[SHULHQFHV�FODLP��LV�KDUGO\�D�QHZ�
WRSLF�LQ�LWVHOI��,Q�IDFW��WKHUH�LV�D�UDWKHU�ZLGH�UDQJLQJ�DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VHW�RI�IRUPV�RI�UDGLFDO�
SHGDJRJ\��VXFK�DV�WKH�H[DPSOHV�FROOHFWHG�E\�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�KLVWRULDQ�%HDWUL]�&RORPLQD�LQ�WKH�
exhibition and web archive Radical Pedagogies4�DQG�LQ�D�YROXPH�HGLWHG�E\�'DLV\�)URXG�DQG�
+DUULHWW�+DUULVV�. 
�� &I��&DOYLOOR��1��DQG�0HVD�GHO�&DVWLOOR��0���������7HQGHU�,QIUDVWUXFWXUHV��'HVLJQLQJ�:LWK�&DUH��RU�&RQWULEXWLRQV�WR�
µ0DWWHUV�RI�&DUH¶�LQ�$UFKLWHFWXUH��Diseña����������±�����*LVEHUW�$OHPDQ\��(���������/HDUQLQJ�'HVLJQ�ZLWK�6RFLDO�,Q-
VHFWV��7KH�DQW��WKH�VSLGHU��DQG�WKH�ZDVS��Diseña���������������
�� &I��7RUUHV�1DGDO��-��0���������Arquitectura In-Dependiente: Análisis pormenorizado del giro que las cuatro fuerzas 
ecologizantes��$OLFDQWH��(6��&ROHFFLyQ�'HQLVH�6FRWW�%URZQ��6HH�DOVR��1LHWR�)HUQiQGH]��(�� ������� ¡...Prescindible 
organizado!: agenda docente para una formulación afectiva y disidente del proyecto arquitectónico��3K'�WKHVLV�
�� &I��)DUtDV��,��DQG�6iQFKH]�&ULDGR��7���HGV��������D��5H�/HDUQLQJ�'HVLJQ��3HGDJRJLFDO�([SHULPHQWV�ZLWK�676�LQ�
'HVLJQ�6WXGLR�&RXUVHV��
�� &I��&RORPLQD��%���&KRL��(���*RQ]iOH]�JiODQ��,���DQG�0HLVWHU��$��0���������6HSWHPEHU������5DGLFDO�3HGDJRJLHV�LQ�
$UFKLWHFWXUDO�(GXFDWLRQ��5HWULHYHG���1RYHPEHU�������IURP�KWWSV���ZZZ�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�UHYLHZ�FRP�WRGD\�UDGLFDO�SHGD-
gogies-in-architectural-education
�� &I��)URXG��'��DQG�+DUULVV��+���������Radical Pedagogies: Architectural Education and the British Tradition��/RQGRQ��
5,%$�3XEOLVKLQJ�
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that need to be understood and solved. Against the scientific, linear ways of teaching 
and learning, which understand education as the mere transmission of professional 
knowledge, the design studio approach allows both students and teachers to ‘learn by 
doing’, by confronting themselves with uncertainty, complex and challenging situations. 
Therefore, the design studio is understood as a space in which certain emancipatory 
and democratising educational models developed during the twentieth century resonate, 
such as those of John Dewey79, Paulo Freire or Jacques Rancière. In particular, as the 
authors state, the disciplinary transgressions implemented in these experiments are 
reminiscent of Rancière’s 7KH�,JQRUDQW�6FKRROPDVWHU80, whose radical-democratic principle 
consisted in eliciting students’ intelligence and avoiding asymmetrical relations between 
them and the teachers. In this sense, not only the students, but also the teachers 
themselves are faced with situations of uncertainty, not knowing what the eventual 
results of the work will be. Paraphrasing Sánchez Criado81, this perspective also relates 
to Michel Serres’s understanding of the word pedagogy, etymologically meaning ‘the 
voyage of children’. According to Serres, the word ‘pedagogue’ initially designated the 
slave who would walk a noble child to school: leaving their home, children became 
‘exposed’. “Learning launches wandering (…) Depart. Go out. Allow yourself to be 
seduced one day. Become many, brave the outside world, split off somewhere else. (…) 
For there is no learning with out exposure, often dangerous, to the other. I will never 
again know what I am, where I am, from where I’m from, where I’m going, through 
where to pass”82. As we shall see, in some of these experiences there is a clear reference 
to a more contemporary educational approach, that is, that of the British anthropologist 
Tim Ingold. In line with the others that have been already mentioned, he believes that 
it would be wrong to think of learning as a transmission, following application, of an 
already-built corpus of information, and reclaims the importance of learning by doing. 
As we have already seen in chapter II, in his book 0DNLQJ��$QWKURSRORJ\��$UFKDHRORJ\��
Art and Architecture83, in analysing the way in which architectural practice is traditionally 
understood, Ingold discusses the schism between the figure of the architect and that 
of the builder. Particularly, Ingold dwells on the figure of Alberti, who, in his treatise  

79  Cf. Dewey, J. (1897) My Pedagogic Creed. The School Journal 54: 77-80 and Freire, P. (2000) 3HGDJRJ\�RI �
the Oppressed (30th Anniversary Edition). New York: Continuum.
80  Cf. Rancière, J. (1991) 7KH�,JQRUDQW�6FKRROPDVWHU��)LYH�/HVVRQV�LQ�,QWHOOHFWXDO�(PDQFLSDWLRQ. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press.
81  Cf.  Sánchez Criado, T. (2021) Anthropology as a careful design practice? =HLWVFKULIW�I�U�(WKQRORJLH 145 
(2020, 1): 47-70.
82  Serres, M. (1997) 7KH�7URXEDGRXU�RI �.QRZOHGJH. Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, p. 8.
83  Cf. Ingold, T. (2013)  0DNLQJ��$QWKURSRORJ\��$UFKDHRORJ\��$UW�DQG�$UFKLWHFWXUH. London and New York: 
Routledge.
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2Q� WKH�$UW� RI � %XLOGLQJ� LQ�7HQ�%RRNV84, actually made a significant contribution to the 
process that has led to the professionalisation of architecture as a discipline exclusively 
dedicated to design as opposed to implementation. This represents a return to – and 
a contribution to the improvement of – an understanding of design in hylomorphic 
terms, where shapes are designed in an abstract space, as ‘mind’s work’, and only after 
that, they are imposed on matter, as ‘hands’ work’. In opposition to this model, Ingold 
claims the relevance of the anthropological method of ‘participant observation’: 
“Only because we are of the world, only because we are fellow travellers along with 
the beings and things that command our attention, can we observe them. There is no 
contradiction, then, between participation and observation; rather, the one depends 
on the other”85. This means, in the words of Karen Barad, that “We do not obtain 
knowledge by standing outside the world; we know because ‘we’ are of the world. 
We are part of the world in its differential becoming”86. True knowledge, according 
to Ingold, cannot be achieved by extracting ‘data’ from the world, but by establishing 
a connection based on a ‘correspondence’ with it. Particularly, in material culture – 
and therefore in architectural culture – attention is focused, in a predominant way, on 
finished objects, and on their social consequences, but “[w]hat is lost (…) is the creativity 
of the productive processes that bring the artefacts themselves into being: on the one 
hand in the generative currents of the materials of which they are made; on the other 
in the sensory awareness of practicioners. Thus processes of making appear swallowed 
up in objects made”87. In this sense, architecture, through the anthropological method 
of participant observation, can be thought of 

“as a discipline that shares with art and anthropology a concern to explore the creative 
processes that give rise to the environments we inhabit, and the ways we perceive them. 
Taken as the practice of such a discipline, architecture is not so much about as by means of 
buildings. It is, in short, an architecture of inquiry. Included in it are questions concerning 
the generation of form, the energetics of force and flow, the properties of materials, the 
weave and texture of surfaces, the atmospheres of volumes, and the dynamics of activity 
and of rest, of making lines and making place. To answer every one of these questions 
entails a way of knowing from the inside”88.

84  Cf. Alberti, L. B. (1755) 7KH�$UFKLWHFWXUH�RI �/HRQ�%DWWLVWD�$OEHUWL�LQ�7HQ�%RRNV, trans. J. Leoni. London: 
Printed by Edward Owen.  Originally published in Italy as Id. (1485) 'H�5H�$HGLÀFDWRULD. Firenze: Nicolò 
Di Lorenzo.
85  Ingold, T. (2013) 0DNLQJ, p. 5.
86  Barad, K. M. (2007) 0HHWLQJ�WKH�8QLYHUVH�+DOIZD\��4XDQWXP�3K\VLFV�DQG�WKH�(QWDQJOHPHQW�RI �0DWWHU�DQG�0HD-
ning. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, p. 185.
87  Ingold, T. (2013) 0DNLQJ, p. 7.
88  Ibid. p. 10.
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�����([SHULPHQWV�DW�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�$UFKLWHFWXUH�LQ�$OLFDQWH

([SORULQJ�DQG�H[SHULPHQWLQJ�ZLWK�¶PDWWHUV�RI �FDUH·�LQ�GHVLJQ�VWXGLR�FRXUVHV
7HQGHU�,QIUDVWUXFWXUHV, the design studios courses developed between 2010 and 2013 by 
Nerea Calvillo and Miguel Mesa del Castillo89 aimed to address architectural design 
– and design teaching – as a field of speculation on the concept of care as politically 
conceived by Fisher and Tronto90 and Puig de la Bellacasa91. Particularly, one of the initial 
ideas was that of substituting the notion of building with the one of ‘infrastructural 
ecosystems’, so as to highlight the complex socio-material ecology of urban space. This 
way, the condition of ‘users’ of architecture – which usually includes standardized or 
stereotyped figures who are supposed to have equivalent needs and whose culture is 
also more or less idealized – is extended to certain ecosystems, endangered species or 
marginalized communities. The idea, in short, was to consider infrastructures as ‘matters 
of care’, and design as a careful and situated intervention aimed at detecting and giving 
visibility to entities that risked being left out by knowledge production practices. Indeed, 
they explored a question put forth by Puig de la Bellacasa: 

“What happens if, in our case, we think of infrastructures not as PDWWHUV�RI �FRQFHUQ, but as matters 
RI �FDUH? That is, what happens if we ‘intervene in the articulation of ethically and politically 
demanding issues’?92 And, as a consequence, what implications does this ‘intervention’ have 
for the design studio? So, what does it mean to think about the design studio with care?”93

What Calvillo and Mesa del Castillo were interested in was questioning the resolving 
technological agendas that usually underlie design, and rather understanding it as a 
‘speculative machine’, where speculation, in the sense that Stengers attributes to it, 
aims at unveiling different possibilities and ethical and political alternatives94. In this 
sense, design has been understood as a necessarily situated practice and as a relational 
ontology, in which things are constituted by their relationships rather than by their 
intrinsic qualities95.

89  Cf. Calvillo, N. and Mesa del Castillo, M. (2018) Tender Infrastructures.
90  Cf. Tronto, J. C. and Fisher, B. (1990) Toward a Feminist Theory of Caring. In E. K. Abel and M. K. 
Nelson (eds.) &LUFOHV�RI �&DUH��:RUN�DQG�,GHQWLW\�LQ�:RPHQ·V�/LYHV. Albany, NY: State University of New York 
Press, pp. 36-54.
91  Cf. Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2011) Matters of Care in Technoscience: Assembling Neglected Things. 
6RFLDO�6WXGLHV�RI �6FLHQFH, 41(1): 85-106;  Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2017) 0DWWHUV�RI �&DUH��6SHFXODWLYH�(WKLFV�LQ�0RUH�
7KDQ�+XPDQ�:RUOGV. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
92  Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2011) Matters of Care in Technoscience: Assembling Neglected Things, p. 94.
93  Calvillo, N. and Mesa del Castillo, M. (2018) Tender Infrastructures, pp. 176-177.
94  Cf. Stengers, I. (2010) Cosmopolitics. Vol. 1. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
95  Cf. Barad, K. M. (2007) 0HHWLQJ�WKH�8QLYHUVH�+DOIZD\; Haraway, D. (1988) Situated Knowledges: The Sci-
ence Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective. Feminist Studies 14(3): 575-599.
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The first phase of the working plan that students had to follow involved the 
visualization of relationships, conflicts and distributions of power among the actants 
of the socio-material ecosystem, with special attention to ‘neglected’ entities. As a final 
task, students, rather than the production of buildings located in specific social, urban 
and landscape contexts, were asked to intervene through the installation of a digital or 
analog architectural prosthesis, or speculative machine, in order to redistribute agencies. 
Particularly, during the course, materials commonly neglected by ‘conventional’ 
architecture were used, whereas buildings are usually constructed ex-novo in concrete, 
brick or steel. Such ephemeral materialities included DIY technologies and household 
materials. In addition, the use of other analysis tools and techniques from other 
disciplines and non-academic areas, such as interviews and video DJ mash-ups, was also 
envisaged.
Interestingly, as the professors note, the concepts of care and speculation, in their 
implying an epistemological shift, also required the production of new design tools. 
Therefore, the proposed work formats were aimed at constituting relational machines: 
the first format, namely a graphic map, or relational map, should not only have made it 
possible to describe a project and identify its actors, as in the case of diagrams, but also 
to speculate on it; the second one, namely the speculative prosthesis, in their multiple 
versions in progress, both in analogue and digital form, rather than a final solution, 
should have constituted a political device which, once installed, would multiply the 
options and articulate conflicting coexistences without neutralising them. Going beyond 
the ‘mapping of controversies’, the aim of the experiments was, in Puig de la Bellacasa’s 
words, “not only to expose or reveal invisible labors of care, but also to generate care”96.
One of the final proposals, aimed at caring for a small tangerine orchard in Denia, was a 
coordination prototype supporting the distribution of fruit to schools, work centres and 
small businesses or associations. In this way, an affective ‘tender infrastructure’, which 
brings together people with different interests – such as the owner and the distributors 
– was designed, in order to maintain the garden. Each interested consumer could have 
choosen, via a web platform or a visit to the orchard, a tree to which to make a financial 
contribution, thus ensuring its care. In turn, he/she would be informed about the state 
of health of the tree through weekly reports sent by the farmer by e-mail. Another 
proposal, revolving around the Thermomix and the network of women associated with 
it, was a speculative machine meant to unveil different agencies and recompose the 
relationships between the market, the users, domestic spaces and health food. It was “a 
product distribution system directly connected to the market, and an urban screen in 
which it is possible to consult the recipes and the price of the products needed to make 
them, the contents of which are updated every day”97.
96  Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2011) Matters of Care in Technoscience, p. 94.
97  Calvillo, N. and Mesa del Castillo, M. (2018) Tender Infrastructures, p. 188.
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([SHULPHQWV�ZLWK�WKH�SURIHVVLRQ��GHYHORSPHQWDOO\�HPERGLHG�UHVSRQVLYHQHVV�DQG�GHVLJQ�DV�SDWWHUQLQJ
In open contrast to the broad descriptions of ANT as a tool for teaching and learning 
design are also the design studios – again at the University of Alicante – of Ester Gisbert 
Alemany98. As she writes,  “[i]f the role of an ANT is only supposed to describe, how 
could an architect, whose job is to make proposals, follow ANT? The disenchantment 
I was feeling was the realization that I did not want to become a social researcher 
but rather to learn to design socially”99. Some of her courses have, in fact, put these 
reflections into practice and expanded upon them, using a particular expedient: starting 
from the assumption that architecture students are not used to relating to academic 
writing and reading, they have been offered some evocative images that would make 
it easier to discuss these concepts in the classroom. Gisbert Alemany defines these 
images as ‘social insects’: to the Latourian ANT – presented as a real ant, as Latour’s 
insistence on following the tracks recalls the attitude of this particular insect – two other 
insects were added, also derived from anthropological and philosophical concepts, 
namely Ingold’s SPIDER – which stands for ‘Skilled Practice involves developmentally 
Embodied Responsiveness’100 – and the WASP of design theorist and architect Lars 
Spuyborek101 – which Gisbert Alemany interprets as ‘Weaved Abstractions of Mutual 
Shaping Practices’102.
Unlike Latour’s approach, Ingold proposes a researcher who behaves like a spider, 
stressing the perceptual character of the research, which is, in itself, a way of developing 
skills in making and perceiving further. The student, according to this perspective, 
should not devote himself or herself to tracking like an ANT, but to developing his/
her abilities, to build his/her own threads of contact with the world like a SPIDER. 
The ANT, says Gisbert Alemany, has made a crucial contribution to the understanding 
of how architecture is inextricably linked to a wide range of contemporary issues 
and urgencies. It has transformed the very idea of what a design object is: from this 
perspective, a single project is distributed throughout a network of heterogeneous 
elements and is, therefore, unpredictable. Reflecting on these multiple connections 
means that it is no longer possible to design in the same way as before, just like a 
centipede – in an example given by Ingold –, which can no longer walk naturally and 
smoothly if it starts to ‘think intelligently’ about the coordination of its hundreds of 
legs. The ANT approach therefore, on the one hand, in its push to think too much, 
98  Cf. Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects. See also: Gisbert Alemany, E. 
(2017) Variations on the Line of the ‘Costa Blanca’. Thesis MRes in Social Anthropology University of 
Aberdeen (Supervisor: Tim Ingold). Available at: https://www.academia.edu/35920659/Variations_on_
the_Line_of_the_Costa_Blanca_Thesis_MRes_in_Social_Anthropology_University_of_Aberdeen_ 
99  Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects, p. 260.
100  Ingold, T. (2011) %HLQJ�$OLYH��(VVD\V�RQ�0RYHPHQW��.QRZOHGJH�DQG�'HVFULSWLRQ. London and New York: 
Routledge, p. 94.
101  Cf. Spuybroek, L. (2016) 7KH�6\PSDWK\�RI �7KLQJV��5XVNLQ�DQG�WKH�(FRORJ\�RI �'HVLJQ. London: Bloomsbury.
102  Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects, p. 282.
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risks causing a paralysis, instead of encouraging designers to come up with new ways 
of designing. 
Starting from this reflection, Gisbert Alemany in her design studios proposed what 
she calls ‘Experiments with the profession’103, with the aim of encouraging students to 
operate progressive transformations of architectural practice and its tools. In her own 
words: “instead of taking the building as the thing that needs to be put in movement104 
(…) we take the practice itself”105. The student, therefore, through this approach “is 
forced to reflect on the tools of design he uses and on what these tools are doing to his 
own practice in that concrete architectural experiment”106.
In particular, the Architecture Design Studio course held in 2014-15 and in 2016-17, 
which was set around the themes of migration of lifestyles in the Mediterranean and 
the processes of urbanisation that have resulted, followed exactly these lines. In fact, it 
was aimed at exploring how students can broaden their sensitivity and their ‘tools of the 
trade’ by learning both from the migrants themselves and from the things and places 
with which they have built a new life. The final phase of the whole experience, therefore, 
involved the design and presentation of a ‘kit’ of tools and skills that the students had 
aquired in their experience of re-learning and transformation of their practice. The 
first year of the course focused on learning the skills of migrant tourists, i.e. people 
who had come to the coast of south-eastern Spain and then settled there permanently. 
Without any predetermined brief, the experience was aimed at having students learn 
the ways of experiencing space of these migrants, co-creating with themselves tools 
and prostheses that could enable this learning. Here, too, the pedagogical approach 
moves away from traditional asymmetrical methods. Gisbert Alemany defines this 
alternative perspective by citing the reflections of a number of authors, such as Henri 
Lefebvre’s notion of architecture as a method of imagination rather than a disciplinary 
restriction107; Masschelein and Simons’ discussion of education, according to which 
schools should not be thought of as productive spaces but as ‘free time’, in which 
assumed practices are suspended and profaned108; and Ingold’s perspective, which 
defines education as opposed to traditional training through stable practices. Learning 
occurs by participating in a community of practice, which “is held together through 

103  More information about these studio courses is available at: http://experimentosconeloficio.arrsa.org 
104  Cf. Yaneva, A., Latour, B. and Geiser, R. (eds.) (2008) Give me a Gun and I will Make All Buildings 
Move: An ANT’s View of Architecture. In R. Geiser (ed.) ([SORUDWLRQV�LQ�$UFKLWHFWXUH��7HDFKLQJ��'HVLJQ��5HVH-
arch, pp. 80-89. Basel, CH: Birkhäuser Verlag, p. 80.
105  Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects, p. 263.
106  Ibidem.
107  Cf. Lefebvre, H. (2014) 7RZDUG�DQ�$UFKLWHFWXUH�RI �(QMR\PHQW. Minneapolis,MN: University of Minnesota 
Press.
108  Cf. Masschelein, J. and Simons, M. (2013) ,Q�'HIHQFH�RI �WKH�6FKRRO��$�3XEOLF�,VVXH. Leuven, BE: E-duca-
tion, Culture & Society Publishers.
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variation, not by similarity”109. 
In particular, the whole experience was based on the anthropological method of 
participant observation, which, as we have seen, Ingold describes as an ‘art of inquiry’110, 
whose purpose goes beyond representation or description and encourages to learn 
from the people or things the anthropologist is working with. Amongst various things, 
students were required “to immerse themselves in the flows and changing mediums 
which their hosts enjoyed (sea breezes, undulatory movement of waves, etc.) and build 
tools that would allow them to learn”111; or to capture the migrants’ ‘task-scape’112, by 
recording on video the different movements of people and things in their landscape, and 
then, editing it as a short piece in which they found and remixed the different rhythms 
of life and the correspondences between these agents. Afterwards, the students started 
to draw all the places inhabited by the migrants – who were called their ‘hosts’ – trying 
at the same time to redesign them in order to enhance their life desires. A series of 
operations, such as the construction of small models reproducing the patterned habits 
of their hosts, and the reproduction of these patterns ad infinitum by placing the models 
in a mirror box, allowed the students to produce short evocative graphic stories of an 
immersion in the world, in which the central character could move and look around. 
“In these drawings, the mountains, flows, building materials, plants, animals and people 
drawn before formed the taskscape in which these quotidian stories can happen”113. In 
this way, therefore, graphic representation evolved from a means of description into 
a tool capable of proposing alternative life scenarios. A subsequent phase involved a 
direct immersion into the landscape, in order to understand its constantly changing 
material nature. This experience, in particular, was aimed at producing what architect 
Alberto Altés Arlandis, drawing on the work of Donna Haraway and Karen Barad, 
calls ‘intravention’114. In short, an ‘intraventive approach’ required from students “an 
engaged understanding of the relations of things, materials, and people within a [design] 
situation (...), as well as improvisational and speculative skills”115.
Where previously students and teachers had worked together with their hosts, in this 
phase they worked to understand the coastline that attracts all these migrants and 
109  Ingold, T. (2017) $QWKURSRORJ\�DQG�DV�(GXFDWLRQ. London and New York: Routledge, pp. 4-6.
110  Cf. Ingold, T. (2013) 0DNLQJ�
111  Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects, p. 270.
112  ‘Task-scape’ is an expression used by Ingold to indicate how landscape can be understood as a conti-
nuous and never stable production by the activities of the people and things that inhabit it. In his attempts 
to bring landscape back to life, Ingold explains that we do not live in an abstract flat plane furnished by 
things, but in a ‘weather world’ in which we breathe in and out the forces of nature. Cf: Ingold, T. (2000) 
7KH�3HUFHSWLRQ�RI �WKH�(QYLURQPHQW��(VVD\V�RQ�/LYHOLKRRG��'ZHOOLQJ�DQG�6NLOO. London and New York: Routledge; 
Ingold, T. (2011) %HLQJ�$OLYH��(VVD\V�RQ�0RYHPHQW��.QRZOHGJH�DQG�'HVFULSWLRQ. London and New York: Routledge.
113  Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects, p. 273.
114  Cf. Altés Arlandis, A. and Lieberman, O. (2013) ,QWUDYHQWLRQ��'XUDWLRQV��(IIHFWV��1RWHV�RI �([SDQVLYH�6LWHV�
and Relational Architectures. Baunach, D: Spurbuch.
115  Ibid. p. 116.
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Some of the students’ ‘intraventions’ (2016). Source: experimentosconeloficio.arrsa.org
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tourists. Among the ‘intraventions’ collectively produced on the coast were tools and 
playful installations that allowed them to perceptually and actively immerse themselves 
in these environments, such as objects that allowed them to understand the shapes and 
erosion of the cliffs, the undulation, the rhythm and height of the waves. Rather than 
understanding design as a hylomorphic operation, students learned to “intervene in 
worldly processes that are already going on”116. They “felt their design abilities grow in 
time with their dwelling abilities just as every inhabitant’s abilities grow, so they came to 
inhabit while designing”117. 

Design as patterning
Besides these experiments in direct perception, the subsequent steps were aimed at 
exploring more operational modes. Also in this case, the starting assumption was to 
overcome the idea of architecture as a design of objects or products, and of urbanism as 
an external imposition of a master plan on the territory, and to allow a more embodied 
experience. The main references here were the reflections of the design theorist and 
architect Lars Spuybroek, and especially his concept of the  ‘sympathy of things’. 
Spuybroek also uses another useful image which could be shared with the students: 
philosopher Henri Bergson’s wasp (WASP), an Ammophila capable of paralysing a 
caterpillar by stinging it in its nine nerve centres. As he explains, the wasp does not 
generate an external representation of the caterpillar in order to understand it. As in a 
dance between the two, it follows its shape, patterns, key points and lines118.
Therefore, following this evocative image, students had to make models of coastal 
landscapes with material tools, as fashion pattern designers do directly on the bodies 
of their models. In this way they were able to abstract their own repertoire of figures 
and configurations. Then, they experimented with them with – digital or analogical – 
parametric tools with which, adding up the variational repetition of patterns, they made 
new proposals for the landscape. Interestingly, as Gisbert Alemany writes, they “could 
feel what the material and the coast were doing to themselves as designers, expanding 
their abilities to relate to broader scales by V\PSDWK\, which means, in Spuybroek’s briefest 
definition, ‘what things feel when they shape each other’”119. The ever-changing coastal 
landscape was therefore understood as a force to be formally responded to by creating 
design tools that could expand to match its variability. Just like the wasp, the idea was 
for students to develop the ability to absorb and carry forms beyond a direct encounter 
with them.

116  Ingold, T. (2013) 0DNLQJ��p. 21.
117  Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects, p. 276.
118  Cf. Spuybroek, L. (2016) 7KH�6\PSDWK\�RI �7KLQJV, pp. 117-130.
119  Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects, p. 279; Spuybroek, L. (2016) The 
6\PSDWK\�RI �7KLQJV, p. xvii.
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�����([SHULPHQWV�DW�WKH�7HFKQLFDO�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�0XQLFK�

([SHULPHQWV�IRU�OHDUQLQJ�WR�EH�DIIHFWHG 
Between 2015 and 2017, Ignacio Farías and Tomás Sánchez Criado held a series of 
studio project courses120 at the Department of Architecture of the Technical University 
of Munich. Their starting assumption was that “a programmatic redefinition of 
design not only entails unlearning how to practice, but also a commitment to re-educate 
future designers”121. Their experiments, revolving around particular more-than-human 
challenges, were aimed at exploring the meaning and prospects of technical democracy 
for the education of future architects. Particularly, in contrast to the idea of Callon, 
Lascoumes and Barthe122, Farías and Sánchez Criado signaled “the need to move from 
the ‘expertization of laypersons’ (…) to a ‘re-sensitization of experts’”123. A series of 
public debates that they held in 2016 – under the name of 3DUWL]LSDWRULXP – which 
focused on concrete projects that could re-signify participation in architectural and 
urbanism practice, had the following premise:

“Democratization of technical decision making does not simply require citizens or lay people 
to become experts. More importantly, it needs professional experts in the private and public 
sector to become aware of the limits of their own expertise, to open themselves to other 
forms of sensing, knowing and valuing and ultimately, why not, to be trained differently. 
The relevance of these propositions for our teaching practice then became evident. We 
realized that the classroom, and, hence the training of future design professionals, was a 
largely unattended but critical aspect of the project of ‘technical democracy’”124.

In this light, they promoted technical democracy through challenging classroom 
briefs and situations, in order to collectively explore alternative modes of practicing 
architecture125. To this end, besides drawing inspiration from Rancière’s radical-
democratic approach, they chose to avoid conventional teaching methods relying on 

120  Cf. Farías, I. and Sánchez Criado, T. (2018b) Co-laborations, Entrapments, Intraventions: Pedagogical 
Approaches to Technical Democracy in Architectural Design. Diseña (12): 228-255.
121  Farías, I. and Sánchez Criado, T. (eds.) (2018a) Re-Learning Design: Pedagogical Experiments with 
STS in Design Studio Courses. Diseña (12): 14-29, p. 19.
122  Cf. Callon, M., Lascoumes, P. and Barthe, Y. (2011) $FWLQJ�LQ�DQ�8QFHUWDLQ�:RUOG��$Q�(VVD\�RQ�7HFKQLFDO�
'HPRFUDF\. Cambridge, MA: Mit Press.
123  Farías, I. and Sánchez Criado, T. (2018b) Co-laborations, Entrapments, Intraventions, p. 236.
124  Ibid. pp. 235-236.
125  The idea of the sensitization, or ‘re-sensitization of experts’ relates to the Foucauldian concept of 
‘problematisation’. See: Foucault, M. (1990) 7KH�+LVWRU\�RI �6H[XDOLW\, Vol. 2: The Use of Pleasure, chapter 
1 ‘The Moral Problematization of Pleasures’, pp. 68-172. Translation by R. Hurley. New York: Vintage 
Books. Originally published in France as Id. (1984) /·8VDJH�GHV�SODLVLUV. Paris: Éditions Gallimard. More 
specifically, it stems from the previous experience of Sánchez Criado, as a member of the activist collective  
(Q�WRUQR�D�OD�VLOOD (see chapter III, section 6.4).
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discursive concepts and readings to rather use more ‘experiential modes’. Challenging 
collective learning situations were created in which both the teachers and the students 
could all become sensitized to what might mean to enact design practices in a different 
way. 
More specifically, the core aim of the studio courses was to put the students’ modes of 
design and understanding of participation in crisis – hence their umbrella name Design 
in Crisis – through a series of experiences which could allow them, as Sánchez Criado 
remarks, quoting Latour, to ‘learn to be affected’ – “meaning ‘effectuated’, moved, put 
into motion by other entities, humans or non-humans” [i.b. IV. 5]. This was meant, in 
fact, to undermine hegemonic forms of expertise and, interestingly, to “explicitly block 
or undo the particular ‘responsiveness’ of architectural modes of reasoning” proper to 
a ‘humanitarian’ approach to design practice126. Rather than finding a solution, students 
were asked to articulate the problem accurately: thus, opening up the design process 
as a careful speculation aimed at shedding light on “what/who was potentially being 
left aside or behind in the design process”127. Basically, according to the teachers, this 
crisis could be generated through oxymoronic and paradoxical situations128. Indeed, 
the courses were intended to generate obstructions or difficulties which might force 
reflection and bring out different possibilities for practising architecture. 
In other words, it may be said that, while Ehn – as observed in chapter III – against the 
solutionist and closed approach of ‘use-before-use’, promotes ‘design after design’129 –
which remains open and extends itself beyond the design phase – what these experiments 
were intended to activate was a sort of ‘design before design’. If ‘infrastructuring’ the 
modalities of participatory design is what interests Ehn, it may be said that what is at 
issue here is the ‘infrastructuring of this infrastructuring’, that is, the creation of its 
possibility conditions through the design of an awareness-building process. 

126  Sánchez Criado, T. (2021) Anthropology as a careful design practice?, p. 67.
127  Ibid. p. 62. 
128  The main source of inspiration for this oxymoronic method was Lars von Trier’s film The Five Ob-
structions. In the film, the director meets his friend and teacher Jørgen Leth, and asks him to shoot five 
variations on one of his old hits from the past, 'HW�SHUIHNWH�PHQQHVNH�(1967): for each of these variations von 
Trier imposes obstructions, strict rules, generating increasing difficulty.
129  Cf. Björgvinsson, E.,  Ehn, P.  and Hillgren, P -A. (2012)  Design Things and Design Thinking: Con-
temporary Participatory Design Challenges. 'HVLJQ�,VVXHV 28(3): 101-116.
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i.b. IV. 5 - ‘Becoming affected’

$V�/DWRXU�GHVFULEHV�LQ�D�ZRQGHUIXO�SDSHU�IURP�����1��GUDZLQJ�RQ�WKH�ZRUN�RI�,VDEHOOH�6WHQJHUV�
DQG�9LQFLDQH�'HVSUHW��WR�OHDUQ�WR�KDYH�D�ERG\�UHTXLUHV�LQYHQWLQJ�GHYLFHV�WR�DUWLFXODWH�GLIIHUHQW�
H[SHULHQFHV��7DNLQJ�DV�DQ�H[DPSOH�WKH�WUDLQLQJ�RI�µQRVHV¶�IRU�WKH�SHUIXPH�LQGXVWU\�WKURXJK�WKH�
XVH�RI�malettes à odeurs��RGRXU�NLWV���/DWRXU�H[SODLQV�KRZ�³>V@WDUWLQJ�ZLWK�D�GXPE�QRVH�XQDEOH�
WR�GLIIHUHQWLDWH�PXFK�PRUH�WKDQ�µVZHHW¶�DQG�µIHWLG¶�RGRXUV��RQH�HQGV�XS�UDWKHU�TXLFNO\�EHFRPLQJ�
D�µQRVH¶��un nez���WKDW�LV��VRPHRQH�DEOH�WR�GLVFULPLQDWH�PRUH�DQG�PRUH�VXEWOH�GLIIHUHQFHV�DQG�
DEOH�WR�WHOO�WKHP�DSDUW�IURP�RQH�DQRWKHU��HYHQ�ZKHQ�WKH\�DUH�PDVNHG�E\�RU�PL[HG�ZLWK�RWKHUV´�. 
%\�PHDQV�RI�WKH�NLW�DQG�WKLV�RSHUDWLRQ��WKH�WHDFKHU�PDNHV�KLV�RU�KHU�LQLWLDOO\�LQGLIIHUHQW�SXSLOV�
DWWHQWLYH�WR�LQFUHDVLQJO\�VXEWOH�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�FKHPLFDOV�KH�R�KHU�KDV�DVVHPEOHG��
0RUH�VSHFL¿FDOO\�� ³+H�KDV�QRW�VLPSO\�PRYHG�WKH�WUDLQHHV�IURP�LQDWWHQWLRQ�WR�DWWHQWLRQ���«���
+H�KDV�WDXJKW�WKHP�WR�EH�DIIHFWHG��WKDW�LV�HIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�WKH�FKHPLFDOV�ZKLFK��
EHIRUH�WKH�VHVVLRQ��ERPEDUGHG�WKHLU�QRVWULOV�WR�QR�DYDLO´3��,PSRUWDQWO\��DV�VWUHVVHG�E\�/DWRXU��WR�
EHFRPH�DIIHFWHG�³WKH�PHGLDWLRQ�RI�DQ�DUWL¿FLDOO\�FUHDWHG�VHW�XS´�LV�QHFHVVDU\��LQ�IDFW�³>W@KH�SXSLO�
QHHGV� WKH�RQH�ZHHN�VHVVLRQ�DQG� WKH�NLW�� WKH�SURIHVVRU�EHQH¿WV� IURP�KLV� OLIH�ORQJ�H[SHUWLVH�
DQG�WKH������SHUVRQ�WHVW��WKH�RUJDQLF�FKHPLVWV�DUH�HTXLSSHG�ZLWK�WKHLU�FKURPDWRJUDSKV��WKH�
LQGXVWULDO� FKHPLFDO�HQJLQHHUV�SRVVHVV� WKHLU�SODQWV´4��6HQVLWLVDWLRQ� WR�HYHU�JUHDWHU� OD\HUV�RI�
GLIIHUHQFHV�LV�ZKDW�KH�FDOOV�µDUWLFXODWLRQ¶��$V�/DWRXU�QRWHV��³D�VXEMHFW�RQO\�EHFRPHV�LQWHUHVWLQJ��
GHHS��SURIRXQG��ZRUWKZKLOH�ZKHQ�LW�UHVRQDWHV�ZLWK�RWKHUV��LV�HIIHFWHG��PRYHG��SXW�LQWR�PRWLRQ�
E\�QHZ�HQWLWLHV�ZKRVH�GLIIHUHQFHV�DUH�UHJLVWHUHG�LQ�QHZ�DQG�XQH[SHFWHG�ZD\V´���$V�ZH�KDYH�
VHHQ��IURP�DQ�$17�LQVSLUHG�SHUVSHFWLYH��NQRZOHGJH�LV�QRW�DOUHDG\�JLYHQ��EXW�LV�PHGLDWHG�E\�
VSHFL¿F�µGHYLFHV¶��ZKLFK�HVWDEOLVK�D�FHUWDLQ�W\SH�RI�OLPLWV�DQG�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�
DVNLQJ�D�FHUWDLQ�W\SH�RI�TXHVWLRQ��.QRZLQJ�µLQ�DQ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�ZD\¶�LPSOLHV�H[SRVLQJ�RQHVHOI�WR�D�
ULVN�ZKLFK��LQ�WKH�VHQVH�RI�'HVSUHW�DQG�6WHQJHUV��LV�WKH�RQH�RI�KDYLQJ�³WKH�TXHVWLRQV�\RX�ZHUH�
UDLVLQJ�UHTXDOL¿HG�E\�WKH�HQWLWLHV�SXW�WR�WKH�WHVW´���ZKLFK�UHTXLUHV�XV�WR�UHWKLQN�DQG�UHVKDSH�RXU�
PHWKRGV�DQG�DSSURDFKHV��,QGHHG��WKH�UHOHYDQW�LVVXH�WKDW�'HVSUHW�HPSKDVLVHV�LV�WKDW�GLIIHUHQW�
GHYLFHV�±�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�PDGH�XS�RI�ELJ�WKLQJV��EXW�DOVR�RI�VPDOO�JHVWXUHV�RU�DSSURDFKHV��
VXFK�DV�QRW�UHODWLQJ�WR�DQ�DQLPDO�DV�LI�LW�ZHUH�LQIHULRU�RU�XVLQJ�YDJXH�DQWKURSRPRUSKLF�LGHDV� 
±�DOORZ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�TXHVWLRQV�WR�EH�DVNHG�DQG�JHQHUDWH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�DUWLFXODWH�DQG�RSHQ�XS�
NQRZOHGJH�WR�RWKHU�YHUVLRQV��,Q�WKH�VSHFL¿F�FDVH�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUH��WKH�TXHVWLRQV�ZRXOG�WKHUHIRUH�
EH��ZKDW�KDSSHQV�WR�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�GHVLJQ�LI��EHVLGHV�HQVXULQJ�WKDW�LW�LQFOXGHV�D�YDULHW\�RI�KXPDQ�
�� &I��/DWRXU��%�������G��+RZ�WR�7DON�DERXW�WKH�%RG\"�7KH�1RUPDWLYH�'LPHQVLRQ�RI�6FLHQFH�6WXGLHV��Body & Society 
�����������������
�� ,ELG��SS����������
3 Ibidem.
�� ,ELG��S������
�� ,ELG��S������
�� ,ELG��S������
�� &I��'HVSUHW��9���������What Would Animals Say If We Asked the Right Questions?�0LQQHDSROLV��01��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�
0LQQHVRWD�3UHVV� —>
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'HVLJQ�LQ�&ULVLV����5H�GHVLJQLQJ�(PHUJHQF\�'HVLJQ 
The approach used by the two anthropologists in the studio course 'HVLJQ�LQ�&ULVLV����5H�
GHVLJQLQJ�(PHUJHQF\�'HVLJQ, inspired by Corsín Jiménez’ notion of entrapment130, was aimed 
at ‘entraping’ students, and luring them into different ways of thinking and practicing 
architecture. 

“Setting ‘traps’ required us to try and think and act like them, blending ourselves into their 

130  Cf. Corsín Jiménez, A. (2018) Spider Web Anthropologies: Ecologies, Infrastructures, Entanglements. 
In M. de la Cadena and M. Blaser (eds.) $�:RUOG�RI �0DQ\�:RUOGV, pp. 53-82. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press.

DQG�QRQ�KXPDQ�DFWRUV�ZKR�DUH�XVXDOO\�QRW�WDNHQ�LQWR�DFFRXQW��ZH�RSHQ�LW�XS�WR�H[SHULPHQWDO�
UH�OHDUQLQJV�IURP�WKHP"�:KDW�ZRXOG�LW�EHFRPH�LI�DUFKLWHFWV�DFFHSWHG�WR�WDNH�RQ�ULVNV�DQG�OHDUQ�
WR�EH�DIIHFWHG��PRYHG��WRXFKHG�E\�ZKDW�PDWWHUV�IRU�RWKHU�EHLQJV"�:KDW�ZRXOG�GLIIHUHQW�XVHUV�
RI�DUFKLWHFWXUH�VD\�LI�DVNHG�WKH�ULJKW�TXHVWLRQV"
,Q�VKRUW��'HVSUHW�HPSLULFDOO\�DQG�FRQYLQFLQJO\�FKDOOHQJHV�VKDUHG�VFLHQWL¿F�EHOLHIV�DERXW�WKH�
µQDWXUDO¶�ZRUOG��DQLPDOV�DQG�DQLPDO�EHKDYLRXU��,Q�KHU�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RI�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLSV�EHWZHHQ�
KXPDQV�DQG�DQLPDOV�±�DQG�RI�WKH�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�DQLPDOV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�VSHFL¿F�VLWXDWLRQV�
±� 'HVSUHW� TXHVWLRQV� ERWK� VFLHQWLVWV� DQG� DQLPDO� EUHHGHUV� RU� RZQHUV�� 7KH� ODWWHU� HVWDEOLVK�
UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWK�DQLPDOV�E\�DVNLQJ� WKHP�TXHVWLRQV� WKDW�HQDEOH�H[SHULHQWLDO� NQRZOHGJH�� ,I�
WKLV�DSSURDFK�ZHUH�WDNHQ�VHULRXVO\�E\�DFDGHPLF�SURIHVVLRQDOV��'HVSUHW�VD\V��LW�ZRXOG�DOORZ�
WKHP�WR�RSHQ�XS�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�DQLPDO�EHKDYLRXU�LQ�HWKRORJ\�DQG�SULPDWRORJ\�WR�PXOWLSOH�
versions. These versions, in turn, would perhaps allow other investigative devices to be put 
LQ�SODFH�WR�UHODWH�WR�DQLPDOV�DQG�JDLQ�PRUH�QXDQFHG�NQRZOHGJH�DERXW�WKHP��,Q�DQ�$UHQGWLDQ�
VHQVH��'HVSUHW� WUDLQV�KHU�ZKROH�EHLQJ�� QRW� MXVW� KLV� LPDJLQDWLRQ�� ³WR� JR� YLVLWLQJ´��$V�'RQQD�
+DUDZD\�H[SODLQV��VSHDNLQJ�IRU�KHU��³9LVLWLQJ�LV�QRW�DQ�HDV\�SUDFWLFH��LW�GHPDQGV�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�
¿QG�RWKHUV�DFWLYHO\�LQWHUHVWLQJ��HYHQ�RU�HVSHFLDOO\�RWKHUV�PRVW�SHRSOH�DOUHDG\�FODLP�WR�NQRZ�
DOO�WRR�FRPSOHWHO\��WR�DVN�TXHVWLRQV�WKDW�RQH¶V�LQWHUORFXWRUV�WUXO\�¿QG�LQWHUHVWLQJ��WR�FXOWLYDWH�WKH�
ZLOG�YLUWXH�RI�FXULRVLW\��WR�UHWXQH�RQH¶V�DELOLW\�WR�VHQVH�DQG�UHVSRQG�±�DQG�WR�GR�DOO�WKLV�SROLWHO\��
:KDW� LV� WKLV�VRUW�RI�SROLWHQHVV"�,W�VRXQGV�PRUH�WKDQ�D� OLWWOH�ULVN\��&XULRVLW\�DOZD\V� OHDGV� LWV�
SUDFWLWLRQHUV�D�ELW�WRR�IDU�RII�WKH�SDWK��DQG�WKDW�ZD\�OLH�VWRULHV´���2U��DV�'HVSUHW�KHUVHOI�VWDWHV��
³,�DP�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKH�SUREOHP��KRZ�WR�SLQ�SRLQW�ZKDW�ZH�NQRZ��KRZ�WR�VWDWH�RXU�SUDFWLFHV�LQ�D�
ZD\�WKDW�,�NQRZ�ZLOO�PDNH�WKHP�H[LVW��PDNH�WKHP�FKDQJH��LQ�D�ZD\�WKDW�RIIHUV�WKHP�D�SRVVLELOLW\�
OLNHO\�WR�EH�RI�LQWHUHVW�WR�XV´9.

�� +DUDZD\��'��-���������$�&85,286�35$&7,&(��Angelaki���������������SS������
�� 'HVSUHW��9���������Our Emotional Makeup: Ethnopsychology and Selfhood��7UDQV��0DUMROLMQ�GH�-DJHU��1HZ�<RUN��
2WKHU��S�����
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environments, using their language and offering courses that, at first sight, fulfilled their 
expectations of a professional practice, based on a clear-cut distinction between Architecture 
and Society (…). However, half way through, the situation would turn strange, confronting 
them with idiotic objections to their practice, and with requests to do something completely 
different”131.

The assigned task was to design an architectural solution to address the Syrian refugee 
crisis in Germany. After having developed a first version of a solution, students were 
expected to get in touch and do research about those directly affected. Anyway, once they 
began to interview real people, set up discussion fora, consult public administrations 
and officials, teachers put in crisis not just their previous design solutions, but also 
the very premises of their humanitarian approach to design practice. The teachers in 
fact were not interested at all in conventional architectural solutions, and stimulated 
students to experiment many inventive methods for mapping the issue directly engaging 
with people. Thus learning and knowing the crisis became possible only by accepting 
“the embodied, partial and non-representative nature of this knowledge”132. Their final 
project was a prototype for an information-giving and collecting booth equipped with an 
app to be placed in key urban sites for the refugees. Reflecting on how their architectural 
practice had changed, they observed that they “went from designing a thing based on 
our own presumptions to actually designing the process to gather information and 
stating facts, (…) directly including the actors involved”133.

'HVLJQ�LQ�&ULVLV����&RPLQJ�WR�2XU�6HQVHV
Drawing inspiration from Sánchez Criado’s experience with accessibility activists – in 
particular with the %D\HULVFKH�%OLQGHQ�XQG�6HKEHKLQGHUWHQEXQG (BBSB)134 – the studio course 
'HVLJQ�LQ�&ULVLV����&RPLQJ�WR�2XU�6HQVHV135, sought to radically challenge the exclusionary 
effects of ocular-centric practices and techniques of architectural design. Following the 
example of Gisbert Alemany, this course was based on an intraventive approach. The 
idea, in fact, was to find an even more radical way to prevent students from resorting 
to their creative skills and conventional tools to attain a solution: “to achieve this we 
needed not to operate as teachers creating the context or the mere setting of the design 
practice, as we had been attempting in previous courses, but to do so from the inside”136.
131  Farías, I. and Sánchez Criado, T. (2018b) Co-laborations, Entrapments, Intraventions, p. 240.
132  Ibid. pp. 243-244.
133  Ibid. p. 244 (Final student report, February 2017).
134  BBSB is the Bavarian association for the blind and partially sighted, whose political work advocates 
“for ‘their’ inclusion, the fulfilment of existing regulations, and participation in newer ones”. Sánchez Cri-
ado, T. (2021) Anthropology as a careful design practice?, p. 53.
135  The students’ documentation of the course and their project is available at:  https://designincrisis.
wixsite.com/designincrisis2017 
136  Farías, I. and Sánchez Criado, T. (2018b) Co-laborations, Entrapments, Intraventions, p. 246.



246

In this light, the assigned task was not to design something “‘for the blind’”137 
– neither students were asked to empathically “‘act as if they were blind’”138, a 
conventional approach in accessibility awareness which, as will be further discussed in 
chapter V (section 4.2), is strongly criticised for it tends to exaggerate the effects of 

137  Sánchez Criado, T. (2021) Anthropology as a careful design practice?, p. 63.
138  Ibid. p. 61.

The BBSB delegation tests different aspects of Pasing’s Marienplatz new shared street. Left: Melanie Egerer 
tests the tactile differentiation of the podotactile pavement. Centre and Right: BBSB interns use different 
tools to test the colour contrast between the podotactile pavement and the regular pavement.
Photos and caption: Sánchez Criado, T. (2021) Anthropology as a careful design practice?, p. 55.

One of the students’ 
attempts to traslate 
the smells of a 
street into a three-
dimensional model. 
Source: 
designincrisis.wixsite.
com



247

‘impairment’139. Rather, blindness was treated as a method, taken to put students’ 
ocularcentric practices and techniques into crisis. In the first phase of the course some 
sensory explorations were carried out to explore multi-sensory understandings of space 
and “‘learn not to see’”140. Among these there were blindfolded walks, after which 
students were required to represent their path in non-euclidian ways, and collective 
records of the smells of a street, that were later transposed into three-dimensional 
models. The final task involved prototyping a toolkit for a blind architect 
[i.b. IV. 6], which could train students to practice architecture multi-sensorially. Hence, 
to be sensitized to what experiencing space as diverse kinds of bodies might mean. 
Great emphasis was also put on the documentation of the whole process to allow 
students to take moments of self-reflexivity on the different issues they encountered 
and the choices they made. In short, the aim of the experiment was to let students 

139  Cf. Kullman, K. (2016) Prototyping Bodies: A Post-Phenomenology of Wearable Simulations. Design 
Studies 47 (November): 73–90.
140  Sánchez Criado, T. (2021) Anthropology as a careful design practice?, p. 58.

i.b. IV. 6 - Where the idea of the ‘toolkit’ comes from

7KH�LGHD�RI�WKH�WRRONLW�ZDV�ERUURZHG�IURP�VRPH�artivist interventions1��$UWLVW�6DUD�.DQRXVH¶V�
µ3RVW�1DWXUDOLVW�)LHOG�.LW¶��IRU�LQVWDQFH��GUDZV�RQ�WKH�OHJDF\�RI�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\�DYDQWJDUGH�
PRYHPHQWV�OLNH�Situationism��VHH�QRWH���LQ�FKDSWHU�,��DQG�Fluxus��DV�ZHOO�DV�RQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�
SURMHFWV�SURPRWLQJ�VSDWLDO�H[SORUDWLRQ�DQG�RWKHU�PXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\�PHWKRGV�GHYHORSHG�DW�WKH�
LQWHUVHFWLRQV�RI�DUW��DUFKLWHFWXUH�DQG�XUEDQLVP��³$�3RVW�1DWXUDOLVW�)LHOG�.LW�LV�DQ�DUW�SURMHFW�WKDW�
XSGDWHV�WKH�¿JXUH�RI�WKH�QDWXUDOLVW�IRU�WKH�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�SRVW�QDWXUDO�XUEDQ�ODQGVFDSHV��7KH�
SURMHFW�LQFOXGHV�DUWLIDFWV�IRU�H[SORULQJ�HQYLURQPHQWDO�LVVXHV�LQ�WKH�FLW\�±�IURP�VSHFLPHQ�MDUV�WR�
GR�LW�\RXUVHOI�DLU�TXDOLW\�PRQLWRUV�DQG�OHDG�FRQWDPLQDWLRQ�WHVWV�±�DORQJ�ZLWK�DFWLYLW\�FDUGV�WKDW�
UHIXVH�WR�GUDZ�OLQHV�EHWZHHQ�VRFLDO��HFRQRPLF��DQG�HQYLURQPHQWDO�LVVXHV���«��>,@W�RIIHUV�WRROV�
IRU�WKH�HPERGLHG�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�XUEDQ�VRFLDO�HFRORJLHV´�. 
�� &I��%DXFK��1��DQG�6FRWW��(��(���������7KH�/RV�$QJHOHV�8UEDQ�5DQJHUV��$FWXDOL]LQJ�*HRJUDSKLF�7KRXJKW��Cultural 
Geographies�����������������.DQRXVH��6���������$�3RVW�1DWXUDOLVW�)LHOG�.LW��7RROV�IRU�WKH�(PERGLHG�([SORUDWLRQ�RI�
6RFLDO�(FRORJLHV��,Q�6��&DTXDUG��/��9DXJKDQ�DQG�:��&DUWZULJKW��HGV���Mapping Environmental Issues in the City: Arts 
and Cartography Cross Perspectives��SS�����������%HUOLQ��6SULQJHU��=HLJHU��0���������7KH�,QWHUYHQWLRQLVW¶V�7RRONLW�����
Places Journal����5HWULHYHG�IURP�KWWSV���SODFHVMRXUQDO�RUJ�VHULHV�LQWHUYHQWLRQLVWV�WRRONLW�"FQ�UHORDGHG �
�� .DQRXVH��6���������$�3RVW�1DWXUDOLVW�)LHOG�.LW��S������
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“become sensitive through experience to what it means to inhabit space as diverse kinds 
of bodies”141, being accessibility training in pedagogical programs quite uncommon or 
overlooked. The toolkit itself, in fact, whose final version was named ManualCad, wasn’t 
meant to provide a solution, but rather to function as a re-learning device to encourage 
awareness on different, potentially excluded forms of knowledge. 

'HVLJQ�LQ�&ULVLV��� 6HQVLQJ�OLNH�DQ�$QLPDO
The aim of the third and final course142 in the Design in Crisis series was to invite students 
to approach animals as epistemic partners in order to rethink architectural practice, thus 
taking their abilities seriously in attempts at ‘designing with’ (rather than ‘for’ or ‘from’ 
them). 
The first part of the course, like the previous one, revolved around a series of sensory 
experiments, designed to allow students to understand and interact with the urban 
141  Ibid. p. 59.
142  The students’ documentation of the course and their project, as well as their presentation, is available 
at:  https://thedesignincrisis.wixsite.com/designincrisis and https://riverbiodiversity.wixsite.com/union 

The students of Design 
in Crisis 2 testing the 
ManualCAD (above); 
Promotional material 
for the ManualCAD 
created by the students, 
showing different 
potential multi-sensorial 
uses (below).
Photos and caption: 
Sánchez Criado, T. 
(2021) Anthropology 
as a careful design 
practice?, p. 65.
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landscape ‘like an animal’ (in particular, the urban animals chosen as ‘guides’ were 
ants, dogs and beavers). Importantly, rather than attempting to simulate or replace the 
animal experience with that of the architect, the aim was to enable students to ‘learn by 
doing’ alternative forms of spatial practice.
In a following phase, the third animal studied, i.e. the beaver, was chosen to formulate 
the course brief, as it had recently been reintroduced to the Isar river basin in Munich 
and welcomed as a ‘biodiversity expert’, for its ability to intervene and materially build 
hospitable spaces for numerous other species.  The brief called for the students to work 
on a late proposal for the public competition that took place in 2003 for the renaturation 
of the Isar river basin. Specifically, in this project they were to work ‘with the beavers’, 
so as to imagine a more-than-human or multi-species design practice. Following a series 
of discussions and misunderstandings, given the complexity of the oxymoronic brief 
and the objective difficulty of working with such an ontologically ‘distant’ partner, 
the brief was reworded to require the students to consider the beavers as clients, and 
in particular to design a contract authorising them to design on their behalf. This 
contract, however, rather than being a written document, could have been an object 
that established a material link between the various parties, humans and beavers. In 
formulating this request, the two anthropologists were inspired by Serres’ reflections 
in his book The Natural Contract143, in which the philosopher investigates the material 
origins of the word contract focusing on the Egyptian figure of the harpedonaptai, i.e. 
royal officials that after the ascents of the Nile, visited the flooded lands and, with some 
ropes of cord, marked the territory and re-established the relations of property.
At that point, the course began to revolve around the design of a toolkit, i.e. a 
series of material devices that could function as a contract. Specifically, the devices 
designed by the students included: a beaver suit, designed to get close to the beavers 
and understand how they relate to the environment, and a colleague suit (along with 
other ‘negotiation’ tools), designed to collaborate with them in the construction of a 
dam. In particular, during the design of these devices, what became apparent to both 
professors and students was that such a co-design ‘contract’ could in itself represent 
their late proposal for the Isar renaturation competition. Therefore, the final part of 
the course was devoted to prototyping the procedures and institutional context for this 
project-contract: namely a set of protocols on how to use each of the tools, and the 
design of the 5LYHU�%LRGLYHUVLW\�8QLRQ, the co-management institution set up to ensure the 
implementation of this multispecies collaboration and co-design plan144.

143  Cf. Serres, M. (1995) 7KH�1DWXUDO�&RQWUDFW��E. MacArthur and W. Paulson (eds.) Ann Arbor, MI: The 
University of Michigan Press, pp. 51-55. Originally published in France as Id. (1990) Le contract Naturel. 
Paris: Éditions François Bourin.
144  Cf. Farías, I., Sánchez Criado, T. and Remter, F., How would animals and architects co-design if we 
built the right contract? (Forthcoming) book chapter for 'HVLJQ�IRU�PRUH�WKDQ�KXPDQ�IXWXUHV.
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First protocol. Source: designincrisis.wixsite.com. 
The other protocols can be found here: 
h t t p s : / / 4 5 d 6 c 8 2 0 - 5 5 c 0 - 4 2 1 b -
8 a 7 f - 2 b 5 8 f 5 6 d 5 d a c . f i l e s u s r . c o m /

Co-worker suit (left) and beaver experience suit (right). Photos and caption: Farías, I., Sánchez Criado, T. and Remter, F., How would 
animals and architects co-design if we built the right contract?, p. 5.
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&RQFOXVLRQ��H[SHULPHQWLQJ�ZLWK�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�PRUH�WKDQ�KXPDQ�ZRUOGV�

While the aim of Chapter III was to show – and reflect on – the extent of the reflexive 
contribution offered by STS and their look at architecture and the urban, in this chapter 
I have attempted to offer a partial and varied picture of the different ways in which 
the more-than-human challenge that such studies introduce has been experimentally 
addressed in architecture.
In particular, here my aim was to analyse how, rather than focusing on mapping and 
visualising controversies in both objects and design practice – thus taking up Latour’s 
invitation, echoed by Yaneva – a number of architects, both in their own practice and 
in pedagogical spaces, have translated, expanded and articulated the rich conceptual 
repertoire of STS through different experiments.  
More specifically, this chapter has attempted to show how these experiments reformulate, 
in different ways, the meaning of participation.
The opening up to a more-than-human dimension does not only imply a reconsideration 
of the non-human – going beyond traditional understandings that see it as a stable, 
controllable and manipulable ‘material’ – but a re-learning, that is, a more radical 
exploration of other ways of understanding space and the architectural profession itself.
As we have seen, the experimental ways in which participation is reformulated are 
manifold. A different understanding of it here involves, for example, speculative 
operations that attempt to ‘make visible the invisible’, i.e. to bring to light the multiple 
relationships, mediations, conflicts and ontologies usually hidden or neglected in both 
objects and architectural practice; to replace the solutionist logic, whose goal is the 
expert production of finished objects, with the openness and staging of the process, 
in order to generate questions and debates; to design with entities usually considered 
stable and governable; to reflect critically on the epistemic value of the tools with 
which architecture operates and to explore new uses and alterations; deconstructing the 
standardised or stereotyped image of the user; identifying and giving visibility to usually 
neglected entities, be they non-human or those who are often violently excluded from 
the category of ‘human’; transforming and expanding one’s ‘tools of the trade’, learning 
from direct and situated relationships with other actors and places; creating ‘design 
before design’ processes, i.e. situations in which it is possible to question accepted 
truths and ‘learn to be affected’ by other, heterogeneous forms of sensing and knowing.
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As I stated in the introduction to this thesis, my research work emerged 
from a desire to investigate in depth the reasons for my dissatisfaction 
_Q\P� \PM� [KMVIZQW� QV�_PQKP� 1�_I[� \ZIQVML�IVL� QV�_PQKP� 1� ÅVL�Ua[MTN�
working as an architect.
<PM�ÅZ[\�NW]Z�KPIX\MZ[�_MZM�IV�I\\MUX\�\W�OQ^M�NWZU�IVL�LMX\P�\W�Ua�
KZQ\QKIT� IZO]UMV\I\QWV�� >IZQW][� I]\PWZ[� IVL� KWVKMX\]IT� ZMXMZ\WQZM[�
PI^M� IKKWUXIVQML�UM� QV�Ua� JM\\MZ� LMÅVQVO� \PM� KWV\W]Z[� WN� _PI\� 1�
_IV\ML�\W�XZWJTMUI\Q[M"�VIUMTa��_PI\� Q\�ZMITTa�UMIV[�\W�XIZ\QKQXI\M��
_PW� [M\[� \PM� Z]TM[�� _PW� IVL� _PI\� Q[� M`KT]LML#� _PI\� Q[� ][]ITTa�
]VLMZ[\WWL� Ja� \PM� \MZU� »KWUUWV¼#� \PM� SVW_TMLOM̆XW_MZ� VM`][#� \PM�
TQUQ\[�WN�M`XMZ\Q[M�IVL�\PM�ZMTI\ML�\MKPVWKZI\QK�ZQ[S[#�\PM�\MVLMVKa�WN�
IZKPQ\MK\[�\W�OMVMZITQ[I\QWV�IVL�[WT]\QWVQ[U#�\PM�QLMI�WN�I]\WVWUa�IVL�
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>IZQW][� LM[QOV� IVL� XMLIOWOQKIT� M`XMZQUMV\[� PI^M� WЄMZML� UM�
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Introduction

This chapter covers the beginning of an experience, or rather a particular journey – 
in the sense that Serres gives to the term1 – which I myself have undertaken. It all 
began when, motivated by my interest in the experimental agendas examined in chapter 
IV, and particularly in Sánchez Criado and Farías’s pedagogical experiences in Munich, 
I got in touch with them to undertake a doctoral research visit at the Stadtlabor for 
Multimodal Anthropology, a research platform at the Institute for European Ethnology 
of Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. My purpose was, in a way, to ‘expose myself’, to 
move beyond the readings and concepts which I had studied with great interest. In 
particular, my initial goal was that of taking part in, and documenting, other teaching 
explorations of the two anthropologists, in order to understand them in a more direct 
way, which the mere reading of their account couldn’t allow. Later on, I found out that 
these pedagogical experiences with architecture students had only been limited to the 
period of time in which they were working in Munich, and in Berlin they had gone 
back to teaching mostly social scientists. After the presentation of my research work 
at the WS 2019/20 kick-off session of the Stadtlabor (28 October 2019), a joint debate 
with the lab’s team drew attention to the centrality of STS-inspired theoretical agendas 
and my interest in more-than-human approaches to design (much of what is shown in 
Chapter IV). They were particularly intrigued by how I was translating this into my work 
as an architect, and in that conversation I realised that I had never tried to make these 
concepts affect my own way of practicing architecture. It was then that Sánchez Criado 
invited me to go beyond the ‘search for answers’ in the mere analysis of experiments 
carried out by others and, as Deleuze would say2, start searching for my own practical 
questions. In other words, he encouraged me to try to bridge the gap between discourse 
and practice, radically exposing myself to start ‘knowing from the inside’3 of my own 
1  See chapter IV, section 2.2.1. Cf. Serres, M. (1997) The Troubadour of  Knowledge. Ann Arbor, MI: The 
University of Michigan Press.
2  In his dialogue with Claire Parnet, Deleuze stated: “It is very hard to ‘explain oneself’ in an interview, a 
dialogue, a conversation. Most of the time, when someone asks me a question, even one which relates to 
me, I see that, strictly, I don’t have anything to say. Questions are invented, like anything else. If you aren’t 
allowed to invent your questions, with elements from all over the place, from never mind where, if people 
‘pose’ them to you, you haven’t much to say. The art of constructing a problem is very important: you 
invent a problem, a problem-position, before finding a solution. None of this happens in an interview, a 
conversation, a discussion”.  Deleuze, G. and Parnet, C. (2007) Dialogues II. New York: Columbia University 
Press, p. 1. Originally published in France as Iid. (1977) Dialugues. Paris: Flammarion.
3  Cf. Ingold, T. (2013) Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture. New York: Routledge.
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understandings of architectural practice and sensitise myself, or ‘to become affected’4 
by more-than-human worlds, so as to attempt to experimentally re-learn what being an 
architect might be as a result. 

“I would be happy to help you through the creation of a pedagogical situation’ (like 
Rancière’s Ignorant Schoolmaster would do: in fact, during the entire teaching process in 
Munich I thought of myself as an ignorant architect). From this type of situation we learn 
that if concepts have something to teach us they must be seen as tactical operators that exert 
palpable, perceptible and existential effects on the practical way in which we connect with 
the world. Only then, maybe, we will be able to imagine what designing in a different way, 
for ever-specific problems, could mean.” (excerpt from an e-mail I received from Sánchez 
Criado, 29 October 2019)

Whereas my acquired abstract and discursive knowledge offered me a sense of “security, 
predictability and freedom from risk”, the idea, to put it in Ingold’s words, was to allow 
my knowledge to “grow from direct, practical and observational engagements with the 
people and things”5 around me. After many discussions, we agreed to undertake a self-
experiment in which, with his assistance, I could undergo a similar sort of experience 
to the ones of the Design in crisis courses: rather than teaching me what I should do, he 
would be acting again as a teacher of something he didn’t know6 and only using the 
asymmetric position of being ‘the pedagogue’ to help me start a journey abandoning 
the secure place of expertise and creating a space to sensitise myself to be another kind 
of practitioner of architecture: as in Sánchez Criado’s previous experiences, the idea 
revolved around creating the conditions for architecture to be challenged, i.e. to work 
with actors who could put its conventional contractual and collaborative/participatory 
ways of working in crisis. 
However, there was a main difference here: this was not a course in a Master’s programme 
of Architecture. We were not in a formal pedagogic space with the felt obligation to 
obtain some credits by students. This was relevant not just because we wouldn’t have the 
institutional backing of a department and access to fablabs or plotters and materials to 
prototype with. In our case, the topic also needed to be discussed and the commitment 
needed to be explicit and mutually accepted, something that should lead to a process of 
shared-knowledge production, a joint exploration, or a path “of intellectual growth and 
discovery without predetermined outcomes or fixed end-points”7. 
In other words, in our search for a critical ‘brief’ we had to search for an ‘attainable 
domain of experimentation’ both on a thematic level and in terms of concrete and 
feasible experience. Hence, a negotiation ensued, searching for a topic in which Sánchez 
4  Cf. Latour, B. (2004d) How to Talk about the Body? The Normative Dimension of Science Studies. Body 
& Society 10(2-3): 205-29.
5  Ingold, T. (2017) Anthropology and/as Education. London: Routledge, p. x.
6  Cf. Rancière, J. (1991) The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press.
7  Ingold, T. (2017) Anthropology and/as Education, p. ix.
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Criado’s ignorance would be productive for that common exploration: that is, as opposed 
to the experiments by Jacotot recounted by Rancière, a practice whose relative degree 
of ignorance could grant some feasibility to the experiment. 
As already seen in the final sections of chapters III and IV, Sánchez Criado has a long 
experience in the field of urban accessibility activism, so he offered to share with me 
his concern for issues he had always wanted to know more about related to bodily 
diversity and its impact in architecture. At the time, I was living together in Berlin with 
a family with a neurodivergent member, Moritz, and we discussed whether they might 
be interested engaging, in whatever way, in exploring what that might do to architectural 
practice, something that both him and I showed an interest in knowing more. As a 
result, these contingencies motivated us to undertake a joint experiment exploring how 
could neurodiversity teach us to put architecture in crisis (the difference between the 
terms ‘neurodiversity’ and ‘neurodivergent’ will be discussed in section 4.1.2.3).
In particular, our experience, which lasted for about five months – from November 2019 
to March 2020 – was defined by a succession of different and intertwined operations – 
and reflections, concerning said operations – which were quite complex. With the aim 
of ensuring here a greater argumentative clarity, I will use a particular narrative device: I 
will try to provide an account of the entire process focusing on its most relevant effects 
of ‘sensitisation’. In short, the process of my crisis and my re-learning consisted of 
three main interconnected operations:

1. ‘sensitising myself’ to my own architectural practice, in order to distance myself from 
‘the discourse’, and start to re-learn by reflecting from within my ‘material doings’. In this 
way I could develop an awareness to the modalities, tools and techniques with which I 
used to work and which I had learnt during my educational path.

2. ‘sensitising myself’ to bodily diversity [i.b. V. 1], thus going beyond the usual type 
of body on which the dominant architectural culture is founded. A critical study and 
debate on the more general theme of accessibility in architecture and its problematic 
aspects and an analysis of design attempts in the fields of Down syndrome, Autism, 
Dementia and other intellectual or development disabilities (or, for want a better term, 
neurodiversity), contributed to assembling the critical background for approaching a 
singular and situated experience with Moritz.

3. ‘sensitising myself’, thanks to my connection with Moritz, to other concepts of space, 
which are to be found beyond the traditional volumetric-Euclidean models. 

Before I begin to discuss our exploration, I will dwell on illustrating more thoroughly the 
reflections and assumptions on which, in our case, the design of a crisis for architectural 
practice was based, and the reasons why we considered the term neurodiversity to be an 
useful conceptual operator to work with. Moreover, I will explain the role and relevance 
that the documentation of the entire process acquired.
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i.b. V. 1 - The body beyond Cartesian dualism

The expression ‘sensitising myself to bodily diversity’ could be replaced by: ‘sensitising myself to the 
complex ecologies of the bodymind’. Mind and body are not considered as separate entities. In this 
UHJDUG�� D�PRUH� DFFXUDWH� FODUL¿FDWLRQ� DQG� DUJXPHQWDWLRQ� LV� QHHGHG��7KH� DGMHFWLYH� µERGLO\¶�� LQ� IDFW�� LV�
understood here in a broader sense than its purely physical or physiological meaning, and more in its 
being ‘embodied’. In order to make this perspective more accessible, below I will try to retrace, in a brief 
DQG�LQFRPSOHWH�ZD\��VRPH�IXQGDPHQWDO�UHÀH[LYH�FRQWULEXWLRQV�RQ�WKLV�WRSLF1. 

Natural and human sciences, as noted in the previous chapters, have traditionally reproduced, in various 
ways, a series of divisions. Among such divisions is that between mind and body, often recognised 
as ‘Cartesian dualism’. The mind is usually linked to what makes ‘cognitive’ processes possible, 
L�H�� WKLQNLQJ�� DUJXLQJ�� UHÀHFWLQJ�� DQG� VR�RQ�7KHVH�DFWLYLWLHV�DUH� FRQVLGHUHG� WR�EH� VHSDUDWHG� IURP� WKH�
processes, mostly seen as ‘involuntary’, that take place within the body, such as breathing and digestion. 
,Q�WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH��WKH�PLQG�LV�WKH�VHDW�RI�WKRXJKW��DQG�LV�VXEMHFW�WR�YROXQWDU\�FRQWURO��ZKLOH�WKH�ERG\�
LV�D�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�¿[HG�DQG�LQYROXQWDU\�SK\VLRORJLFDO�SURFHVVHV��0DQ\�GLIIHUHQW�DWWHPSWV�WR�QHJDWH�WKLV�
dualism have historically emerged and continue to emerge.The rich and renowned philosophical tradition 
known as phenomenology2, for example, works on the concept of the ‘sentient body’. In this view, the 
body is not separated from the mind as in Cartesian traditions: the body is a ‘thinking’ body that perceives 
its environment through lived and felt experience. Perception is an entirely ‘embodied’ experience3.
'UDZLQJ�DOVR�RQ�VXFK�UHÀHFWLRQV��VRPH�DXWKRUV��VXFK�DV�� IRU�H[DPSOH��6LPRQ�-��:LOOLDPV�DQG�*LOOLDQ�
Bendelow4��ORRN�DW�WKH�ERG\�DV�D�ELRORJLFDOO\�DQG�VRFLDOO\�µXQ¿QLVKHG¶�HQWLW\��ZKLFK�LV�QRW�VWDWLF�RU�¿[HG��
thus offering a reformulation of the biology or materiality of the body in non-reductionist terms. In this 
SHUVSHFWLYH�� WKHUH� LV� QR� VXFK� WKLQJ� DV� D� µQDWXUDO¶� ERG\�� EXW� D�PDWHULDOLW\� ZLOOLQJ� WR� LQÀXHQFH� DQG� EH�
1 �0\�RYHUYLHZ�EULHÀ\�VXPPDULVHV�D�PXFK�ULFKHU�DQG�LQWHUHVWLQJ�DQDO\VLV�PDGH�E\�/LVD�%ODFNPDQ�LQ�KHU�ERRN�The 
Body: The Key Concepts, in which she highlights and analyses debates about the body and its centrality in current 
VRFLRORJLFDO�� SV\FKRORJLFDO�� FXOWXUDO�DQG� IHPLQLVW� WKLQNLQJ��&I��%ODFNPDQ��/�� �������The Body: The Key Concepts. 
/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH�
2  6HH�� IRU� LQVWDQFH��+XVVHUO��(�� ������������ Ideen zur einer reinen Phänomenologie und Phänomenologischen 
Philosophie��+DOOH�D��G��6���'��0D[�1LHPH\HU�9HUODJ���,WDOLDQ�WUDQVO��,G���������Idee per una fenomenologia pura e una 
¿ORVR¿D�IHQRPHQRORJLFD��7RULQR��(LQDXGL�
3  The works that have investigated the relationship between architecture and phenomenology, as the architecture 
DXGLHQFH�NQRZV�ZHOO��DUH�FRXQWOHVV��$PRQJ�WKHP�DUH��IRU�H[DPSOH��1RUEHUJ�6FKXO]��&���������Genius Loci: Towards 
a Phenomenology of Architecture��1HZ�<RUN��5L]]ROL��3DOODVPDD��-���������The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and 
the Senses��&KLFKHVWHU��8.��-RKQ�:LOH\�	�6RQV��3DOODVPDD��-���������The Thinking Hand: Existential and Embodied 
Wisdom in Architecture��&KLFKHVWHU��8.��-RKQ�:LOH\�	�6RQV��3DOODVPDD��-���������The Embodied Image: Imagination 
and Imagery in Architecture��&KLFKHVWHU��8.�� -RKQ�:LOH\�	�6RQV�� =XPWKRU��3�� �������Atmospheres: Architectural 
Environments – Surrounding Objects��%DVHO��&+��%RVWRQ��86�DQG�%HUOLQ��%LUNKlXVHU�9HUODJ��$Q�LQWHUWZLQHG�DQDO\VLV�
RI�WKHVH�DQG�RWKHU�YLHZV�RQ�WKH�VXEMHFW�FDQ�EH�IRXQG�LQ��%RUFK��&���HG����������Architectural Atmospheres. On the 
Experience and Politics of Architecture��%DVHO��&+��%LUNKDXVHU�$UFKLWHFWXUH���
$�VLJQL¿FDQW�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�LQ�,WDO\�ZDV�PDGH�E\�(Q]R�3DFL��6HH��3DFL��(���������Tempo e verità nella 
fenomenologia di Husserl��%DUL��/DWHU]D��)XUWKHUPRUH��3DFL�ORQJ�FROODERUDWHG�ZLWK�(UQHVWR�1��5RJHUV��WKH�DUFKLWHFW�
ZKR�PRUH�WKDQ�DQ\�RWKHU�KDG�DQ�LPSDFW�RQ�,WDOLDQ�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�FXOWXUH�DIWHU�:RUOG�:DU�,,�
4 �&I��:LOOLDPV��6��-��DQG�%HQGHORZ��*���������The Lived Body: Sociological Themes, Embodied Issues��/RQGRQ�DQG�
1HZ�<RUN��5RXWOHGJH� —>
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LQÀXHQFHG��
+RZHYHU��DV�VRPH�DXWKRUV�QRWH��LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�676�DQG�$17�HVSHFLDOO\��SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�DSSURDFKHV�
WHQG�WR�IRFXV�H[FOXVLYHO\�RQ�WKH�KXPDQ�VXEMHFW�DQG�LWV�µLQWHQWLRQDOLW\¶��,Q�SDUWLFXODU��E\�TXHVWLRQLQJ�WKH�
LGHD�RI�WKH�µQDWXUDO�ERG\¶�WKURXJK�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�µVRFLDO�LQÀXHQFH¶��WKH�VSOLW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�µVXEMHFW¶�DQG�WKH�
µVRFLDO¶��DV�DQ�DEVWUDFW�HQWLW\��LV�UHSURGXFHG��,Q�WKH�OLJKW�RI�$17��WKHUHIRUH��WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH�LV�UHSODFHG�
by a more intrinsically complex and relational one, which looks at the body as an interface that is never 
singular and always linked to, and ‘enacted’ by, practices, entities – both human and non-human – 
and wider processes. The focus, then, rather than being on the intentionality and lived experience 
RI� WKH�KXPDQ�VXEMHFW��VKLIWV� WR�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�WKH�PXOWLSOH�DQG�KHWHURJHQHRXV�HQWLWLHV� WKDW�HQDEOH� WKH�
DFWXDOL]DWLRQ�RI�D�FHUWDLQ�ERG\�.  
,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�/DWRXU¶V�H[DPSOH�RI�WKH�QRYLFH�SHUIXPHUV¶�ERG\��VHH�FKDSWHU�,9��L�E��,9����±�ZKLFK�SUHVHQWV�
WKH�ERG\�DV�DQ�LQWHUIDFH�WKDW�GHWHUPLQHV�LWVHOI�DV�LW�OHDUQV�WR�EH�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�PRUH�DQG�PRUH�HOHPHQWV�
±�WKH�WZR�VFKRODUV�ZKR�KDYH�GHYHORSHG�DQG�H[SORUHG�WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH�LQ�GHSWK�DUH�-RKQ�/DZ�DQG�$QQH�
0DULH�0RO��6SHFL¿FDOO\�� LQ� WKHLU�ZRUN�RQ�K\SRJO\FDHPLD��/DZ�DQG�0RO�VWDWH� WKDW� ³DV�SDUW�RI�RXU�GDLO\�
SUDFWLFHV��ZH�DOVR�GR��RXU��ERGLHV��,Q�SUDFWLFH�ZH�HQDFW�WKHP´�. They suggest shifting the focus from what 
hypoglycaemia is to how it is ‘done’, performed or enacted. In such a view, the body is literally brought 
LQWR� EHLQJ� WKURXJK� VSHFL¿F� SUDFWLFHV� DQG� UHODWLRQDO� DUUDQJHPHQWV�� ,Q� WKLV� UHJDUG�� DQRWKHU� LQWHUHVWLQJ�
expression used by Mol is that of the ‘multiple body’7�� WKH� ERG\� LV� QRW� FRQ¿QHG� LQ� LWVHOI�� EXW� DOZD\V�
H[WHQGV�DQG�OLQNV�LWVHOI�WR�RWKHU�HQWLWLHV��KXPDQ�DQG�QRQ�KXPDQ��WR�SUDFWLFHV��WHFKQLTXHV��WHFKQRORJLHV�
DQG�REMHFWV�WKDW�SURGXFH�GLIIHUHQW�DQG�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�µHQDFWLQJ¶�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�EH�KXPDQ��7KH�ERG\�
LV�QR�ORQJHU�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�D�VXEVWDQFH��RU�D�¿QLWH�DQG�VWDEOH�HQWLW\��EXW�LW�LV�H[SORUHG�DV�D�SURFHVV��WKDW�
is, in its being produced by complex and more-than-human ecologies.
This idea of radical relationality, and therefore the cancellation of understandings of the body based on 
VLQJXODULW\�DQG�VHSDUDWLRQ��LV�DOVR�DW�WKH�EDVLV�RI�WKH�ZRUN�RQ�WKH�ERG\�E\�9LQFLDQH�'HVSUHW�. The Belgian 
philosopher proposes the concept of ‘becoming’, or ‘becoming together’, which cancels the distinction 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�VHOI�DQG�WKH�RWKHU��EHWZHHQ�WKH�KXPDQ�DQG�WKH�QRQ�KXPDQ��LQ�KHU�FDVH�EHWZHHQ�KXPDQV�
DQG�DQLPDOV��
��  The branch of study that emerged from this intertwining of phenomenology and ANT is known as ‘post-phenome-
nology’. Particularly, among the numerous works that have announced and explored this perspective and its spatial 
LPSOLFDWLRQV�DUH��IRU�H[DPSOH��7KULIW��1���������Non-representational theory: space, politics, affect��/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH��
/HD��-���������3RVW�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�SRVW�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�JHRJUDSKLHV��,Q�5��.LWFKLQ�DQG�1��7KULIW��HGV���Interna-
tional encyclopaedia of human geography��SS�����������2[IRUG��8.��(OVHYLHU��%U\DQW��/���������Onto-cartography: 
an ontology of machines and media��(GLQEXUJK��8.��(GLQEXUJK�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��$VK��-��DQG�6LPSVRQ��3�� �������
3RVWSKHQRPHQRORJ\�DQG�PHWKRG��6W\OHV�IRU�WKLQNLQJ�WKH��QRQ��KXPDQ��GeoHumanities ���������������0F&RUPDFN��
'�3���������7KH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RI�SRVW�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�OLIH�ZRUOGV��Transactions of the Institute of British Geogra-
phers��������������(QJHOPDQQ��6��DQG�0F&RUPDFN��'�3���������6HQVLQJ�DWPRVSKHUHV��,Q�&��/XU\��5��)HQVKDP��$��
+HOOHU�1LFKRODV��6��/DPPHV��$��/DVW��0��0LFKDHO�DQG�(��8SULFKDUG��HGV���Routledge Handbook of Interdisciplinary 
Research Methods��/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH��SS�����������0F&RUPDFN��'�3���������Atmospheric Things: On the Allure 
of Elemental Envelopment��'XUKDP��1&��'XNH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��+DUULV��$�� �������A Sensory Education��/RQGRQ��
5RXWOGHJH�
�� �0RO��$��DQG�/DZ��-���������(PERGLHG�$FWLRQ��(QDFWHG�%RGLHV��7KH�([DPSOH�RI�+\SRJO\FDHPLD��Body and Society 
����������������S�����
7 �&I��0RO��$���������The Body Multiple: Ontology in Medical Practice��/RQGRQ�DQG�1HZ�<RUN��'XNH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�
�� �&I��'HVSUHW��9���������7KH�%RG\�:H�&DUH�IRU��)LJXUHV�RI�$QWKURSR�]RR�JHQHVLV��Body and Society��������������
134.
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1. Putting architecture in crisis. The capacity contract of design practice

Our experimentation, as I have stated earlier, revolved again around the aim of 
challenging the ways and means through which architecture traditionally operates, 
and the meaning that is commonly given to participation. To put it in other words, 
how can architecture operate, both in individual professional encounters and in forms 
of participatory practice, with subjects that are commonly not considered as such? 
How to consider what these actors bring to architecture and to the transformation 
of its practices (i.e., not only in terms of social relevance or ethical or humanitarian 
implication)?
As we have already seen in chapter III’s conclusion, participation in architecture 
commonly implies and reclaims the ‘agency’, and thus the voice, of other people. This 
was a question that proved to be particularly puzzling for our exploration, for we wanted 
to pay attention to those who tend to be discriminated or neglected by what political 
scientist Stacy C. Simplican calls ‘the capacity contract’8: a series of linguistic, cognitive, 
intellectual and mental conditions of legibility for a subject to be treated as a citizen, a 
person with rights and obligations. To put it in her words: “[d]emocracy entails that we 
imagine that the most important political duties are cognitive tasks, such as reasoning, 
reflection, judgment, and deliberation. For political decisions to be legitimate, we expect 
people to reason sufficiently about themselves, the world around them, and the political 
futures they desire”9. As also historian James Berger points out10, referring to Simplican’s 
reflections, this directly refers to a central feature of Enlightenment social contract 
theory, from Locke11 to – more recently – John Rawls12, according to which having 
political agency implies displaying or being readable as having rational and linguistic 
capabilities, expressing one’s thoughts, wishes and desires in a normative way so as to 
be able to enter, in legal terms, into a contract. 
In short, our idea of a complex brief emerged precisely from these observations. Rather 
than sanctioning this ‘capacity contract’ – which is at the source of many processes of 
8  Cf. Simplican, S. C. (2015) The Capacity Contract. Intellectual Disability and the Question of  Citizenship. Minne-
apolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
9  Ibid. p. 3.
10  Cf. Berger, J. (2019) Rethink: Agency, theory and politics in disability studies. In K. Ellis, R. Gar-
land-Thomson, M. Kent and R. Robertson (eds.) Manifestos for the Future of  Critical Disability Studies pp. 209-
216. London: Routledge, p. 212.
11  See, for instance: Locke, J. (1979) An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, P. H. Nidditch (ed.). Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Press. Originally published as Id. (1690) An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. 
London: Thomas Baffet; Locke, J. (2004) The Two Treatises of  Government, P. Laslett (ed.). Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press. Originally published as Id. (1689) The Two Treatises of  Government. London: 
Awnsham Churchill.
12  See, for instance: Rawls, J. ([1967] 1999) Distributive Justice. In S. Freeman (ed.) Collected Papers, pp. 130-
153. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press; Rawls, J. (2005) Political Liberalism. New York: Columbia 
University Press.



265

disablement, reading certain bodies as unable to express their wishes or desires – we 
wanted to follow Simplican’s inspiration, whose work attempts to explore what other 
meanings, practices and contours of the political, and of disability rights activism might 
be imagined in the close vicinity of those subjects. Indeed, “[p]eople with intellectual 
and developmental disabilities subvert (…) idealized cognitive expectations as well as 
the fictive political subject from which they emerge”13. 
In particular, Simplican argues that political agency should be extended to include 
activities such as humor and dancing, that “challenge compulsory capacity and enact 
democratic capacity contracts”14. According to her, dance is “an expression of a life well 
lived” and “a tool of disruption – a momentary suspension of norms and a critique of 
compulsory capacity”15. Simplican’s position is in contrast with Berger’s, who, instead, 
writes that dance “does not confront power; it does not create alliances that have power. 
And its disruptive, transgressive potential is limited, if it exists at all. Those without 
effective language will not have political power nor agency. There is no way to finesse 
this”16. As he argues, “[t]here is no shame in being spoken for if you cannot speak”17 
and the only useful way to create a socio-political place for those unable to practice 
political agency is to reflect on the responsabilities of those who speak and care for 
them.
Translating this into an architectural problem, we wanted to considered how 
neurodivergent subjects might entail a particularly productive crisis, or deconstruction, 
of the architectural figure of the ‘client’, or the ‘participant’, as well as the means 
and ends of architectural practice. For this, a further exploration and discussion of 
neurodiversity might be needed.

1.1. Neurodiversity as a conceptual operator

Neurodiversity is a positive self-representational vocabulary invented by autistic 
activists18 as opposed to the term ‘neurotypicality’, associated with the hegemonic 
idea of the human mind. Anyway, whereas I will briefly dwell of its socio-political 
framework in a following section (see section 4.1.3.3), here I will attempt to clarify the 
conceptual value we attributed to it in the specific context of our experience. Indeed, 
13  Simplican, S. C. (2015) The Capacity Contract, p. 3.
14  Ibid. p. 121.
15  Ibid. p. 130.
16  Berger, J. (2019) Rethink: Agency, theory and politics in disability studies, p. 212.
17  Ibidem.
18  More specifically, it was used for the first time in 1999 by Judy Singer, an Australian social scientist, 
herself autistic, as a reaction to the medical model of disability. Cf. Singer, J. (1999) ‘Why Can’t You Be 
Normal for Once in Your Life?’ From a ‘Problem with No Name’ to the Emergence of a New Category 
of Difference. In M. Corker and S. French (eds.) Disability Discourse, pp. 59-67. Buckingham, UK: Open 
University Press.
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neurodiversity became for us the driver of an exploration and, instead of having a 
closed-down definition of it, we drew on philosopher Erin Manning’s use of the term 
as a category of flight and movement, rather than identity and stasis. To put it in her 
words:

“(…) while I am certain that neurological difference is a formative effect in the variation 
designated by the term neurodiversity, my interest is in the diversity in diversity, locating the 
neurotypical not as the measure of an individual diametrically opposed to the neurodiverse 
but as the (unspoken) baseline of existence. I see neurotypicality as akin to structural 
racism—as the infusion of white supremacy in the governing definition of what counts as 
human. The assumption that neurotypicality is the neutral ground from which difference 
asserts itself (an assumption everywhere supported by the neuroscientific literature) 
suggests that there is still an urgent conversation to be had about how the human, and 
knowledge as a defining category of the human, is organized and deployed in the image of 
neurotypicality”19.

Or, as she stated in a previous book: “[n]eurodiversity is the path I choose (…) to explore 
insurgent life. (…) I take [it] as a platform for political change that fundamentally alters 
how life is defined, and valued”20. In short, because of its focus on neural variability, 
this vocabulary appeared interesting to us in suggesting the productivity of considering 
a plurality of ways of being, and a multiplicity of modes of perception and subjectivity 
opening up more liveable spaces and political exploration beyond the Kantian 
neurotypical hegemony. Indeed, again in Manning’s words, “[n]eurodiversity’s power 
is to feel the blur, the ambiguity, the fugitivity”21. This concept, by revealing different 
connections with the built environment, for us represented an interesting conceptual 
operator thanks to which we could reconsider the conventional notions of space, and 
the traditional modalities and tools through which architecture operates.
In an STS context, this can be read in some ways as an attempt to design with an ‘idiotic 
methodology’22. Allow me to elaborate. STS draw on the etymological roots of the 
term ‘idiot’. Its original meaning, in Ancient Greek, was ‘private person’, thus indicating 

19  Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless. Durham (NC): Duke University Press, p. 2. Later in 
her book, Manning writes: “I use the adjective neurodiverse—to remind us that we need a concept for a di-
versity in diversity that isn’t measured by the standard of typicality. A diversity in diversity is one that senses 
fully and differentially, that lives and participates in a world still defining itself according to measures not 
yet in place. It includes populations historically excluded from the matrix of the human. It includes modes 
of life-living that exceed the human, that feel the more-than-human world not as other but as with, in the 
being of relation”. Ibid. p. 263.
20  Manning, E. (2016) The Minor Gesture. Durham (NC): Duke University Press, p. 5.
21  Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 6.
22  Cf. Michael, M. (2012) De-signing the object of sociology: toward an ‘idiotic’ methodology. The Socio-
logical Review 60(1suppl.): 166-183.
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an individual who would not participate in public affairs. Subsequently, these studies 
accepted the more radical emphasis placed on the term by Deleuze and Guattari, who 
conceived the ‘idiot’ as a conceptual persona that “wants to turn the absurd into the 
highest power of thought – in other words, to create”23. 
More recently, in her Cosmopolitical proposal, drawing from the very use of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s term, Stengers characterised the ‘idiot’ as a figure who “resists the consensual 
way in which the situation is presented and in which emergencies mobilize thought or 
action”24. To put it another way, the ‘idiot’ is someone whose responses are nonsensical 
in the context of reality as it is usually understood, and thus forces us to think and 
proceed more carefully and slowly. As Stengers writes: “the idiot can neither reply nor 
discuss the issue (…) [the idiot] does not know (…) the idiot demands that we slow 
down, that we don’t consider ourselves authorized to believe we possess the meaning 
of what we know”25. 
In line with the observations made in Chapter III, then, this character quite stubbornly 
questions a particular cosmopolitical event and the way it is consensually understood, 
encouraging the inclusion of other voices and interpretations, preventing the closure 
and stabilization of the ‘cosmos’ while evoking its opening to multiple and diverse 
possibilities26.
This perspective is exactly what STS-trained sociologist Mike Michael refers to in 
outlining the contours of what he calls ‘idiotic methodology’. Particularly interested in 
exploring the implications of taking such an approach for the conceptual and practical 
actions of social scientific research, Michael notes how this methodology is at the basis 
of the so-called ‘speculative design’ (see also Chapter IV, i.b. IV 3), that is, a particular 
field of design, which, rather than focusing on the development of instrumental and 
utilitarian devices, is interested in producing (probes and prototypes) “that enable 
playfulness and exploration (…). [T]he aim is to throw up the peculiar, the unexpected, 
the troublesome, the incommensurable”27. Idiotic objects afford “an opportunity to 
engage in a process of (…) ‘inventive problem making’”28, namely, they “[occasion] 
a radical rethinking of the events in which they emerged”29. In short, then, an idiotic 

23  Deleuze, G. and Guattari, F. (1994) What is Philosophy? London: Verso, p. 62. Originally published in 
France as Iid. (1991) Qu’est-ce que la philosophie? Paris: Éditions de Minuit Paris.
24  Stengers, I. (2005) The cosmopolitical proposal. In B. Latour and P. Weibel (eds.) Making things public: 
atmospheres of  democracy, pp. 994-1003. Cambridge, MA - Karlsruhe: MIT Press - zkM/Center for Art and 
Media in Karlsruhe, p. 994.
25  Ibid. p. 995.
26  For a more complete analysis of the characterisation of the term ‘idiot’ in STS, see: Michael, M. (2013) 
The idiot. Informática Na Educação: Teoria & Prática 16(1): 71-82.
27  Michael, M. (2012) De-signing the object of sociology: toward an ‘idiotic’ methodology, p. 173.
28  Ibid. p. 171. Here Michael quotes Fraser, M. (2010) Facts, ethics and event. In C. Bruun Jensen and K. 
Rödje (eds.) Deleuzian Intersections in Science, Technology and Anthropology, pp. 57-82. New York: Berghahn Press.
29  Ibidem.



268

methodology implies the design of objects or situations that force one to slow down, 
to problematise, to explore possible alternatives to the way a reality is usually and 
consensually understood.
However, it is necessary to underline that the term ‘idiot’, which in STS is used 
metaphorically and instrumentally, can be problematic in itself. In fact, the meaning 
commonly attributed to it is extremely abilist: it is known that it has long been and still 
is used to indicate autistic people or ‘madmen’, who are supposedly idiots because they 
get lost in their own idioms (their own singular, incomprehensible expressions)30.
For this reason, rather than as ‘idiotic methodology’, we used neurodiversity as a method. 
That is, the question around which our experimentation revolved was: what would we 
learn in the proximity of those subjects who have traditionally been treated as idiots?
The aim, therefore, was for me to transform myself into a ‘neurodiverse apprentice’.
As we shall see later on, by approximating myself to Moritz, I could question and 
rethink my knowledge. I could question the architectural culture within which I 
was educated and the tools which I used to operate, and experimentally access new 
possibilities of understanding space. In other words, neurodiversity has been seen as a 
way of producing an ‘intravention’ (see chapter IV), that is, an experimental operation 
that aims at bringing, to the core of, or inside, architectural practice, space concepts that 
question its conventional and normative models. My connection with Moritz was not 
an instrumental one, aimed, therefore, at collecting information about him to design a 
certain type of object ‘for’ him, which ‘suited’ him. My approaching him allowed me 
to re-learn architecture and speculate on what a neurodiverse form of spatial design 
might be.

2. Why documentation matters

Throughout our exploration, Sánchez Criado particularly encouraged me to act like an 
‘ethnographer of sorts’, insistently asking me to produce records of all our progressive 
steps and learning outcomes. Indeed, besides sharing with me his knowledge in the 
field of urban accessibility activism, he also invited me to develop a particular concern 
for documentation, due to its importance in open design processes and for its role in 
helping to think ‘from the error’ and generate processes of ‘joint problem-making’31, 
30 On this argument, see, for instance: Yergeau, M. (2018) Authoring Autism: On Rhetoric and Neurological 
Queerness. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
31  Cf.: Sánchez Criado, T. (2019) Technologies of friendship: Accessibility politics in the ‘how to’ mode. 
The Sociological Review Monographs 67(2): 408-427; Sánchez Criado, T. and Estalella, A. (2018) Introduction: 
Experimental Collaborations. In A. Estalella and T. Sánchez Criado (eds.) Experimental Collaborations: Eth-
nography through Fieldwork Devices, pp. 1-30. New York: Berghahn; Sánchez Criado, T. and Rodríguez-Giralt, 
I. (2016) Caring through Design?: En torno a la silla and the “Joint Problem-Making” of Technical Aids. 
In C. Bates, R. Imrie and K. Kullman (eds.) Care and Design: Bodies, Buildings, Cities, pp. 198-218. Oxford, 
UK: Wiley. 
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something that, as I have already mentioned in chapter III (see section 6.4), he had 
learned from the free culture in Spain, with the Medialab-Prado centre of Madrid in the 
lead, and, more specifically, in En torno a la silla. Moreover, such concerns had been at 
the core of the Design in Crisis courses themselves. 
As we have seen in various passages of this thesis (particularly in chapter II), a common 
attitude among designers – and among ‘experts’ in general – which is fundamentally 
linked to a certain modernist culture, is that of working from a solutionist perspective. 
This logic implies that the entire design process, activated by a particular brief, gets 
reduced to a final ‘form-giving idea’, which takes the shape of sketches, drawings, renders 
and plastic models. In other words, it can be said to be an expert re-organisation of the 
world. Usually, then, there is no trace left of the complex series of steps, problems 
and choices which make the elaboration and representation of this idea possible. After 
all, in most cases, the disclosure of the process is perceived as antithetical to the idea 
of the architect as author and creative genius, capable, through his/her expertise, to 
provide answers and guarantee the quality of the solution that he/she creates. From 
this point of view, as we have seen in chapter III, STS, and especially ANT, have made 
an important contribution, as they perform – and encourage – the descriptive narration 
of the socio-material dimension of the project. 
Many ANT-inspired scholars have analysed the processes through which scientific facts 
are created, that is, scientists’ peculiar ability to convert heterogeneous elements into 
tables, graphs, and catalogues that can be easily transported, expanded and replicated. 
Others, like Yaneva and Houdart, have described the processes and relationships 
between human and non-human actors that contribute to the formation of the figures 
of architects and ‘stararchitects’. These studies, in particular, have revealed in this way 
how techniques and tools can influence the thoughts and approach of architects, and 
how they actually possess subject-making and world-making abilities. 
In our case, since this was an experimental operation which involved myself, the 
ethnographic focus also acquired a self-reflective quality. In fact, the documentation of 
the entire process, which includes mistakes, uncertainties and doubts, besides representing 
a powerful ‘joint problem making’ tool, allowed me, for instance, to stop and reflect – 
during and after this process – on my way of ‘doing’ things, on the effects exerted by 
the techniques and tools that I used to use, on what my actions and decisions implied 
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and produced32. In other words, as I had the chance to observe later on, documenting 
our experience contributed, in a much more effective way than my many and interesting 
readings did, to my understanding of the limits and effects of the disciplinary tradition 
according to which I was educated and which imposed a specific vision and possibility 
of action on the world. Besides, being in stark contrast with solutionist approaches, the 
aim of the documentation, as in Sánchez Criado’s previous experiences in Munich, was 
also that of potentially making the various steps of my experience with Moritz itself 
accessible to other architects, and, in this way, encouraging debate and possible further 
interventions and modifications. As scholars Antonio Lafuente, David Gómez and 
Juan Freire (who also learned about the relevance of the documentation through their 
involvement in Medialab-Prado activities) splendidly state: “to learn how to experiment 
is tantamount to making us tolerate uncertainty and to transforming failure into the 
engine of  learning”33 and from this perspective,

“not only documentation makes re-learning visible, but it makes it shared: it socializes it, it 
formalizes and opens it. (…) Documenting represents another form of loving one another: 
it proves that we are interested in the community. Documentation makes (…) both the 
learning process and the community that supports it visible. Documenting, then, constitutes 
a mental aptitude, a way to live: both a culture and a tool. It represents a culture because it 
promotes a certain way of connecting with each other and describing what we experienced 
together. Documentation narrates the world and builds ‘us’. One who documents these 
processes also records doubts, uncertainties, mistakes, crossroads and conflicts. And it is 
not always possible to talk about solutions, whether they are better ones or not. Revealing 
our indecision makes us aware of our vulnerability. By not hiding our vulnerability we are 
able to reach others in the most direct way (…). Our vulnerability may reward us: it may lead 
us to drift unexpectedly or it may lead us to the open sea. This opening itself is capable of 
attracting and mobilize collective intelligence or, in other words, it can help us understand 
that our point of view, whether it is right or wrong, may not be the most suitable one.”34

In our case, to keep a shared record of each and every step of the entire experience – 
with the idea of a collaborative ethnographic log in mind – we used the Evernote software. 
32  However, it seems opportune to point out that Sánchez Criado, by encouraging me to document every 
step of our experience, also constantly invited me to reflect on the socio-material aspect of ethnographic 
practice itself, and, therefore, on the different modalities and tools that I would choose to document the 
process and on their implications for knowledge itself. “How will you be able to take notes if you have to 
participate in the discussion yourself? And, especially while not being able to register any word or gesture, 
what choices will you make? What, in your opinion, is interesting and relevant about this moment? What 
will you choose to select and share in the future? The ways in which we document and take notes inexorably 
define our knowledge production”. (Excerpt from a recorded conversation, 13 December 2019).
33  My translation (A/N). Sierra, F., Leetoy, S. and Gravante, T. (eds.) (2018) Ciudadanía digital & democracia 
participativa. Salamanca: Comunicación Social, p. 54.
34  My translation (A/N). Ibid. pp. 47-48.
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To this software was added our email exchange, which represented an important tool 
through which we were able to collect our progressive reflections.

���¶6ensitising�P\VHOI·�WR�P\�RZQ�SUDFWLFH

As I pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, one of the operations through which 
my re-learning was achieved was my sensitising myself to my own way of practising 
architecture, or, in other words, my way of ‘making’, in the sense that Ingold attributes 
to the verb. Fundamentally, during this process Sánchez Criado, as he had already done 
with his students in Munich, encouraged me to think ‘through’ – or ‘from’ – my material 
gestures and actions, rather than doing so before or after these. Just as Rancière’s Ignorant 
Schoolmaster, by constantly pointing at things and raising questions he triggered me to 
develop an increasing attentiveness towards my gestures and the knowledge-making and 
world-building effects of the instruments and methods I was using. 
Some of what I believe to be the most emblematic steps of this phase are shown below, 
in the attempt of demonstrating how awareness progressively developed in me, about 
the world-making effects of my operating modalities. 

3.1. Making of a shared-research tool

As a first step of our exploration Sánchez Criado suggested me to do some research 
on how architects and designers had intervened in similar fields. Hence, I undertook 
an exploration on different sorts of design encounters with people with intellectual 
and developmental disabilities, searching to understand their methods, devices and 
proposals. Whilst I will discuss these projects in a following section, here I will dwell 
on the process through which I was encouraged to think, ‘from’ my actions, to sensitize 
myself to my ways of operating. More specifically, this initial task comprised setting 
up a collective way of working, returning this research through a sort of map that 
could represent a ‘shared-research’ tool, that would allow us to start, and carry on, 
a joint debate on the research findings. In this sense, this was aimed at allowing an 
exploration on the contribution that architecture could make to research methods: the 
ways in which architecture can help to build and ask questions, document, comment, 
archive, and involve other people in the process. To quote his words: “the map should 
be visual, and if not having to be on a computer screen, much better… a material 
object would be nice” (excerpt from an e-mail I received from Sánchez Criado, 19 
November 2019. Taken from our Evernote shared account). This suggestion, in line with 
his experiences in Munich, was based on the assumption that a material object may allow 
a more thorough kind of conversation compared to a digital representation, which is – 
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in itself – closed, and can merely offer the final summary of a process. In other words, 
from an Ingoldian perspective, this object could have been placed in front of us and 
would have allowed us to work with ‘our hands’, ‘forcing’ us to take breaks during our 
conversation. More importantly, this approach represented a way to encourage me to 
reflect on what vision of the world a certain materialisation might suggest, that is, on 
the epistemic assumptions and the agency, or performative mediation, of the specific 
material objects with which I would have presented my research (embodying, in a way, 
Yaneva’s considerations, together with those of the other authors analysed in chapter 
III, in a more ‘meta’ and pedagogical sense), and on how these objects would have 
allowed him and others to participate in this reflection35. 
Another way to formulate this invitation is: since I was interested in participation in 
architecture, how could I involve people in a participatory design process?
Below, my account of this process will show how, despite the fact that during my 
studies I had already come across several texts and works by architects and designers 
who work experimentally through the conceptualisation methods introduced by STS 
and particularly by ANT – one of whose many outcomes, as I would like to briefly 
repeat, is to move from designing ‘things’ (objects) to designing ‘Things’ (socio-material 
assemblies) – my understanding was rather superficial. Thanks to a direct experience, 
through which I underwent a re-learning process from ‘the inside’, I developed a greater 
awareness of the issues at stake.

35  An interesting reference for thinking from the materiality of mapping processes is the Manual de Mapeo 
Colectivo. 5HFXUVRUV�FDUWRJUDÀFRV�FULWLFRV�SDUD�SURFHVRV�WHUULWRULDOHV�GH�FUHDFLRQ�FRODERUDWLYD, curated by Iconoclasistas – a 
duo formed by Argentineans Julia Risler and Pablo Ares – whose work combine graphic art, creative 
mapping and collective research. In the Manual, the authors advance the critical use of maps, with the aim 
to create the conditions for collective exchange to generate alternative accounts and cartographies chal-
lenging dominant and hegemonic ones, and devote ample space to showing and reflecting on their media, 
dynamics and mapping methods. Reporting examples of workshops held in cities of Argentina, Venezuela, 
Colombia, Mexico, Peru, Austria, Portugal, and Spain, they show how the maps might be a framework for 
collective work where everyday knowledge and experience of participants enable the critical visualization 
of various issues in a given area. Cf. Iconoclasistas (2013) 0DQXDO�GH�PDSHR�FROHFWLYR��5HFXUVRV�FDUWRJUiÀFRV�FUtWLFRV�
para procesos territoriales de creación colaborativa. Buenos Aires, Tinta Limón. The Manual can be found here: 
https://iconoclasistas.net/4322-2/ 
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First attempt  
(14 - 27 November 2019)
As we had agreed, I started collecting a broad number of design proposals dealing with 
intellectual and development disabilities such as Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder, Dyscalculia, Autistic Spectrum, Tourette Syndrome, Down 
Syndrome, Alzheimer, Dementia. After carrying out this search, I started to think about 
how to display my findings – which moved between different scales, ranging from 
the city to the domestic, work and school environment – in an accessible way. Hence, 
as a first step, I tried to organize them by creating a number of spatial or functional 
categories, by which they seemed to me to be classifiable. In particular, these categories 
were: interior space (home and work environments), urban space, support (or aid) tools, 
tools for empathic understanding, the latter being the instruments that designers have 
developed to ‘understand’ and ‘empathize’ with these people and to step into their shoes 
to possibly provide them with better design solutions. Once organised the projects I 
had found in this way, I assigned a particular symbol to each category. In particular, 
during this phase, the examples collected in the category ‘aid tools’ caught my attention. 
Indeed, I had found many objects, tools, technologies, devices developed by designers 
in the attempt to ‘help’ these people in their daily activities. Some doubts began to 
trouble me, such as: “are these tools really helpful? Who are they really helping? Are 
designers really aware of these people’s needs? Did they investigate enough? Did they 
actually come in contact with them?” (Fieldnotes, 20 November 2019, taken from our 
Evernote shared account). All of this seemed to be directly connected to the issue of the 
final product and the solutionist logic on which its creation depends. These objects/
products presented themselves as final solutions, leaving no space for the visualisation 
of the process – and, therefore, of the various and possible mistakes, alterations and 
choices – through which they were made.

On the basis of these considerations, I thought that a possible good way of mapping 
and visualising the elements of my research was that of creating an ‘ironic object’. 
In fact, my idea was to create a box that could ironically represent an exhaustive, 
accessible and marketable container for every recommendation, method, tool, and 
product created by designers, in order to provide solutions for these people. A sort of 
toolbox, then, or toolkit, inside which anyone would easily find a solution to a possible  
situation of this kind. Therefore, there was in my mind an idea according to which the 
expertocratic and solutionist approach, typical of the dominant architectural culture – 
and which these examples seemed to have adopted – was problematic. However, we 
shall see how this first attempt proved to be unsuccessful, as my ironic approach was 
not really accessible.
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This main box, according to my plans, would contain other smaller boxes inside it. My 
idea, in fact, was that of linking one of the categories that I had identified in the initial 
phase of my research to each of these little boxes, and of placing little note cards inside 
them too, which showed the different design solutions I had reached (Figure 1.1; 1.2; 
1.3; 1.4). On the lid I glued a label reporting the title ‘the current designer’s toolkit for 
neurodiversity’ (Figure 1.5; 1.6). 

Figures 1.1; 1.2; 1.3; 1.4

Figures 1.5; 1.6
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First encounter: Architecture and Anthropology 
����1RYHPEHU�������6iQFKH]�&ULDGR·V�RIÀFH�� ,QVWLWXW�I�U�(XURSlLVFKH�
(WKQRORJLH��+XPEROGW�8QLYHUVLWlW�]X�%HUOLQ��
As Sánchez Criado opened and observed with curiosity the various boxes and note cards, 
which showed the images and information relating to the project examples collected, 
he underlined how, despite the fact that my efforts and commitment to the creation 
of this object were evident, he found it difficult to understand, and participate in, the 
research process. In other words, we realized that the way in which I had collected and 
placed the material, and the shape I had given to this ‘map’, couldn’t allow us to start a 
debate and a shared critical analysis on the ongoing research. Indeed, I had produced 
an object which was, in itself, closed, complete and codified, through a kind of formal 
synthesis exercise, and which, in that case, did not allow us to reflect together. Rather, we 
needed something ‘looser’ and appropriable, which could start a process and, therefore, 
welcome possible changes, comments and additions during our meetings.

6HFRQG�DWWHPSW�
(28 November – 5 December 2019)
Later on, as I reconsidered and redefined this research tool, I thought that it might 
be useful to use the map of a city to encourage a critical and shared reflection on the 
design attempts regarding urban space that I had collected. Since I found it problematic 
to refer to a specific city, I decided to use an ‘abstract’ map of Berlin, one that would 
represent it as a ‘children city’. In order to show and, therefore, encourage a debate about 
the solutions that I had collected concerning the interior space, I inserted a ‘generic’ 
type of axonometric projection of a domestic space. This represented my first hesitant 
attempt to build a base that would be as ‘neutral’ and ‘generic’ as possible, without 
specific restrictions, and suitable to every context (Figure 2.1). After this, I created a 
series of note cards that showed symbols or images of the design solutions that I had 
found – that is, as we shall see later on, certain guidelines, tools or technologies – which 
were aimed at creating a space for possible comments, questions and doubts that may 
have come up during a following moment of collective reflection. The note cards, each 
of them linked to a specific guideline from those I had found, had the purpose of 
encouraging a debate (Figure 2.2). I thought that each participant – another person 
attended the following meeting, as we shall see – could have used them just to write 
some comments about the map of the city and the apartment axonometry. At the end 
of these operations, I placed all of these elements, that is, the map and the various 
cards, in the main box (Figure 2.3).
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6HFRQG�HQFRXQWHU��$UFKLWHFWXUH�DQG�$QWKURSRORJ\�
��� 'HFHPEHU� ������ 6iQFKH]� &ULDGR·V� RIÀFH�� ,QVWLWXW� I�U� (XURSlLVFKH�
(WKQRORJLH��+XPEROGW�8QLYHUVLWlW�]X�%HUOLQ�
Marco Paladines, sociologist and doctoral candidate at the Technical University, Berlin, 
also joined this meeting. While discussing and reflecting with my interlocutors, we soon 
realised that the map I had created wasn’t abstract nor imaginary at all, because the 
various elements – buildings, streets, river, etc., even though I considered them ‘symbolic’ 
– were placed in quite a definite way. Besides, this object still made the possibility of an 
exchange and interaction – and, therefore, the disclosure of our process – difficult. For 
instance Paladines and Sánchez Criado could have only written their comments in the 
space of the rectangular note cards that I had crafted. Basically, the choice I had made 

Figures 2.1; 2.2; 2.3
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strongly limited their possibility to participate, recalling a certain record of projects, 
which, as observed in chapter I, Till criticizes, defining them ‘token’, ‘manipulated’, only 
creating a ‘feeling of participation’36. With these considerations as a background and 
with the aim of making the session productive, my two interlocutors used the cards I 
had created anyway to write down notes, doubts and comments on the design solutions 
to which they referred (Figure 3.1; 3.2; 3.3; 3.4). 

36  Cf. Till, J. (2005), Till, J. (2005) The negotiation of hope. In P. Blundell Jones, D. Petrescu and J. Till 
(eds.) Architecture and Participation, pp. 19-40. New York: Spon Press, p. 23.

Figures 3.1; 3.2; 3.3



278

Moreover, since that kind of map didn’t prove to be really useful, Sánchez Criado 
proposed to turn it upside down and to rather use it as ‘continuous paper roll’, another 
classic materiality of the documentation of design processes: where collective ideas or 
conversations are collected with everyone watching (Figure 3.5). 
On the basis of the considerations that had come out during the meeting, for the 
following one we agreed on the fact that I would attempt to ‘force’ the object that I had 
created in order to generate a different kind of materialisation. In other words, I would 

Figure 3.4 Figure  4.1

Figure 3.5
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attempt to literally ‘open’ the research that I had carried out, to empty the boxes and 
reorganize the elements in order to identify possible connections between them. 

Third attempt 
(9 – 12 December 2019)
In the attempt of putting into practice what we had agreed in the previous meeting, after I 
had spread a large paper sheet on my desk, I arranged in columns – which corresponded 
to the categories that I had created – the note cards on which the comments had been 
written. In order to emphasise the categories to which they belonged, I placed on top of 
every column the lid of its corresponding box. After this, I used some coloured post-it 
notes to point out the issues and problems that had come up during our joint analysis 
(Figure 4.1). 
My idea was that of organising all the comments that I had collected, in order to create 
an overview which could encourage further considerations.

Figure  4.1
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Third encounter: Architecture and Anthropology 
����'HFHPEHU�������6iQFKH]�&ULDGR·V�RIÀFH�� ,QVWLWXW� I�U�(XURSlLVFKH�
(WKQRORJLH��+XPEROGW�8QLYHUVLWlW�]X�%HUOLQ�
We decided to devote this entire session to a more thorough discussion on the specific 
material choices I had made so far, as well as their world-building effects. 
Particularly, a shared reflection on architects’ way of thinking emerged, which in most 
cases takes place in terms of fixed scale models (what Jaque, as we have already seen 
in chapter IV, somehow jokes about in his Superpowers of  Ten). In fact, I had made a 
distinction myself between the domestic space, the city and everyday objects, and ordered 
the scales in such a defined way that they even turned into little boxes. Interestingly, 
we reflected on how such inclination to think in terms of scales, so clearly separated, 
seemed to us to be somehow linked to the traditional discipline division typical of the 
education system of Italian universities (and, more generally, of the architecture schools 
of the Western world). The distinction between urban design, architectural design, 
interior design, and industrial design indirectly tends to ‘force’ one towards a certain 
type of vision and categorization of space. Through my thinking and material creation 
of those boxes, I had somehow ‘staged’ my education, that is, the way in which I had 
learnt to think of, and ‘do’, architecture. By documenting and filing so, I had arranged 
the world in a very precise way. More specifically, the particular material arrangements I 
had made did not did not really offered others the possibility to participate. 
Later on, during the debate, I revealed more clearly my intention of ‘playing’ ironically 
with the idea according to which architects had already come up with prompt and 
decisive answers in this field. For this reason I created a toolbox, where my interlocutor 
could find what had already been produced in terms of space – in different scales – 
and, therefore, the solutions to the various problems of the case. However, thanks to 
our joint debate, it became clear that the way in which I had attempted to materialise 
the aforementioned irony actually prevented us from communicating. We realised that a 
way to make this ironic intent more effective, from a critical point of view, would have 
been, rather than dividing the scales in sealed-off compartments, to create a way to 
break this division and establish connections between the various elements of the map.

In this section I tried to retrace just one series of the most emblematic steps of a path 
that progressively sensitised me to my way of working and its effects. Indeed, as stated 
at the beginning, the purpose of this phase was that of to propose a collective way of 
working, focusing on the epistemic assumptions that different materialisations imply. 
However, this was a far more complex path which – even though I decided to discuss it 
elsewhere for the sake of argumentative clarity – I walked parallelly and which, at times, 
overlapped the other awareness-raising operations that I will discuss later on.
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���¶6HQVLWLVLQJ�P\VHOI·�WR�ERGLO\�GLYHUVLW\�

In the previous section I explained how the first phase of our experience required 
that I carried out a research on the results achieved up to that moment by architecture 
and design in the wide field of intellectual disability, or neurodiversity. Despite the fact 
that my various attempts to report the several examples that I had collected on a map, 
or shared-research and analysis tool, often proved to be unsuccessful – and yet, for 
this very reason, they were useful in sensitising myself to the way in which I used to 
approach my practice, and of the effects that my actions and tools had – during our 
various meetings we also had the chance to reflect on, and discuss, this topic for a long 
time. 
As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, in fact, this experience was also aimed 
at sensitising me to bodily diversity, hence going beyond  the usual type of body around 
which both architectural education and practice revolve, and, in particular, to engage 
myself in a situated and direct experience with Moritz.
The systematisation of this section was made possible from the readings on the subject 
that we shared and discussed together throughout the process.

In chapter II (see section 5) I analysed how the human subject, or the user of architecture, 
has been often reduced to a generic type or even ignored in Western architectural 
theories and practices. Indeed, there is a widespread tendency among architects to 
design according to technical and dimensional standards that revolve around a ‘normate 
template’. We have also already seen how architectural handbooks themselves, such as 
Ernst Neufert’s Bauentwurfslehre, have played a crucial role in reinforcing such attitude37. 
Furthermore, architectural training devote little attention to issues concerning the 
design needs of disabled people38. As Imrie and others39 note, ableist bodily conceptions 
underpin architectural discourses and practices and architects often have a very general 
and at the same time reductive understanding of what disability is. What is usually 
emphasised is the stereotyped image of people with physical disabilities or wheelchair 
users, while there is no interest in investigating the complex ecologies of the bodymind 
(see i.b. V 1). 
37  Cf. Imrie, R. (1999) The body, disability and Le Corbusier’s conception of the Radiant environment. 
In R. Butler and H. Parr (eds.) Mind and Body Spaces: Geographies of  Disability, Illness and Impairment, pp 25-45. 
London and New York: Routledge.
38  Cf. Imrie, R. and Hall, P. (2001) Inclusive Design: Designing and Developing Accessible Environments. London: 
Spon. See also: Milner, J. (1995) Disabling design and the dinosaurs. Housing. June: 31–33; Imrie, R. (2003) 
Architects’ Conceptions of the Human Body. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 21(1): 47-65.
39  See, for instance: Lifchez, R. (ed.) (1987) Rethinking Architecture. Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press; Hayden, D. (1985) What would a non sexist city be like: speculations on housing, urban design, and 
human work. Ekistics 52(310): 99-107; Weisman, L. K. (ed.) (1992) Discrimination by Design. A Feminist Critique 
of  the Man-Made Environment. Urbana and Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press.
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Personally, reflecting on my academic training, I can only agree with this analysis. 
During design studios I was only required to observe a simple regulation, which 
generally established the necessity of including, in one’s project, ramps and bathrooms 
for wheelchair users, respecting the standard slope and measurements. This preparation 
has affected the way in which I approached a series of projects during my professional 
experience. I admit that I have often engaged with disability as if it were a ‘special need’, 
in a purely technical way. 
This attitude towards reductionism and simplification becomes particularly problematic 
when we consider neurodivergent people, whose needs and peculiar ways of relating 
to space are generally ignored in the design of built space, even in places and buildings 
which are professed to be ‘more democratic’ and inclusive. An illustration can be found 
in the example of the common choice of fluorescent lighting within institutions, a 
well-known trigger of autistic sensory sensitivities that causes a significant disruption in 
cognitive-processing of a lecture or group discussion. Although lights may seem trivial, 
this simple environmental disturbance can mentally and physically exhaust autistic 
students, or force exclusion from critical participation40. 
Besides, the subtle way in which the neurotypical focus on language affects the design 
of built space is striking. Erin Manning’s vivid description of the case of different types 
of university classroom deserves extensive quotation: 

“A university classroom usually has a set of desks, and with that comes a directionality—
desks pointed toward a board, or toward a podium, creating a posture hierarchically 
predetermined, everyone in their place. Attention is focused on what happens at the front, 
all eyes on the professor. The back rows can be a refuge, but an assumption reigns that 
sitting at the back is for the disinterested (and, by extension, the less engaged). ‘Paying’ 
attention is prized, revealed usually through the use, by the student, of language. Smaller, 
more senior classes tend to be organized with less of a marked frontality. But to imagine 
that the ubiquitous seminar-style classroom with desks oriented in a square eschews a 
formation of power would be to underestimate how frontality-for-all reinforces another 
kind of dramaturgy that is, in some cases, even more challenging, especially for the more 
neurodiverse among us. Indeed, the face-to-face setting imposed by desks facing each other 
can be torture, and the expectation that all should have something to say can keep those 
who struggle with the face-to-face from properly taking anything in. In this second case, 
there is a semblance of shared communication, but language continues to reign supreme 

40  Cf. Judge, S. M. (2018) Languages of sensing: Bringing neurodiversity into more-than-human geog-
raphy. In Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 36(6): 1101-1119, p. 1104. See also: Bogdashina O. 
(2003) Sensory Perceptual Issues in Autism and Asperger Syndrome: Different Sensory Experiences – Different Perceptual 
Worlds. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers; Coulter, R. A. (2009) Understanding the visual symptoms of 
individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Optometry & Vision Development 40(3): 164-175.
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as the prime modality of knowledge mobilization. In both types of classroom, shy, quiet, 
and sensorially overwhelmed students suffer, their modes of communication stifled. (…)  
For while the dramaturgies of power are different, they remain on a continuum, knowledge 
played out through the form of reporting. What does this reporting take for granted about 
how the environment presupposes commonality? How it defines togetherness?”41.

Below, I will first dwell on the wider historical-critical framework concerning accessibility 
in architecture and activist positions and struggles in which, due to Sánchez Criado’s 
knowledge of the fields, our dialogues were embedded. Afterwards, I will report some 
of the projects that I had collected – showing architects’ and designers’ current way 
of relating with neurodivergent subjects in their work –, and summarise a number of 
problematic aspects that we identified. 

4.1. Discussing disability and accessible design

The genealogy of accessibility in architecture, as the readings that accompanied our 
process point out, is particularly complex, and has seen the interweaving of many 
different histories, reflections, claims and experiments. Most of the interventions in 
this field, as well as more generally in the field of disability studies, problematize the 
way disability is traditionally understood, not conceiving it as a bodily characteristic 
but rather as an ‘effect’ of abilist and stigmatizing categorizations and environmental 
constructions. Indeed, in line with the so-called ‘social model of disability’, disability is 
understood as “as a social and environmental construction, produced in the relationship 
between bodies and built environments, and thus not something innate to the body”42.
Broadly speaking, in the Euro-American context accessibility is usually traced back to 
a mode of social ‘inclusion’, through the expert production of regulations, objects and 
urban interventions.
Its different versions originated from the multiple claims of disability rights activists. 
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, in fact, in the context of humanitarian and civil 
rights movements in the US43, communities of disabled activists compelled architects, 
designers and lawyers to accommodate the needs of a greater diversity of bodies. 
This demand for equality meant equal access to public buildings and services, and the 
consequent removal of physical barriers and addition of safety features. As Hamraie 
writes:
41  Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, pp. 145-146.
42  Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access: Universal Design and the Politics of  Disability. Minneapolis, MN: Minne-
sota University Press, p. 99. See also Oliver, M. and Barnes, C. (2012) The new politics of  disablement. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan.
43  The US was the place where, thanks to these movements, the first official regulations on accessibility 
in the public urban environment appeared.
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“Since the mid-twentieth century, supporters of more accessible, inclusive, and user-
centered design have contended that design for the ‘mythic average user’ shapes architects’ 
default practices. (…) The related idea that ‘the world was not designed with disability in 
mind’ is, in one sense, a statement about omission and ignorance as ways of knowing and 
thinking. In another sense, however, it is a statement about omission and ignorance as 
material arrangements, ways of making and unmaking the world’s inhabitants through 
unintentional but accumulated practices”44.

The impact of these claims has led to a progressive and non-linear transition from 
rehabilitation approaches to design that produce ‘special solutions for special needs’, 
to more ‘inclusive’ and ‘universal’ ones45. The former, by providing ad hoc46 design 
solutions, signalled the difference of disabled bodies; the latter, instead, rather than 
targeting a limited group of people with identifiable disabilities, resulted in the integral 
re-design of urban spaces and buildings to ensure an indistinct possibility of access ‘for 
all’, regardless of disability or age (to know some of the main steps of this historical 
path, see [i.b. V. 2]). 
44  Ibid. p. 19.
45  In addition to Hamraie’s (2017), Bess Williamson’s work also offer a more detailed account of such a 
complex scenario. See: Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America: A history of  disability and design. New York: 
New York University Press. 
To retrace these historical steps from the design of the bathroom, see: Penner, B. (2013), The Inclusive 
Bathroom. In Id. Bathroom, pp. 198-237. London: Reaktion Books. See also: Penner, B. (2013) Designed-in 
safety: ergonomics in the bathroom. In K. Cupers, Use Matters. An Alternative History of  Architecture, pp. 153-
168. Abigdon, UK - New York: Routledge. Adapted online version available at: https://placesjournal.org/
article/designed-in-safety/?cn-reloaded=1 
46  See: Pullin, G. (2009) Design meets disability. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

i.b. V. 2 - From ‘rehabilitation’ to ‘design for all’

7KH�¿UVW�LPSRUWDQW�VWHS�LQ�DFFHVVLELOLW\�ZDV�WDNHQ�LQ�������ZKHQ�WKH�American National Standards 
Institute� �$16,�� SXEOLVKHG� WKH�$������� µ$FFHVVLEOH� DQG�8VDEOH� %XLOGLQJV� DQG� )DFLOLWLHV¶�� WKH�
ZRUOG¶V� ¿UVW� DFFHVVLELOLW\� VWDQGDUG��ZKLFK� HVWDEOLVKHG� WKH� SULQFLSOH� WKDW� SXEOLF� EXLOGLQJV� DQG�
facilities should be made accessible to people with physical disabilities. The A117.1 guidelines 
LQFOXGHG�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�IRU�SXEOLF�VLGHZDONV��SDUNLQJ�ORWV��GRRUZD\V��UDPSV��HQWUDQFHV��ÀRRUV��
restrooms, public telephones, elevators, and technological features, such as sounds and 
ÀDVKLQJ� OLJKWV� WR� FRPPXQLFDWH� WR� YLVXDOO\� DQG�RU� KHDULQJ�LPSDLUHG� SHRSOH1. As architectural 
�� &I��+DPUDLH��$���������Building Access��S������&KDWHODLQ��/���������$UFKLWHFWXUDO�%DUULHUV�$�%OXHSULQW�IRU�$FWLRQ��A 
National Attack on Architectural Barriers��&KLFDJR��,/��1DWLRQDO�6RFLHW\�IRU�&ULSSOHG�&KLOGUHQ�DQG�$GXOWV��S���� —>
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KLVWRULDQ�%DUEDUD�3HQQHU�SRLQWV�RXW�³>S@ULRU�WR�WKLV��SHRSOH�ZLWK�GLVDELOLWLHV�KDG�WR�DGDSW�WR�WKH�
HQYLURQPHQW��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�RWKHU�ZD\�DURXQG´2��+RZHYHU��D�FRQWURYHUVLDO�DVSHFW�RI�WKLV�¿UVW�
GHFOLQDWLRQ�RI�DFFHVVLELOLW\�LV�WKDW�LW�HPHUJHG�IURP�ZLWKLQ�WKH�UHKDELOLWDWLRQ�SURIHVVLRQ��D�¿HOG�
WKDW� WKURXJK�DQWKURSRPHWULF�VWXGLHV�WKDW� IRFXVHG�RQ�¿QGLQJ�SRSXODWLRQ�DYHUDJHV��³DLPHG�DW�
HQJLQHHULQJ�PRUH�SURGXFWLYH�ZRUNHUV�DQG�FLWL]HQV´3��$V�ERWK�+DPUDLH�DQG�:LOOLDPVRQ�VLJQDO��
the term ‘rehabilitation’ brought together a range of specialised medical practices which were 
FDUULHG�RXW�XQGHU�WKH�DVVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�D�ERG\�FRXOG�EH�KHDOHG��RU�µ¿[HG¶��E\�VLPSO\�¿QGLQJ�WKH�
DSSURSULDWH�WRRO�RU�WHFKQLTXH��7KLV�DSSURDFK�KDG�EHFRPH�ZLGHVSUHDG�LQ�86�LQ�WKH�����V�DQG�
����V�WR�PHHW�WKH�QHHGV�RI�GLVDEOHG�YHWHUDQV�UHWXUQLQJ�IURP�:RUOG�:DU�,,�DQG�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�
FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI� WKH�SROLR�HSLGHPLF�� ,Q�SDUWLFXODU�� LW� VKRZHG�FORVH�FRQQHFWLRQV� WR� UHJLPHV�
RI�VFLHQWL¿F�PDQDJHPHQW��SURYLVLRQV� IRU�KLJK�WHFK�SURVWKHWLFV��FXVWRPLVHG�FDUV��DQG�KRXVH�
renovations were part of rehabilitation programmes meant to bring these people back to a 
SURGXFWLYH�VWDWH��$V�:LOOLDPVRQ�QRWHV��SURVWKHWLF�OLPEV�KHOSHG�WR�³¿QH�WXQH�WKH�YHU\�GH¿QLWLRQ�
RI� µQRUPDO¶´4. Timothy Nugent, who crafted the A117.1, was director of the educational 
rehabilitation programme at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, an experimental 
regime partially funded by the US Veterans Administration, which trained people with disabilities 
WR�OLYH�LQGHSHQGHQWO\��1XJHQW�EHOLHYHG�WKH�EHVW�ZD\�WR�GR�WKLV�ZDV�WR�SURPRWH�VHOI�VXI¿FLHQF\�
and teach disabled students to cope in the same environments as able-bodied students�.
6RRQ�� WKH������National Standard was strongly criticised by disability activists for its focus 
on rehabilitation and the related assumption that disability represented a failure of human 
SHUIRUPDQFH��DQG�WKXV�D�SUREOHP�WR�EH�µ¿[HG¶�DQG�µHOLPLQDWHG¶��)XUWKHUPRUH��WKHVH�DFWLYLVWV�
felt that these types of standards and codes were too weak to ensure the construction of an 
accessible built environment. As part of an increasingly active political climate in the United 
6WDWHV�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�DJDLQVW�GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH�ZDV�HUDGLFDWHG��WKH������National 
Standard� ZDV� VXEVHTXHQWO\� LPSOHPHQWHG� E\� D� VHULHV� RI� ODZV�� VXFK� DV� WKH� Architectural 
Barriers Act�RI�������WKH�Rehabilitation Act�RI�������DQG�WKH�Americans with Disabilities Act 
�$'$��LQ�������+RZHYHU��DFWLYLVWV�ZHUH�VFHSWLFDO�RI�WKH�$'$�LWVHOI��¿QGLQJ�LWV�DFFHVV�VROXWLRQV�
LQVXI¿FLHQW�IRU�WKUHH�UHDVRQV��¿UVWO\��WKH\�FRQVLVWHG�RI�SURYLGLQJ�ad hoc services and access 
URXWHV�IRU�GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH��FDXVLQJ�WKHP�WR�EH�VHJUHJDWHG��DQG�VSHFLDOLVHG�HTXLSPHQW�WKDW�
HPSKDVLVHG�WKHLU�GLIIHUHQFH�DQG�LPSDLUPHQW��VHFRQGO\��DGDSWDWLRQV�WR�EXLOGLQJV�ZHUH�WRR�RIWHQ�
poorly done, resulting in many architects believing that designing for accessibility compromised 
WKH�DHVWKHWLF�TXDOLWLHV�RI�EXLOGLQJV��WKLUGO\��VXFK�VROXWLRQV�ZHUH�PDLQO\�LQWHQGHG�IRU�ZKHHOFKDLU�
users, leaving aside a wider range of disabled people�. These observations were part of a 
ZLGHU�VSHFWUXP�RI�FULWLFDO�UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�FRQYHQWLRQDO�DSSURDFKHV�WR�GHVLJQ�DQG�PDUNHG�WKH�
birth of Universal Design.

�� 3HQQHU��%���������7KH�,QFOXVLYH�%DWKURRP��S������
�� +DPUDLH��$���������Building Access, p. 12.
�� :LOOLDPVRQ��%���������Accessible America, p. 21.
�� &I��3HQQHU��%���������7KH�,QFOXVLYH�%DWKURRP��SS����������
�� &I��,PULH��5���������8QLYHUVDOLVP��XQLYHUVDO�GHVLJQ�DQG�HTXLWDEOH�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�EXLOW�HQYLURQPHQW��Disability and 
Rehabilitation������������������S������
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Ca. 1945. Pfc. Robert Langstaff, a uniformed soldier wearing 
metal dual hook-style prosthetic arms, demonstrates the 
‘special controls’ on a Ford motorcar. Photo and caption: 
Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America, p. 10.

‘At the Veteran Building a display of spare parts to the human body 
is enlivened by a demonstration of the use of an artificial arm by 
John B. Seeley,’ 1944. Seeley, wearing an undershirt, demonstrates 
two prosthetic arms to a group of well-dressed women visitors. 
Photo and caption: Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America, p. 29.

Institute of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation’s 
training kitchen, ca. 1960. A woman sits in a wheelchair 
in a white-painted kitchen. She reaches to retrieve a 
metal bowl from well-organized shelves. Photo and 
caption: Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America, p. 29.

Four students at the University of Illinois, 1950. Four young men sit in 
metal wheelchairs on a narrow wood-slatted wheelchair ramp with a sin-
gle handrail. Timothy Nugent Papers, University Archives, University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Photo and caption: Williamson, B. (2019) 
Accessible America, p. 60.
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BFE’s manifesto, ca. 1974.
In 1974, disabled architect Ronald Mace 
(among the most influential figures who 
led to the birth of the Universal Design 
movement in the late 1980s) founded Barrier 
Free Environments (BFE), an accessibility 
consultancy and design firm working 
with local businesses. The firm designed 
accessibility in spaces that were not yet 
subject to building codes, particularly 
multifamily dwellings, group homes, and 
mobile homes. 

In the same year, Mace was also the author 
of An Illustrated Handbook of  the Handicapped 
Section of  the North Carolina State Building 
Code, Raleigh: North Carolina Building 
Code Council. Indeed, he was hired by the 
North Carolina state government to clarify 
and illustrate the state’s new accessibility 
guidelines. This request aimed at improving 
architects’ understanding of the code.

Source: Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access, p. 
146. Caption: cf. Hamraie, A. (2017) Building 
Access, pp. 142-154; Williamson, B. (2019) 
Accessible America, pp. 163-168.

ADAPT, bumper sticker, ca. 1990. A bumper sticker promoting the Americans with Disabilities Act, originally printed in red, white, 
and blue, features the text ‘To Boldly Go Where Everyone Else Has Gone Before’ in a calligraphic font. To the left of the slogan, 
the ADAPT logo reads, ‘Free Our People’ with the image of a wheelchair user breaking the chains of handcuffs. 
Photo and caption: Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America, p. 13.
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Notably, the latter can be associated with the movement known as Universal Design, 
formed by a number of architects, designers and researchers in the late 1980s, who 
established a set of fundamental principles that were intended to challenge the disabling 
values and attitudes of society and call for the design of places and objects that are 
accessible to all, without requiring specialised assistive technologies. Indeed, disabled 
architect Ronald Mace, who first publicly used this notion, defined universal design as 
“the design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest 
extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design”47. 
One of the starting assumption of such perspective was that all humans face varying 

47  Mace, R. (1998) Universal design: housing for the lifespan of  all people. Rockville, MD: Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development, p. 1.

‘The Principles of Universal Design’, 
Version 2.0 (4/1/97). Source: 
Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access, pp. 224-225. 
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degrees of physical disabilities throughout their lives, from childhood through the aging 
process and that these impairments are always exacerbated by poor design solutions. 
Along these lines, the proponents of universal design strongly criticized compensatory 
approaches to architecture, where accessibility is thought of as ‘additive design’48, meant 
to compensate disabled people for their functional limitations. Indeed, since it focuses 
on an individual’s impairment, this ‘additive’ approach was seen as detrimental and 
potentially leading to stigma and social exclusion. 
Since its first appearance in the 1980s, universal design has prompted many designers, 
educators, industrialists and politicians to develop ethical viewpoints and question their 

48  Cf. Imrie, R. and Hall, P. (2001) Inclusive Design: Designing and Developing Accessible Environments. London: 
Spon. 
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responsibility towards the rights of disabled people to have equal access and autonomy 
of movement in the built environment. Its principles, therefore, might be considered 
as potentially valuable tools for reducing inequalities of access caused by poorly 
designed environments and for creating enabling alternatives. Indeed, by encouraging 
the design of flexible spaces and objects – such as adjustable furniture, responsive to 
people of different heights and/or bodily capabilities – they invite designers to consider 
the different ways in which people relate to objects and spaces throughout their lives, 
taking their physical and emotional changes into account49. Nonetheless, what emerged 
from our joint reflections on the subject is that, as we shall see below, the very idea of 
universal design and the way it is applied are highly problematic and controversial.

4.1.1. Inclusion as a domain of technical experts

In short, as also a number of authors, among those we have referred to, pointed out, 
universal design, contrary to the very impulses that had inspired it in the first place, can 
produce a ‘depoliticized’ perception of disability, or even remove disabled people from 
view50. Indeed, the overall aim of this project is “to integrate people with disabilities 
into the mainstream”51, but “such mainstreaming”, as Rob Imrie and Peter Hall note, 
“revolves around standards set by the dominant majority, or those allied to a definition 
of disability as ‘not-normal’ or abnormal. In this sense, impairment, as far as universal 
design ideas are concerned, is regarded as something to be overcome or to be eradicated, 
rather than to be accepted as an intrinsic feature or part of a person and their identity”52. 
Particularly, there is a certain vagueness in the notion of ‘universalism’ and 

“there is much debate as to its meaning, and different ways in which it can be used to shape 
practice. In universal design, what values are being universalised and what are the claims 
advanced in relation to the status of disabled people in society? One appeal of universalism 
is in shifting emphasis from a focus on disability, and differing capabilities, to what is held in 
common by people. But there is the danger that the definition of the universal is no more 
than the normate body”53. 

Therefore, its underlying values and conceptual and theoretical content, as well as the 
way it approaches accessibility, should be analysed more carefully. Indeed, these values 
seem to 
49  Cf. Imrie, R. (2012) Universalism, universal design and equitable access to the built environment; Imrie, 
R. and Luck, R. (2014) Designing inclusive environments: Rehabilitating the body and the relevance of 
universal design. Disability and Rehabilitation 36(16): 1315-1319. 
50  Cf. Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America; Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access.
51  The Center for Universal Design (2008) Web site: www.design.ncsu.edu/cud/ index.html, p. 1.
52  Imrie, R. and Hall, P. (2001) Inclusive Design,  pp. 16-17.
53  Imrie, R. and Luck, R. (2014) Designing inclusive environments, p. 1316.
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“revolve around, primarily, a value-rationality that is rooted in Western, enlightenment, 
discourses, and characterized by: a belief in the power of technology to provide the tools 
and techniques to enable the design of accessible places; the propagation of professional 
expertise and systems of expert knowledge, albeit in consultation with users; the development 
and delivery of universally designed environments by recourse to market exchange and the 
commodification of accessible design”54. 

In other words, as we critically observed, universal design has mostly become a 
depoliticised and solutionist approach in the hands of technical experts, who rely on 
regulations and handbooks with ready-made charts for designing for different types 
of populations, which can be easily translated into projects. Considering, as already 
seen above, that most architects and designers do not receive adequate training on 
these topics before using these codes and measures, such potentially technocratic and 
asymmetrical actions run the risk of segregating the very groups they are targeted to55 
[i.b. V. 3]. It is not clear, in fact, to what extent design technologies can achieve the 
desired results and how this project’s principles, in pursuit of universal access, are 
translated into practices that can truly recognise and respond to diverse social and 
cultural needs. Moreover, in reflecting on one of the further controversial aspects of 
such ‘universalism’, Imrie and Rachel Luck wonder: “[i]f [it] is predicated on equality of 
54  Imrie, R. (2012) Universalism, universal design and equitable access to the built environment, p. 880.
55  Cf. Sánchez Criado T. and Cereceda Otárola M. (2016) Urban accessibility issues. Techno-scientific 
democratizations at the documentation interface. CITY 20(4): 619-636; Imrie, R. (1996) Disability and the 
City: International Perspectives. London: Sage.

i.b. V. 3 - The ‘shared street’ model

As an example, consider the case of the so-called ‘shared street’, or ‘shared space’, a widely 
acclaimed and followed model for the redesign of many urban environments with a view to 
removing the physical barriers separating motor vehicles, pedestrians and other road users to 
encourage the sharing of street space. Despite its apparent democratic potential to liberalise 
WKH�PRELOLW\�DQG�PRYHPHQW�RI�LQGLYLGXDOV��SURYLGLQJ�WKHP�ZLWK�HTXDO�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��VXFK�VSDFH�
LV�GH¿QHG�E\�,PULH�DV�µVHOI�GLVDEOLQJ¶��RU�³DV�µGLVHPERGLHG�XUEDQ�GHVLJQ¶��WKDW�IDLOV�WR�FDSWXUH�
WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�RI�FRUSRUHDO�IRUP�DQG�WKH�PDQLIROG�LQWHUDFWLRQV�RI�ERGLHV�LQ�VSDFH´1��9XOQHUDEOH�
street users, such as visually impaired people, perceive shared space as potentially dangerous, 
as it brings them into more direct contact with motor vehicles.

�� ,PULH��5���������$XWR�GLVDELOLWLHV��S��������2Q�WKLV�DUJXPHQW��VHH�DOVR��6iQFKH]�&ULDGR��7��DQG�&HUHFHGD�2WiUROD��
0���������8UEDQ�DFFHVVLELOLW\�LVVXHV�
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status, how far is this realisable if a person’s access to universally designed goods and 
services, and their subsequent uses of them, is shaped by, primarily, market exchange?”56

4.1.2. A never-ending tension between universal and singular

In sum, what these observations, as well as a wider set of related criticisms57, prompted 
us to reflect on is that inclusive design cannot be regarded as a ready-made set of 
technical rules that experts can apply in relation to different contexts and users. To use 
Imrie’s words, it “cannot be universal unless it is embedded into the specificities of 
corporeality, and the differences that different bodies make in their everyday interactions 
with designed artefacts”58. 
To put it another way, it is “a concept on the move”59, which cannot disregard specific 
bodies and spaces. This issue became particularly evident through the reading of – and 
subsequent joint discussion on – Kim Kullman’s analysis of the activities and embodied 
experiences of the disabled architect and professor Yoshihiko Kawauchi, who has been 
for many years personally involved in the development of universal design. 
Kullman here shows how such a project emerges from concomitant and frictional 
processes of universalisation, which are necessary for it to circulate and be applied, 
and “of particularisation (…), where ideas, materials and sites of universal design reveal 
themselves to be embedded within specific bodies and spaces, which travel only 
with difficulty and complicate attempts to generalise across corporeal, cultural and 
geographical differences”60. Kawauchi’s work demonstrates that the functioning of 
universal design cannot reside in the abstract space of neat, quantitative, predetermined 
guidelines. Rather, it is inextricably linked to a continuous, situated engagement with 
the built form. Indeed, his explorations reveal how the application of such guidelines 
by experts, who do not sufficiently interrogate themselves about specific contexts and 
needs, often generates incoherent and problematic results. 
Moreover, another question we asked ourselves was: what about those situations where 
there are different types of users, with conflicting needs? How can these needs be 

56  Imrie, R. and Luck, R. (2014) Designing inclusive environments: Rehabilitating the body and the rele-
vance of universal design, p. 1317.
57  See also: Hamraie, A. (2013) Designing collective access: a feminist disability theory of universal de-
sign. Disability Studies Quarterly 33. Available at: http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/3871, accessed 6/3/2021; 
Gibson, B. E. (2014) Parallels and problems of normalization in rehabilitation and universal design: en-
abling connectivities. Disability and Rehabilitation 36(16): 1328-1333; Winance, M. (2014) Universal design 
and the challenge of diversity: reflections on the principles of UD, based on empirical research of people’s 
mobility. Disability and Rehabilitation 36(16): 1334-1343.
58  Imrie, R. (2012) Universalism, universal design and equitable access to the built environment, p. 880.
59  Kullman, K. (2017) Universalising and particularising design with Professor Kawauchi. In J. Spinney, S. 
Reimer and P. Pinch (eds.) Mobilising Design. London: Routledge, p. 133.
60  Ibid. p. 132.
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accommodated within the overall ethos propagated by universal design?61 
The article in which Kullman, mobilising Rancière, describes the Ed Robert Campus62 
a building designed and operated by the disability community in Berkeley, California, 
appeared particularly useful and emblematic to us. The campus is active since 2011 and 
was named after Ed Roberts, one of the pioneers of the disability rights movement and 
co-founder of the Centre for Independent Living (discussed further below). Interestingly, 
although it has been designed, following the principles of universal design, to 
accommodate “the broadest possible range of individuals with a whole variety of ability 
levels”63, Kullman reveals that the campus is actually a ‘site of dissensus’, emphasising 
the inevitably conflicting needs of different bodies. Some of the occupants of the 
building, in fact, stressed its “restricted form of universalism”64, showing how certain 
details or materials – such as electromagnetic waves or chemical substances – have 
disabling effects on them. 
What particularly caught our attention and which we dwelt on at length was also his 
description of the case of the autistic young persons who take part in day programmes 
specifically conceived for them inside the building. Their actions, in fact, are seen by 

61  Cf. Imrie, R. and Hall, P. (2001) Inclusive Design: Designing and Developing Accessible Environments. 
62  Cf. Kullman, K. (2019) Politics of Dissensus in Geographies of Architecture: Testing Equality at Ed 
Roberts Campus, Berkeley. Transactions of  the Institute of  British Geographers 44(2): 284-298.
63  Ibid. p. 8.
64  Rancière, J. (2016) Critical questions on the theory of recognition. In K. Genel and J.-P. Deranty (eds.) 
Recognition or disagreement: A critical encounter on the politics of  freedom, equality, and identity, pp. 83-95. New York: 
Columbia University Press, p. 84. Quoted in Kullman, K. (2019) Politics of Dissensus in Geographies of 
Architecture: Testing Equality at Ed Roberts Campus, Berkeley.

Kawauchi on a visit to Queen Elizabeth Park (London), the site for the 2012 Olympics.
“[t]he universal design guidelines created for the Olympics [are] now distributed worldwide as a template for future games and 
other major sports events. (...) In the guidelines, the Olympics are performed as an undisputable success story, catering for a variety 
of users.” During his visit, Kawauchi “learned that the venues were too far apart from one another, making the distances between 
them quite long for him to manage in a manual wheelchair. And inside the Velodrome, several spaces reserved for spectators in 
wheelchairs had been eliminated through the addition of regular seating. (...) [a]t the Lee Valley Hockey and Tennis Centre, which 
hosted wheelchair tennis during London 2012, Kawauchi visited the changing facilities and noticed that many toilets had features to 
assist disabled people, but few could accommodate tennis players, who have wider wheelchairs”. Kullman, K. (2017) Universalising 
and particularising design with Professor Kawauchi, pp. 138-139.
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Exterior of Ed Roberts Campus. Source: Kullman, K. (2019) Politics of Dissensus in Geographies of Architecture. 

Desk and signal cards attached to the screen on the right. An office space inside the Ed Roberts Campus. 
Source: Kullman, K. (2019) Politics of Dissensus in Geographies of Architecture. 
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Kullman “as moments of dissensus that intervene in the spatial and temporal order of 
the building”65. Their ‘messy’ interactions with the building’s environments lead these 
young people to ‘disrupt’ and reconfigure the materiality of the campus: one of them 
avoids art class because of the noise and takes refuge in the adjacent warehouse; another 
has personalised his office space by removing the halogen lighting and installing screens 
on his desk to create a more isolated and protected environment, while overcoming 
the problem of communication through the use of coloured signal cards. As Kullman 
notes, since the way neurodivergent people engage with environments varies from 
individual to individual and thus is not categorizable, rather than confirming a particular 
group identity, they are emblematic of a plurality of – and sometimes conflicting – ways 
of occupying the space of the building. Interestingly, he writes, neurodivergent young 
persons “could be seen as evoking an ‘unfinished’ architecture, where buildings are co-
evolving with bodies in various states of divergence, as occupants alter spaces to try out 
novel material arrangements that disrupt ‘built’ in behaviour patterns and other forced 
expectations’”66. 
Therefore, what emerged from our dialogues is that, just as Imrie further stressed 
together with Luck, “[t]he challenge for universal design discourse is how to articulate a 
universal human ethic that is simultaneously responsive to the specific, situated, nature 
of human subjectivities”67. Or, to put it exactly as Sánchez Criado stated in a text co-
written with his colleague Marco Cereceda Otárola,  what should be universal is a “will 
that singularities should be addressed, exploring different material, normative and 
knowledge repertoires to do so”68. 

In sum, this critical background in the field of accessibility led us to reflect on the 
various issues analysed in the previous chapters of this thesis. Indeed, the challenge 
of accommodating bodily diversity in built environment is not a matter of including 
predetermined identities in a consensual whole, to which technical experts can provide, 
using ready-made formulas, a certain material solution. Rather, it requires “constant 
verification in an open, experimental and non-teleological manner”69. As Kullman 

65  Kullman, K. (2019) Politics of Dissensus in Geographies of Architecture: Testing Equality at Ed 
Roberts Campus, Berkeley, p. 7.
66  Ibid. p. 8. Kullman here quotes Lerup, L. (1977) %XLOGLQJ�WKH�XQÀQLVKHG��$UFKLWHFWXUH�DQG�KXPDQ�DFWLRQ. Bev-
erly Hills, CA: Sage Publications, pp. 144-152.
67  Imrie, R. and Luck, R. (2014) Designing inclusive environments: Rehabilitating the body and the rele-
vance of universal design, p. 1316.
68  Sánchez Criado T. and Cereceda Otárola M. (2016) Urban accessibility issues. Techno-scientific democ-
ratizations at the documentation interface, p. 633.
69  Bingham, C. and Biesta, G. (2010) Jacques Rancière: Education, truth, emancipation. London: Bloomsbury, 
p. 84.
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argues following Rancière, what should be pursued is an “active equality”70, where 
equality is not a distant goal or principle for action, but an ongoing, experimental and 
situated process, “a dynamic process that interacts creatively with a shifting landscape 
of inequality by inventing ever-new ways of breaking its hold over the world”71. This 
also resonates with the version of technical democracy that draws on Marres’ arguments 
on the materiality of issues. In this perspective, the project of democratisation requires 
a constant commitment to investigating the political effects of the built form, and 
consists in situated and experimental actions of tinkering and alteration. Moreover, it 
requires architects to question the means and methods by which they operate and the 
generic idea of the user they tend to address, opening themselves to be sensitised to 
heterogeneous versions of the world and knowledge and to productively ‘divergent’ 
ways of designing. 
In line with Sánchez Criado’s previous pedagogical experiences, on this very reflection 
– as we shall see in detail later on – was based the meaning of my re-learning experience 
with Moritz.

�������$VVHUWLQJ�DQG�UH�LPDJLQLQJ�GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH·V�SROLWLFDO�DJHQF\

Anyway, in the field of accessibility, and disability in general, the attempts to question the 
dominant expert knowledge paradigms were, and still are, numerous. In the following 
passage I will dwell on the analysis of some of these attempts, whose principles and 
criticalities – particularly those regarding problematic questions – emerged during our 
debates on many occasions.

4.1.3.1. Nothing about Us without Us

As we noted, for example, despite the depoliticised and potentially technocratic drift of 
universal design, the concerns of the very groups of disabled activists which led to its 
birth embodied a completely different ethos.
As already mentioned (see i.b. V 2), during the 1960s and 1970s in US, these activists 
strongly opposed rehabilitation professionals producing ‘special solutions for special 
needs’ and their view that disability was a failure of human performance and a problem 
to be ‘fixed’ and ‘eliminated’. In particular, the Independent Living Movement had its 
origins in student action at the University of California in Berkeley, but came to merge 

70  Kullman, K. (2019) Politics of Dissensus in Geographies of Architecture: Testing Equality at 
Ed Roberts Campus, Berkeley, p. 2. Kullman here quotes May, T. (2008) The political thought of  Jacques 
Rancière: Creating equality. Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University Press. https://doi.org/10.3366/edin-
burgh/9780748635320.001.0001, pp. 38-77.
71  Kullman, K. (2019) Politics of Dissensus in Geographies of Architecture, p. 2.
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with and include a broader range of community members through the founding, in 
1972, of the Center for Independent Living (CIL), a grassroots organization that became a 
model for community-run service agencies of and for disabled people. Notably, these 
activists claimed that their lived experiences made them better experts on disability: 
not by chance, in the 1990s their motto would be Nothing about US without Us72. This 
new disability epistemology, which Hamraie interestingly calls ‘crip technoscience’, 
focused on positioning users as experts73, experimenting with new access technologies 
and combating the prejudice that a citizen had to necessarily be ‘productive’.

“crip technoscience involved strategies of friction, disorientation, and nonconformity. 
Activists engaged in self-taught design practices, creating their own tools, curb cuts, and 
ramps with repurposed materials, learning to code and hack computers, and tinkering with 
the structures of everyday life. For crip technoscientists, disability was the basis of shared 
culture and identity, a valuable resource for environmental retooling, and hence not a de 
facto disqualified condition.”74

In particular, the Independent Living Movement had its antecedents in widespread networks 
of disabled people and their families in the post-polio maker community of the 
1940s and 1950s, who adopted a ‘self-help’ and ‘do-it-yourself’ ethos to access built 
environments75. Despite the title of the movement, these activists claimed the value 
of interdependence, emphasizing the mutual collaboration between disabled and non-
disabled people and challenging the dominant norms of rehabilitation. 

72  Charlton, J. (2004) Nothing about Us without Us: Disability Oppression and Empowerment. Berkeley, CA: Uni-
versity of California Press, pp. 3-4.
73  In the same years, a similar attempt in the UK was made by disabled architect Selwyn Goldsmith, 
who wrote an influential handbook titled Designing for the Disabled, which appeared in four editions in 1963, 
1967, 1976 and 1997. See: Goldsmith, S. (1997) Designing for the Disabled: the New Paradigm. Oxford, UK: 
Architectural Press. To know more about Goldsmith’s influential contribution, see: Penner, B. (2013) The 
Inclusive Bathroom. 
74  Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access: Universal Design and the Politics of  Disability, pp. 16-17.
75  To know more about this, see also: Electric Moms and Quad Drivers: Do-It-Yourself Access at Home 
in Postwar America, in Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America: A history of  disability and design. 
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‘Handicapped Protest’, photograph, April 1977. 
Source: Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America, 
p. 134.

Indipendent Living Movement, protest.  Source: 
Lifchez, R. and Winslow, B. (1979) Design for inde-
pendent living: The environment and physically disabled 
people, p. 10. 

Four disability 
activists roll up 
Berkeley’s first 
official curb cut, 
which maintained 
a high lip. The 
Independent 2, 
no. 1 (Fall 1974). 
Photo and cap-
tion: Hamraie, A. 
(2017) Building Ac-
cess, p. 117. 

A fragment of a 
concrete sidewalk, 
which disability 
activists in Den-
ver smashed as 
part of a protest 
in 1978. Natio-
nal Museum of 
American History, 
Smithsonian Insti-
tution. Photo and 
caption: Hamraie, 
A. (2017) Building 
Access, p. 96. 

Disability pro-
testers at the 
‘Capitol Crawl’,  
leaving behind 
w h e e l c h a i r s , 
power chairs, and 
crutches to crawl 
up the steps of 
the U.S. Capitol 
Building in Wa-
shington, D.C. 
(March 12, 1990). 
Photograph by 
Tom Olin. 
Photo and cap-
tion: Hamraie, A. 
(2017) Building Ac-
cess, p. 2.
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Ronald Mace tinkering with a tool at the Cen-
tral Carolina Convalescent Hospital (1950). 
Photo and caption: Hamraie, A. (2017) Build-
ing Access, p. 104. 

Three photographs showing Fred Taberlet’s ‘Para-car’, a Citroen 2 with the top 
and back removed for wheelchair access. In the first photograph, Taberlet, dressed 
in a dark-colored suit and white hat, demonstrates the car’s usability from his whe-
elchair. ‘Equipment’, Toomey J Gazette, 1968, 54. Post-Polio Health International.
Photo and caption: Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America, p. 91. 

Disabled makers shared tips for designing features such as homemade wheelchair 
ramps. Toomey Gazette (Spring 1961): 11. Post-Polio Health International. Photo 
and caption: Hamraie, A. (2017) Building Access, p. 105. 
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Interestingly, their perspectives strongly influenced UC Berkeley professor Raymond 
Lifchez, a figure on whom we have long dwelt because of the importance of his 
pioneering teaching approach, which was based on direct confrontation between 
students and disabled activists, whom he invited as ‘expert consultants’ to his design 
studios. In 1979, together with Barbara Winslow, Lifchez wrote a book titled Design 
for Independent Living: The Environment and Physically Disabled People76, which offers an 
extraordinary portrait of the lives of these people. Based on their teaching experiences, 
the two authors conducted ethnographic research, documenting the daily practices and 
living spaces of these consultants. The portraits of these people, and their singular lives, 
contrasted strongly with the rigid standardised drawings showing a wheelchair without 
a person and within an abstract architectural space. Moreover, the book was the first to 
claim the need to move away from rehabilitative cultural approaches in environmental 
design. In Lifchez and Winslow’s words: 

“Is the objective to assimilate the disabled person into the environment, or is it to 
accommodate the environment to the person? (…) Currently, the emphasis [in barrier-free 
design] is on assimilation, for this seems to assure that the disabled person, once ‘broken-
in,’ will be able to operate in a society as a ‘regular person’ and that the environment will 
not undermine his natural agenda to ‘improve’ himself. (…) This assumption can be 
counterproductive when designing for accessibility. It may serve only to obscure the fact 
that the disabled person may have a point of view about the design that challenges what 
the designers would consider good design. Many designers have, in fact, expressed a certain 
fear that pressure to accommodate disabled people will jeopardize good design and weaken 
the design vocabulary. Though certain aspects of the contemporary design vocabulary may 
have to be reconsidered in making accessible environments, one must also look forward to 
new items in the vocabulary that will develop in response to these human needs—ultimately 
leading toward more humane concepts of what makes for good design”.77

Another book by Lifchez, titled Rethinking Architecture78 and published in 1987, was 
also a great source of inspiration in our dialogues. This book set out a truly new 
methodological direction for the architectural profession, based on the UC Berkeley 
experiments. Lifchez’s teaching of architectural design, in fact, moved radically away 
from the professional way of working in which architects followed guidelines and 
standards for the design of accessible spaces. Rather, as mentioned above, by inviting 
76  Cf. Lifchez, R. and Winslow, B. (1979) Design for independent living: The environment and physically disabled 
people. New York: Whitney Library of Design. See also: Werner, D. (ed.) (1998) Nothing about us without us: 
Developing innovative technologies for, by, and with disabled persons. Palo Alto, CA: Health Wrights.
77  Lifchez, R. and Winslow, B. (1979) Design for independent living: The environment and physically disabled people, 
p. 150.
78  Cf. Lifchez, R. (ed.) (1987) Rethinking Architecture. 
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members of the Independent Living Movement into his design studios, he encouraged his 
students to consider them as design consultants, rather than as ‘end users’ requiring 
specific adaptations. As Donlyn Lyndon wrote in the preface of the book:

“Codification can institutionalize the neglect of minority concerns. The contributors to 
this volume are passionately dedicated to moving beyond the limits of type. They hold 
that architecture is specific, that it serves the purposes of individual inhabitants, that those 
purposes vary and cannot be arrived at by deduction. People differ, their needs differ, 
and those differences are not to be lightly swept aside in the interests of expediency. (…) 
[W]hile disabilities may be categorized, the lived experiences of people cannot be reduced 
to generic types.”79

Beyond the Anglo-American context, another more recent and noteworthy experience 
on which we reflected is that of the Spanish Independent Living Forum (Foro de Vida 
Independiente y Divertad)80 which, particularly during the demonstrations of the already 
mentioned 15-M Movement in Spain (see chapter III), also brought to the fore the theme of 
urban spaces inaccessibility. Interestingly, by adopting and, at the same time, readapting 
the Independent living philosophy, this activist collective coined the term diversidad funcional 
(functional diversity), in open contrast to the forms of identity politics that revolve 
around ‘disability’. Rather, from a point of view that aims at undermining ‘able-bodied’ 
terms and structures, this term opposes biomedical ‘functionalist’ categorisation – 
which suggest the ‘inclusion’ of ‘lacking’ bodies – and reclaims the great variety of 
forms of body functioning beyond productive ones81. 
In particular, also the experience of the collective En torno a la silla82 (already described 
in the conclusion of chapter III), of which Sánchez Criado was a member, has been a 
frequent object of discussion, precisely because of its intention to question dominant 
expert paradigms and to give rise, rather, to an open process of ‘joint problem 
making’, oriented towards finding more attentive alternatives to conventional market 
care technologies (in that case, more precisely, to the wheelchair of a member of the 
collective).

79  Lyndon, D. (1987)  preface of Lifchez, R. (ed.) Rethinking Architecture, p. xiii.
80 See: http://forovidaindependiente.org 
81  Cf. Sánchez Criado, T. (2019) Technologies of friendship: Accessibility politics in the ‘how to’ mode, 
p. 412.
82  Cf. Sánchez Criado, T. and Rodríguez-Giralt, I. (2016) Caring through Design?: En torno a la silla and 
the “Joint Problem-Making” of Technical Aids. See also: Sánchez Criado, T., Rodríguez-Giralt, I. and Men-
caroni, A. (2016) Care in the (critical) making. Open prototyping, or the radicalisation of independent-liv-
ing politics. ALTER- European Journal of  Disability 10 (1): 24-39; Sánchez Criado, T. (2018) Functional Di-
versity as a Politics of Design? Diseña (11): 148-159; Sánchez Criado, T. (2019) Technologies of friendship: 
Accessibility politics in the ‘how to’ mode.
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‘A party’. Photo and caption: Lifchez, R. and Winslow, B. (1979) Design for indepen-
dent living, p. 115. 

‘An ordered setting for a tender relationship’. 
Photo and caption: Lifchez, R. and Winslow, 
B. (1979) Design for independent living, pp. 92-93. 

‘Adaptations’. Photos and caption: Lifchez, R. and Winslow, B. (1979) Design for 
independent living, pp. 190-196.
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Model discussion. A group of wheelchair users ga-
thers around Raymond Lifchez, who show them an 
architectural model. Source: Lifchez, R. and Winslow, 
B. (1979) Design for independent living, p. 147.

‘Scenario mapping’. Some of 
the activities that Lifchez and 
Winslow undertook by brin-
ging disabled people into the 
design studio. 
Source: Lifchez, R. and 
Winslow, B. (1979) Design for 
independent living, p. 146.
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4.1.3.2. The antipsychiatry movement of the 1960s and 1970s:
              the Italian case

Despite the fact that the premises and the field are different, another important 
experience we reflected on was the one started by the anti-psychiatry movement from 
the 1960s and 1970s. However, while the activist projects that we have seen so far 
involved these groups of disabled people themselves – who meant to claim agency, 
expertise and self-representation – this movement rather saw as its protagonists a series 
of psychiatrists who strongly opposed the theoretical and practical psychiatry models 
that had been applied up to then. Notably, anti-psychiatry, or radical psychiatry, included 
a vast variety of opinions and ideas, and identified itself with a great number of texts, 
leaders and experiences from different countries. Very briefly, this movement carried 
out a radical critique of the psychiatric – or total – institutions, which also evolved in a 
more general critique of power knowledge and of power relations. Radical psychiatrists, 
in particular, mostly conceived mental illness as a social construct, that is, as a product 
of social forces to be found inside and/or outside the family unit83.
A very important chapter from the history of this movement was the one regarding 
the Italian experience, particularly revolving around the psychiatrist Franco Basaglia, 
who determined the actual abolition of the places where those who were considered 
mentally ill were segregated. In Italy, in fact, since the 1960s, a law of 1904 was in force 
which had established the principle that all citizens affected with mental illness had 
to be admitted to an asylum, or Manicomio – a term which meant, literally, ‘place for 
the care or custody of the mad’  – “when they are dangerous to themselves or others, 
or arouse public scandal and cannot be conveniently guarded and treated except in 
asylums”84. Moreover, it must be observed that the category of the ‘mad’, or ‘dangerous 
individual’, was very broad and included – for example – people with Down syndrome, 
alcoholics and people with epilepsy. ‘Therapy’, in the asylums, mostly consisted of 
violent electroshock or insulin shock treatments. 
As British historian John Foot writes, inside such places “[c]ustodia (custody) was 
what mattered, not cura (cure)”85. Indeed, “[f]or the most part their objective was what 
Foucault described as to ‘discipline and punish’”86.
Basaglia, along with many other authors, strongly criticized such models, and particularly 
the way psychiatry and neurology reduced the social and human complexity of mental 
83  Cf. Foot, J. (2015) The man who closed the asylums: Franco Basaglia and the revolution in mental health care. Lon-
don: Verso.
84  ‘Disposizioni sui manicomi e sugli alienati’, Legge 14 febbraio 1904, n. 36, Gazzetta Ufficiale, 43, 
22 February 1904. See: http://www.cartedalegare.san.beniculturali.it/fileadmin/redazione/Materiali/Leg-
ge_14_febbraio_1904.pdf 
85  Foot, J. (2015) The man who closed the asylums: Franco Basaglia and the revolution in mental health care, p. 48.
86  Ibid. pp. 53-54.



305

illness to a sick body. The institution of the asylum, as he said in an interview of 1978, 
“destroys the individual, separating him from society and then dividing him into all the 
hierarchies and categories that exist in the ‘order’ of the asylum”87.  
Hence his entirely nonconformist experience at the psychiatric hospital of Gorizia, on 
the border with Slovenia, of which he had become director in 1961. There, drawing 
inspiration from the experiences of South-African-American-Scottish psychiatrist 
Maxwell Jones, among others, in the UK88, he started to create a ‘therapeutic community’. 
Foot and historian David Forgacs’s descriptions are useful to understand the importance 
of this revolutionary approach:

“Under Basaglia’s stewardship, democracy came to the mental asylum in Gorizia, a place 
that had never experienced any sense of free speech. From an institution which was the very 
essence of non-democracy and exclusion, where the mad were locked up and silenced, and 
became non-people, without an identity, a past or a future, Gorizia’s asylum developed into 
a school for democracy, a place people would visit to see new forms of democracy in action. 
This was the ‘overturning’, the ‘negation’ that was discussed so often by the Basaglian équipe. 
Gorizia was a wonder of the 1968 world, something to visit and be amazed by, a vision of 
change that transformed people’s lives: a kind of miracle. (…) Patients were taking back 
some control over their lives and over those of their fellow inmates. They were becoming 
people again, even citizens, with responsibilities and rights”89.

87  Basaglia, F. and Fornari, F. (1978) La violenza, G. Controzzi and G. P. Dell’Acqua (eds.). Firenze: Val-
lecchi, p. 32. 
88  See, for instance: Jones, M. (1976) The Maturation of  the Therapeutic Community. An Organic Approach to 
Health and Mental Health. New York: Human Sciences Press.
89  Foot, J. (2015) The man who closed the asylums: Franco Basaglia and the revolution in mental health care, pp. 320-
325.

Double-page spread (unnambered) from Basaglia, F and Onga-
ro Basaglia, F. (eds) (1969), Morire di classe. Photo and caption: 
Forgacs, D. (2014) Italy’s Margins, p. 218.  

Double-page spread (unnambered) from Basaglia, F and Onga-
ro Basaglia, F. (eds) (1969), Morire di classe. Photo and caption: 
Forgacs, D. (2014) Italy’s Margins, p. 204. 
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“Wards were opened up, the wire perimeter fences were taken down, walls dismantled, and 
patients began to go back and forth between the hospital and the adjoining city”90. 

It is also thanks to Basaglia’s contribution [i.b. V. 4] that the following decade was 
characterised by a big push towards the deinstitutionalisation, decentralization and 
political reform of the mental health field.
In 1978 a new mental health act, Law 180, also known as ‘Legge Basaglia’ (Basaglia Law) 
made the respect for the patient’s human and civil rights essential. This led, over the 
following years, to the closure of most manicomi in Italy. 
Also Basaglia’s experience in the mental hospital of Trieste is particularly noteworthy. 
Between 1971 and 1974, the hospital was “transformed into an experimental space, 

90  Forgacs, D. (2014) Italy’s Margins. Social Exclusion and Nation Formation since 1861. Cambridge, UK: Uni-
versity Press, p. 199.

L�E��9������%DVDJOLD�DQG�KLV�SKLORVRSKLFDO�LQÀXHQFHV�

3DUWLFXODUO\�� %DVDJOLD¶V� WKLQNLQJ� ZDV� LQÀXHQFHG� DQG� UH¿QHG� E\� KLV� UHDGLQJ� RI� WKH� ZRUN� RI�
0DU[��6DUWUH��*RIIPDQ�� )DQRQ�H�)RXFDXOW��*RIIPDQ¶V�Asylums1, for instance, criticised the 
SHUYHUVH�PHFKDQLVPV�RI�ZKDW�WKH�DXWKRU�FDOOHG�µWRWDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV¶��IRU�KLV�SDUW��0LFKHO�)RXFDXOW��
in his Folie et déraison. Histoire de la folie à l’âge Classique2 provided a theoretical and 
methodological basis for the study of madness. According to him, since the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, madness had been detached from the continuum of human experience, 
REMHFWLLHG��PHGLFDOL]HG��VHHQ�DV�µXQUHDVRQ¶�DQG�FRQVHTXHQWO\�WUHDWHG�LQ�DV\OXPV�E\�VSHFLDOL]HG�
GRFWRUV�ZKR�VDZ�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�HPERG\LQJ�UHDVRQ��6XFK�LGHDV�ZHUH�HPERGLHG�LQ�L’istituzione 
negata3, Morire di classe4, La maggioranza deviante� and Crimini di pace�, a series of books 
WKDW�%DVDJOLD�FR�HGLWHG�ZLWK�KLV�ZLIH�)UDQFD�2QJDUR��LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�DXWKRUV�HQODUJHG�WKH�VFRSH�
RI�WKHLU�DUJXPHQWV�EH\RQG�SV\FKLDWU\�DQG�PDGH�D�PRUH�JHQHUDOL]HG�FULWLTXH�RI�SRZHU��FDOOLQJ�
IRU�FROOHFWLYH�DFWLRQ�DJDLQVW�FDSLWDOLVW�H[SORLWDWLRQ�DQG�VRFLDO�LQMXVWLFH�
1  Cf. *RIIPDQ��(���������Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other Inmates. New York: 
Doubleday.
2  Cf. )RXFDXOW��0���������Folie et Déraison. Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique��3DULV��eGLWLRQV�*DOOLPDUG��(QJO��
YHUVLRQ�,G���������History of Madness��-��.KDOID��HG���-��0XUSK\�DQG�-��.KDOID��WUDQVO����/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH�
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4  Cf. %DVDJOLD��)��DQG�2QJDUR�%DVDJOLD��)���HGV����������Morire di classe. La condizione manicomiale fotografata da 
Carla Cerati e Gianni Berengo Gardin��7RULQR��(LQDXGL�
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hosting art and theatrical projects, exhibitions, plays, conferences, concerts, numerous 
debates and meetings and international congresses. Militants, students, intellectuals and 
practitioners flocked to Trieste. It was a time of extraordinary ferment”91.
At the end of 1972, together with his cousin, the artist Vittorio Basaglia, the theatre 
director and actor Giuliano Scabia and other four artists, Basaglia organised a 
groundbreaking collective project with the patients. In short, the project consisted in 
a piece of ‘wandering theatre’ (teatro vagante), with stories and performances centred 
on large puppets and a wooden sky blue painted horse on a wheels. On 25 February 
1973 four hundred patients ‘breached’ the wall of the hospital wheeling the wooden 
horse out and started marching through the streets of Trieste. Marco Cavallo (Marco the 
Horse) – as it was called – was intended as the symbol of a process of liberation that 
was taking place for all those who were suffering from life in asylums92. As Forgacs 
notes, “[t]he symbolism could be interpreted as that of the Trojan horse in reverse: 
wheeled from inside a walled compound to the outside, not to invade and capture a city 
but to free captives held on the edge of the city”93.
Interestingly, in some of his – recently published – reflections94, Basaglia explicitly refers 

91  Foot, J. (2015) The man who closed the asylums, pp. 744-745.
92  Cf. Forgacs, D. (2014) Italy’s Margins.
93  Ibid. p. 221.
94  Cf.: Minguzzi, G. F., Basaglia, F. and Ongaro Basaglia, F. (1967 January) Exclusion, programmation 
et intégration, in Recherches, 5: 75-84. Italian transl. Iid. (2017) Esclusione, programmazione e integrazione. 
Appunti sulla realtà psichiatrica italiana, in F. Ongaro Basaglia (ed.) F. Basaglia, Scritti, 1953-1980. Milano: 
Il Saggiatore; Basaglia, F. (1976?) Schema di un articolo per Casabella, with annotation: ‘Titolo provvisorio: 
Psichiatria ed architettura’, to be edited in collaboration with F. Ongaro Basaglia, G. Bellavitis e N. Valle, in 
G. Scavuzzo (2020) ,O�SDUFR�GHOOD�JXDULJLRQH�LQÀQLWD��8Q�GLDORJR�WUD�DUFKLWHWWXUD�H�SVLFKLDWULD, pp. 254-260. Siracusa: 
LetteraVentidue Edizioni; Basaglia, F. (1980) Introduction, in S. Santiano, B come architetture, z come salute. Per 
un uomo che sembra doversi liberare, per sopravvivere, e GHOOD�PHGLFLQD�H�GHOO·DUFKLWHWWXUD�GLYHQWDWH�PHUFLÀFD]LRQH. Perugia: 
Bertoni.

Franco Basaglia 
with the patients 
of the psychiatric 
hospital in Go-
rizia, 1968-1969. 
Photo: Gianni 
Berengo Gardin, 
Contrasto. Source: 
internazionale.it



308

to architecture itself, in its connection with psychiatry. In particular, he argues that the 
traditional notion of design as a prefiguration of a physical reality must be questioned:

“Being traditional institutional psychiatry a pessimistic technique of corporeal manipulation 
of the ill man’s body, it only allowed the exchange and transmission of ahistorical, ‘technical’ 
instructions between the psychiatrist and the architect; hence the possibility of elaborating 
specific typologies, and progressively perfect them in a self-protective sense for society and 
the psychiatrist, and, therefore, sadistic and belittling (existenzminimum) for the mentally 
ill person. The result was symmetrical: to the maximum destruction of the ‘cured’ subject 
corresponded the maximum material constructability of architecture (…) Instead, the 
negation of the institution seems to more decidedly undermine the professionalism of 
the architect as it consists in skills regarding the lasting human-environmental corporeal 
manipulation. In a psychiatric practice, which tends to the absolute problematization of 
the relationship between the psychiatrist and the ill subject, the margin for the typological 
rationalisation of needs, that is, for the transposition of needs in the blue print of the 
organisation chart, progressively reduces itself to its extinction”95. 

95  My translation (A/N). F. Basaglia, F. (1976?) Schema di un articolo per Casabella, p. 258.

Franco Basaglia, his 
collaborators and 
patients break throu-
gh the fence of the 
Trieste asylum’s Pa-
vilion P to get Marco 
Cavallo out (1973). 
Source: cultweek.
com

(next page) 
Marco Cavallo 
marches through the 
streets of Trieste 
(1973). 
Source: spiweb.it
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Marco Cavallo marches through the streets of Trieste (1973). Source: ilculturale.com

Marco Cavallo 
marches through the 
streets of Trieste 
(1973). Source: 
ilculturale.com
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4.1.3.3. Inside the Neurodiversity Movement 

Particularly, another reason why we focused on the experience of the antipsychiatry  
movement is that it, together with its intellectual vanguard, has been the historical 
antecedent from which the term – and the movement associated with it – ‘neurodiversity’ 
emerged. As already seen at the beginning of this chapter, in much the same way as 
with the aforementioned ‘functional diversity’, activists use ‘neurodiversity’ against the 
hegemonic idea of the human mind. 
Such hegemonic framework, in fact, in most cases requires people with mental and 
developmental disabilities to learn to ‘be in control’ and “tame the exuberant body (…) 
limiting [their] potential to express beyond the stranglehold of neurotypical models of 
personhood”96. The concept of neurodiversity rather “highlights the vast differences 
between and within neurologies. Each individual experience of neurodiversity is unique 
and irreducible to a set, categorical assignment of symptoms and limitations”97. As 
autistic activist Steve Graby explains: 

“[n]eurodiversity activists (…) seek social acceptance and equal opportunity for all individuals 
regardless of their neurology (…) believing that neurological diversity should be celebrated 
and appreciated (…). People who experience difficulties in society due to their cognitive or 
behavioural differences from the norm (…) need to be recognised and accommodated, with 
an emphasis on the need to change society rather than the individual”98. 

In explaining that, Graby also distinguishes on the use of the term when referring to 
groups or individuals: “[w]hile a group or a society can be ‘neurodiverse’, it is generally 
considered inaccurate to call an individual person ‘neurodiverse’, as neurodiversity 
encompasses both the typical and the atypical; however, ‘neurodivergent’ can be used as 
a generic adjective to refer to people of minority neurotypes”99. The words of autistic 
geographer Sara M. Judge are particularly useful to understand the reasons for this 
struggle against biomedical categorisation: “[c]linical terminology like ‘disorder’ and 

96  Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 273. See also: Yergeau, M. (2018) Authoring Autism: 
On Rhetoric and Neurological Queerness.
97  Judge, S. M. (2018) Languages of sensing: Bringing neurodiversity into more-than-human geography, 
p. 6. See also: Davidson, J. and Henderson, V. L. (2010) ‘Travel in parallel with us for a while’: Sensory 
geographies of autism. The Canadian Geographer 54: 462-475; Jaarsma, P. and Welin, S. (2012) Autism as a 
natural human variation: Reflections on the claims of the neurodiversity movement. Health Care Analysis 
20: 20-30; Armstrong, T. (2011) The Power of  Neurodiversity: Unleashing the Advantages of  Your Differently Wired 
Brain. Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press.
98  Graby, S. (2015) Neurodiversity: bridging the gap between the disabled people’s movement and the 
mental health system survivors’ movement? In H. Spandler, J. Anderson and B. Sapey B. (eds.) Madness, 
distress and the politics of  disablement, pp. 231-243. Bristol, UK: Policy Press, pp. 234-235.
99  Ibid. p. 235.
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‘syndrome’ leave me feeling forcibly disabled and reduced to a condition that is only 
impaired. It leaves little room for recognition of, or pride in, the strengths and skills that 
I also possess as a consequence of the same neurological-differences”100. At the same 
time, the term also challenges the frequent tendency at labelling some of these people as 
‘high-functioning’. In fact, “[a]n irksome discomfort exists around the dualism of ‘high/
low-functioning’ labels that disregard the strengths and struggles of each individual, and 
strongly imply categorisation based on one’s capacity to ‘pass for normal’ rather than 
a true assessment of individual capabilities”101. In general, therefore, also this notion 
evokes the attempts of civil rights claims so that minorities can be acknowledged rather 
than inscribed in pathological frameworks. Their condition is not seen as a disease or 
disorder that must be eradicated, prevented or cured. 
Anyway, during our shared readings and dialogues it emerged that the term does not 
always elicit positive responses. Indeed, a number of authors point out that neurological-
difference can actually have devastating effects on quality of life, and the concept of 
‘neurodiversity’ may risk diminishing or even hiding the very real suffering that some 
people experience102. 

4.1.3.4. The limits of self-advocacy

Indeed, it should be taken into account that among those categorised as intellectually 
disabled, not all are equally able to articulate. As we have already seen, Simplican103 and 
Berger104, for instance, note that whereas for some people who have trouble expressing 
themselves within prevalent norms, such as autistic people or those with cerebral palsy, 
communication might somehow be made possible, some others have more serious 
difficulties in language and cognition. Considering this, the disability movement itself, 
with its motto Nothing about Us without Us, assuming that disabled people must speak for 
themselves, might paradoxically share the Lockean/Rawlsian assumptions leading to the 
‘capacity contract’, that is, to repeat it briefly, a series of intellectual-linguistic capacities 
allowing to become readable as ‘a political agent’ or ‘citizen’. As Simplican points out, 
in staking “inclusion on cognitive competence”, the movement “unintentionally recasts 
100  Judge, S.M. (2018) Languages of sensing, p. 6.
101  Ibidem. See also: Fenton, A. and Krahn, T. (2009) Autism, neurodiversity and equality beyond the 
‘normal’. Journal of  Ethics in Mental Health 2: 1–6; Yergeau, M. (2009) Circle Wars: Reshaping the typical 
autism essay. Disability Studies Quarterly 30(1). Available at: https://dsq-sds.org/article/view/1063/1222&gt 
(Accessed 26 March 2021); Kim, C. (2013) Decoding the high functioning label. In Musings of  an Aspie. 
Available at: https:// musingsofanaspie.com/2013/06/26/decoding-the-high-functioning-label/ (accessed 
26 March 2021).
102  Cf. Judge, S. M. (2018) Languages of sensing, p. 6. See also: Fenton, A and Krahn, T. (2009) Autism, 
neurodiversity and equality beyond the ‘normal’; Jaarsma, P. and Welin, S. (2012) Autism as a natural human 
variation: Reflections on the claims of the neurodiversity movement.
103  Cf. Simplican, S. C. (2015) The Capacity Contract. Intellectual Disability and the Question of  Citizenship.
104  Cf. Berger, J. (2019) Rethink: Agency, theory and politics in disability studies. 
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exclusion and stigma on others who are more severely impaired”105. Precisely for this 
reason, as we have already seen, in contrast to Berger, she argues that other forms of 
political activism can be seen, for example, in non-verbal activities such as dance.
Particularly, during our joint exploration we dwelt on an experience that in some 
ways could be considered an interesting historical antecedent of what is expressed 
by Simplican’s ideas, namely that of the French psychiatrist and educator Fernard 
Deligny106 and his methods of mapping ‘autistic space’. In France, as well as in Italy, the 
anti-psichiatry movement acquired particular relevance, and an important subversion 
attempt was made at the La Borde clinic, where Felix Guattari was among the staff. In 
1965, when Deligny arrived at La Borde, he created a network of facilities for taking care 
of children with autism and those ‘outside of speech’ (hors de parole). Notably, in line 
with Basaglia and his colleagues in Italy, he tried to foster an alternative to institutional 
psychiatry and also criticised the educational methods of the time, which embodied 
the will of society to repress whatever deviated from the norm. Rather than trying to 
teach something to non-speaking autistics, he hoped instead that he could learn from 
them, and to do so he spent time with them, living with them on an everyday basis on 
the Cévennes Mountains in southern France107. At that time, this meant questioning the 
centrality of psychoanalysis and its insistence on language. 
As Manning observes, in contrast to this tendency, 

“Deligny refused to make language a central modality of existence for and with autistics. 
He refused to engage with any mode of representation that would seek to organize autistics 
outside of the in-act of their complex daily expressions, including how they move through 
the world, how they break down when the world becomes too much, how they make 
themselves understood, how they play, what they are concerned with, how they dream, how 
they create”108. 

105  Simplican, S. C. (2015) The Capacity Contract. Intellectual Disability and the Question of  Citizenship, p. 5.
106  A similar logic underlies a contemporary example, namely the work of Debajo del Sombrero, a Ma-
drid-based platform for the creation, research, production and dissemination of art whose main protag-
onists are people with intellectual disabilities. The collective’s workshops focus on creating moments of 
learning and dialogue with other artists, as well as individual and collective projects. In particular, in Some 
Things from Somewhere, the Welsh artist Cai Tomos, together with the artists of the collective, carried out a 
creative research based on the body, its movement and expression, trying to understand the ways of relating 
to the worlds of these people.  Cf. Tomos, C. (2018) Some Things from Somewhere. Barcelona, ES: Caniche 
Editorial.
107  Cf. Petrescu, D. (2007) The indeterminate mapping of the common. ÀHOG 1(1): 90-91. Available at: 
http://field-journal.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/d-petrescu.pdf. See also: Dosse, F. (2011) La Bor-
de: Between Myth and Reality. In Id. Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari: Intersecting Lives, pp. 40-55. New York: 
Columbia University Press.
108  Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless,  p. 159. See: Deligny, F. (1979) Les détours de l’agir ou 
le moindre geste. Paris: Hachette.
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Fernard Deligny, 
lignes d’erres, (ca. 
1976). 
Sources: ici-berlin.
org; scalar.usc.edu
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In other words, rather than focusing on their deviation from the norm, he tried to 
focus on the autistic people’s own modes of expression. Particularly, together with a 
network of people who chose to follow his methods, he developed a particular survey 
method which implied mapping the lines that autistic children traced on their walks 
and throughout their everyday life activities. These lines represented the so-called 
wander lines (lignes d’erres), which “need no translation they make felt through the force 
of the line and the thickness of multiple layers of tracings, one on top of the other, 
how subjectivity is produced in the moving. There is no question here of separating 
individual from movement, or individual from world. (…) What we see in the wander 
line palimpsests are bodies that resist organization: wander lines celebrate deviation, 
detour”109.
Deligny’s approach, therefore, appeared to us particularly interesting as it somehow 
represented one of the first attempts to go beyond verbal language and, in addition, to 
treat ‘autistic space’ as something that exceeds the conventional notions of space and 
of its representation.

109  Ibidem.

Fernand Deligny and Jean Marie, one of 
the children he cared for (1974).
Source: telerama.fr
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4.2. Architects and neurodiversity: a glimpse at the current and most   
       common design responses

The aim of this section, instead, is to show a series of approaches and projects developed 
by architects and designers and currently used in situations where they are required to 
deal with neurodivergent subjects.
As I mentioned before, this review is the result of a research I carried out at the 
beginning of our experiment, which could allow us to dialogue and reflect on the way 
in which the theme of neurodiversity in the fields of architecture and design is dealt 
with today.
It should be pointed out that, given the very limited time in which this research took 
place, it was in no way intended to provide an exhaustive picture of the ‘state of the 
art’ in these fields, but rather to allow us to identify some recurring logics and ways of 
working. I am aware that, in doing so, I have inevitably overlooked a much wider range 
of experiences and reflections, which could certainly be useful for a more extensive and 
accurate analysis of the issues at stake110.
110  For example, later on, long after the short period in which I carried out the research, and already 
during the writing of this thesis, I discovered other interesting works, which would certainly have allowed 
us to carry out a more in-depth investigation and critical analysis. Among these works are, for example, 
analyses of references to built space in the auti-biographies: Baumers S. and Heylighen, A. (2010) Harness-
ing Different Dimensions of Space. The Built Environment in Auti-Biographies. In P. Langdon et al. (eds.) 
Designing Inclusive Interactions, pp. 13-23. London: Springer-Verlag; Kinnaer, M. et al. (2016) Autism-friendly 
architecture from the outside in and inside out: An explorative study based on autobiographies of autistic 
people. Journal of  Housing and the Built Environment 31(2): 179-195; interviews to autistic users:  Nguyen, P., 
D’Auria, V. and Heylinghen, A. (2020) Detail matters: Exploring sensory preferences in housing design 
for autistic people. In Langdon, P. et al. (eds.) Designing for inclusion, pp. 132-139. London: Springer Verlag; 
Baumers S., Heylighen, A. (2014) Performing their Version of the House. Views of an Architectural Re-
sponse to Autism. In M. Maudlin and M. Vellinga (eds.) Consuming Architecture, pp. 57-69. Abigdon, UK: 
Routledge;  Eisazadeh, N., Heylighen, A. and  Houbart, C. (2020) Learning from disabled people about 
qualities and obstacles in historic cities. The case of Liège. Value of  heritage for tourism. Proceedings of the 
6th UNESCO UNITWIN Conference 2019, pp. 55-67. Leuven, BE: Univerity of Leuven; Heylighen, 
A. (2020) How can different kinds of minds inform campus design? Reflections on a field experiment. 
Conference: SENSING SPACES, PERCEIVING PLACE - ANFA 2020 VIRTUAL CONFERENCE; 
Nguyen, P., D’Auria, V. and Heylinghen, A. (2021) Understanding independent Living with Autism: The 
role of the housing environment in the experiences of two autistic men. European Journal of  Creative Practices 
in Cities and Landscapes, 3(2): 8-30. Available at: https://cpcl.unibo.it/article/view/10781/12411; analysis 
of autistic people’s approach to design: Baumers, S. and Heylighen, A. (2015) Capturing Experience: An 
Autistic’s Approach to Designing Space. The Design Journal 18(3): 237-243; co-analysis with autistic people: 
Baumers, S. (2012) Beyond Known Worlds. A Fragmentary Exploration of  Encounters between Autism and Designing 
Space. Leuven, BE: KU Leuven; Tackx, E. (2020) Student life on the autism spectrum. How the built and social 
environment affect the experience of  living in a student accommodation. Leuven, BE: KU Leuven; a design studio that 
include people with Down Syndrome, autism and intellectual disabilities:  La Casa de Carlota & friends, 
https://www.lacasadecarlotaandfriends.com/en/the-studio. Other interesting works include: Matusiak, 
M. (2021) How to create an autism-friendly environment. Living Autism Ltd: https://livingautism.com/
create-autism-friendly-environment/; Bettarello, F., Caniato, M., Scavuzzo, G. and Gasparella, A. (2021) 
Indoor Acoustic Requirements for Autism-Friendly Spaces. Applied  Sciences 11(9): 3942.



317

Moreover, I would like to underline that, although I have grasped and summarised only 
a few aspects, many of the approaches and projects I have collected are articulated in a 
much broader way. They are also the result of considerable, appreciable efforts. Many 
of the architects and designers who developed them certainly show a strong interest in, 
and sensitivity to, the subject.
However, our joint analysis allowed us to identify some of the problematic aspects 
inherent in these works.

Below,  I will show some of the ‘design responses’ that we analysed and commented on 
together 111, and briefly report our critical reflections on each of them.
At the end of the section, I will again list the problematic aspects that we have identified 
in a series of points, so that the reader may have a more complete overview of what has 
emerged from our meetings and discussions.

111  Other works that we analysed and discussed, but which I do not report below for the sake of brev-
ity, include, for example: Scott, I. (2009) Designing learning spaces for children on the autism spec-
trum. Good Autism Practice (GAP) 10(1): 36-51. Available at: http://www.swarch.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2017/03/41_2009_Good-Autism-Practice-101-2009-Iain-Scott_Designing-Learning-Spac-
es-for-Children-on-the-Autism-Spectrum.pdf; Decker, E. F. (2014) A City for Marc, an inclusive urban 
design approach to planning for adult with autism. Master thesis, Department of Landscape Architecture, 
Regional + Community Planning. College of Architecture, Planning + Design, Kansas State university. 
Available at: https://krex.k-state.edu/dspace/handle/2097/17606; Van Steenwinckel, I. (2015) Offering ar-
chitects insights into living with dementia Three case studies on orientation in space-time-identity (doctoral dissertation). 
Kampenhout, BE: KU Leuven; Schelings, C. and Elsen, E. (2017) Inclusion of Down Syndrome in Archi-
tectural Design: Towards a Methodology. Proceedings of  the second international conference on Universal Accessibility 
in the Internet of  Things and Smart Environments, pp. 20-25.
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According to architect and professor Magda Mostafa, “[t]he key to designing for autism seems to 
revolve around the issue of the sensory environment and its relationship to autistic behavior. [The 
latter] – which is characterized by repetitive behavior, limited communication skills, challenges in 
social interaction and introversion – may be a result of a malfunction in sensory perception. This 
malfunction may take the form of hyper-sensitivity or hypo-sensitivity, in its various degrees and 
across the scope of all the senses, leaving individuals with autism with an altered sensitivity to touch, 
sound, smell, light, color, texture etc. In other words, this leaves them with an altered sense of the 
world around them”1.

Mostafa’s Autism ASPECTSS™ Design Index proposes the following design principles (or guidelines):

Acoustics:

 “This criterion proposes that the acoustical environment be controlled to minimize background 
noise, echo and reverberation within spaces used by individuals with ASD. The level of such acoustical 
control should vary according to the level of focus required in the activity at hand within the space, 
as well as the skill level and consequently severity of the autism of its users”2.

Spatial Sequencing:

“This criterion is based on the concept of capitalizing on the affinity of individuals with autism to 
routine and predictability. (…) [It] requires that areas be organized in a logical order, based on the 
typical scheduled use of such spaces. Spaces should flow as seamlessly as possible from one activity to 
the next through one-way circulation whenever possible, with minimal disruption and distraction”3.

Escape Space:

“The objective of such spaces is to provide respite for the autistic user from the over-stimulation 

1  Mostafa, M. (2014) “Architecture for Autism: Autism ASPECTSS™ in School Design.” Archnet-IJAR: International Journal 
of  Architectural Research 8(1): 143-158, p. 144.
See also: Mostafa, M. (2008) An Architecture for Autism: Concepts of Design Intervention for the Autistic User, Arch-
net-IJAR: International Journal of  Architectural Research 2(1): 189-211. 
More information can be found at: https://www.autism.archi 
2  Ibid. p. 147.
3  Ibidem.
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found in their environment. (…) Such spaces may include a small partitioned area or crawl space in 
a quiet section of a room, or throughout a building in the form of quiet corners. These spaces should 
provide a neutral sensory environment with minimal stimulation that can be customized by the user 
to provide the necessary sensory input”4.

Compartmentalization:

“The philosophy behind this criterion is to define and limit the sensory environment of each activity, 
organizing a classroom or even an entire building into compartments. Each compartment should 
include a single and clearly defined function and consequent sensory quality. The separation between 
these compartments need not be harsh, but can be through furniture arrangement, difference in floor 
covering, difference in level or even through variances in lighting. The sensory qualities of each space 
should be used to define its function and separate it from its neighboring compartment. This will 
help provide sensory cues as to what is expected of the user in each space, with minimal ambiguity”5.

Transition Zones:

“Working to facilitate both Spatial Sequencing and Sensory Zoning, the presence of transition zones 
helps the user recalibrate their senses as they move from one level of stimulus to the next. Such 
zones can take on a variety of forms and may be anything from a distinct node that indicates a shift 
in circulation to a full sensory room that allows the user to re-calibrate their sensory stimulation level 
before transitioning from an area of high-stimulus to one of low-stimulus”6.

Sensory Zoning

“This criterion proposes that when designing for autism, spaces should be organized in accordance 
to their sensory quality, rather than the typical architectural approach of functional zoning. Grouping 
spaces according to their allowable stimulus level, spaces are organized into zones of ‘high-stimulus’ 
and ‘low stimulus’. The former could include areas requiring high alertness and physical activity such 
as physical therapy and gross motor skill building spaces. The latter could include spaces for speech 
therapy, computer skills and libraries. Transition zones are used to shift from one zone to the next”7.

4  Ibidem.
5  Ibidem.
6  Ibid. pp. 147-148.
7  Ibid. p. 148.
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Safety

“A point never to be overlooked when designing learning environments, safety is even more of a 
concern for children with autism who may have an altered sense of their environment. Fittings to 
protect from hot water and an avoidance of sharp edges and corners are examples of some of these 
considerations”8.

This approach reveals a certain reductionist and generalising tendency towards the sensory 
experiences of  autistic subjects, observed in the light of  clinical studies and labelled mostly 
as ‘malfunctions’. The principles, or guidelines, outlined in the Autism ASPECTSS™ Design 
Index, appear vague and solutionist.

¶'(6,*1�5(63216(·��

Among other things, in their book, drawing on what they define as “Foundational Theories for 
ASD”9 (at the crossroads of design, medicine, psychology, and psychiatry and focused on the study of 
human-environment experience), the authors of Designing for Autism Spectrum Disorders outline 
a number of recommendations to design spaces that might be suitable for people with ASD (autism 
spectrum disorders).

Designing to Promote Routine 

“Individuals with ASD tend to thrive in environments that are laid out in orderly, predictable ways. 
Spaces should be straightforward and easy to navigate. This is because individuals with autism 
have difficulty forming mental maps of spaces they travel through. (…) Reinforcing routines may 
be accomplished through incorporating appropriate adjacencies (…) and configuring spaces to 
communicate the sequencing of activities”10.

8  Ibidem.
9  Gaines, K., Bourne, A., Pearson, M. and Kleibrink, M. (2016) Designing for Autism Spectrum Disorders. London and New 
York, Routledge, pp. 45-56. 
10  Ibid. p. 158.
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Designing for Predictability

“One of the keys to providing empowerment to people with ASD is to help them gain independence. 
Improving an individual’s ability to navigate throughout spaces is especially important for 
empowerment and independence. Clear sight lines, definable architectural forms and surfaces, and 
purposeful, meaningful spaces serve as modeling devices that help the occupant learn independently. 
Careful configuration and application of the forms within a space—including ceilings, floors, walls, 
and architectural features and fixtures including doors, windows, cabinetry, and furnishings—all 
contribute to empowerment and predictability. Building materials, finishes, textures, patterns, and 
colors provide meaning within a space and serve as a learning tool that can empower an individual 
with ASD to be more independent. Providing transparency throughout spaces can allow individuals 
to predict what is around them. (…) The opportunity to preview a space before entering also 
permits them to observe, ponder, digest, and learn what appropriate behavior is and to develop an 
understanding of what activities take place in  a room.
(…) Designers can bring order to spaces by:

• clearly defining individual parts and groupings
• identifying intersections of spaces
• clarifiying the intent of visability
• creating sequencing of spaces
• creating hierarchal arrangement of spaces”11

11  Ibid. p. 160.

Designing for Routine: Organized storage 
of personal items helps establish and rein-
force routines. 

Designing for Routine.
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Communication of  Purpose 

“Providing spaces that communicate their purpose and the expected behaviors within the setting is 
important to help a person with ASD fit into an environment and contribute in a productive and 
meaningful way. Careful manipulation and configuration of built forms like furnishings, finishes, and 
equipment allows an individual with ASD to experience and maneuver through a space with cognitive 
clarity. For example, spaces, such as kitchens, that demonstrate food preparation, storage, and clean 
up areas help individuals on the spectrum understand the meaning and purpose of each space. The 
visual representation of fixtures, equipment, appliances, and cabinetry helps put a space into context. 
(…)”12

12  Ibid. p. 162.

Designing for Predictability: Views from a distance 
provide insights into the purpose and activities of a 
particular space.

Communication of Purpose: Careful spatial 
arrangements of plumbing and cooking fixtu-
res help indicate the function of a space and 
the sequence of events.
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“Clearly defined access, entries, and exits enable one to approach a social setting, engage in conversation, 
and leave if he or she is overwhelmed. Predictable, permanent landmarks also help individuals with 
ASD orient themselves in a given space. Carefully laid out landmarks such as columns, archways, 
and views to a garden leave a lasting impression on people. These landmarks can also help people 
remember where they have been and where they want to go. Identifiable, permanent features also 
enable individuals to see and make connections with the space around them. (…) All of these triggers 
are important in communicating how an individual on the spectrum should act in different settings. 
Various applications of the elements and principles of design such as pattern, texture, light, and color 
in the environment can help one adjust to social settings, because people on the spectrum rely on the 
sense of touch to make their way through a space. (…)”13

Designing for Social Interaction

“(…) Designing spaces that respect the social inhibitions common in people with ASD means creating 
environments that help them overcome their ‘mind-blindness,’ the lack of ability to understand the 
way others think and behave, read body language, facial expressions, etc. Providing opportunities 
for one to look and see what is going on in a space is one way to help them overcome their mind-
blindness. This can be achieved in several ways such as creating positive versus negative space, 
providing homelike settings, and providing opportunities for prospect and refuge. (…)”14

13  Ibid. p. 165.
14  Ibid. p. 167.

Designing for Wayfinding: Clearly defined archi-
tectural forms and finishes help those with ASD 
find their way.
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Engagement 

“Several design interventions are recommended to help a person with ASD fit into the environments 
they use. (…) Providing a sheltered space where individuals can look onto other settings can create 
areas for prospect. Incorporating both open and closed spaces into the building configuration and 
using floor-to-ceiling windows like those found in a sunroom also enable individuals to gain control 
over their environment and feel more engaged. These types of spaces allow individuals with ASD 
to ‘visually test the waters’ and observe their surroundings without being noticed. This is important 
for these individuals’ well-being, as they are often intimidated by large group settings and are unsure 
of what is expected of them in certain social settings. (…) Contrary to the manner in which NT 
[neurotypical] people perceive space, most people with ASD perceive their surroundings in pieces 
rather than as a whole Because of this challenge, it is important to organize or group objects, fixtures, 
and equipment in such a manner that they make up a whole. (…) Pattern helps code a space to 
communicate with the complex mind, breaking it down into parts that make up a whole. The parts 
act as a communication tool to construct the whole and thereby foster communication (…). One way 
to achieve this is to arrange seating in groups that are demarcated by floor finishes. (…)”15

15  Ibid. p. 169.

The adjacencies of positive and negative spa-
ces in the plan provide interventions for social 
interaction.

Defining areas with area rugs and ceiling 
structures help contain a space within an 
open-concept plan and help the occupant feel 
grounded.
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Enhancing Communication Skills to Aid Social Interaction

“Articulating needs and participating actively in conversation is difficult for many adults with ASD. 
Often the environment did not encourage them, although they may have completed several years of 
speech development and exposure to a variety of situations where they could practice communicating. 
Design interventions that are strategically implemented into the built environment may help people 
with ASD develop their ability to speak and act appropriately. Rooms with an open-concept layout 
and versatile seating layouts allow one to sit with another person, in a group, or alone in a room and 
permit viewing from a variety of angles. Ensuring these spaces have minimum vertical obstructions, 
such as columns, can encourage social interaction. Ensuring there is natural light in every room 
also promotes social interaction. Additionally, having an organized, clutter-free environment with 
a neutral color palette helps individuals concentrate on the conversation or activity taking place. A 
space with too many objects or patterns, (…), may cause individuals on the spectrum to become 
distracted. (…)”16

Again, what is evident in this approach is a rather clear certainty – obtained, it seems, with 
the support of  medical studies and what the authors call ‘Foundational Theories for ASD’ 
– as to what issues are at stake. The vague recommendations listed show a clear solutionist 
orientation, aimed, among other things, at ‘helping’ individuals living with ASD, who are 
again deemed ‘malfunctioning’ (the authors, for example, point out how this approach can 
help these people ‘to overcome their ‘mind-blindness,’ i.e. the lack of  ability to understand 
the way others think and behave’17). In addition, they are accompanied by images depicting 
Euclidean and volumetric spatial representations. The peculiar spatial perceptions and ways 
of  experiencing space of  different subjects are ignored.
16  Ibid. p. 173.
17  Cf. Ibid. p. 167.

Variation in ceiling heights provides options 
for the occupants. Lower ceiling heights pro-
vide for intimate, quiet engagement, whereas 
higher ceiling levels encourage more extraver-
ted engagement.
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In her paper titled Neurodivergent !emed Neighbourhoods as A Strategy to Enhance the Liveability 
of Cities: !e Blueprint of an Autism Village, Its Bene"ts to Neurotypical Environments, architect 
Eurydice Rayanna Lo Chan “explores the existing design guidelines through recommendations on 
how spaces can be articulated by considering the value of savant skills and productive vocational 
skills for individuals living with ASD. [It] hopes to enlighten built environment practitioners in 
designing spaces where different populations can co–exist, particularly those with varied abilities. The 
environmental needs of ASDs and the proposed spatial interventions also extend its benefits to the 
well–being of neurotypicals”18.
Lo Chan, therefore, considers it necessary to involve ASD individuals themselves in order to 
understand their real needs. In this regard, she shows a survey questionnaire she used for her research.

“The participants invited are Filipinos of any gender and aged eighteen and above. The reason being 
(1) living environments specifically designed for ASD individuals are yet to exist in the Philippines; (2) 
the research targets the adult ASD population group; (3) to investigate if culture has a direct influence 
on their spatial preferences. The survey was done in the form of a questionnaire which was sent 
through electronic mail, the preferred mode of communication by the interested participants. The 
questions were derived from a review of existing literatures that established the ‘common’ attributes 
of ASD individuals (…) and ‘appropriate’ environments for ASD individuals (…). Since qualitative 
data is most relevant and significant for this study, most of the questions are intentionally subjective 
(…). This is to encourage the participants to freely give their insights. In cases where the individual 
cannot express his or her opinions, the questionnaire was answered by a family member who can best 
discern what is most suitable for them or how the individual would have answered it”19.

18  Lo Chan, E. R. (2018) Neurodivergent Themed Neighbourhoods as A Strategy to Enhance the Liveability of Cities: 
The Blueprint of an Autism Village, Its Benefits to Neurotypical Environments. Urban Sci 2(2): 42, p. 1. 
19  Ibid. p. 3.
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Survey Questionnaire (Page 1 of three), p. 17.
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In spite of  its attempt to stimulate architects to design ‘spaces where different populations 
can co-exist’, stressing the importance of  also taking into consideration the opinion of  
individuals ‘living with ASD’, this study presents a series of  problems. Firstly, emphasis 
LV�SODFHG�RQ�WKH�ÀJXUH�RI �WKH�¶DXWLVWLF�VDYDQW·��WKDW�LV��DQ�¶LQGLYLGXDO�ZLWK�DXWLVP�ZKR�KDV�
extraordinary skills not exhibited by most persons’20. In section 4.1.3.3 we have already seen 
KRZ�-XGJH�VWURQJO\�FULWLFLVHV�WKH�SUHMXGLFH�LQKHUHQW�LQ�GHÀQLQJ�VRPH�RI �WKHVH�LQGLYLGXDOV�
DV� ¶KLJK�IXQFWLRQLQJ·�� 7KLV� GHÀQLWLRQ�� EHVLGHV� QHJDWLYHO\� PDUNLQJ� WKRVH� ZKR� DUH� RQ� WKH�
other side of  the binomial – that is, those who would be ‘low-functioning’ –, denotes a 
“categorisation based on one’s capacity to ‘pass for normal’ rather than a true assessment of  
individual capabilities”21.
Furthermore, the participatory modes used by this study are pre-set and token. They 
revolve around verbal language and, where the subjects they want to involve do not express 
themselves in this way, they rely on what their relatives say about them.

¶'(6,*1�5(63216(·��

Autism Planning and Design Guidelines 1.0, a research carried out by the Ohio State University City 
and Regional Planning Students, was aimed at providing “a planning and design framework (…) that 
can create effective policies for professionals who are interested in improving the built environment 
so adults with autism can thrive”22.
As the students point out,  the “research employed a semester-long review of the literature, two focus 
groups (adults with autism and parents of adults with autism) and a design and policy charrette over 
an academic year”23.

20  Cf. Ibid. p. 6.
21  Judge, S. M. (2018) Languages of sensing: Bringing neurodiversity into more-than-human geography, p. 6.
22  The Ohio State University City and Regional Planning Students, Autism Planning and Design Guidelines 1.0,  Knowlton 
School of Architecture (City and Regional Planning). Attempt 1.0 August 2017 - December 2018, p. 5. 
The booklet is available at: https://www.housingonline.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Autism-Planning-De-
sign-Guidelines-December-2018.pdf 
23  Ibid. p. 6.
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Guideline’s examples: ‘common infrastructures’, p. 16. 
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Verbal consent: ASD adults, p. 72.
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The guidelines developed, as in previous cases, are solution-oriented. It is not clear what 
WKHLU�UHVXOWV�PLJKW�EH�LQ�VSHFLÀF�GHVLJQ�VLWXDWLRQV��$JDLQ��WKH�GHVLJQHUV·�LQWHQWLRQ�DSSHDUV�
to be that of  using their technical expertise to ‘help’ autistic people, ‘improving the built 
environment so that they can thrive’24. The accompanying images show a Euclidean and 
volumetric spatiality.
The participatory process outlined, as shown by the format of  the consent model addressed 
to autistic individuals, refers exclusively to those who express themselves verbally (another 
model, not shown here, is addressed to their relatives).

¶'(6,*1�5(63216(·��

In their Making Homes !at Work. A resource guide for Families Living with autism spectrum 
Disorder + Co-occurring Behaviors, architects George Braddock and John Rowell outlined “Six 
Most Common Home Modifications for a person with significant ASD”25.
According to them, there are a few ‘must have’ for the home “to better support the life of an individual 
who experiences significant ASD (…). Each individual is unique, but environments where people 
experiencing Autism can live, learn, work and play successfully share many common characteristics. 
If you ask the right questions and get the fundamental patterns right, the whole environment will 
work better for everyone. The home will be a safer place, the individual will have more opportunity 
and choice, other supports can be more effective, and the family can be more stable and resilient to 
other stresses. 

1. Autism-Friendly-home:
The focus in an Autism-Friendly Home is on reducing risk and anticipating activities. Broken windows, 
slipping, falls, broken or damaged furniture, special equipment or conveyances, unsafe applications, 
and non-functional hardware are addressed.

2. Connected home:
This will be a helpful resource if you are challenged by a lack of visibility between rooms, the need 
to ensure safety, or the need to monitor activities including self injury, seizures, and medical issues.

24  Cf. Ibid. p. 5. 
25  Braddock, G. and Rowell, J. (2011) Making Homes that Work. A resource guide for Families Living with autism spectrum Disorder + 
Co-occurring Behaviors, p. 23. The booklet is available at: https://www.communitylivingbc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/
Making-Homes-That-Work-A-Resource-Guide.pdf 
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3. The essential bathroom: 
These modifications can help address the most common challenges related to incontinence, toileting 
issues, water play, keeping clean, flooding, slipping, damage to the bathroom, and falls, bad smells, 
and poor ventilation.

4. Walking loop:
An in-home ‘loop’ designed for pacing and stress relief can also address running, jumping, chasing, 
avoidance of social interaction, seclusion, and vestibular disorders.

5. Places of  control + layers of  freedom: 
These examples can help address issues related to voluntary engagement, safe boundaries, fencing, 
preferred activities, eating disorders, and fears.

6. Tools for housekeeping: 
A resource to address disorganization, chaos, inappropriate storage, bad smells, soiled furniture, 
ineffective housekeeping, and caregiver exhaustion”26.

Furthermore, the authors point out that, “because conventional housing does not meet the unique 
needs of some individuals with more significant ASD, failure of the environment contributes to 
caregiver fatigue, health and safety risks, problem behaviors, individual dissatisfaction, and failure 
to thrive. These are some of the major contributing factors in out-of-home placement. As a way of 
addressing this problem, this project makes the case for including environmental assessment and 
home modifications in person-centered planning. The evidence from actual projects and experience in 
practice indicates that appropriate modifications to the physical environment improves the likelihood 
that families will remain intact.
Traditionally, the environment has been viewed as neutral, and assistance for families in crisis has 
focused on human supports such as respite, medical interventions or trainings. This project challenges 
the prevailing assumptions that human supports alone are enough. It suggests that the right physical 
environment can help individuals and families experiencing ASD and co-occurring behaviors to live 
full, meaningful and rich self-directed lives, thereby making human supports more effective”27. 

(DFK�RI �WKHVH�VL[�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV��SUHVHQWHG�DV�¶WKH�PRVW�FRPPRQ�KRPH�PRGLÀFDWLRQV�
IRU� D� SHUVRQ� ZLWK� VLJQLÀFDQW� $6'·�� LV� IXUWKHU� DUWLFXODWHG� LQ� GLIIHUHQW� VXEVHWV� RI � GHVLJQ�
guidelines. Unlike other collected approaches, the authors explicitly state that “each 
26  Ibidem.
27  Ibid. p. 55.
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individual is unique”, and that these recommendations constitute “fundamental patterns” 
which, if  followed, can ensure that “the whole environment will work better for everyone”28. 
,Q�WKH�ÀQDO�SDUW�RI �WKH�ERRN��WKH\�DOVR�GHYRWH�DQ�HQWLUH�VHFWLRQ�WR�UHFRXQWLQJ�VLQJXODU�GHVLJQ�
encounters with different autistic individuals. For each of  these encounters, there are lists 
RI � ¶PRGLÀFDWLRQV·�PDGH� LQ� WKH� GLIIHUHQW� ÁDWV�� D� VHULHV� RI � ¶OHVVRQV� OHDUQHG·� DQG�� LQ� VRPH�
cases, even some ‘success stories’. However, the logic behind these recommendations and 
interventions remains solutionist. Architects appear as experts who can guarantee the best 
technical solution to ‘help’ each individual. 

¶'(6,*1�5(63216(·��

On their webpage, ga architects present themselves as an architectural firm specialised in the design 
of environments for children and adults with ASD and other learning difficulties.
They point out that “(…) [p]roviders of care and education for children and adults with ASD and 
other learning difficulties do not always have access to designers who are experienced in this specialist 
field. Furthermore, there has been a lack of recognition of the fact that a well-designed building can 
be influential in the lives of those that are coping with a disability and their carers. (…)”29. 

A section of the webpage is dedicated to listing a series of recommendations, or guidelines, for what 
they call ‘Friendly Design’30, i.e. design that takes into account the needs of children and adults with 
ASD.

START  WITH
A GOOD LAYOUT

No corridors
Create a circulation space with areas for seating, socialising or sitting alone
Simple wayfinding
Curved walls add wich humanising effect and eliminate harsh corners
By creating space we create choice

28  Ibid. p. 23.
29  Retrieved 17 November, 2019 from: https://www.autism-architects.com/aboutautismdesign 
30  Retrieved 17 November, 2019 from:  https://www.autism-architects.com/autism-friendly-design. Further information, 
as well as some articles written by the architects can be found at: https://www.autism-architects.com 
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COLOURS AND PATTERNS

Choose low arousal interiors
No complicated or fussy patterns
Avoid colours as red and orange
No highly reflective surface

ACOUSTIC

A sense of calm is essential
Noise will result in anxiety

HEALTH AND SAFETY

Good natural light and ventilation
Reduce glare with integral blinds
Reduce jumping and running opportunities
Secure windows with restricted opening

LIGHTING
 
Avoid harsh and flickering fluorescent lighting
Choose lighting with an indirect source where possible
Dimming controls will provide the opportunity to change the “mood” and offer choice of lighting 
intensity

HEATING
CHOOSE UNDERFLOOR
OR CEILING HEATING

Eliminate radiators
Reduces jumping and “posting” opportunities
Provides an even and controllable heat zone by zone

PERSONAL SPACE
(PROXEMICS)

Adequate personal space will reduce anxiety from being forces too close to others
Avoid crowded spaces with no choice to “escape”
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SUPERVISION

Individuals are more content when they are free to express themselves without being under constant 
supervision
Good planning can contribute to unobtrusive supervision

SUSTAINABILITY

Low Carbon refurbishment
Reduce energy demand
Natural light
Indoor air quality and ventilation
Temperature and relative humidity
Mechanical 

As in the cases analysed above, architects present themselves as experts in designing for 
autistic individuals, offering solutions in terms of  vague guidelines. They seem to resort to 
psychological and medical explanations of  what autism is. In general, a certain generalisation 
DQG�VLPSOLÀFDWLRQ�LV�FOHDUO\�UHFRJQLVDEOH�

¶'(6,*1�5(63216(·��

Design for Dementia, as the authors explain, is a Design Guide in 2 volumes31 “which aims to 
assist designers and others working in the built environment to tackle the challenge of dementia in 
society”32. 
In volume 1, architect Bill Halsall outlines ‘six key design principles’ to “guide our thinking about 
‘Design for Dementia’, whether in the context of specialist care, housing design or planning the 
wider environment.

1. Familiarity
People living with dementia relate to their environment through familiar places, objects,or landmarks. 
31  Cf.: Halsall, B. and McDonald, R. (2015) ‘Design for Dementia Volume 1 - A Guide, Halsall Lloyd LLP. Available at: 
http://www.hlpdesign.com/images/case_studies/Vol1.pdf; Halsall, B. and McDonald, R. (2015) ‘Design for Dementia’ 
Volume 2 - Research Projects, Halsall Lloyd LLP. Available at: http://www.hlpdesign.com/images/case_studies/Vol2.pdf.
32  Halsall, B. and McDonald, R. (2015) ‘Design for Dementia Volume 1 - A Guide, Halsall Lloyd LLP, p. 1:1.
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Familiar faces of family friends and neighbours become very important. Memory of past times and 
events may be more easily recalled than recent events. (…)

2. Distinctive Environments
To assist people with dementia to move freely and independently around their homes and their 
neighbourhood, environments must generate a sense of place through distinctiveness of design. (…)

3. Legibility
To navigate their surroundings people with dementia need help in finding their way to where they 
want to go. (…)

4. Accessibility
The design of all environments must respond to the needs of a full range of users including those 
living with dementia. (…)

5. Comfortable and Stimulating Environments
Environments should reduce stress and disorientation and encourage participation, conversation and 
activity. (…)

6. Safety
The safety of people with dementia in both the home environment and the external spaces they use, 
is obviously a critical design requirement. (…)”33.

These principles, each containing a set of recommendations that designers are invited to follow for 
their implementation, were defined through research initiatives based on a participatory approach. 
That is, the designers not only collaborated with local communities and stakeholders, the academic 
community and health professionals, but also involved people living with dementia.

The How Dementia Friendly is our City project, for instance, “was facilitated using ‘photo cue’ cards (…). 
In a ‘Living Lab’ we asked a mixed group of people to comment on a range of themed photographs 
of different locations and to record their views on the back of the cards. The exercise asked for 
responses from a user viewpoint including the viewpoint of those living with dementia and using the 
shared public realm of our city centre. An Equality Act ‘mini-audit’ provided a parallel commentary 
to the photo cues”34.

33  Ibid. p. 6:1.
34  Ibid. p. 4:7. Further information on this project can be found in the second volume: Halsall, B. and McDonald, R. 
(2015) ‘Design for Dementia’ Volume 2 - Research Projects, Halsall Lloyd LLP, pp. 2:1-2:14.
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Despite the fact that, like the other works and projects analysed above, this study reveals 
a particular attention and sensitivity towards the subject, the principles and the numerous 
recommendations, or guidelines, proposed by the authors – in relation to different spatial 
contexts, that is, from public space to private homes or dementia care clusters – remain on 
D�JHQHULF�DQG�VROXWLRQLVW�OHYHO��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��QR�UHIHUHQFH�LV�PDGH�WR�DQ\�VSHFLÀF�VLWXDWLRQ�
RU�GHVLJQ�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO� OLYLQJ�ZLWK�GHPHQWLD��QRU�WR�WKH�VSHFLÀF�SUREOHPV�
encountered.
In addition, although it is repeatedly emphasised in the volumes that these principles and 
UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�KDYH�EHHQ�GHÀQHG� WKURXJK�SDUWLFLSDWRU\�SURFHVVHV�� WKHVH�DSSHDU� WR�EH�
mostly pre-established and expert-led. In general, therefore, the approach of  this work is 
more like designing ‘for’ rather than ‘with’.

Summary of comments: participatory workshop The How Dementia Friendly is our City project, p. 4:6.
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KultureCity define themselves as the USA “leading nonprofit on sensory accessibility and acceptance 
for those with invisible disabilities”35. 
Their Sensory Bags, for instance, “are designed to help sensory needs in both adults and children. 
Filled with items that can help lessen sensory overload and also engage, the bag items are also easily 
cleaned and sterilized for multiple uses”36.

The company designs, produces and markets ‘sensory inclusive’ objects, programmes and 
FHUWLÀFDWLRQV��:KDW� VWDQGV� RXW� WKH�PRVW� LV� D� UHGXFWLRQLVW� DQG� JHQHULF� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI �
what the real ‘sensory needs’ of  different individuals might be. There seems to be a very 
clear idea of  what issues need to be addressed and how to solve them. The emphasis is on 
KRZ�VXFK�REMHFWV��SURJUDPPHV�DQG�FHUWLÀFDWLRQV�²�PRVWO\�H[WUHPHO\�H[SHQVLYH�²�FDQ�¶KHOS·�
neurodivergent people.
35  Retrieved 18 November, 2019 from: https://www.kulturecity.org
36  Retrieved 18 November, 2019  from: https://www.kulturecity.org/sensory-bags/ 

KultureCity, Sensory Bags. Source: kulturecity.org
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David Burgher, an architect at Scottish practice Aitken Turnbull, developed the Virtual Reality 
Empathy Platform (VR-EP), “a virtual reality tool that mimics the visual impairments experienced 
by dementia sufferers to help architects design better spaces. Burgher (…) worked with researchers 
from the Dementia Centre and the Glasgow-based CGI company Wireframe Immersive (…). The 
VR-EP kit comprises a laptop with high-performance graphics, a virtual reality headset, games 
controller, camera and bespoke software programming. Those wearing the virtual reality headset are 
able to experience some of the symptoms of dementia, including dimmer lighting. Burgher hopes 
the tool could be used to gauge appropriate lighting levels, room layouts and way-finding to improve 
design of care homes, hospitals and sheltered housing”37. 

The empathic approach used in this work, as well as in the other two shown below – namely 
the empathic tools of  designers Di Peng and Heeju Kim – is very problematic and carries 
a number of  risks. While I will elaborate more on these problems and risks later on (see the 
concluding part of  this section), here I would just like to say that this approach is based on a 
strongly reductionist logic too, i.e. it treats the experiences of  different autistic individuals as 
stable, already given and generalisable, and therefore assumes that it is possible to understand 
them simply by using particular technological devices.
37  Mairs, J. (2017) New virtual reality tool helps architects create dementia-friendly environments. Retrieved 18 November, 
2019 from: https://www.dezeen.com/2017/02/22/virtual-reality-empathy-platform-tool-help-architects-create-demen-
tia-friendly-environments-david-burgher-aitken-turnbull-wireframe-immersive/

David Burgher, Visual showing appearance of a room without and with the Virtual Reality Empathy Platform headset (2017). 
Source: dezeen.com
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Central Saint Martins graduate Di Peng designed a Dementia Simulator headset which let “wearers 
experience symptoms of the disease for themselves (+ movie). The helmet affects each of the senses, 
in an attempt to replicate many of the challenges faced by dementia sufferers. The translucent, egg-
shaped device sits over the wearer’s entire head, and includes a mouthpiece, earpiece and screen 
that covers the eyes. Distorted sounds and critical comments are played back to mimic the auditory 
hallucinations experienced by those with dementia, while the mouthpiece makes it hard for the wearer 
to speak by muting certain words. The helmet’s visor affects vision by blurring out the faces of those 
nearby – a reminder of the challenges faced by patients that struggle to recognise individuals”38.

For a critical reading, see design response n. 9.
38  Tucker, E. (2016) Di Peng recreates the experience of dementia with sense-distorting helmet. Retrieved 19 Novem-
ber, 2019 from: https://www.dezeen.com/2016/07/31/video-di-peng-dementia-experience-sense-distorting-helmet-cen-
tral-saint-martins-graduate-movie/ 

Di Peng, Dementia Simulator (2016). Source: dezeen.com
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Royal College of Art graduate Heeju Kim designed a kit titled An Empathy Bridge for Autism which 
“uses sweets to recreate the tongue-tying experience of living with autism. Kim created three tools and 
a mobile application as part of the project (…). A set of six awkwardly shaped lollipops and candies 
impede tongue movement in various ways. They make it hard for users to hold a conversation, 
conveying how unclear pronunciation has an impact on autistic individuals.
An augmented-reality headset is worn over the eyes and connects to a smartphone to alter the user’s 
perception of what’s in front of them. It restricts the view of their periphery, gives them double 
vision or obscures their focus with a patch of black. Meanwhile, oversensitive hearing is simulated 
with a pair of headphones that amplify nearby sound. (…) Kim has a younger brother with autism, 
which prompted her to investigate ways of increasing understanding around the condition. She 
purposefully used low-cost materials as a way of making the kit easier to produce and share with a 
wider audience – and designed pieces in low-arousal colours favoured by people with autism”39.

For a critical reading, see design response n. 9 
39  Tucker, E. (2017) Empathy kit uses augmented reality and candy to help users better understand autism. Retrieved 19 
November, 2019 from: https://www.dezeen.com/2017/01/08/heeju-kim-emapthy-bridge-kit-help-users-understand-au-
tism-augmented-reality-candy/ 

Heeju Kim, An Empathy Bridge for Autism (2017). Source: dezeen.com
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Judith Bower, internal trainer and Dementia Adviser at the Society in Lancashire, and Jane Souyave, 
Senior Graphic Design Lecturer at the University of Central Lancashire, developed the Fidget Widget 
Toolkit, a set of tools designed to provide meaningful activity for people with advanced dementia 
while also involving carers. The project was funded by Alzheimer’s Society.

“They wanted to dispel the myth that fidgeting is negative or a kind of ‘disruptive behaviour’. Instead, 
they decided to recreate repetitive fidgeting actions such as turning, twisting, rolling, pulling and 
flicking movements for positive ends.
(...) This aimed to raise awareness of how to communicate and connect with people in the later stages 
of dementia, when words may become difficult. Judith and Jane hoped to provide opportunities for 
people with dementia to engage in meaningful activities that could also involve carers. (…)
The tools are designed to not rely on memory or words, and not to represent a recognisable tool, 
such as a screwdriver or kitchen utensil. This means that people interact with them creatively, with no 
right or wrong way to use them.
Over a two-year period, the Fidget Widget Toolkit was tested in people’s own homes, day centres and 
care homes. A range of measures were used to measure its impact, including interviews and audio and 
video recordings. (…) Interactions with the Fidget Widget Toolkit enhanced the person’s wellbeing 
by supporting their psychological needs to feel occupied, engaged and included in a meaningful 
activity of their choice. According to carers, this effect was ongoing and lasting”40.

Beyond the ambiguity of  the term ‘meaningful activity’, the approach used in this project 
is solutionist. The product is marketed without any mention of  its construction process, of  
VSHFLÀF�VLWXDWLRQV�WKDW�%RZHU�KDV�EHHQ�FRQIURQWHG�ZLWK��LI �DQ\���7KH�GHVLJQHU�� WKHUHIRUH��
comes across as an ‘expert harbinger’ of  a ‘good solution’ to help people living with dementia.
40  Alzheimer’s Society (2018) The Fidget Widget Toolkit. Retrieved 19 November, 2019 from: https://www.alzheimers.
org.uk/Care-and-cure-magazine/winter-18/fidget-widget-toolkit 

Judith Bower and Jane Souyave, Fidget Widget Toolkit (2018). Source: qualitylife.org.nz
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Riga School of Design and Art graduate Paula Lorence created Taktil, “a series of objects to help 
children with autism spectrum disorders with their sensory development. The (…) collection features 
12 objects made from eight types of materials that are designed to produce different tactile sensations 
when touched by children. (…)
Lorence separated the objects into three levels. The first level is for children who are particularly 
sensitive, the second is for children who are more developed and can manage stronger tactile 
stimulation, the third level objects are used in situations when children have anxiety or panic attacks.
The objects are made from a variety of materials, including silicone, wood, transparent plastic, 
aluminium, cork, bristle, felt and composite material silkstone. Each product is meant to produce a 
different tactile sensation.
The project aims to provide tools that can help children on the autistic spectrum achieve higher 
levels of concentration and reduce stress in their everyday lives. (…) She also spoke to parents of 
children with autism, who expressed the need for more products designed for those affected by the 
disorder”41.

Again, the logic behind these objects is reductionist and solutionist. It seems to be very 
clear what the ‘sensory perceptions’ of  different autistic children are and how to offer them 
‘help’ through a particular technical solution. The design process that led to the realisation 
of  these tools is not revealed. The designer is portrayed as an expert creator who is able to 
‘do good’.
41  Yalcinkaya, G. (2018) Paula Lorence designs Taktil objects for children with autism. Retrieved 21 November, 2019 
from: https://www.dezeen.com/2018/10/15/paula-lorence-tactile-objects-children-autism-london-design-festival/ 

Paula Lorence, Taktil (2018). Source: dezeen.com
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Shirin Amini and Farid Hatimi designed the ‘!ings’ therapy game, “a therapeutic pastime for 
children, especially those with autism to help with sensory development and more. The game consists 
of the main light unit along with four cubes that feature various materials and textures on each side 
that can be positioned into the hollow frame of the illuminator. This helps children with becoming 
more comfortable with various textures, materials and lighting effects that they might be sensitive to, 
which will come as welcome news to parents. The ‘Things’ therapy game is specially designed by the 
creators to not have any intense colors or brightness levels in order to not trigger the user. The light 
itself also doubles as a nightlight for a dual-purpose functionality”42.

For a critical reading, see design response n. 13.

42  Hemsworth, M. (2019) The ‘Things’ Therapy Game Helps with Sensory Development. Retrieved 21 November, 2019  
from: https://www.trendhunter.com/trends/therapy-game

Farid Hatimi, the ‘Things’ therapy game (2019) 
Source: yankodesign.com
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Tata Elxsi, the global design company, developed the Smart Assistive Wearable, a design concept 
that combines Mixed Reality (MR) and Smart Assistive Wearable Devices.

“These devices have been designed by the company to help people with special needs such as Autism 
or Alzheimer’s to deal with social situations, which they might otherwise find difficult. The system 
is deliberately discreet and the clever use of audio ensures others in the environment are less aware 
of the support being provided. For example, the device may help people recognise a person whose 
name they may have forgotten, or support the individual in stressful situations by playing music or 
pre-recorded calming phrases.
The devices employ Mixed Reality by taking information from input devices like discrete wearable 
cameras driving facial and environment recognition and microphones then feeding back to the user 
using earphones / ear buds and sound collars. These devices in turn help users to participate in social 
interactions by giving them subtle guides in the form of audio cues”43. 

As in the examples analysed above, the design concept and the technological devices designed 
and produced by this company are promoted as solutions that can ‘help’ neurodivergent 
people. The process is not revealed, nor are any issues raised during the process. Moreover, it 
is not clear how such devices can ‘help’ users to participate in social interactions, what these 
‘subtle guides’ are, and according to what logic they have been created.
43  Tata Elxsi’s Smart Assistive Wearable Wins International iF Design Award. Retrieved February 16, 2020 from: https://
www.tataelxsi.com/news-and-events/tata-elxsi-s-smart-assistive-wearable-wins-international-if-design-award 

Tata Elxsi, Smart Assistive Wearable (2020). Source: tataelxsi.com
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List of problematic aspects that emerged during the joint analysis 

a) What many examples reveal are functionalist readings of neurodiversity, as if the 
problems were already known, using ready-made neurological understandings of what 
is at stake. Most of these projects, in fact, use biomedical categories to learn about users 
or ‘summarise’ what they are, in order to find rather quick solutions.

b) Many of them offer vague solutionist guidelines and bullet-points. It is not clear how 
these can be useful in practical terms and there is a risk that they may lead to a rather 
superficial approach. The specific material results of their application require more 
attention.

c) Some proposals, although oriented towards the participation of neurodivergent 
people, use rather tokenistic and verbal language-centric devices and approaches, such 
as ready-made questionnaires or surveys (therefore targeting people with fewer verbal 
communication difficulties) when not using the experiences recounted by relatives. 
There is no apparent willingness or concern to investigate what participation might 
mean when dealing with less articulated people (an issue that lies at the core of our 
problematic brief, or crisis project). Thus, the modes of collaborative practice might 
be regarded as forms of ‘designing for’, and not of ‘designing with’. Architects and 
designers are always framed as expert harbingers of ‘the good’ through their more or 
less participatory technical interventions, in a rather technocratic fashion. 

d) Some projects adopt an ‘empathetic’ approach, based on the idea that designers 
can establish an affective and sensory connection to users. Anyway, this approach is 
inherently problematic and entails a number of risks. As Kim Kullman points out112, 
in fact, various authors in the field of philosophy and neuroscience113 have questioned 
this view by signaling the complex relationship between simulation, cognition and 
embodiment. As the condition of others is only staged and experienced in isolated 
moments114, it is often inevitably reduced. In addition, many of these wearable 
simulations can lead to a ‘over-identification’115, exaggerating the environmental effects 
of ‘impairment’, whereby designers might consider themselves ‘as more representative 

112  Cf. Kullman, K. (2016) Prototyping Bodies: A Post-Phenomenology of Wearable Simulations. Design 
Studies 47 (November): 73–90.
113  Cf. Coplan, A. and Goldie, P. (eds.) (2011) Empathy: Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives. Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Press; Decety, J. and Ickes, W. (eds.) (2011) The Social Neuroscience of  Empathy. Cam-
bridge, MA: The MIT Press.
114  See also: Ratcliffe, M. (2012) Phenomenology as a form of empathy. Inquiry: An Interdisciplinary Journal 
of  Philosophy 55(5): 473-495.
115  Cf. LaCapra, D. (2001) Writing History, Writing Trauma. Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press.
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of other people’ than they actually are116. Other authors have pointed out that the use 
of this approach in disability awareness training can be problematic117, as this can often 
reinforce stereotypical ideas about disabled people and disregard their actual and singular 
life experiences [i.b. V. 5]. In short, then, the so-called ‘empathic’ approaches oscillate 
between two extremes. On the one hand, there is a tendency to attribute to the designer 
the ability – derived from the presumption of his/her having the ‘right’ sensibilities 
– to face and ‘solve’, on the basis of the representation of his/her own isolated or 
occasional experiences, the problems at stake. On the other, there is a tendency to 
collect in typical categories the specificities – always irreducible – of individual disabled 
people. Furthermore, as Despret wonderfully points out: “[e]mpathy allows us to talk 
about what it is to be (like) the other, but does not raise the question ‘what it is to be 
‘with’ the other’. Empathy is more like ‘filling up one self’ than taking into account the 
attunement”118.
116  Cf. Nickerson, R. S., Butler, S. F. and Carlin, M. (2011) Empathy and knowledge projection. In J. De-
cety and W. Ickes (eds.) The Social Neuroscience of  Empathy, pp. 43-56. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, p. 49.
117  Cf.: Burgstahler, S. and Doe, T. (2004) Disability-related simulations: If, when and how to use them in 
professional development. The Review of  Disability Studies 1(2): 8-18; French, S. (1996) Simulation exercises 
in disability awareness training: A critique. In G. Hales (ed.) Beyond Disability. Towards an Enabling Society, pp. 
114-123. London: Sage.
118  Despret, V. (2004) The Body We Care for: Figures of Anthropo-zoo-genesis, p. 128.

i.b. V. 5 - Patricia Moore and her empathic experiment

Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that some experiences that have been made 
using this approach are particularly interesting. For instance, Patricia Moore, an industrial 
designer and leader in the Universal Design movement, in 1978 embarked on an peculiar 
adventure, supporting a radical transformation of what had hitherto been the priorities of 
GHVLJQ��3DUWLFXODUO\�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�GHVLJQ�IRU�WKH�HOGHUO\��0RRUH�UHFRXQWV�KHU�UDGLFDO�
empathic experimentation in her book Disguised: A True Story1. With the help of a professional 
make-up artist and friend, she disguised herself as an elderly woman, applying layers of latex 
to her face, wearing opaque glasses to blur her vision and earplugs to reduce her hearing. 
Disguised in this way, she tried to understand the everyday life of elderly people in the urban 
environment, and also attended a design conference. There, Moore witnessed that her fellow 
designers, unaware of her true identity, showed no care and attention to her. “A ‘young-is-
beautiful’ bias, she wrote, dominated American design”2. 

1  Cf. Moore, P. and Conn, C. P. (1985) Disguised: A True Story. Waco, TX: Word Books.
2  Williamson, B. (2019) Accessible America, p. 171.
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e) Some proposals show an emphasis on the ‘help’ – when not on the ‘control’ – that 
neurodivergent individuals might receive from/with a certain technological solution, 
thereby reducing them to a condition that is only impaired. 

f) The spatiality of most of these proposals is Euclidean and volumetric, and when not 
showing a ready-made space, what architects (as seen in point b) tend to put forward are 
normative lists and checklists of what spaces need to have without much explanation.
 
To sum up, what the collected examples seem to reveal is a neurotypical design approach 
to neurodiversity. Therefore, what we asked ourselves was: how can this model be 
challenged and overcome? What would a participatory design involving those who 
challenge Kantian subjectivity models consist in? What would a neurodiverse spatial 
practice be? These questions, therefore, inspired the following steps of our experience. 
First of all, however, I will dwell on the reflections of some authors who, during our 
exploration, have represented a remarkable source of inspiration to better define 
the contours and implications of what could be considered a neurotypical way of 
understanding – and living – space, as well as to help us grasp the extraordinary value 
and potential of its existing and yet to be explored alternatives.
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John Lee Clark, an American deafblind poet and writer, describes neurotypical 
spatiality using the concept of ‘distantism’: “(...) [t]he English word ‘distance’ comes 
from ‘distantia’, Latin for ‘a standing apart’. A point could be made that distantism 
refers to the privileging of the distance senses of hearing and vision”119. As Manning 
notes, following Clark’s insights, even the usual accounts of spatial orientation reveal 
a propensity to perceive the world in terms of distance. The space results as a ‘large 
flat empty surface’. In the case of an airport, for example , “[p]aths are drawn point 
to point, tracing a line as though we were flying overhead, little or no mention of the 
trolleys, the children running, the spilled drink, the noisy lineup blocking the way, the 
suitcase”120.
In the hegemonic neurotypical perspective, “all that is valued in existence can be 
mapped point to point”121. This means that, what Manning calls the ‘infrathin’122, that is 
the real consistency of space – everything that happens in crossing the distance between 
the different points – loses any value, it becomes ‘useless’: “‘Over there!’ is how we give 
directions, how we occlude the ineffability of that infrathin living that simply cannot be 
reduced to a series of points. A life pre-drawn in geometries of distance”123. 
Taking an airport as an example again, she writes that “to map [its space] withholding 
the buzz of the fluorescent lights, the glaring waxed surfaces of the floors, the loud PA 
system, the anxiety around security, the overlap of smells, the undercurrent of fear, is to 
radically underestimate how environments shape our ability to navigate them”124. 
In this understanding of the world and space, complexity and ambiguity are abandoned, 
in favour of “myths of normality that create structural barriers and exclude people”125. 
As we have seen, those who can perceive them, and therefore do not possess what she 
calls an ‘executive function’126, or ‘capacity for subtraction’127 and ‘zeroing’128, are almost 
always pathologised and marginalised. 

119  Clark, J. L. (2017) Distantism. Retrieved March 26, 2021, from https://johnleeclark-blog.tumblr.com/
post/163762970913/distantism
120  Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 7.
121  Ibid. p. 246.
122  Ibid. p. 1. Manning borrows the concept of ‘infrathin’ from Marcel Duchamp, who describes it as 
“the most minute of intervals, or the slightest of differences” (quoted in Perloff, M. (2002) The Concep-
tual Poetics of Marcel Duchamp. In Id. 21st-Century Modernism: The “New” Poetics, pp. 78-114. Oxford, UK: 
Wiley-Blackwell, p. 101). See also Davila, Th. (2010) De l’inframince, brève histoire de l’imperceptible de Marcel 
Duchamp à nos jours. Paris: Édition du regard.
123  Ibid. p. 246.
124  Ibidem.
125  Ibid. p. 5.
126  Ibid. p. 3.
127  Ibid. p. 5.
128  Ibidem.
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Yet, as Manning splendidly points out, invoking a more-than-human perspective, 
“[a]mbiguity is actually something to be embraced rather than to be avoided. It is an 
inevitable feature of human discourse”129. Particularly, in making this assertion she 
draws on Whitehead, whose philosophy of process, as we have already seen in part 
in Chapter III, rather than placing the human at the centre, aims at “untethering any 
preexisting notion of subjectivity from the events that compose (with) it”130. According 
to Whitehead, “matter (…) is fused into its environment. There is no possibility of a 
detached, self-contained local existence. The environment enters into the nature of each 
thing”131. Distantism, instead, “makes too strong a distinction between body and world. 
It speaks of self and other as preexisting categories, prioritizing extensive quantity over 
intensive magnitude”132. In this sense:

“[b]odies are properly bodies only when they can fully distinguish themselves from the 
touch of the world. Bodies that sense too much, bodies that feel the touch of the world and 
are moved by it, are at a loss. Their sense of agency is weakened by the pulse of what moves 
them, of what is moved by them. The deficit model of sensation relies on a preexisting 
body-matrix onto which a body is drawn. This abstraction is made possible by extracting 
the body from the ecology of its surrounds to recompose it as a form untouched by the 
fomenting of the relational complex. Paradoxically, it is this abstraction that we regularly call 
‘my body,’ a form whose integrity we far too rarely question”133.

Therefore, what seemed interesting to us is Manning’s proposal to make a ‘deviation 
from normopathy’134, an attunement with what is excluded from anthropocentric and 
normalising conceptions of neurotypicality. In her words, “[a] politics of the infrathin: 
a quest, in registers more-than human, for the most minor of variations, the minor a 
key rather than a quantity. A care for ecologies of practice that value the effects of 
what can but barely be perceived, if it can be perceived at all”135. Interestingly, she 
celebrates the “sense in excess of form, in excess of geometry”136, proper to that ‘autistic 
perception’137 that neurotypicality excludes. In fact, neurotypicality tends to categorise, 
129  Ibidem.
130  Ibid. p. 12.
131  Whitehead, A. N. (1938) Modes of  Thought. New York: Free Press, p. 188. Retrived from: Erin Man-
ning, E. (2020), For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 34.
132  Manning, E.  (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 249.
133  Ibid. pp. 248-249.
134  Cf. Ibid. p. 280.
135  Ibid. p. 16.
136  Ibid. p. 247.
137  Ibid. p. 2. ‘Autistic Perception’ is a key concept in Manning, E. (2013) Always More Than One: Individu-
ation’s Dance. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. See chapters “Toward a Leaky Sense of Self ” and “An 
Ethics of Language in the Making.”; See also Manning, E. (2016) The Minor Gesture, chapters “Artfulness: 
Emergent Collectivities and Processes of Individuation” and “Choreographing the Political”.
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separating subjects from objects and hierarchizing identity over multiplicity, while the 
way of feeling of neurodiversity “is the opening, in perception, to the uncategorized, 
to the unclassified”138. Neurodiversity is “ecstatically more-than human”139, intrinsically 
ecological and relational, “a feeling-with that extends beyond the human and connects 
to all that edges into experience”140. 
Clark’s reflections reveal how this breakdown of any separation and categorisation 
is particularly evident in the deaf-blind vision, or, more specifically, in what he calls 
‘metatactile knowledge’: “[i]t involves feeling being felt, being able to read people like 
open Braille books, and seeing through our hands and the antennae of and within our 
bodies. (…) [M]etatactile knowledge (…) extends to interactions with objects”141. Deaf-
blind spatiality, like neurodiverse spatiality, does not know distance, because “we all are 
in continuous conversation”142. It is ‘full’, dense, intrinsically topological, and therefore 
“queers Euclidean angularity”143. 
Furthermore, we noted how such radical relationality also resonates in the marvellous 
words of the autistic poet and writer Tito Mukhopadhyay144:

Green mimicking green.
Brightness of sun spreading
upon brightness of trees,
their mixing up the green, spreading one green upon another green
as green mimicked green.
Leaf spreading itself on leaves, displaying its green. And hundred other leaves
all mimicking that green, as if believing no one could want anything
from the sunshine, but green. 
So green mimicked green. 

And in those of Judge, when she refers to her inseparable connection with other, non-
human entities: 

“[t]he sound of water looks and feels similar to human and non-human voices 
according to my senses, it has never occurred to me that a river is any less 
communicative than a bird or a human. (…) When I am seeing a bird, I sense that the 

138  Manning E. (2016) The Minor Gesture, p. 14.
139  Manning, E.  (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 256.
140  Ibid. p. 254.
141  Clark, J. L. (2017) Distantism. 
142  Ibidem.
143  Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 262.
144  Tito Mukhopadhyay, Facebook post, May 28, 2010. Retrived from: Manning, E.  (2020), For a Prag-
matics of  the Useless, p. 276.



354

bird is also seeing me. We are thus communicating through our mutual sensory presence 
in this moment”145.

What emerged from our analysis and dialogues encouraged us to reflect on the fact 
that, in order to envisage new possibilities for co-design, or participation – when one 
finds him/her-self approaching actors situated beyond the kind of Kantian articulated 
subjectivity –, it would be important for architects to first engage in designing particular 
material conditions through which they can sensitise themselves to the embodied 
knowledge of neurodivergent people themselves – something that needs to be done 
every time in situated encounters – thereby challenging hegemonic neurotypical models 
and opening up knowledge to different versions. 
It is according to this very logic that my experience with Moritz took place. Particularly, 
my relationship with him soon revealed how limiting and mostly ineffective the 
knowledge, skills, and tools I was counting on were. Through a series of operations – 
or proto-architectural operations – I attempted to expand my modes of engagement 
with space, learning from his own modes, and to find clues for a neurodiverse-inflected 
architectural practice.
In particular, the relationship between Moritz and me in some way attempted to activate 
what Manning calls an ‘approximation of proximity’, that is, something that would allow 
us to ‘come into proximity’ of each other, and that can only take place in our difference, 
in an approximate and never complete way.  Indeed: “[a]pproximation of proximity is 
a way of speaking about two divergent planes, not converging as though they could 
become one, but meeting at the differential of their potential for the approximate. For 
isn’t sociality precisely that which sidles proximity differently, that which asks how else 
a coming-together-in-difference can be felt? Or (…) difference without separability?”146

145  Judge, S. M. (2018) Languages of sensing, pp. 1111-1113. Notably, Judge explores how the experi-
ence of ‘being with’ non-humans takes on particular relevance in neurodiverse autobiography, challenging 
conventional ideas of what is not ‘social’. For many of these authors, and for herself, understandings of 
places, organisms and objects with personalities and feelings often makes more sense than humans. Autistic 
academic Temple Grandin, for example, is able identify fear-inducing stimuli for cattle based on sensory 
empathy; Greg Krueger, who has been diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome, became particularly notorious 
for his particular sensitivity to cats, which led him to introduce some structural changes to his home to 
better accommodate them; autistic anthropologist Dawn Prince-Hughes shows a particular ability to un-
derstand gorillas and their life in captivity. Along with other authors, Judge identifies a close connection 
between the fields of more-than-human and neurodiversity research, as both deal with ‘less-than-human’ 
actors, whose knowledge and sensory language systems tend to be framed as something ‘other’, rather than 
as alternative ways of knowing and doing. Cf. Judge, S. M. (2018) Languages of sensing, 1101-1119. See 
also: Grandin, T. (1995) How people with autism think. In Schopler, E. and Mesibov, G. (eds.) Learning and 
Cognition in Autism. US: Springer, pp. 137-156; Grandin, T. (2012) Different... Not Less. Arlington, TX: Future 
Horizons Incorporated; Prince-Hughes, D. (2004) Songs of  the Gorilla Nation: My Journey through Autism. New 
York: Three Rivers Press.
146  Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 6. 
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The following part has the shape of a notebook of sort and reports 
\PM�LWK]UMV\I\QWV�WN�Ua�MV\QZM�XZWKM[[��QVKT]LQVO�LQЄMZMV\�I\\MUX\[�
of facing the issues I encountered along the way. Somehow, by going 
beyond and against the logic, approaches, actions and material 
arrangements which had previously led me to create a closed object 
(see section 3, chapter V),  my intention is to propose, through this 
notebook, a sort of device that can trigger an open participatory 
process, available to other architects who, in other situated design 
encounters with neurodivergent subjects, may be interested in picking 
it up again, modifying it, and adding their own experiences to it. 

<PQ[� LM^QKM� ZMXZM[MV\[� I� ÅZ[\�� [SM\KPa� I\\MUX\� \W� QVQ\QI\M� \PM�
constitution of a kind of ‘anti-Bauentwurfslehre’, i.e. a productive 
alternative to Neufert’s handbook147 and the other ones encountered 
in various chapters of this thesis. Where such books represent 
exhaustive containers of regulations and standards set on a ‘normate’ 
\MUXTI\M��_PQKP�QVM^Q\IJTa�IVL�^QWTMV\Ta�M`KT]LM[�\PW[M�_PW�LW�VW\�Å\�
in, this alternative could, instead, take the form of an open ‘cookbook’, 
KWVKMQ^ML�I[�I�VWV̆ÅVQ[PML�KWTTMK\WZ�WN�[Q\]I\ML�LM[QOV�MVKW]V\MZ[�·�
[]KP�I[�UQVM�_Q\P�5WZQ\b�·�_Q\P�JWLQTa�LQЄMZMVKM��IKKWUXIVQML�Ja�\PM�
documentation of each process. It would, in other words, invoke careful 
explorations in search of alternative possibilities for architecture and 
what is usually understood by collaboration or participation, which go 
beyond the ‘capacity contract’148.

As we shall see, the experience documented below prompted us to 
reconsider the potential of generic guidelines and recommendations. 
1VLMML��_PMZM�PQ[\WZQKITTa�UW[\�WN�\PM�KZQ\QY]M�QV�\PM�ÅMTL�WN�IKKM[[QJQTQ\a�
has brought the introduction of strict standards, shaped on bodies that 
PI^M�XPa[QKIT�LQ[IJQTQ\QM[��UWZM�WXMV�O]QLMTQVM[�IVL�ZMKWUUMVLI\QWV[�·�
_PW[M�̂ IO]MVM[[�_M�PIL�XZM^QW][Ta�KZQ\QKQ[ML�·�IXXMIZML��UWZM�[]Q\IJTM�
to accommodate a complex, inherently relational, atmospheric type 

147  Cf. Neufert, E. (1936) Bauentwurfslehre.
148  Cf. Simplican S. C. (2015) The Capacity Contract.
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of spatiality, which neurodiversity seems to suppose. Since the ways 
WN�M`XMZQMVKQVO�·�IVL�ZMTI\QVO�\W�·� \PM�[XIKM�WN�MIKP�VM]ZWLQ^MZOMV\�
QVLQ^QL]IT� IZM� QZZML]KQJTM� \W� Å`ML� KWWZLQVI\M[�� I� KMZ\IQV� LMOZMM� WN�
OMVMZITQbI\QWV�IVL�WXMVVM[[�[MMU[�\W�JM�JW\P�JMVMÅKQIT�IVL�VMKM[[IZa��
0W_M^MZ��\PM�WXMVVM[[�IVL�OMVMZITQ\a�WN�\PM�O]QLMTQVM[�Q[�VW\�[]ЅKQMV\�
in itself, as far as they reproduce a ‘normate template’, which does not 
take into account individuals in their own uniqueness. 
They should not be understood as an encyclopaedic taxonomy, or 
normative standpoints which LMÅVM�\PM�TM^MT[�WN�_PI\�Q[�XW[[QJTM��J]\��
ZI\PMZ��I[�XZQVKQXTM[�WN�IK\QWV��WXMV�\W�·�IVL�UWLQÅIJTM�Ja�·�[QVO]TIZ�
and situated material experimentations.
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“We have a desperate need for other stories, not 
fairy tales in which everything is possible for the 
pure of heart, courageous souls, or the reuniting of 
goodwills, but stories recounting how situations can 
be transformed when thinking they can be, achieved 
together by those who undergo them. Not stories 
about morals but ‘technical’ stories about this kind 
of achievement, about the kinds of traps that each 
had to escape, constraints the importance of which 
had to be recognized. In short, histories that bear on 
thinking together as a work to be done. And we need 
\PM[M�PQ[\WZQM[�\W�IЅZU�\PMQZ�XT]ZITQ\a��JMKI][M� Q\� Q[�
not a matter of constructing a model but of a practical 
experiment. Because it is not a matter of converting 
us but of repopulating the devastated desert of our 
imaginations”.

Stengers, I. (2015)  In Catastrophic Times: Resisting the Coming 
Barbarism. Lüneburg, D: Meson press, p. 132.



       Proto-architectural operations 
  for a neurodiverse spatial practice





world is made of. Through practices such 
as the training of perfume makers or expert 
wine tasters, the body learns to feel, to be 
sensitive, and materials such as the malettes 
à odeurs, wine kits, and wine labels, or 
particular rules to be followed during the 
training, are all part of this process2. This led 
to the idea of the need to train, or sensitise, 
the architect’s body to other ways of sensing 
and knowing, and the search for particular 
devices that could enable this exploration. 
British artist Marcus Coates and his book 
UR... A practical guide to unconscious reasoning3 
was an incredibly fascinating source of 
inspiration. The exercises and techniques 
he proposes are aimed at training the reader 
to experiment and expand the scope of his 
or her imagination. As absurd or bizarre as 
they may seem, the clear and concise steps 
which Coates invites to follow for each of 
them served as protocols or instructions to 
sensitise me and access, in an experimental 
and playful way, other possibilities of 
knowing the world and space. The ways to 
do this, however, could be endless. 

2  Cf. Harris, A. (2020) A Sensory Education. 
p. 5.
3  Cf. Coates, M. (2014) UR… A practical guide
to unconscious reasoning. London: Book Works.

The first operation required me to train and 
open myself up to other ways of relating to 
the world, to other ways of sensing and to 
other spatialities. The experience and the 
perception of the world, and knowledge 
itself, are mediated by the devices we equip 
ourselves with. Every – material and non-
material – technique, technology, device 
and, therefore, the very way we attempt to 
access the world, is performative, and creates 
specific relationships. It creates worlds. 
Perception, or knowledge, thus, is a 
process, which, by questioning human 
authority and agency, is rather shaped by 
a mutual interaction between human and 
non-human. The body, or the subject, does 
not exist prior to experience, but arises 
through it. In his text written in 20041 
(see i.b. 6, chapter IV), Latour looks at 
how novice perfumers are ‘trained to be 
affected’. In this process of learning to 
be affected by previously unregisterable 
differences ‘body parts are progressively 
acquired’. For Latour, the body is an 
interface that determines itself as it learns 
to be affected by more and more elements, 
thus becoming sensitive to what the 

1  Cf. Latour, B. (2004) How to Talk about the Body? 

Operation 1
Retraining the body of the architect (1)

I had the feeling that 
the more isolated 
the place, the more 
complicated the 
exercise. I laid on my 
back on the carpet in my 
room, eyes closed. Is my 
breath a sound too? The 
sound that I heard(...) 

I put my hands 
ahead of me, palms 
outward, eyes 
fixed, and started 
walking backwards. 
After a few 
seconds I noticed 
that people(...)

I struggled to 
keep control and 
found that quite 
exhausting. After 
a while my instin-
ct took over (...)



Fieldnotes, 28 December 2019
Location: my bedroom, Berlin
Music track: Bowsprit, Balmorhea

At the beginning, in the very first seconds, it 
seemed to be working but I really had to focus my 
attention on every single movement of my body. 
Somehow I even forgot about music. That was pretty 
challenging and I didn’t really know how to move 
‘against’ my instinct. I struggled to keep control 
and found that quite exhausting. After a while my 
instinct took over and I just started  following 
it. I found it very liberating. I couldn’t tell my 
body what to do and how to move.



Fieldnotes, 29 December 2019
Location: my bedroom, Berlin

I had the feeling that the more isolated the place, 
the more complicated the exercise. I laid on my 
back on the carpet in my room, eyes closed. Is my 
breath a sound too? The sound that I heard more 
was that of passing cars. One of them (the louder 
sound) made me get up. The wooden floor of my room 
was cracking at every step so I couldn’t stop my 
fingers, my neck, my head for awhile. I started 
blinking with the sound of some birds outside. The 
sound of a bell helped me to move on. I articulated 
every movement of my legs and feet according to its 
sound. 



Fieldnotes, 29 December 2019
Location: my apartment, Berlin

As soon as I started doing it, I started noticing 
a lot of details (the lower part of Susanne’s 
apartment) I usually don’t pay attention to. 
Anyway, I cannot really say if it actually altered 
my perception. Maybe I felt weaker, a little bit 
more vulnerable. I did it for 10 minutes, should I 
have perhaps done it for longer?



Fieldnotes, 2 January 2020
Location: on a bridge, somewhere near the 
Elbphilharmonie, Hamburg

I thought about it a lot before I decided to try 
out this exercise. At the beginning just the 
thought of it made me feel quite uncomfortable. 
For instance, I definitely wouldn’t have been able 
to do this in the place where I was born. I would 
have been afraid of what people might have thought. 
Everybody knows me there. This feeling bothered me. 
No one knows me in Hamburg. Moreover, my partner 
was with me. We could talk about it before, I 
could express my discomfort and concerns, we could 
even laugh it off together. I could definitely say 
that, in a way, I remained in my comfort zone, even 
though doing it has been pretty challenging. On 
the bridge near the Elbphilharmonie, I put my hands 
ahead of me, palms outward, eyes fixed, and started 
walking backwards. After a few seconds I noticed 
that people were starting to turn around and look 
at me. Some of them were intrigued, others were 
laughing and making fun of me. I had the feeling 
that someone was starting to imitate me. Later 
on, my partner did confirm it to me. My heart was 
pounding, but still, I enjoyed it. I could have 
held out longer, because it was starting to get 
funny and very interesting. Anyway, I suddenly 
stopped as soon as I noticed that someone was about 
to take a video/photo of me. This made me mad, or 
at least annoyed me very much. Is he/she going to 
post this video/photo on facebook or Instagram? I 
just couldn’t continue.



Fieldnotes, 4 January 2020
Location: Susanne’s apartment (where I have 
been living), Berlin

My eyes were hurting from it. Don’t know if I 
should have cut bigger holes in the sides of the 
box. I did it for 30 minutes, during which I tried 
not to stop walking. I had to continuously rotate 
my head in order to get my bearings. I bumped 
into objects many many times but I tried not to 
use my hands to touch and avoid obstacles. I kind 
of realized why birds cannot see glass and often 
bump into it, very often to death. I got used to 
it after awhile but I guess it was even harder 
for me. I was wearing my eyeglasses, and normally 
visibility is already limited on the sides. I found 
different intensities in light and shadow between 
the different rooms pretty helpful. It got harder 
toward the end, even exhausting: I started walking 
a lot slower. I got totally dizzy. After removing 
the box from my head, I felt nauseous. 



Fieldnotes, 4 January 2020
Location: my bedroom, Berlin

It should be done for more than 20 minutes to 
really make it work. At the beginning I wasn’t able 
to tell any of the objects apart, although I was 
trying hard to focus on my sounds. 
After the first attempts I discovered the trick. A 
cushion absorbs the sound (no echo, no vibration); 
a tray, especially a metal one, could even enhance 
the sound (some vibration; sound lasts a little 
longer); making a sound with a pen in front of my 
face it’s like having no obstacle. The object is 
too small and if there’s any difference in sound, 
it’s really hard to notice it. Once I could only 
distinguish it because I tried to compare that/its 
sound with others. Is it true? Or am I lying? maybe 
I was just lucky and it wasn’t an actual intuition 
after all.



than mapping lignes d’erres1, with the help of my ‘epistemic 
companions’, I collected a plurality of spatial and temporal 
details that would allow me to learn from his uses. 
Therefore, as Gisbert Alemany, inspired by Ingold, suggests 
in her ‘experiments with the profession’2, I adopted the 
method of participant observation, or the ‘art of inquiry’3. 
I placed myself at the centre of the experience, rather than 
simply representing or describing it, and attempted to 
learn from the people, things and spaces I worked with, 
reflecting on what my approaches and tools were ‘doing’ 
in a concrete situation, expanding and re-adapting them 
as I went. I showed photos, plans, drawings to Susanne 
and Julian, in order to solicit a conversation starting from 
them; at their request, I followed them as they moved 
from one room to another, taking notes – both in written 
form and in sketches – on what they told me; I invited 
them to point out certain ‘points of interest’, i.e. particular 
objects and spaces which had proved to be problematic for 
Moritz or which allowed particular memories to emerge; 
I paid attention to what Moritz himself said to me and to 
his gestures, trying to memorise and then transcribe what I 
learned through texts and sketches.

1 Cf. Deligny, F. (1979) Les détours de l’agir ou le moindre geste; Petrescu, D. 
(2007) The indeterminate mapping of the common; Dosse, F. (2011) La 
Borde: Between Myth and Reality; Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  
the Useless, pp. 159-161.
2  Cf. Gisbert Alemany, E. (2018) Learning Design with Social Insects.
3  Cf. Ingold, T. (2013) Making.

Therefore, I documented the qualities 
and uses of Susanne’s apartment, where 
he lived for a long time and to which he 
frequently returns, in order to reconstruct 
its ‘biography’, paying attention to the 
most minute details and anecdotes. The 
aim was, in fact, to sensitise myself to the 
(singular) uses of a space. The space of a 
house, or an apartment, is not that of an 
Autocad layout or a render, in which the 
hypothetical users are completely absent or 
reduced to standardised figurines that can be 
downloaded from online catalogues. It is not 
pre-constituted, but rather a living fabric of 
complex and radically singular relationships 
and uses, and one must somehow become 
part of these relationships in order to – at 
least provisionally – understand them.
Somewhat in line with Deligny’s experience 
of refusing to engage with any mode of 
representation that exceeds the autistics’ 
own modes of expression, movement and 
relationship, I have attempted to learn 
from Moritz’s movements and uses. Rather 

The second operation involved an 
exploration of the way Moritz uses and 
relates to space. The aim was not to design 
‘for’ him, but to observe – and learn from 
– his spatial practice, i.e. how he enabled 
certain spatial and relational arrangements, 
and how these arrangements influenced 
his surroundings. For this very reason, in 
addition to my direct relationship with him, 
the presence and help of his family members, 
who acted as ‘epistemic companions’, 
was particularly relevant: compared 
to conventional ‘service’ relationships, 
where designers call on relatives and 
ethnographers as ‘information providers’ 
to propose solutions in terms of design, 
Susanne (Moritz’s mother) and Julian 
(his brother) were rather collaborators. 
Because they were directly influenced by 
his spatial relationship arrangements, they 
did not speak ‘for’ Moritz, but ‘from’ 
their own experiences, sharing with me 
their rich personal, experiential, lived 
experience. Moritz’s spatial and relational 
arrangements, in fact, required them to 
learn to know and pay attention to them, 
and to generate and activate particular – 
material and behavioural – devices which 
facilitated and corresponded to them.

Operation 2
Thinking from (singular) uses

“I am his third eye”

(Susanne, 25 January 2020)

“He cannot measure the 
force”

(Julian, 29 January 2020)

“he used to touch 
everything (....) that 
was his way of seeing”

(susanne, 25 January 2020)













only are singularities erased, but bodies that do not fit those 
standards are irreparably and violently excluded. On the 
basis of these considerations, we reflected on how guidelines 
and bullet points – that is, some of the tools through which 
architects, according to what emerged from the research 
I had done and our joint analysis (see chapter V, section 
4.2), are used to approaching people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities – can be relevant, when not used 
as normative standpoints, but as ‘middle-ground’ approaches 
to conceptualising these singular spatialities, perhaps allowing 
urban designers to capture other forms of ‘doing’ space 
for their projects. In other words, while standards imply an 
exclusionary rigidity, imposing a specific and fixed version of 
the world and its different users, and a specific idea of what 
is the ‘common’, or the ‘common good’, the guidelines, in 
their looser nature, offer the possibility of composing these 
singularities without understanding them as already given 
and implying a closed summation. If declined and enriched 
through singular, situated and material experiences, the 
guidelines can represent a valid instrument to generate forms 
of sharing, and, therefore, to try to find a common territory, 
where the ‘common’ is not already known or ‘solved’. The 
architect is no longer the public architect of an already given 
public, but the architect of ever emerging publics.

basis. The idea consisted in my acting that 
day like a regular architect who approaches 
the documentation of a problem, carrying 
a map of the area, sketching and taking 
pictures. The walk created an interesting 
frictional moment: whilst Bieler told stories 
to make us perceive the singularity of the 
ways of living and using spaces, I struggled 
to inscribe those stories with visual means. 
These stories, in fact, described a complex 
topological spatiality, made up of singular 
experiences and emotions, which I was 
unable to account for with the tools I was 
used to working with. Moreover, both 
during the walk and during a break in a café 
in the neighbourhood, a long conversation 
ensued, in which we discussed how Bieler’s 
ethnographic stories could be made into 
matter in approaching the design of these 
spaces. How to compose these multiple 
experiences and singular needs, so different 
and contrasting? What choices should be 
made when designing a space? Architects, 
or urban planners, are used to approaching 
this problem by applying rigid standards 
and regulations in an uncritical way, offering 
a specific solution through a one-size-fits-
all approach, which is hypothetically able to 
end any conflict. In doing so, however, not 

After having explored the uses of – and 
relations with – the space of the house where 
Moritz lived for a long time, in their radical 
singularity, a subsequent operation was 
aimed at expanding this spatial analysis to 
the urban context, and allowing a reflection 
on the problems that would emerge. How 
should one behave when and where an 
infinite plurality of needs and ways of using 
a space, even conflicting ones, coexist? The 
opening to and the raise of awareness of 
individual – concrete and not abstract – 
situations and users in a public context, 
seems to clash with the need to make precise 
material choices. With these questions in 
mind, Sánchez Criado and I asked another 
‘epistemic companion’ to collaborate with 
us. This time, he was an ethnographer 
‘trained in the field’, namely Patrick Bieler, 
PhD candidate at the Institute for European 
Ethnology of Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin, whose research investigates on 
how people with mental distress relate to 
social and material urban environments in 
everyday life. Specifically, we asked Bieler 
to show us a neighbourhood of Berlin 
where he had done research, telling us 
stories of how several of his ethnographic 
counterparts experienced space on a daily 

Operation 3
Thinking from (multiple) singular uses

“how can I stop 
collecting data? If I 
keep collecting all the 
information about all 
these single worlds, 
how can I stop and start 
designing...”

“one of my informants 
always carries her 
bicycle, she drags it 
by hand as a protective 
shield in the crowded 
streets...” 



Location of the walk: 
Kiezingen (Unterstadt, Berlin)*
Participants: 
Patrick Bieler (ethnographer) 
Micol Rispoli (architect)
Tomás Sánchez Criado (ethnographer)
Meeting point: Markus Square
Date: 8 February 2020
Time: 10 am – 1 pm
Excerpts from the recorded conversation and 
Tomás Sánchez Criado’s notes

(During the walk. Patrick talks and I interrupt him 
from time to time. Tomás takes notes on what he 
says and on our conversations)

P: some of my informants usually walk as close as 
possible to the buildings

M: Why? 

P: because they feel more protected from the street 
and the traffic. They also prefer to sit with the 
buildings at their back

M: here?

P: not here, in some streets there are benches, I 
will show you later on

(Patrick tells some stories about his informants)

M: This is very interesting...anyway I would need 
more spatial details

P: What do you mean? What are you trying to do?

M: I’m trying to make some sketches, but you’re 
telling me stories about how these people feel in 
different places around here...it’s hard for me to 
grasp and sketch the spatial details from these 
stories

P: so how would you like me to tell them?

M: I don’t know, I would need more information 
about specific places, details, spatial 
references...

(Tomás intervenes to show me on the map I brought 
with me where we are exactly, so that I can better 
orient myself)

P: I couldn’t tell you exactly, I can’t tell you 
precisely ‘they sit here, or they walk there’...

(we keep walking and Patrick keeps telling us his 
stories)

P: for example in this street some of my 
informants, some women, feel uncomfortable. They 
prefer not to go through here because the street 
is too narrow and there are these stands and cafes 
right on the street. They feel like they are being 
watched by large groups of Arab men sitting in the 
cafés outside

(...)

P: another informant, the bottle collector, comes 
here regularly (he indicates a café) because there 
are many bottles that people leave in these spaces 
(he indicates the spaces between the benches). 
People who frequent these bars and sit on these 
benches always leave their bottles

(I keep stopping him and asking him to point out 
spatial details. I don’t know what notes to take, 
I don’t know what to draw. I’m taking some pictures 
of the benches)

P: many of them feel intimidated by the rubbish (he 
points to a pile of rubbish)

(...)

P: one of my informants always carries her bicycle, 
she drags it by hand as a protective shield in the 



crowded streets...but another one prefers to walk
in the crowded streets to feel more protected from 
the noise of the cars...

M: this is super interesting, everyone lives ad 
feels these places in completely different ways

P: yes, exactly, there isn’t just one way, each of 
them does different things

(I take pictures of the street at random)

M: you know, I have no idea of what to focus on 
exactly, I don’t know what notes to take, I mean, 
as an architect...

P: I think this is the problem with singular 
stories

P: here (we were inside a famous shopping mall 
in the neighbourhood), for example, she (one of 
his informants) would never go inside, it’s too 
noisy...you see these escalators we just took? She 
told me she was afraid the floor would collapse 
under her feet 

(...)

(we are approaching a bakery which is usually 
frequented by of one of his informants)

P: she sits outside, because inside it’s too noisy 
and crowded

(We enter a café next to the bakery to take a break 
and sit at a table. Patrick keeps telling us his 
stories, I have stopped taking notes)

P: She (the same woman who frequents the bakery) 
would never come in here...during weekdays a lot of 
people come here to work with their laptops, they 
use this place as a kind of library, and they speak 
English and she doesn’t, and she clearly notices 
this, and she says I’d never go there, simply 
because of this, she always goes to the bakery. The 

bakery, on the other hand, is frequented by locals,
whom she meets every day and with whom she can 
converse, even briefly. Here you have also very 
selected kinds of music, in the other place they 
put radio music. For instance I have a fieldnote 
saying: once I went to the bakery with her and 
there was radio music playing and people would come 
in and talk about soccer, and then I came here to 
write my fieldnotes and they were playing this kind 
of Indian esoteric kind of music and it was exactly 
like she said, that everybody was speaking English, 
so she has good powers of observation

M: so she doesn’t feel really comfortable in 
this neighbourhood...maybe because it has been 
gentrified for some years now, it became somehow 
cool and a lot of foreign people also came here to 
live

(...)

P: well, yes and no. She calls them “the English”, 
she likes looking at people but she doesn’t want to 
participate...she somewhat likes looking at people 
passing by and having fun. She likes it but at the 
same time it is a problem for her

(we step out of the cafè. Tomás proposes that we 
report on the experience and reflect on what has 
emerged from it)

T: it was a very short experience, anyway let’s 
try to understand what came out of it. On the one 
hand, Patrick, you have been in a way creating some 
sort of a guided story-telling walk where you were 
showing sometimes conflating singular stories of 
different people...and then, Micol, at the very 
beginning you were obsessively trying to get to the 
spatial clues of these stories and you were also 
struggling with that, the walk sometimes was too 
fast with you not knowing how to collect anything 
from this

M: Yes, I didn’t know how to represent this 
information. My tools, the way I was used to doing



surveys, just didn’t work. What is the spatial 
information here? There are too many stories, 
they’re all different stories, and then they 
are all about feelings, sensations...peculiar 
perceptions of individual people. Patrick, in your 
stories you have used a myriad of psychological, 
phenomenological, subjective and atmospheric 
categories, which cannot be thought of easily in 
spatial terms or described in the res extensa. 
You know, in general architecture is obsessed with 
the material dimension...there is a difficulty in 
abolishing the subject/object binomial. And then 
what you told us are singular stories, particular 
trajectories that cannot be compiled one on top of 
the other...I mean, all of them were incredibly 
fascinating...but how do I choose one of many? 
Which story should I choose to design something?

T: it seems we are now trapped into the domain of 
the psychological, in the sense that it’s all about 
the individual subject’s features that we cannot 
access but that would be needed to be understood so 
that we could design a space...like each person is 
a world, right? and then, since each person is a 
world, how can you know?  

M: yes, that’s exactly what I was thinking, if each 
person is a world, how can I do something...maybe 
I should just stop...I mean, if each person is a 
world, how can I design or re-design? I think that 
in a way what you are saying, Patrick, is that we 
should be focusing more on people as such, being 
individuals with insurmountable or incommensurable 
needs or feelings...but anyway, maybe there are 
some patterns that could be taken into account...
for instance, guidelines, principles, generic 
things, and that rather than being only about 
spatial design these patterns can also be about 
social design...they might be useful to think about 
how different people might live together in a space

P: I wouldn’t design a place based on the needs or 
accounts of people with mental disabilities...I 
would definitely refrain from that, because it’s 
not generalizable in any sense...what I find 

interesting is to have a space that allows very 
different usages and allows for interaction and 
meeting, and allows exclusions as well 

M: you were telling us stories about how your 
informants live and feel in those particular 
spaces, so I, as an architect, was trying to focus 
on what they were struggling with, what kind of 
spaces, objects, details, street furniture they 
would find most appropriate or not...and trying to 
collect this information in order to re-design a 
space by taking it into account...

T: so you were feeling the impulse to use these 
sort of data, so to speak...

M: Yes, or rather, this is what I am used to 
doing...information retrieval to know how and what 
to design

T: because this for you would be just adding 
difference, right? So one person, two people, three 
people...but all of them have differences, how can 
we compose them together and then...

M: yes, that is what I would do...or, rather, it’s 
what I thought I would do...but, as I said, this is 
impossible

P: but this would mean...would you need more 
accounts of individuals using that same space?

M: but then how can I stop collecting data? If 
I keep collecting all the information about all 
these single worlds, how can I stop and start 
designing...that’s why I thought that maybe some 
patterns are exactly what might be needed in this 
context. You know, Tomás and I, during a research 
we carried out, were paying some attention to the 
ways in which usually architects or urban designers 
approach these kinds of issues...most of the time, 
rather than heavily regulated spatial cues like 1.7 
meters or like this kind of pavement or this kind 
of material, they propose very vague guidelines, 
principles of design that would be extremely weird 



to consider without loads of interpretations...but 
at the same time I have the impression that you are 
suggesting that there is some interest in this kind 
of things because there is the appropriate level 
of generalization that would be needed not to get 
stuck into: “each person being an incommensurable 
being that has incommensurable needs that cannot be 
composed together”... 

T: so then, there is some level of generalization 
either in between the ethnographic and urban design 
that is needed, right?

M: which can also be problematic somehow...

P: but why is it problematic for you?

M: I don’t know...at the same time I feel that 
somehow I would exclude many many voices, as it 
always happens with generalization

P: but why is that exclusion if it’s quite clear 
that you cannot design the neighborhood for 
everybody to use it in the perfect way...it is 
incommensurable...so why is it problematic to 
design something that necessarily excludes the one 
way or the other?

M: is it a matter of leaving a certain degree of 
openness?

T: yes, exactly...I mean, each person is bringing a 
very peculiar world, that first we don’t really know how 
to know...because for instance we have your accounts, 
Patrick, and your accounts are like secondary sources 
of experiences that maybe you recorded walking along 
with them, they were the things that they said but, I 
mean, we don’t really know how it feels to be in that 
mall where we were before, climbing the escalator 
and thinking that the world is going to crumble 
under our feet...so perhaps that openness in design 
is needed, or an inscribed openness. Maybe instead 
of focusing on nitty-gritty material interventions 
here the task of any urban designer would be one 

of social composition...

M: I think that the guidelines, which during our 
analysis, Tomás, we criticised a little for their 
vague, too generic nature, could be re-evaluated... 
unlike rigid standards, which define the world 
materially in a precise way and exclude many 
subjects who have different ways of living, perhaps 
the guidelines provide us with that degree of 
openness we are talking about. But to prevent this 
level of generalisation from becoming problematic 
again, perhaps it would be useful to think about 
enriching these guidelines or patterns with many 
different singular stories, situated material 
interventions...no?

T: Yes, something that always remains open, on an 
appropriate and productive level of generalisation, 
which at the same time shows different singular 
situations, specific material interventions, which 
make it possible to compare, enrich, revise...I 
think this is a different idea of architecture and 
urban design...

 

*As in Patrick Bieler’s PhD thesis, the actual names of places have 
been intentionally replaced by pseudonyms. This is a common practice 
in ethnography based on ethical considerations to protect the identities 
of research subjects. For a detailed discussion of the meanings of the 
pseudonyms, see: Bieler, Patrick (2021): BioÖkologien des Begegnens: Eine 
HWKQRJUDÀVFKH�8QWHUVXFKXQJ�GHU�UHODWLRQDOHQ�.RQVWLWXWLRQ�SV\FKLVFKHU�*HVXQGKHLW�
und urbaner Umwelten. Unveröffentlichte Dissertation, Berlin.



material world view1, i.e. how a culture 
sees the world and makes it visible2. My 
sketchy attempts included binocular lenses 
1  Cf. Latour, B. (1986) Visualization and Cognition: 
Thinking with Eyes and Hands. .QRZOHGJH�DQG�6RFLHW\��
Studies in the Sociology of  Culture Past and Present 6: 1-40. 
Here Latour cites Svetlana Alper’s analysis of Dutch 
painting: cf. Alpers, S. (1983) The Art of  Describing: 
Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century. Chicago, IL: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press. See also: Henderson, K. 
(1999) On Line and On Paper: Visual Representations, Vi-
VXDO�&XOWXUH��DQG�&RPSXWHU�*UDSKLFV�LQ�'HVLJQ�(QJLQHHULQJ. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
2  What Ivins calls ‘the rationalization of sight’ took 
place by means of very precise material instruments 
or techniques, such as Alberti’s perspective scheme 
of 1435-1436, which “marked the effectual beginning 
of the substitution of visual for tactile space aware-
ness, because its novel procedure of central pro-
jection and section not only automatically brought 
parallel lines together in logically determinable van-
ishing points, but provided a basis for the hitherto 
missing grammar or rules for securing both logical 
relations within the system of symbols employed and 
a reciprocal, or two-way, metrical correspondence 
between the pictorial representations of objects 
and the shapes of those objects as located in space” 
(Ivins 1973: 10). This is also the case for descriptive 
geometry, which was literally created by Monge and 
developed “into a full-fledged mathematical disci-
pline” (Ivins 1973: 12) at the end of 18th century. Cf. 
Ivins, W. M. (1973) On the Rationalization of  Sight. New 
York: Plenem Press; Alberti, L. B. (1877) (text, transl. 
and notes by H. Janitschek) .OHLQ� HUH�.XQVWWKHRUHWLVFKH�
SchTiften. Quellenschriften für Kunstgeschichte und 
Kunsttechnik des Mittelanters und der Renaissance, 
11. Vienna: Barumüller; Id. (1565) (transl. by D. Do-
menichi) La Pittura. Mondovi, IT: Leonardo Torren-
tino; Id. (1568) C. Bartoli (ed.) Opuscoli morali. Venice: 
Francesco Franceschi, Sanese; Id. (1868) C. Popelin 
(transl. and ed.) De la statue et de la peinture. Paris: A. 
Lévy Éditeur; Monge, G. (1798) *pRPpWULH�GHVFULSWLYH��
Leçons données aux Écoles normales, l’an 3 de la République. 
Paris: Baudouin.

The last operation had, in principle, the 
same objective as the first, namely to train 
my body and open myself up to other 
ways of sensing and knowing. This time, 
however, this possibility was specifically 
offered to me by my relationship with 
Moritz. During the exploration of the 
flat, the stories of his mother and brother, 
and the direct observation, had provided 
me with a range of information about his 
spatial experiences. I had in fact attempted 
to somehow ‘come into proximity’ of 
Moritz and sensitise myself to the way in 
which he sees, where the contrast between 
different colours is more blurred and the 
angle of view is narrower than mine; to the 
way in which he hears, where the contrast 
between different sounds also appears to 
be less pronounced than mine; to the way 
in which he touches, where the medically 
labelled ‘lack of fine motor skills’ renders 
his hand contact different from mine. In 
particular, to this end, in the final phase 
of this experience I carried out a number 
of material explorations to prototype new, 
alternative architectural devices which 
would differ from the ones offered by 
traditional architecture’s visual culture and 
let me explore space in new ways. Again 
Latour, in fact, points out that visual culture 
is not a metaphorical but a literal and 

Operation 4
Retraining the body of the architect (2)

that channel sight and reduce contrast, sound recordings –
later merged together and adjusted to blur contrast between 
different sounds – and worker gloves to experience other 
ways of touching and handling things. Here it is necessary 
that I dwell further on the meaning that I attributed to 
these objects and their role as mediators. Indeed, these 
devices were in no way intended to imply and enable a 
‘representationalist’, or ‘empathic’ approach, which would 
presuppose the idea of replicating real bodily characteristics 
more or less accurately through simulation, and easily 
accessing the affective and sensory worlds of others (these 
issues have been more fully discussed in Chapter V, section 
4.2), thereby reducing experience and the body itself to 
finite models3. Rather, starting from the assumption that our 
experience and perception of the world always pass through 
different – material and immaterial, simple or complex – 
mediators, which “shape what counts as ‘real’”4, as well as 
Coates’ instructions for sensory experiments, I intended to 
capture from – and attribute to – such devices a performative 
character. Rather than neutral tools, these glasses, sound and 
gloves are to be understood as active and speculative tools. 
As Kullman would say, assuming that “access to others and 
the world is a fragile accomplishment”5, they had both the 
purpose and effect of engaging me in “perceptual variation”, 
i.e. expanding my modes of engagement with space, 
giving me the possibility to explore “different perceptual 
possibilities that a phenomenon can exhibit while viewed 
from different vantage points”6.

3  Cf. Kullman, K. (2016) Prototyping Bodies.
4  Verbeek, P.-P. (2006) Materializing morality: Design ethics and techno-
logical mediation. Science, Technology and Human Values 31: 361-380, p. 366. 
Cited in Kullman, K. (2016) Prototyping Bodies.
5  Kullman, K. (2016) Prototyping Bodies, p. 77.
6  Selinger, E. (2006) Normative phenomenology: Reflections on Id-
he’s significant nudging. In E. Selinger (ed.) Postphenomenology: A Critical 
Companion to Idhe, pp. 89-107. Albany, NY: State University of New York 
Press, p. 92. Cited in Kullman, K. (2016) Prototyping Bodies, p. 78. See 
also: Ihde, D. (2012) Experimental Phenomenology. Multistabilities. Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Press.





“but now you 
should do the 
same for the 
ears, because he 
can’t distinguish 
between sounds. 
He doesn’t know 
which one is more 
relevant”

(Susanne, 10 February 2020)





(...) I have tried 
them, I can’t do 
many things...Susanne 
suggested I tried 
to cook with these 
gloves, even cut 
vegetables. I tried 
to do it, it’s very 
difficult (...)

(14 February 2020)





(...) I had to 
disassemble and 
assemble the various 
parts several times, 
because dust or 
remnants of paper 
easily entered the 
mask and soiled the 
filter (...)

(15 February 2020)





1. The guideline may be a gateway to other possible   
    architectures.

The guideline, unlike a standard, does not dictate rigid 
measures, thus excluding bodies that do not fit in. Its 
‘loose’ and open nature is not violent, but implies 
and can produce spaces of encounter and coexistence. 
It contemplates, celebrates and evokes difference (see 
operation 3).
However, if considered and applied uncritically and 
generically as a normative bullet point (see chapter 
V, section 4.2), the guideline risks perpetuating the 
standard and its effects. It should not, therefore, be 
used regardless of the specificity of each individual 
design situation and of the ways in which to address it 
(see operations 2 and 4).

2.   Rather than as a tool already defined and applicable in 
the abstract, the guideline should be regarded as a 
recipe or open instruction. In this way, it may start/
trigger a process, stimulating various concrete and 
situated design experiences (see operations 2 and 4). 
The documentation of such multiple design encounters 
could enrich it, offering possibilities for comparison, 
revision, alteration. The guideline does not stabilise 
the ‘common’, but leaves room for new, ever emerging 
versions. It should be treated as a ‘generative 
regulation’.

“Generalization should be a vehicle for travelling through as many differences as 
possible – thus maximizing articulations – and not a way of decreasing the number 
of alternative versions of the same phenomena”. 
Latour, B. (2004) How to Talk about the Body?, p. 221.

3.   The guideline is particularly relevant  in the case of   
neurodiversity. Neurodiverse spatiality is not 
Euclidean, volumetric, measurable. It is atmospheric, 
complex, intangible. Rigid standards and regulations 
are completely ineffective in taking it into account. 
The guideline, in its open, vague, weak nature, can 
accommodate different spatialities (see operations 1 
and 4).

4. The guideline requires operations of ‘design before 
design’, that is, conceptual, bodily, practical 
explorations of the ways of doing architecture, which 
go beyond normative and procedural ‘know-what’ (see 
operations 1, 2, 3 and 4). It requires architects to go 
beyond neurotypical distantism, and tune in to more-than-
human spatialities, i.e., to topological spatialities 
in which, for example, contrast, colour or the tactile 
sense are not adjectives or secondary qualities of a 
Euclidean space, but represent the very way of relating 
spatially – i.e., the peculiar ecologies – of certain 
bodies (see operation 4). This attunement does not 
depend on verbal language, on which participatory and 
non-participatory design approaches are generally based 
in similar situations, but takes place through spatial 
relationships and agreements.

“How indicates activity, the unfolding of a process. (...) How do you do that? The 
question how is often coupled with the answer ‘like so’. The sharing of process 
can be approached as the trade or swapping of techniques or ways of doing 
things, a form of skills transfer or knowledge exchange. There is a pedagogical 
aspect to this modality of how: observe the imperative of the step-by-step guide 
or technical manual, united in a shared attempt to communicate and teach the 

(Not)final remarks: an Ode to the Guideline



procedural knowledge of how-to. In some disciplines, the principle of how is 
instilled through training, the perfection of a notionally correct way of doing 
things, whilst in other contexts how emerges through self-discovery (...). How can 
be proper and improper, diligent or deviant. Act of revelation: the (s)howing of  
the how. (...) [T]here are things that cannot be so easily explained, that refuse to be 
reduced to a map or guide. Beyond the know-what of the encyclopedia, consider 
the experiential, those embodied forms of tacit knowledge or even know-how; 
resistant to being shown or said, that only can be performed or practised. Indeed, 
how do we account for those processes in which not knowing, uncertainty, trial 
and error, feeling one’s way and contingency perform a significant role. (...) How 
is less the destination, rather the journey travelled”.
Gansterer, N., Cocker, E. and Greil, M. (eds.) (2017) Choreo-graphic Figures: Deviations from the Line. 
Berlin-Boston: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 63-64.

“Approximation of proximity is a way of speaking about two divergent planes, 
not converging as though they could become one, but meeting at the differential 
of their potential for the approximate. For isn’t sociality precisely that which 
sidles proximity differently, that which asks how else a coming-together-in-
difference can be felt? Or (…) difference without separability?”
Manning, E. (2020) For a Pragmatics of  the Useless, p. 6. 

5.  The guideline may suggest and imply a contract for a more 
careful way of designing. That is, a contract that 
does not concern the mere ‘service provision’ from 
architect to client, which therefore ends when a certain 
design ‘solution’ is produced, ‘for’ or ‘instead of’ 
neurodivergent people. The guideline may allow us to 
find an alternative, an unusual contract, that creates 
new obligations and involves constant commitment and 
care, in dialogue with a wide variety of epistemic 
companions (see operations 2 ad 3) in problematizing the 
ways in which design practice and material interventions 
might accommodate bodily diversity.

“Making a commitment is, essentially, letting oneself be committed (...). This 
means breaking down the barriers of immunity (...). This means letting oneself be 
affected, letting oneself be touched, letting oneself be addressed, knowing one is 
required, and seeing oneself as concerned. It means moving into spaces of life that 
we cannot aspire to totally control, getting involved in situations that are too much 
for us and that require us to come up with answers that perhaps we don’t have and 
that, most probably, would make us different people of us. Any commitment is, 
perforce, a transformation, with no guaranteed results. (...) [I]t lays bare what is, 
for the modern individual, the most disagreeable truth: to exist is to depend”.
Garcés, M. (2013) El Compromís /Commitment. Barcelona, ES: Centre de Cultura Contemporània de 
Barcelona CCCB, p. 31.  

“[T]o care joins together an affective state, a material vital doing, and an ethico-
political obligation”. (...) [It is a] commitment because it is indeed attached to 
situated and positioned visions of what a livable and caring world could be; but 
one that remains speculative by not letting a situation or a position (...) define in 
advance what is or could be”.
Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2017) Matters of  Care, p. 42-60.

6.  The guideline can make it possible to turn design into a 
speculative tool, a domain of problematisation (see 
operations 1 and 4). Beyond consensual narratives, 
ready-made formulas or clear-cut ideas of what should 
be done and how, such understanding of design requires 
us to slow down, care, learn to be affected and open up 
unforeseen forms of world-making.



The guideline may be a gateway to other possible architectures.

architectures that do not exclude
architectures that do not ‘include’ but continually redefine 

themselves
architectures that are not satisfied with abstract definitions 

and formulas

uncommon architectures
architectures that are plural, multiple, always emerging

architectures that do not aspire to simplify and/or resolve
non-expert architectures

non-hierarchical architectures
a-disciplinary architectures

architectures beyond the capacity contract
architectures beyond neurotypical distantism

architectures that remain open, that question and offer 
questions

living, unstable, enthusiastic, curious, restless 
architectures

queer architectures

careful architectures
architectures of encounters

architectures showing attempts, mistakes, failures
vulnerable, generous architectures

neurodiverse architectures

more-than-human architectures




