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plaN ext – Next Generation Planning 
 
Along the concentrated efforts of the Association of European Schools of Planning 
(AESOP) to Open Access scholarly planning debates, the young academics network of 
AESOP continues to publish its international peer-reviewed open access e-journal, plaNext. 
plaNext provides prospective authors an opportunity to engage their ideas in international 
planning debates as well as make their research available to the wider planning audience. 
plaNext invites authors to submit original work that includes: empirical research; theoretical 
discussions; innovative methodologies; case studies; and, book reviews on selected books, 
textbooks, or specific topics dealing within planning. 
 
For more information about plaNext and to access all publications, please visit the journal’s 
homepage at http://journals.aesop-planning.eu/. You are also welcome to reach us at 
planext@aesop-youngacademics.net 
 
plaNext Editorial Board 
AESOP Young Academics Network, All Right Reserved 
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plaNext is an international, peer-reviewed journal publishing high-quality and original research. 

All submitted manuscripts are subject to initial appraisal by the Editor, before being reviewed by two or 

three semi-open expert referees. All manuscripts are open access published. This means that 

published manuscripts are freely and permanently available to the general public. There is no 
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applied. 
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VOLUME TEN, SPECIAL EDITION 
Planning Inclusive Spaces: An Inter- and Transdisciplinary Approach 
 
Each year, plaNext aims to publish two volumes; one of which presents a collection of original 
works following an open call, and the other presents a selection of articles from the AESOP 
Young Academics (YA) conference of the previous year. This volume includes two sections. 
Section one represents the 13th AESOP-YA Annual Conference, “Planning inclusive spaces: 
An inter- and transdisciplinary approach,” held in Darmstadt, Germany, April 2019. Invited 
authors’ contributions went through a rigorous peer-review process in which Prof. Roger Keil 
from York University, was invited to the editors of this volume, formed by Pinar Dörder who is 
member of plaNext Editorial Board and the Chair of YA-AESOP Coordination Team, and 
Batoul Ibrahim who is member of both plaNext Editorial Board and the YA-AESOP Network. 
To this section of volume 10 the editors invited twelve excellent manuscripts, presented at the 
different sessions of the conference. The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, however, has had 
dramatic effects on the review process and certainly on all aspects of life. Only three 
contributors were able to complete and submit their top-quality contributions. Their 
manuscripts explore a range of complex matters that challenge but also inspire the “planning 
of inclusive spaces”, reflecting on topical debates in academia and planning practice. With their 
contributions, this volume seeks new ideas and technologies that can facilitate a sustainable 
transition towards (more) inclusive spaces. 
 
Section two includes individual articles that are not attributed to any special issue, but they 
were published Online First. In this section, you will find an article authored by Basak 
Tanulku, and titled Urban Space-Making through Protests: The Transformation of Gezi Park 
into a Bricolage.  
 
 
Content  

Section one - special issue 

Pinar Dörder, Batoul Ibrahim, and Roger Keil  
Editorial: Planning inclusive spaces–in a new light 

Céline Janssen, Tom Daamen, and Co Verdaas 
Implementing Social Sustainability in Area Development Projects in the Netherlands 

Dexter Du 
Urban Living Lab: What Is It, and What Is the Matter? 

Elisa Privitera 
The third sector in the planning, production, and regeneration of inclusive public space. Notes from an 
ongoing experience in a distressed Sicilian neighborhood. 

 

Section two - open call articles  

Basak Tanulku 
Urban Space-Making through Protests: The Transformation of Gezi Park into a Bricolage  

 
 

All rights belong to the authors; the articles are protected under Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 
International (CC BY-NC 4.0) (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/). 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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Darmstadt and researches the settlement growth and urban green spaces in the Frankfurt Rhine-Main 
region. She is the Chair of the AESOP Young Academics Network. 
 
Batoul Ibrahim is a Ph.D. candidate at CZU Prague. She has a degree in civil engineering from Damascus 
University. Her Ph.D. research is about planning in the post-conflict era in Syria and investigating the 
adequate spatial approach for the reconstruction era. It concentrates on the resettlement process, 
polycentric development, and planning policies. Between 2018 and 2020, Batoul was an elected 
member of the Coordination Team of AESOP Young Academics Network. 
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concern social sustainability, inclusion, migration, urban development and governance. 
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Dexter Du is currently a PhD candidate at the University of Reading. He is interested in the field of urban 
governance and its linkage to planning and real estate. Previously, he graduated from the University of 
Groningen (Research M.Sc. in Regional Studies) and Peking University (B.Eng. in Urban Planning and 
B.Sc. in Psychology). 
 
Elisa Privitera. received her MSc in Building Engineering-Architecture (University of Catania) with a thesis 
on constructing an urban community lab within the Sicilian neighborhood San Berillo. She specialized 
in local participatory action and public debate (IUAV). She is a Ph.D. student at the University of Catania 
and a member of LabPEAT (Ecological Design Lab). She investigates the hybrid commonground where 
subaltern communities and engaged researchers contribute to the planning of contaminated areas. In 
2020, she co-founded the social cooperative Trame di Quartiere and joined the Coordination Team of 
the AESOP Young Academics Network.  
 

Basak Tanulku ndependent researcher from Istanbul, Turkey, with a PhD degree in Sociology from 

Lancaster University, the UK. Tanulku aims to understand and demonstrate the relationship between 
people and space, particularly how they shape each other. Tanulku mainly focuses on urban 
transformation, various conflicts over the ownership of and access to urban space, different forms of 
urban vacant land, and socio-spatial fragmentation and housing. Tanulku has also published on urban 
activism and alternative spaces such as urban guerrilla gardens and squats. Tanulku has also published 
works on social and political issues such as environment, urban and rural natural and cultural heritage, 
urban animals and gender. Last but not least, Tanulku is interested in Cumbria and the Lake District 
(the UK), particularly the dilemma between its cultural and natural landscape. 
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Editorial:  
Planning inclusive spaces–in a new light 
 
 
 

Pınar Dörder 
TU Darmstadt, Germany 
Corresponding author, pinar.bilgic@stadt.tu-darmstadt.de  
 

Batoul Ibrahim 
Czech University of Life Sciences Prague, Czech Republic  
 

Roger Keil 
York University, Canada 
 
 

 
It is deeply satisfying to know that Volume 10 of AESOP Young Academics’ peer-reviewed 
journal plaNext – Next Generation Planning is now available to you. This volume stems from 
the 13th Young Academics conference which took place from the 2nd to the 5th of April 2019 in 
Darmstadt and was hosted by the Graduate School of Urban Studies (URBANgrad) at the 
Faculty of Architecture of Technical University of Darmstadt. The conference was held under 
the title “Planning inclusive spaces: An inter- and transdisciplinary approach” and provided 50 
young planning researchers with a platform for exchange for the following themes: “'Public 
space' and the dilemma of inclusion,” “Health promoting urban planning and design,” 
“Citizenship and governance in the production of space,” and “From sustainable to resilient 
urban strategies.” 
 
This volume comprises three top-quality papers which were presented at the conference. 
These are highly valuable contributions, as they approach complex matters of “planning 
inclusive spaces” from a variety of aspects, make critical observations, and reframe and reflect 
on topical debates in academia and planning practice. By presenting these papers, we believe 
this volume provides an insight into advancing our collective knowledge through the debates 
on inclusivity. We learn our lessons from policies and practices that are “good” but also from 
those that are “not so good”. The volume, therefore, shares these perspectives and viewpoints 
with relevance to the conference theme, and it does so by trying to identify what is really 
needed to adequately address spatial challenges and to facilitate a sustainable transition 
towards (more) inclusive spaces through inter- and transdisciplinarity. 
 

 

Copyright: author(s). Protected under CC BY-NC 4.0. ISSN: 2468-0648. 

 

Please cite as: Dörder, P., Ibrahim, B. & Keil, R. (2020). Editorial: Planning inclusive spaces – in a new light. 
plaNext – next generation planning. 10: 5-9. DOI: 10.24306/plnxt/63. 
 

mailto:pinar.bilgic@stadt.tu-darmstadt.de
http://dx.doi.org/10.24306/plnxt/63
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The complexities of life in cities, including but not limited to the consequences of recent 
migration flows and patterns and climate change have exposed societies to a precarious 
present and future, and socially unjust urban development. Unless these complexities are 
managed by democratic, progressive and redistributive planning models, living urban spaces 
would become dysfunctional, with worsened conditions to the disadvantaged. Several planning 
scholars thus call for inter- and transdisciplinary approaches that are needed to rethink the 
principles of inclusion to inform the current planning models in the face of unprecedented global 
challenges. In this context it is perhaps legitimate to discuss not only planning for inclusivity 
but also inclusive planning. This also aligns with the transformative promise of the 2030 United 
Nations Agenda for Sustainable Development, ‘leave no one behind.’ 
 
The contributions in this volume explore this and other related questions from different 
perspectives and contexts. While they investigate the contribution of public participation to 
inclusive cities, they explain how uncritical engagement in the principles of inclusion risk the 
production of new patterns of injustices. The main questions investigated in the contributions, 
among others, are: what forms of governance and planning governance are needed to promote 
contextualized inclusion? Why is (local) politics a game-changer? What principles should be 
taken into consideration to ensure inclusive processes when partnering the private and 
voluntary sectors?  
 
Social sustainability, urban innovation, and collaborative production of space 
 
In the paper “Implementing Social Sustainability in Area Development Projects in the 
Netherlands,” the authors Céline Janssen, Tom Daamen, and Co Verdaas look at the 
interdisciplinary practice of area development in the Netherlands. Two main questions guide 
the discussion: how are perceived social sustainability dimensions operationalized, and how 
does this relate to governance configurations and decision-making? Priorities for social 
sustainability emerging from the housing shortage, rising land prices, immigration, socio-
economic segregation, as well as their spatial representation are pointed out as the centers of 
gravity in the debate going on at the intersection of area development projects and social 
sustainability. When it comes to implementation, the ambiguity of concepts and variety of 
dimensions and definitions of the term “social sustainability” adds another layer of complexity. 
 
To further the discussion on operationalization, the authors employ Dixon & Woodcraft’s (2013) 
conceptualization of social sustainability. Through this lens, one also acknowledges what is 
beyond the ‘area’ itself: a space to grow, a connection to the local and regional economy, and 
a consideration of environmental objectives. Although area development can be imagined as 
a tangible process that is bound to its on-site spatiality and temporality, it is not without its 
intangible tensions and conflicts among actors from various levels and scales, from individual 
to international, including private investments and political tendencies. This is a clear 
demonstration that governance conditions indeed shape urban processes. At this point, the 
first paper of this volume, written by Janssen et al., refer to an example by Elander & Gustavson 
(2019) for the case of Sweden that a successful integration of social objectives in policies does 
not guarantee anticipated outcomes. A mismatch in the levels and scales of administration 
seems to be evident: the central government is “governing from distance” with its regulatory 
power and financial and steering measures, whereas local authorities need to make all efforts 
compatible with the actual local needs. Another misalignment in this respect is found to be 
evident between the public interests which tend to be long-term and are facilitated by slower 
actions, and private interests which tend to be short-term and focus on quicker financial gains. 
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All these necessitate a new look into the implementation of social sustainability in the context 
of area development, and perhaps a reframing. Janssen et al. propose that the conceptual 
foundation they build can, in fact, be put into use as it enables an analytical approach, which 
is supposed to help look into governance dynamics surrounding social sustainability. They 
conclude that implementing social sustainability in area development projects is indeed a 
governance process, which is vulnerable to the tensions between politics on the public end, 
and market-driven economy on the private end. One has to understand the complex nature of 
the variables at play well, and embrace their cognitive, strategic, and institutional uncertainties, 
as this seems to be a precondition that implementing social sustainability brings the outcomes 
it promises. 
 
In the second paper, titled “Urban living lab: What is it, and what is the matter?”, Dexter Du 
introduces and highlights the current debates around the concept Urban Living Lab (ULL). To 
put it simply, ULL can be understood as a form that urban innovation and experimentation 
takes. Du’s point of entry is that, though there are some gaps which need to be addressed, a 
critical confrontation seems to be lacking. To tackle this, the ambiguity of spatiotemporality of 
ULL’s emphasis on “real” time and environment is questioned: attention and popular 
perception may hinder the questioning of the political context—as this is often the case with 
such highly-contested issues. The motivation for ULLs rests on the premise that a conventional 
business-as-usual is no more sustainable, and urban innovation and experimentation in actual 
situations beyond artificial environments and controlled conditions can provide the necessary 
responses. Against this backdrop, the research follows the line of thinking which leads to 
asking why ULL has had this certain development path and not any other, and how they may 
unfold in the future. 
 
Du’s critical reflection on ULL’s spatiotemporality shows that in terms of its spatiality, it is true 
that an urban experiment would be limited to a space, but this is not to separate or isolate it 
from what is going on in its surroundings in a physical sense. Though such place-boundness 
is clear, temporality is a bit tricky, because it is oftentimes referred to as being “real” time, 
without further exploration on what being “real-time” actually entails. Another critical reflection 
delves deeper into the origin of the term and uncovers that although the MIT definition of ULL 
from the 2000s is frequently referred to, an older definition by Bajgier et al. (1991) was able to 
better capture ULL’s recent implications. Such revelations are proof enough that questioning 
what is beyond apparent meanings is indeed a critical practice. Still, if the definitions and 
origins are so inconclusive, what is the way forward? 
 
Du points out that one way of finding this is to be proactive and connect the dots. In the article, 
this is done by bringing together the discussions around production of knowledge and the 
knowledge economy, with an emphasis on the role universities and politics play. For instance, 
the fact that most ULL projects are also smart city projects is indeed an interesting one. Most 
of the time, data collection tends to be entirely open. But is the decision-making based on this 
data also an entirely open process? In this case, if the university-end of this equation 
represents “openness,” then is the politics-end representing “closeness”? In an attempt to 
respond to these questions, one thing to do could be to take a step back and reset our 
intentions to the benefit of the greater good, which may then diminish the importance of 
labelling any practice (e.g. as ULLs). 
 
In her paper “The third sector in the planning, production, and regeneration of inclusive public 
space: Notes from an ongoing experience in a distressed Sicilian neighborhood”, Elisa Privitera 
focuses on formal and informal re-appropriation and self-recovery practices in distressed 
neighborhoods in San Berillo. 
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In Southern Italy, both public and private funds for production and regeneration of public 
spaces have diminished. However, there are collaborative efforts to produce and regenerate 
public space, though such practices may be ineffectual and confront the consequences of 
informality and irregularity, potentially diminishing their power to become a highly beneficial, 
consistently applicable local strategy. As tensions among the main actors, i.e. individuals, 
collective public, private, and social actors are shaping the intangible aspects of “space,” the 
third sector (non-governmental organizations, non-profit organizations, volunteers, etc.) 
receive attention. In search of an answer to the question, how collaborative paths emerge and 
in what ways they are important for the public spaces of such distressed contexts, the author 
introduces a fundamental line of thinking: collaboration, when deliberate, triggers innovation. 
And this innovation takes place in the “third-place,” which is where experiences (the first place: 
the tangible aspect of built environment, actual, real) and expectations (the second place: the 
perception of the first place, virtual, imagined) unite. This is then the “enabling” space for 
experimental, collaborative processes, which is to some extent conditioned by planning 
practices, but in turn also influence planning processes. 
 
Based on this, Privitera decodes the invisible practices of regeneration by site visits and 
systematic observations of social interactions. The core issue is, therefore, the collaborative 
experiments of “enabling” spaces, exemplified by the “invisible” practices of regeneration, 
which exist in-between inclusivity and exclusivity, formal and informal, conditioned and 
influential. This alone emphasizes the importance of the third sector, third place, and that 
deliberate efforts of collaboration which triggers innovation. But there are several dead-ends. 
The way to resolve challenges will include finding innovative ways to involve administration in 
self-organized inclusive placemaking and coming up with bottom-up proposals, but not without 
taking up on the responsibilities that come with it. 
 
Towards post-pandemic inclusive spaces 
 
There is no doubt that the recent COVID19 pandemic has been introducing countless 
unprecedented challenges to the communities worldwide, including all aspects of life such as 
public health, economic prosperity, including the way cities function. But more importantly, if 
we are to “plan” our way out, a better approach to inclusivity, beyond disciplinary or sectoral 
limitations, will be imperative. It seems that the core issues the authors talk about in this 
volume—social sustainability, urban innovation, co-production of public space—are not only 
the debates of the pre-pandemic planning research and practice, but also the building blocks 
of a post-pandemic urban life.  
 
Resilience theory tells us that crises have transformative power and are therefore windows for 
opportunity. However, a crisis alone does not inherently bring about a systemic transformation 
towards a better world. There is still a lot of uncertainty surrounding the move towards post-
pandemic phase. Despite the intense research regarding the virus, and the vaccine, people 
may need to be vaccinated against the coronavirus for “many years to come” (Euronews, 
2021). This means that the virus is “here to stay” Scudellari (2020), and therefore, the gap 
between the rich and poor countries will widen in terms of providing the vaccine, and the 
consequences that will follow, which raises the question of what the new normal will be. The 
work towards the new normal will be “built on an oscillating reality with no fixed parameters” 
(Keil, forthcoming). 
 
Currently, our capacity to navigate our way through is indeed dependent on how we deal with 
inclusivity: the pandemic has not just revealed where our social fabric has gotten thin—with 



   

NEXT GENERATION PLANNING  

 
     

 
Open Access Journal 

 

9 

 

AESOP / YOUNG ACADEMICS 
NETWORK 

most damage done by the virus among the poor, racialized and precariously housed and 
employed communities—it has also deepened those inequalities even further with no clear exit 
strategy to make the structural changes that created those injustices in the first place. From 
the point of planning research and practice, having embraced the crisis “as a moment of 
change rather than continuity” (Hertel & Keil, 2020), followed by witnessing “urban planning’s 
insurgent moment” after George Floyd’s killing (Keil & Hertel, 2020), it is high time that we ask 
ourselves the extent to which we have made effective use of the instruments the planning 
profession provides us with.  
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Implementing Social Sustainability in Area 
Development Projects in the Netherlands 
 
 

Céline Janssen 
Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands 
*Corresponding author: Celine.Janssen@tudelft.nl 
 

Tom Daamen  
Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands 
 

Co Verdaas  
Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands 
 
 
During recent decades, urbanization processes and changing population compositions in 
European cities have underlined the relevance of social sustainability for urban development. 
Despite a growing amount of research on the social sphere of sustainability, the actual 
implementation of social sustainability in area development projects remains problematic. In 
the Netherlands, as in most other European countries, area development is understood as an 
interdisciplinary practice that strives to integrate strategies, activities and interests of public 
and private actors into perceived sustainable projects. If area development projects are 
considered as acts of policy implementation, two questions rise: 1) How are social 
sustainability dimensions planned, operationalized and implemented through area 
development projects? and 2) How are they related to governance configurations and 
mechanisms that relate to decision-making and interventions in these area development 
projects? The main aim of this paper is to construct a theoretically informed analytical approach 
to be further developed and applied in PhD research about the implementation of perceived 
“social sustainability” in area development projects in the Netherlands. We conclude that the 
implementation of social sustainability in area development projects is a governance process 
that requires political interventions in a market-driven society and hypothesize that the 
outcomes of social sustainability in area development are dependent on various aspects of 
this governance process. 
 

Keywords: area development; social sustainability; implementation; urban governance 
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Introduction: a changing demography, housing shortage and a call for inclusive cities 
 
During the recent decades, urbanization processes and changing population compositions in 
European cities have underlined the relevance of social sustainability for urban development. 
While sustainability has gained grounds in the fields of urban policy, planning and 
development, an increasing attraction of urbanized areas for people, as well as for industries 
to locate themselves in inner-city areas puts space in cities under pressure. Many West-
European cities are experiencing rising land prices and shortages in the housing stock (Knight 
Frank Research, 2018), increasing immigrant inflows (Goodson et al., 2017) and increasing 
socio-economic segregation (Musterd et al., 2017). These trends particularly emphasize the 
need to pay attention to social sustainability in urban development. 
 
In the Netherlands, demographic prognoses show that the population is changing (Kooiman et 
al., 2016). Three main trends are observed: 1) the Dutch population ages and the percentage 
of single households grows; 2) the interest in collaborative housing grows, along with the risk 
for segregation between population groups; 3) the amount of immigration increases more than 
emigration, resulting in an increase of diversity of origin among the population. These 
demographic trends call for a transformation of the housing stock in a way that it will provide 
more space for one-person households, more variety in housing typologies and will stimulate 
social cohesion (Daamen & Janssen, 2019).  
 
At the same time in the Netherlands, a housing shortage of 1 - 3 % is faced in most of the 
regions of the country (Lennartz, 2018). The national government has expressed its ambition 
to build 1 million new homes by 2030 and to create spaces that are available for ‘everyone’. 
Also on the local level, an explicit call for ‘building for everyone’ – or ‘inclusive cities’ as used 
in the spatial planning debate – has been made in the coalition agreements of the four largest 
cities of the Netherlands. Within the policy objectives of these agreements, several aspects of 
social sustainability are emphasized, such as quality of life (Gemeente Den Haag, 2018), 
affordable housing (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2018), safety (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2018) and 
healthy environments (Gemeente Utrecht, 2018). 
 
Despite the above-mentioned ambitions, the national government has not provided distinct 
spatial visions or spatial planning tools on how to achieve the ambition to build 1 million new 
homes. As agreements in national investments funds for infrastructure do not seem to 
correspond with the locations available for housing in the Netherlands, practical hindrances 
are foreseen in the realization of the 1 million new homes by 2030 (BNR Webredactie, 2019; 
Redactie Gebiedsontwikkeling.nu, 2019). 
 
In this research, we assume that there is a discrepancy between policy ambitions for socially 
sustainable cities from a political perspective and the operational outcomes in urban areas, 
which we connect with a dearth of understanding about the governance of area development 
projects. Therefore, this PhD research aims to identify governance aspects that are related to 
the way that social sustainability is implemented in area development projects. This paper 
builds an analytical approach from a governance perspective that will be applied in further 
research about social sustainability in area development projects in the Netherlands. The next 
section elaborates on the definition of social sustainability in urban areas and defines the 
normative approach of this research. Section 3 addresses the implementation process of social 
sustainability in area development projects. Section 4 is concerned with governance issues of 
area development projects and results in the analytical approach to perceive the 
implementation of social sustainability from an urban governance point of view. 
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Social sustainability in urban areas 
 
In the Netherlands, the significance of sustainability in area development is underlined in the 
professional debate: every next area development should be sustainable (Daamen, 2019). 
Definitions of sustainability often refer to the definition of sustainable development by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (1987) in the Brundtland Report: “development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs”. This definition implies that sustainability is something positive that 
should be pursued, as emphasized by Davidson (2010, p. 872): “Sustainability, it seems, has 
now become a prefix for almost anything…for example, ‘sustainable hair’ is better than the ‘old 
hair’.” From this broad, normative notion of sustainability, we question in this section what it is 
that social sustainability in urban areas should pursue. 
 
Social sustainability: an ambiguous concept with various dimensions 
 
Despite a growing amount of research on the social sphere of sustainability, the actual 
implementation of social sustainability in area development projects remains problematic. 
Although the Netherlands has a long tradition in socio-spatial policies, evaluators are critical 
about the positive effects that previous social policy programmes for urban development have 
had (Engbersen et al., 2007; Permentier et al., 2013). Social sustainability is an ambiguous 
concept with various conceptual definitions and normative dimensions (see Table 1 and Table 
2), which may explain why no consensus on its definition has been reached yet and why 
implementation efforts are challenging. As McKenzie (2004, p. 30) argues, comprehensive 
definitions are often too vague and don’t clarify the aspects and interconnection between the 
aspects that are suggested. Obviously, one single definition of social sustainability does not 
represent the complexity of the concept and so efforts to define it are futile (Rashidfarokhi et 
al., 2018, p. 1272). 

Table 1. Conceptual definitions of social sustainability. 

 Conceptual definitions 

(McKenzie, 2004) as a positive condition within communities, and a process within communities 
that can achieve that condition 

(Gressgård, 2015) as a way to mobilize people under a future vision 

(Boström, 2012) as a frame that can assists in discussions about social policies, rather than a 
concept with a ready-to-use definition 

(Missimer, Robèrt, 
& Broman, 2016) 

as the lack of hindrances in society for health, influence, competence, 
impartiality and meaning-making 

(Chiu, 2003) as the social conditions necessary to support environmental sustainability 

(Chiu, 2003) as the maintenance of social structures during activities for social change 

(Chiu, 2003) as the maintenance and improvement of the well-being of people in this and 
future generations 

 

Table 2. Normative dimensions of social sustainability, based on (Boström, 2012; Bramley et al., 2006; 
Chiu, 2003; Dempsey et al., 2012; Dixon & Woodcraft, 2013; Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017; McKenzie, 
2004; Polèse & Stren, 2000; Rashidfarokhi et al., 2018; Shirazi & Keivani, 2019; Vallance et al., 2009) 

Social equity Sense of community 

Quality of life Social cohesion 

Democracy Social capital 

Diversity Social inclusion 

Individual well-being Collective well-being 
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The pursuit of improved quality of life  
 
Among the various definitions, social sustainability is in this paper conceptually interpreted as 
the pursuit of maintaining people’s well-being, now and in the future (Chiu, 2003) (see Table 
1). This interpretation emphasizes the normative dimension of social sustainability, arguing 
that the essence of social sustainability is about the aspiration of ‘better’ social conditions for 
all people. Yet within this broad normative interpretation of social sustainability, numerous 
fundamental values are mentioned in literature that are associated with social sustainability. 
Whereas some authors point out an elaborative number of values, such as social equity, social 
inclusion, social cohesion, social capital, community participation and safety (Rashidfarokhi et 
al., 2018) other authors are more distinct in pointing out that social sustainability is in essence 
about social equity and a sense of community (Dempsey et al., 2012). In Table 2, the 
fundamental values of social sustainability found in literature are listed. 
 
Social equity and sense of community 
 
The various values distinguish between ‘social equity’ and ‘sense of community’. The 
difference between them is that values related to the former one address all individuals within 
society, whereas values related to the latter one can apply merely to a specific group in a 
society. In area development, this distinction between equity-related and community-related 
values appears when projects that include forms of co-creation or community participation are 
claimed to be socially sustainable, while societal issues on a larger scale level, such as the 
duplication of the number of homeless people in the Netherlands during the recent decade 
(CBS, 2019), remain. It is argued by Davidson (2010) and Maloutas (2003) that a majority of 
work in the social sustainability discussion passes over its normative content; a trend that these 
authors relate to a withdrawal of social objectives in urban policies as politically necessary 
under neoliberalism. Similarly, Rashidfaroskhi et al. (2018) claim that social sustainability is 
too often translated as community participation. In the same vein, Woodcraft (2016) criticizes 
housebuilders in the United Kingdom who legitimize their involvement in social sustainability 
by the efforts put in quality of place and social capital, but tend to neglect concerns about social 
equity. 
 
In an attempt to capture both radical and less radical social values within social sustainability, 
we consider ‘quality of life’ including collective well-being and individual well-being, suggested 
by Dixon and Woodcraft (2013) as the most accurate description of the core value of social 
sustainability. Social sustainability is not just about a community feeling or a socially pleasant 
environment for a certain group, and not just about social justice for all inhabitants in one place 
– it is about the combination of both that contributes to an overall quality of life for all inhabitants 
locally, nationally and world-wide. 
 
Implementing social sustainability in area development 
 
From planning to operationalization 
 
The discussion on social sustainability in urban development and its underlying values covers 
several ‘stages’ of urban development: ranging from how social sustainability can be planned 
to how social sustainability can be operationalized through specific programmes or projects. In 
this paper, urban development projects are seen as ‘processes of implementation’ that include 
several stages such as planning and operationalization. During the recent decades, the 
principle of equity has received increasing attention in planning theory. Following Harvey’s 
(2003) plea for social justice as a normative concept for contemporary cities in democratic 
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societies, Fainstein posits the just city as the appropriate object of planning (Fainstein, 2005, 
p. 126). The ‘just city’ models proclaims that in a neo-liberal societal context, incomes and 
public resources have become more unequally distributed in cities and that inequality must be 
overcome by an active role of urban planners (Fainstein & DeFilippis, 2015, p.8). While a 
theoretical debate on a conceptual and normative level can lead to initial planning principles 
built on values such as equality, diversity and democracy, the discussion of social sustainability 
at a further ‘stage’ of urban development is concerned with the operationalization of social 
sustainability in urban areas through urban development programmes (Elander & Gustavsson, 
2019; Vranken et al., 2003) or urban development projects (Dixon & Woodcraft, 2013; 
Langergaard, 2019).  
 
In this research, we turn our perspective towards area development projects and ask ourselves 
how through such a project social sustainability in urban areas can be advanced. We build on 
Social Life’s social sustainability framework that integrates different dimensions and provides 
a framework for practical action to build new communities that are successful and sustainable 
in the long term (Woodcraft et al., 2012). It subdivides social sustainability into four dimensions: 
1) amenities and infrastructure, 2) social and cultural life, 3) voice and influence and 4) space 
to grow. Complementary, there are overarching dimensions which goes and relate (i) to the 
way the area is connected to local and regional economy, and (ii) to environmental objectives 
(see Figure 1). 
 

 

Figure 1. Social Life’s social sustainability framework (Woodcraft et al., 2012, p. 22). 

 

Yet, it has to be taken into account that physical space in urban areas is typically limited and 
that in all projects, decisions have to be made about what operational indicators are actually 
implemented and which ones are not, leading to unique outcomes in each area development 
project. In this research, we are especially interested in the reason why outcomes of social 
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sustainability in projects become the way that they are. Therefore, we focus on the 
implementation processes of moving from normative, conceptual definitions to 
operationalization in area development projects. By taking pragmatic concerns into account 
and by focusing on the operational side of area development projects, it can be understood in 
a better way how decisions on interventions and investments in real estate are made and how 
the concept of social sustainability is translated by different actors (Woodcraft, 2012, p. 30). 
 
Area development: the Dutch practice 
 
In the Netherlands, area development is understood as an interdisciplinary practice that strives 
to integrate strategies, activities and interests of public and private actors into projects that 
concern the sustainable development of a specific area within a town or city or the expansion 
of a town or city. Interaction among a wide variety of actors is key for the practice of area 
development, as Franzen et al. (2011) describe: “Area development, - ‘gebiedsontwikkeling’ in 
Dutch - is part of a broad range of activities involving government intervention at various levels, 
from local (municipal), regional or provincial to national or even international level, and in 
interaction with the activities of private organisations such as property developers (which these 
days are also often international players)” (p. 9). The multiplicity of actors involved in area 
development projects becomes more complicated when dealing with a fuzzy topic such as 
social sustainability. Integrating social sustainability in the built environment is not a task of the 
government alone, but a shared contribution of politicians, lobby groups, property owners, 
developers and citizens. When it is not clear among those various actors who are responsible 
for the implementation, this risks the consequence that social policy objectives are omitted 
(Weingartner & Moberg, 2014, p. 124). Managing activities, responsibilities and influences of 
those various actors is therefore essential for implementing social sustainability into practice.  
 
Whereas strategic processes in area development used to be managed mainly by 
governmental bodies, they are nowadays part of organisational and decision-making 
processes from multiple actors that have different interests, visions and opinions (Franzen et 
al., 2011, p. 47). In a governance structure rather than a government structure alone, 
governmental actors are more dependent on private parties and are forced to collaborate with 
various actors. Torfing et al. (2012, p. 14) define governance as “the process of steering society 
and the economy through collective action and in accordance with common goals”. The 
increasing focus on governance structures instead of government structures alone has 
emerged out of the belief that acts of governing also take place outside the boundaries of the 
state or local governments and emerge from an interaction between public and private actors 
(Ansell & Torfing, 2016). As a result of this shift towards governance that also took place in 
area development, Franzen et al. (2011) argue that policy objectives that are originally 
grounded in principles, such as equality, durability and prosperity, have made room for 
objectives in market efficiency and yield requirements. This implies that more emphasis on 
relation management is required, which deals with the dualities and tensions between public 
and private actors that occur in area development. Besides, it implies that economic forces 
have an influence on the way that social sustainability policy objectives are implemented in 
area development projects.  
 
In addition, area development projects contain a political dimension. Despite the delay and 
disturbance that accidental political decisions or coalition changes occasionally may cause in 
ongoing projects, it is argued that including the political debate and acknowledging conflicts – 
for example between social needs and market-driven developments -, are essential parts of 
development projects (Woodcraft, 2012). 
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The governance process of social sustainability: seeing area development projects as 
a way of policy implementation 
 
So far, we have argued that the implementation of social sustainability in area development 
projects is concerned with the management of the various interests of actors, political decision-
making and tensions between public and private actors. From here, we consider area 
development as a governance process in which economic and political dimensions come 
together. Elander and Gustavsson (2019) have analysed a Swedish national policy programme 
for sustainable cities and showed that integration of social objectives in policy programmes 
does not unquestionably lead to corresponding outcomes in area developments. In 2008, the 
‘Delegation for Sustainable Cities’ programme was launched by the Swedish government: a 
national institution on the meso-level that invested in renovation and new construction housing 
projects with an ambition for sustainable urban development. It was analysed how the actors 
involved in this programme approached the ambition of the programme and what strategies 
they applied in order to relate their actions to social sustainability. It was observed that, in a 
context where the housing sector had moved towards a market-driven format during the recent 
decades, the DSC programme had a fragmented implementation structure in which the central 
government governed from a distance with financial measures, regulatory power and soft 
steering measures, but local authorities played a leading role in constructing policy actions for 
social sustainability. This type of governance process had led to a plurality of ways that social 
sustainability was interpreted. Elander and Gustavsson labelled the different interpretations 
under three aspects: social inclusion and integration, participation and place identity. The 
researchers are critical against the social content that was realized by the programme and 
conclude that “despite socially sustainability labelled programmes and projects, socio-spatial 
inequalities and segregation have continued to increase in Sweden” (Elander & Gustavsson, 
2019, p. 16). The case shows that there is a tension between a normative meaning of social 
sustainability, deriving from political convictions, and an operational interpretation of social 
sustainability, stemming from executing actors in the market society and that this tension is 
related to the manner of governance.   
 
Balancing public and private interests  
 
In practice, the operationalization of normative goals such as sustainability is challenged by 
the disparity between public and private interests and the allurement to decide on pragmatic 
solutions that stray off overarching ambitions. Dualities in public-private partnerships and its 
relation to sustainability are discussed from a perspective on urban infrastructures by 
Koppenjan and Enserink (2009). In theory, a combination of features of the private sector on 
the one hand, such as innovation, financial capacity and entrepreneurial spirit, and features of 
the public sector on the other hand, such as social concern and environmental awareness, is 
seen as a solution for both market and government failure in urban problems. However, 
Koppenjan and Enserink raise the question whether it is conceivable that short-term interests 
of private actors concerning investment returns are compatible with long-term targets of 
sustainability. They address three issues: 1) Since governments often “go to great lengths to 
convince private parties to invest in public infrastructures”, private monopolies must be avoided 
and a balance between private investors’ willingness to invest on the one hand, and long-term 
sustainability objectives on the other hand must be guarded by public authorities (Koppenjan 
& Enserink, 2009, p. 288); 2) since inadequate contracts may result in undesired outcomes, 
that “may not meet the demands of local users and may create affordability problems”, an 
incentive structure must be developed that wardens both economic and sustainability 
objectives (Koppenjan & Enserink, 2009, p. 291); 3) since existing regulatory capacity is often 
mainly focused on economic dimensions, new regulation frameworks that concentrate on 
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social, environmental and long-term financial sustainability should be integrated within existing 
economic regulation systems (Koppenjan & Enserink, 2009, p. 293).  
 
Many of nowadays’ policy issues that concern safety, health or the environment are complex 
issues - so-called ‘wicked problems’ - and have to be dealt with under a high level of 
uncertainties (Van Bueren et al., 2003, p. 193). These uncertainties are sorted as 1) cognitive 
uncertainty of not knowing much about the causes and effects of the problem; 2) a strategic 
uncertainty of not knowing to where exactly the actions of a high number of actors involved will 
lead; and 3) an institutional uncertainty of not being able to oversee the relations between all 
interventions taken at many different institutions, on various levels. It is argued by Van Bueren 
et al. (2014) that this uncertainty in addition to inherent trade-offs between actors and ambiguity 
of responsibility for the policy objective among individual actors can block problem-solving in 
wicked problems. 
 
Social sustainability as a dynamic concept 
 
If we consider the implementation of social sustainability in area development as a wicked 
problem because of the multiplicity of interpretations of social sustainability and because of the 
high number of public and private actors and disciplines involved in area development projects, 
we must be aware of the cognitive, strategic and institutional uncertainties during the 
implementation process (Van Bueren et al., 2014). In area development projects, tensions 
between short-term and long-term, and between economic and environmental or social 
objectives affect the way that social objectives are translated into operational outcomes in 
projects. Market-driven incentives and political episodes are part of area development projects 
and leave a mark on the way that social sustainability is operationalized. As has been warned 
by researchers (Davidson, 2010; Woodcraft, 2012), fundamental values such as social equity 
are vulnerable to be forgotten or to be replaced by less radical values such as social cohesion 
in situations of conflict.  
 
However, it must be taken into account that social sustainability objectives are often in essence 
too conceptual to be operationalized in perfect accordance with an ideal situation, left aside 
what this ideal situation would be. As area development projects are multi-actor governance 
processes including interaction through networks and partnerships, policy implementation 
through those projects always involves multiple perspectives and interests. During this process 
of policy implementation, social objectives and the ways that they are operationalized are 
shaped by the interaction between various public and private actors in area development 
projects. From this respect, social sustainability can be considered as a dynamic concept that 
evolves from conceptual definitions and normative dimensions to operational indicators during 
area development projects. 
 
Analytical approach: urban governance of social sustainability 
 
In this research, we aim to identify variables that affect the implementation of social 
sustainability in area development projects. Therefore, we will apply an analytical approach 
that addresses the relations between institutions, actors and their activities from an urban 
governance point of view. Urban governance is concerned with the way that strategic 
resources are mobilized by leading actors in cities, which are not considered to be merely the 
local state but also to be corporate or societal actors (Ansell & Torfing, 2016, p. 479). If we 
consider a neoliberal society that is based on free choices, a market-economy and limited 
political power for social and economic interventions as our societal context, adequate forms 
of urban governance are needed to warrant social values (Jessop, 2002, p. 470).  
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When concentrating on the various public and private actors that are involved in area 
development projects, an urban governance perspective is supportive to the analysis of the 
implementation process by identifying social partnerships, negotiated agreements and ways 
of coordinations among actors (Ansell & Torfing 2016, p. 479). While an urban governance 
setting in which several public, private and societal actors collaborate raises expectations for 
higher efficiency, effectiveness and legitimacy, this type of governance also raises some 
severe normative issues concerning accountability, inclusion and throughout legitimacy (Ansell 
& Torfing, 2016, p. 402). When referring to the operational framework of Dixon and Woodcraft 
(2013), it inevitable that normative issues mentioned will play a central role in the analysis of 
the implementation of social sustainability. As the perceived dimension of social sustainability, 
- ‘social and cultural life’ - is difficult to quantify and risky to invest in for market parties, the 
question raises to what extent market parties are accountable for its operationalization in a 
governance setting. In addition, ‘voice and influence’ is a dimension that concerns the inclusion 
of inhabitants as actors in decision-making processes, so the question raises to what extent 
inhabitants are represented by the actors involved in the governance setting.   
 
Conclusion: Need for empirical research on governance performance in area 
development projects 
 
Concluding, the implementation of social sustainability in area development projects is a 
governance process that is affected by the tension between political decisions from the public 
side and economic forces from the private side. If we consider social sustainability as an issue 
that requires political decisions in a market-driven society, we must be aware that its 
implementation is affected in several ways. Social sustainability is a dynamic concept that 
evolves from conceptual definitions and normative dimensions to operational indicators during 
area development projects. When brought into practice, fundamental values of social 
sustainability as a promotion of quality of life, as a democratic, equal and diverse condition or 
as a just city are translated into operational forms during a governance process in which 
interventions and investments are decided upon by various public and private actors.  
 
Therefore, it is hypothesized that the outcomes of social sustainability in area development are 
dependent on various aspects of this governance process. In this PhD research, we are 
especially interested in getting to know the variables that affect this governance process and 
in understanding how they are related to social sustainability. Further research will focus on 
the governance performance as the main variable which influences the extent that objectives 
for social sustainability are eventually realized in practice.  
 
By reviewing the variables that affect the governance process, this research will contribute to 
a better understanding of how different actors translate the concept of social sustainability and 
how decisions on interventions in area development project are made. We acknowledge that 
there is a discrepancy between policy and practice and aim to develop an insight in the 
processes that explains this observation. Based on the findings, we will better understand the 
steering possibilities to implement social sustainability in practice, in order to advise city 
planners, real estate developers and other actors of area development on how to contribute to 
socially sustainable environments. 
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The research agenda for urban innovation and experimentation seems to find new momentum 
in recent times. The recent emergence of Urban Living Lab (ULL) is an example demonstrating 
such a trend. Against this background, this paper begins with the interest in clarifying what ULL 
is. Various sources offer many definitions of ULL, but these definitions often contain other ill-
defined concepts. This paper questions the ambiguity of temporality and spatiality that is 
contained by ULL’s emphasis on ‘real’ time and environment. There seems also 
oversimplification of ULL’s origin, which potentially hinders further in-depth investigation into 
its non-linear and complex emergence. The reflection on the political context indicates that 
political drivers of ULL may be hidden behind the immediate attention to its definitions and 
popular perceptions. The wide range of different empirical ULL cases in the UK arguably 
reflects the ambiguity of its meaning. Therefore, this paper suggests re-thinking about ULL and 
its emergence. The attempts to summarise and simplify ULL cannot effectively clarify its 
complexity in nature. Well-constructed questions can take ULL as a promising opportunity to 
enhance and materialise long-lasting sociological enquiries. 
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Introduction 
 
Currently there are increasing pressures for certain kinds of societal transitions (e.g. carbon 
neutrality, inclusivity, smart growth, etc.), because business as usual is unsustainable. Issues 
such as climate change and resource scarcity urgently require critical thinking as well as 
changes of individual lifestyle and collective urban living. Debates about urban innovation and 
experimentation are particularly relevant to this global background (von Wirth et al., 2019). 
Furthermore, the discussion about urban experimentation facilitates newly appearing projects 
which then are accompanied by the popularity of new concepts. One example is Urban Living 
Lab (ULL), which is the focus of this paper. 
 
Empirically there has appeared a proliferation of ULLs over the past decade or so1 (Voytenko 
et al., 2016; Puerari et al., 2018; von Wirth et al., 2019). This emergence and proliferation of 
‘new’ practice and its quick increase of popularity seem eye-catching. Broadly speaking, ULL 
denotes the kind of initiatives that strives to improve certain urban environment through 
learning by doing in the very urban environment itself. It embeds experiments in actual 
situations, compared to using artificially created and controlled conditions. Not only does this 
concept chime well with the context of urban innovation, but also relevant initiatives in practice 
are deliberately promoted worldwide by international networks such as the European Network 
of Living Labs (ENoLL). Several relevant initiatives appeared around 2000 in both Europe and 
North America (Markopoulos & Rauterberg, 2000). These several early cases seem to have 
emerged simultaneously from many different places, while its very origin is still inconclusive. 
This paper will discuss some definitions of ULL in more details, which raises the question 
concerning temporality. Afterwards, its seemingly settled origin (from MIT, US) will be 
discussed and questioned. In addition to the prevalent association with the discussion about 
urban experimentation, this paper will also draw attention to the discussion about knowledge 
economy and the role of universities in urban politics. What will be found is arguably a non-
linear history (perhaps histories) of the conceptual evolution, and complex socio-political 
embeddedness of the evolving conceptualisation. Some recent empirical examples from the 
UK will sketch a picture of the consequent variety and diversity in practice. Lastly, it will be 
argued that more in-depth discussion is needed about the non-linearity and complexity of ULL, 
asking ‘why’ in its past and present besides ‘how’ in its future. 
 
Definitions of Urban Living Lab 
 
Urban living lab appears to be developed in the context of urban innovation and 
experimentation2. This context is consequently often used to construct the definition of ULL. 
However, the result is not the conclusion of any definition straightforwardly. Instead, it appears 
difficult to reach any substantial consensus of the definition (Evans et al., 2018)3. Any definition 
turns out inevitably vague because there is too much meaning to convey in one single 
sentence. It possibly also involves confusion with other concepts in the same context. 
Therefore, as it will be shown in this section, some questions about temporality and spatiality 
are still awaiting discussion before the definitions of ULL could be further clarified. 
 
Urban experimentation is configured as the processes through which learning, testing and 
innovating take place in actual urban space. Instead of confining experiments in conventional 
scientific labs, urban experimentation embeds scientific processes into the complex and open 

1 This background statement here will be visited again in the discussion section later. 
2 The next section will show that the context of knowledge production and knowledge economy is also relevant. 
3 Some attempts to move towards such a consensus are made by, for example, Steen and van Bueren, (2017) as 
well as Chronéer et al. (2019). 
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urban dynamics. The result is the creation of urban experimental space. On the one hand, 
such experimental space has its own boundaries that are drawn based upon the focus and 
interest of the experimentation initiatives. On the other hand, the boundaries of such 
experimental space do not intend to physically separate its inside from the outside. The 
experimental space becomes spatial case studies that attempt to exemplify the wider urban 
processes, to trial innovative elements within such specific space, and to recognise or stimulate 
wider urban transformation. 
 
The context of urban experimental space facilitates the configuration of individual local 
initiatives titled urban laboratories. In their study reviewing urban laboratories, Marvin and 
Silver (2016) conclude with some categories of such urban laboratories, including Urban Living 
Labs (ULLs), Urban Transition Labs (UTLs), and Urban Knowledge Arenas (UKAs)4. ULL is 
defined as ‘new collaborations devised to design, test and learn from social and technical 
innovation in real time’ (Marvin & Silver, 2016, p. 58). Further, they suggest that ULL ‘enrols 
end users into the innovation process and develops international networks for the transfer of 
technologies’ (Marvin & Silver, 2016, p. 58). Such articulation of ULL aligns well with the 
context of urban experimental space. 
 
Bulkeley et al. (2016) suggest two focuses that distinct ULL: the focus on knowledge and 
learning, as well as the explicit place-based focus. Anchored to these two features, ‘ULL are 
sites devised to design, test and learn from innovation in real time in order to respond to 
particular societal, economic and environmental issues in a given urban space’ (Bulkeley et 
al., 2016). This definition agrees with the definition by Marvin and Silver (2016) in terms of the 
emphasis on testing and learning knowledge, while it adds the spatial perspective of ULL, 
which is particularly place-based. This spatial perspective also catches the attention from 
Evans and Karvonen (2014) who discuss urban laboratories as bounded space. Moreover, this 
spatial perspective could be underlain by political interest. This will be addressed in the later 
part of this paper, while at this point a temporal perspective is worth discussing. 
 
What is identically worded yet not explicitly highlighted by both definitions above is a temporal 
perspective of ULL. Both definitions use the phrase: ‘innovation in real time’ (Bulkeley et al., 
2016; Marvin & Silver, 2016). However, the articulation of this temporal perspective of ULL 
seems unclear. It is clear that many definitions of ULL signpost the element of being ‘real’ with 
incorporating related phrases in the definitions, such as real time, real-life environment, real-
life context, and real-world context (Voytenko et al., 2016; Steen & van Bueren, 2017; Puerari 
et al., 2018). However, only some of these definitions imply the temporal perspective, while 
others lean towards the spatial perspective. Bulkeley et al. (2016) also acknowledge that only 
some (not all) of the ULL cases are ‘highly instrumented and seek to collect data in real-time’ 
(p.14). 
 
Implicitly, Schliwa and McCormick (2016) address the link between ULL and the perspective 
of real time data collection and analysis. They claim that two concepts have emerged in parallel 
from the context of urban innovation and experimentation, which are living labs5 and smart 
cities. The empirical initiatives under these two concepts inevitably influence each other. In 
fact, many living lab projects are simultaneously also smart city projects. Real time data 
collection and analysis, in relation to ICT and Big Data, sit at the core of smart city initiatives. 
This real-time perspective arguably could also be fused into living lab initiatives. As mentioned 

4 One question implied by their own study is to what extent the demarcation between each two of ULL, UTL, and 
UKA is arbitrary, but discussing this question is not the main concern of this paper. 
5 Living labs and urban living labs are often considered interchangeable, but the nuance between them can also be 
found in literature, which will be discussed in the next section. 
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above, some of the ULLs are highly instrumented for addressing real-time data (Bulkeley et 
al., 2016). 
 
This interesting observation by Schliwa and McCormick (2016) could suggest that the concept 
of ULL has not originally emphasised the real-time perspective. Rather, the attention to the 
real-time perspective is an outcome of ULL being influenced by (or also to some degree 
confused with) the concept of smart city. This real-time perspective may be further developed 
into the definitions of ULL, as mentioned above (Bulkelty et al., 2016; Marvin & Silver, 2016). 
However, currently this perspective seems to remain unclear in the literature discussion about 
the definition of ULL. 
 
It may be open to debate whether the temporal perspective is important for the definition of 
ULL. However, as there is the attempt to distinguish ULL from other kinds of innovative 
initiatives (Bulkelty et al., 2016; Marvin & Silver, 2016), it will be helpful to improve the clarity 
of the temporal and spatial perspectives in ULL’s definitions. Currently, the temporal and 
spatial perspectives seem to be entangled in the phrases such as real-life environment and 
real-world context. If ULL’s temporality and spatiality could not be more clearly articulated, it 
would be difficult to understand the distinction of ULL that its definitions intend to achieve. This 
then potentially impedes meaningful further discussion about ULL. 
 
Origin of Urban Living Lab 
 
In addition to articulating definitions, tracing origins is another approach for clarifying the 
meaning of a concept. As will be shown in this section, urban living labs and living labs are 
often considered interchangeable, while ULL may add some ‘urban’ emphasis to the earlier 
concept of living lab. There seems a popular opinion that treats Prof. William Mitchell from MIT 
as the founding father of living lab. However, not only were there similar living labs initiated 
elsewhere in the world during the same period as the MIT living labs, but there were also earlier 
cases where living laboratory was already articulated. The simplification of ULL’s origin may 
beset further understanding of its complexity. 
 
Urban living lab is often linked to the earlier concept of living lab (Steen & van Bueren, 2017; 
Chronéer et al., 2019). Although there is nuance between living lab and urban living lab, this 
nuance seems often considered trivial. Therefore, the discussion about urban living lab often 
segues into the discussion about living lab, and vice versa. An article by Steen and van Bueren 
(2017) briefly acknowledges the difference between living lab and urban living lab, after which 
it is explicitly stated that the article ‘focuses on the living lab phenomenon itself’ (p. 26). 
However, interestingly, the title of that very article is ‘the defining characteristics of urban living 
labs’. 
 
In the context of open innovation, the concept of living lab advocates the approach of taking 
innovation processes out of the confined scientific labs and placing such processes into real-
life environment (Veeckman et al., 2013; Schliwa & McCormick, 2016). In this way, a living lab 
opens up possible sources of knowledge, ideas, and feedback, which are vital for fostering 
innovation. Following this rationale, urban living labs are the living labs that are placed in actual 
urban environment. This could be compared to some early cases of living labs which were 
placed in real-life home environment. Those cases, such as the Media Lab set up at MIT, 
initially focused on testing technologies that mainly facilitated activities at home and interacted 
with users at the scale of domestic living. In contrast, urban living labs are interested in urban 
living, ranging from the scale of neighbourhoods, to districts, and to the whole city. Some 
commentators suggest that urban living labs are interested in the issues around urban 
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sustainability (Bulkeley et al., 2016; Steen & van Bueren, 2017; Chronéer et al., 2019). 
 
Quite many authors6 endorse the statement that considers MIT as a pioneer (if not the origin) 
of practicing living lab with the creation of several living labs in MIT in the early 2000s. Their 
references are traced to Eriksson et al. (2005): ‘The Living Lab concept originates from MIT, 
Boston, Prof William Mitchell, MediaLab and School of Architecture and city planning.’ (p. 4) 
Moreover, as Eriksson et al. (2005) explicitly claim to offer ‘a European approach’, their 
statement is presumably also shared among practitioners, for example, through the European 
Network of Living Labs (ENoLL). However, this statement about the origin of the living lab 
concept is questionable based on some other references. 
 
Markopoulos and Rauterberg (2000) reported ‘some of the earliest and most influential’ (p. 55) 
living lab projects. These projects (including one from MIT) took place around 2000, and the 
earliest seemed to be a project operated in 1997 in Vancouver, Canada. Moreover, these 
projects took place in both Europe and North America, including the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Canada, and the US (Georgia Tech, University of Colorado, MIT, and Microsoft). In addition to 
these contemporaneous cases with the MIT cases, there were also examples that had explicitly 
used the term ‘living lab’ or ‘living laboratory’ since the early 1990s (Schuurman, 2015). One 
example is a 1991 article titled ‘introducing students to community operations research by 
using a city neighbourhood as a living laboratory’ (Bajgier et al., 1991). 
 
Bajgier et al. (1991) reflect on a case in which local people are engaged to address local issues 
such as parking, traffic control, trash control, and signage design. It looks a legitimate example 
of what is considered as ULL today. Regarding the ‘urban’ emphasis particularly, it is even a 
better example than the MIT projects. Although focusing more on students’ learning, Bajgier et 
al. (1991) also provide some articulation of what they term ‘living laboratory’. 
 

‘A major selling point for all concerned parties is that this is a win-win situation for the university 
and the neighborhood. The university students gain such things as the opportunity to apply 
problem skills to real problems, the opportunity to learn while performing a real service, and the 
opportunity to write reports for directly involved individuals. The community gains a new, no-
cost resource that offers a neutral forum for conflict resolution and can provide high quality 
analyses. ... we believe that there are many public arena problems that a university can use as 
a living laboratory ... such as municipal facilities or sports stadiums.' (Bajgier et al., 1991, pp. 
708-9). 

 
This articulation of living laboratory by Bajgier et al. (1991), published almost ten years before 
the MIT cases, is echoed considerably by the articulation of ULL today. For example, a recent 
paper co-authored one of the leading authors about this topic presents a similar summary of 
the potential benefits of ULL.  
 

‘In a Living Lab, it is essential to harmonise the innovation process amongst stakeholders so 
that they can benefit from the process in different ways. This can be seen, for example, in how 
companies can get new and innovative ideas, users can get the innovation they want, 
researchers can acquire case studies, and public organisations can get increased return on 
their innovation research investments' (Ersoy & van Bueren, 2020, pp. 96-7). 

 
Moreover, Bajgier et al. (1991) have emphasised throughout their paper the practice of 
interdisciplinary thinking in problem-solving, which is still an essential point of ULL today. Their 

6 See, for example, Eriksson et al., 2005; Schumacher & Feurstein, 2008; Dutilleul et al., 2010; Almirall & Wareham, 
2011; Schuurman et al., 2011; Franz et al., 2015; Schliwa & McCormick, 2016; Sharp & Salter, 2017; Evans et al., 
2018. 
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case perhaps lacks the application of any novel technology, as compared to the cases around 
2000 (Markopoulos & Rauterberg, 2000). However, as discussed in the previous section and 
will be shown by the empirical sample later, it is debatable to what extent novel technology is 
essential for defining ULL. 
 
Therefore, it is unclear why the MIT living labs are given so much credit for being the origin of 
living lab. The emergence of the concept is more likely to be in a non-linear manner, which 
should not be over-simplified by pointing to one singular origin. Similarly, programmes such as 
the European Network of Living labs (ENoLL) and JPI Urban Europe have temporally 
accelerated and geographically expanded the non-linear proliferation of ULLs since the second 
half of the 2000s, in both Europe and the rest of the world. Rather than assuming a singular 
origin a priori, it is worth thinking and researching more carefully about this non-linearity and 
complexity of ULL’s emergence. This is to some degree beyond the scope of this paper, but 
this concern will be visited again in the discussion section later. 
 
Politics underlying Urban Living Lab 
 
The previous sections have discussed the definition and origin of urban living lab. This section 
turns to the context (perhaps contexts) of the concept. If the definition and origin of ULL are 
inconclusive, what could be the forces or mechanisms that maintain the distinctness of ULL? 
What is found relevant here is the power dynamics in urban governance, and some social 
challenges that face universities. At the time of possible knowledge economy, universities as 
the main producers of knowledge adjust their role in urban governance and their relations with 
citizens, which seems to have significant implication for the practice of ULL. While ULL seems 
to represent ‘open’ processes in the context of experimentation and innovation, it should also 
be considered in the political context which suggests that important urban processes may 
happen behind closed doors. 
 
The concept of urban experiment, in which ULL is often contextualised, refers to a quadruple 
helix model of engagement, including science, policy, business and civil society (Bulkeley et 
al., 2016). This model emphasises the four kinds of stakeholders who participate in the urban 
experimentation process, which are academia, government, private companies, and the public 
(Voytenko et al., 2016). This model seems a further development of the public-private-
partnership (PPP) in the context of open innovation, which advocates the importance of diverse 
sources of insights and feedback. Relating to this context, urban experiment is a process in 
which knowledge is produced through synthesising experience and discussing feedback from 
largely four areas of expertise. Compared to PPP, the two additional roles of universities and 
citizens arguably also involve thoughts from additional contexts. 
 
The political power of universities is increasing during the time when science is given a vital 
role in a range of matters, including public policy making, urban innovation, knowledge 
economy, and creative industry (Perry, 2006; Addie, 2017). What goes in tandem with the 
increasing power is the increasing challenge to it. Universities are faced with doubt about and 
scrutiny of their authority. They need to maintain and strategically strengthen their position by 
(re-)gaining both trust and interest in the knowledge they produce (Perry, 2006). Knowledge 
about urban dynamics could be (re-)legitimised through, for example, engaging the public in a 
transparent and open process of knowledge production (Addie, 2017). 
 
Urban living lab becomes a useful approach for demonstrating the transparency and relevance 
of knowledge production. By embedding the process of research and analysis in real-life urban 
environment, ULL not only showcases the outcome of science but also the process of 
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producing such scientific outcome. What ULL highlights is the procedural rationality of 
knowledge production. Through rationalising the research process, knowledge production itself 
gets formalised. Evans and Karvonen (2014) suggest that the ‘emphasis on formalized 
knowledge production’ (p. 415) distinguishes urban laboratories, but what they mean by this 
phrase is not further explained. A clearer articulation is offered by Ersoy and van Beuren (2020) 
who contrast formalised knowledge with substantive results. Substantive results are what 
works in a specific situation, while formalised knowledge is what can be learnt by other similar 
situations. Bulkeley et al. (2019) may also be indicating this contrast while emphasising the 
‘interest in learning (rather than, for example, “trying things out”)’ (p. 319). This contrast is also 
interested by a group of authors arguing for wider (sustainable) transformation beyond 
individual ULLs (Bulkeley et al., 2016; 2019; von Wirth et al., 2019).7 Given the viewpoint of 
procedural rationality, engaging citizens in ULLs becomes also a process to engage the public 
in rationalising the process of knowledge production. ULL becomes the platform on which both 
the production process and the knowledge itself are communicated to the public. It facilitates 
a translation process which enrols local communities as the allies of universities in the wider 
dynamics of urban governance. However, the degree of civic engagement in specific cases is 
worth criticising (Evans & Karvonen, 2014). 
 
The politics of science and knowledge production offers critical viewpoints on understanding 
urban living lab. The case study by Evans and Karvonen (2014) specifies this political critique 
in the urban laboratory of Oxford Road Corridor in Manchester, UK. The universities (University 
of Manchester and Manchester Metropolitan University) are the key stakeholders of this urban 
laboratory. The spatial boundary of the laboratory is drawn in such a way that protects the 
universities’ authority over the lab. Firstly, the two universities own a large proportion of assets 
within the boundary of the lab, which physically consolidate the universities’ decision-making 
power. Secondly, surrounding communities which historically bear antagonistic relationship 
with the universities are avoided by the demarcation of the lab area. 
 
Evans and Karvonen (2014) also raise the critique of the process of knowledge production in 
the Manchester case. A clear highlight of the Manchester case is the collection of real-time 
and place-specific data, for instance, monitoring traffic and air pollutants. However, Evans and 
Karvonen (2014) find it unclear how this data will be used further. The process of data collection 
is open to the public. For example, the monitoring sensor is introduced and the plan of installing 
them is accessible. In contrast, what happens to the data after its collection becomes opaque. 
In other words, the process of knowledge production seems only partially open. Another related 
question is whether citizens are treated as ‘laboratory rats’ in the living labs (Evans, 2011). 
Their participation in ULLs may not render them more powerful in urban politics. Powells and 
Blake (2016) find it clear that the city is positioned as ‘both the main subject and object of 
experimentation’ (p. 147), in which case citizens may be simply ‘observed’ to facilitate decision-
making while they are hardly integrated in the decision-making process. 
 
Therefore, ULL is criticised for facilitating the power of certain interest groups. This then 
becomes to some extent contradictory to the inclusive image represented by the quadruple 
helix model which is claimed to be the basis of ULL. Latour’s study of Pasteur (1983) articulates 
how science and society interact to not only produce knowledge but also concentrate power 
into the knowledge producers. While predating the appearance of living lab, Pasteur’s practice 
arguably showcased the same kind of process8. In this case, many local French farms were 
transformed into field laboratories working together with Pasteur’s central laboratory in Paris 

7 This line of thinking will be visited again in the discussion section later. 
8 Both articles by Latour (1983) and Evans & Karvonen (2014) are titled with the parody: ‘give me a laboratory and 
I will …’ As Latour (1983) acknowledges, it is a parody of Archimedes’ motto about moving the world with a lever. 
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(Latour, 1983). Given the proliferation of ULLs today, it is relevant to ask 'how science 
colonizes sites beyond the laboratory, creating networks of actors ... and flows of "power" back 
to the scientist and science' (Allmendinger, 2017, p. 14). Is ULL creating flows of power to 
universities (more so than to citizens) while producing scientific knowledge? 
 
An Empirical Sample of Urban Living Labs 
 
This section reports a desk-top analysis of the UK-based urban living lab projects. The 33 
cases in the UK are used as an empirical sample to observe the practice with the reflection in 
the previous sections. Similar practice of observation has been made with an international 
scope (Marvin & Silver, 2016; Keith & Headlam, 2017). However, considering the ambiguity 
and complexity of ULL, it is useful to re-conduct this practice with a smaller scope of case 
selection (i.e. within the UK). The 33 cases (see Appendix) are gathered through three 
international benchmarking organisations endeavouring to register and keep records of the 
many ULLs, which are European Network of Living Labs (ENoLL), Governance of Urban 
Sustainability Transitions (GUST), and JPI Urban Europe9. What will be shown is diverse kinds 
of practice that correspond with the ambiguity of ULL as the overarching concept. 
 
Among the listed cases, Newcastle Science Central is the one archetype that is the most 
relevant to the definitions and critiques which are reviewed in the previous sections. It is a city-
centre regeneration site that is designed and constructed as an urban living lab (a ULL from 
scratch). Leading partners include Newcastle University, Newcastle City Council and private 
investment and management companies. The architecture incorporates novel technologies so 
that real-time environmental data (e.g. building energy performance) can be collected, 
presented10, and analysed. The site sits in the city centre and accommodates several faculty 
buildings of Newcastle University. Citizens and students will be the daily users of this site, for 
which it will be a bounded space to conduct experimental studies of immediate environmental 
impact of public behaviour. The role of Newcastle University is undoubtfully significant in this 
lab. Newcastle University owns a large proportion of land and buildings within the lab site. It is 
also the main partner to operate the real-time data element of the lab, for example, researching 
about technology, studying data, and presenting results. 
 
There are two cases looking very similar with the case that is studied by Evans and Karvonen 
(2014), as discussed in the previous section. Both cases of CityVerve Manchester and 
Triangulum11 Manchester are located specifically at the Oxford Road Corridor in Manchester. 
Both cases emphasise the monitoring of environmental data (e.g. traffic and air quality) in real 
time. Both cases engage the University of Manchester and Manchester Metropolitan University 
as the leading actors. Both are EU-funded Horizon 2020 projects. 
 
In addition to the above three cases, there are some more cases that mostly demonstrate the 
above-reviewed features of ULL, but they seem to diverge or compromise in various aspects 
and to different degrees. For example, Coventry City Lab is mainly led by Coventry University 
and aims at using real-life environment to enhance the study of novel technologies (e.g. electric 
vehicles). However, the lab site is bounded within the University Technology Park. Although 
this site is accessible to the public, the degree of being an ‘urban’ space is less than that in the 

9 Much research has used these organisations to gather empirical cases. See, for example, Veeckman et al., 2013; 
Franz et al., 2015; Schliwa & McCormick, 2016; Voytenko et al., 2016; Sharp & Salter, 2017; Steen & van Bueren, 
2017; Kronsell & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2018; Bulkeley et al., 2019; von Wirth et al., 2019. 
10 Real-time data from almost 500 sensors is presented live in an artistic way, which is also adopted as the project 
logo. The presentation is available at: https://newcastlehelix.com/logo (27th August 2020) 
11 Triangulum is mentioned in another paper co-authored by Evans and Karvonen (Evans et al., 2015). 
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above three cases in Manchester and Newcastle. In other words, the lab space to some degree 
avoids, or only cautiously involves, the real-life urban environment, compared to the cases 
mentioned above. Similar to the above cases, the university is largely in control of the operation 
of the lab activities due to its ownership of the lab site and the research infrastructure. 
 
There are also cases which do not engage universities. These cases emphasise public 
participation and engage citizens to co-create and co-conduct local projects. Oftentimes the 
local council or local charity groups act as the actor to initiate the projects and facilitate the 
process with necessary resources. However, citizens are considered as the central actors who 
actually conduct the activities and drive the implementation of the lab. These cases are also 
clear about the physical sites of the labs (usually community centres). For example, Manor 
House PACT is a project led by the charitable social enterprise called Manor House 
Development Trust. This trust owns some real estates in London, so these estates can be 
used as the physical space to organise events or to facilitate self-organising activities, such as 
community gardening. The lab experiments participatory approaches of urban governance and 
demonstrates that citizens have great potential to address their local issues, improve local 
environment, and encourage behaviour change (e.g. enhancing climate awareness and 
sustainable lifestyle). 
 
Some other cases do not have clearly bounded space as the lab areas. It can be a research 
centre which emphasises its preference for participatory, collaborative, and interdisciplinary 
approaches. However, specific approach will vary from project to project. It is the research 
centre (not the specific projects) that claims to be the lab. For examples, THINKlab Manchester 
and Centre for Sustainable Technologies Belfast. There are also cases which intend to create 
or incubate urban living labs. These cases are like what Keith and Headlam (2017) term ‘living 
lab programmes’ that facilitate further individual labs. For example, Urban Education Live 
Sheffield and Incubators of Public Spaces London. The role of universities in these cases is 
significant, as these cases mostly resemble academic research projects, with academic staff 
acting as the project leaders. 
 
Finally, there are also cases that focus on rural areas or issues largely related to natural 
environment, such as Greening Wingrove Newcastle and Living Don Sheffield. This reflects 
the scope of living lab generally, in comparison to urban living lab particularly, as also 
discussed in the earlier sections. The benchmarking organisations do not exclude rural areas 
from their scope, although most registered cases do have an urban focus. 
 
Discussion 
 
This section re-visits the issue with which this paper begins: the emergence of urban living lab. 
After the reflection in the previous sections, it becomes questionable what this issue indicates. 
It seems still unclear what ULL is. Therefore, based on what ‘the emergence of ULL’ becomes 
a valid statement? How come the wide variety of practice becomes captured under one label? 
Who are in favour of this capturing effect, and how they succeed in fostering the popularity of 
such a label? There are several ways in which these questions might be circumvented. 
However, there seems lacking the kind of questioning and research about ULL that may 
investigate into fundamental social and political processes underlying the governance of cities 
and environment today. 
 
Several authors use ‘emerging’ and ‘proliferation’ to describe the recent appearance of urban 
living labs (Voytenko et al., 2016; Puerari et al., 2018; von Wirth et al., 2019). This recent 
emergence of ULLs started around the beginning of the 2000s (Veeckman et al., 2013; Schliwa 
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& McCormick, 2016). Afterwards, increasing number of institutions and initiatives call 
themselves living labs and practice relevant experimental approaches. The European Network 
of Living Labs (ENoLL) continues to benchmark living labs in not only Europe but also 
additional countries in Africa, Asia, and the American continents. While ULL as an empirical 
phenomenon rapidly grows, there is a growing number of accounts about it, largely based on 
practitioners’ experience (Bulkeley et al., 2016). Besides becoming a popular development 
approach, ULL continues to not only catch the attention from academics but also gain 
recognition among policy makers (Schuurman et al., 2013; Steen & van Bueren, 2017). 
 
The context of urban innovation and experimentation is broad enough to concern an almost 
infinite number of cases. All these cases can arguably be identified as ULLs. For this reason, 
the samples of empirical cases can vary greatly from research to research. This paper takes a 
very narrow route, which only includes the cases that are registered under the well-known 
benchmarking organisations. This results in 33 cases in the whole UK. With similar parameters, 
Keith and Headlam (2017) find over 200 ULLs around the world. Marvin and Silver (2016) map 
over 70 urban labs around the world, including around 40 in the UK. In contrast, it is also 
possible to take a much more inclusive approach, especially to identify the grassroot initiatives 
that are created among the very local actors without signing up to international schemes 
(Voytenko et al., 2016). This more inclusive approach can identify already around 100 cases 
only in one single city (Steen & van Bueren, 2017; Durrant et al., 2018). 
 
Some research claims to focus on not urban living lab itself, but on how it may transform the 
wider situation towards sustainability (Bulkeley et al., 2016; 2019; von Wirth et al., 2019). For 
this line of thinking, the emergence of ULLs provides many empirical opportunities to observe 
how niche actions may intervene in regime stability. Whether this niche is labelled as ULL is 
not the central concern. Moreover, for research on urban governance, ULLs create many 
opportunities to observe the trial of innovative or alternative governance approaches. Case 
studies like the one in Manchester (Evans & Karvonen, 2014) offer timely insights about how 
new governance approaches are addressing or continuing avoiding certain urban issues. For 
this line of research, individual ULL provides materialised storylines to complement normative 
debates. Whether the space of this materialising process is called ULL is not the central 
concern, either. 
 
Therefore, this paper suggests a question: does ULL really matter? In what ways urban living 
lab is essentially important for our urban living? What is actually emerging along with the 
proliferation of ULLs? This enquiry sits in the nuance between the acknowledgements of the 
phenomenon itself (i.e. proliferation of ULLs) and the translation of such phenomenon into the 
existing academic contexts (e.g. niche-regime, urban governance etc.). If the emergence of 
ULL is accepted, are there any questions that are worth considering before research moves 
on to studying further impact of ULL? In addition to looking forward, it is also worth looking 
back. What is behind the emergence of ULL? Why is it ULL, and why is it the recent time? The 
emergence of ULL can not only be taken as the background of research, it can also be 
foregrounded as the focus of enquiry, which is arguably missing from existing research. 
 
 
For practitioners, the emergence of ULL is interesting as there are new opportunities for 
concrete actions. For academics, the emergence of ULL is interesting as there are new 
materials for advancing reflection and discussion. What ULL is exactly, however, seems of little 
interest to either of them. During the time when postmodernism thoughts are becoming the 
mainstream, which rejects any universal claim or attempts to standardise such claims, is it 
even important to be so exact on the general level? Instead, emphasis is put on the 
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understanding of specificity with sensitivity to particular context, place, time, culture, history, 
and so on. 
 
However, neither practitioners nor academics would have benefited from this proliferating 
practice had ULL not made it possible. Has ULL made this proliferating practice possible, or 
has the name of ULL been given to the proliferating practice which would take place regardless 
of the name? Arguably, the emergence of a certain kind of social phenomenon does not come 
with no reason. There must be groups of entities and forces that diligently promote the 
parameters of changes, either consciously or unconsciously (Latour, 2005). The question is, 
to what extent and in what ways urban living lab – the phrase itself and the stabilisation of the 
concepts supporting the popularity of this phrase – is vital to the emergence of ‘new’ practice? 
What possibly sits behind ULL is deeply influential storylines that may have stood out from 
complex battles of thoughts, interpretation, argument, discourse, and political power. 
 
On the one hand, ULL might be another example of ‘buzzword’ which actually makes little 
substantial difference. On the other hand, it may be a ‘black box’ which has significant impact 
on both theorisation and practice. A black box in the social science context has high authority 
over its internal matters (Jacobs et al., 2007; Rydin, 2012). Outsiders would only calculate and 
accept the output from the black box based on the given input. What happens inside the black 
box would hardly be questioned or challenged. If certain social process is maintained as a 
black box, the power structure and relations within this process become stabilised. The stability 
of the black box leads to its mobility, for which its practice could be transferred over time and 
space. The making of the black box is a constant matter for relevant actors, because 
controversy may rise at any point. Failure to maintain the black box would mean certain actors’ 
loss of power. It would shed light on understanding of social processes if further research 
questions could link the study of ULL to this conceptualisation. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The attempt to clarify the meaning of urban living lab has led to further questions. The 
definitions of ULL do not seem to resolve its ambiguity. The effort to clarify ULL seems to mis-
represent the historical events in which relevant ideas have evolved. ULL can be rooted in not 
only one but also multiple related contexts. These contexts together adopt the concept to 
facilitate certain changes of power relations in which the positions of certain powerful actors 
get reinforced. The empirical practice in the UK indicates the flexibility of ULL, for which a 
variety of projects can adopt the concept and adapt it to their specific purposes. These points 
of reflection suggest that ULL and its emergence may not be a simple entity that can be 
straightforwardly clarified. There may be complexity of sociological dynamics behind, which 
could be an interesting focus for further study.  
 
Around the world, the increasingly urgent call for sustainable transition has seen flourishing 
practice of urban innovation under the banners of, for example, resilient city, inclusive society, 
and smart growth. The eye-catching emergence of urban living lab may represent certain 
winning political power and discourse. The matter of ULL can potentially go beyond what it 
means or how it is described in words. It may become the agency representing certain interest 
groups whose political influence is maintained and expanded by stabilising and transferring 
ULL across spatial boundaries and levels. From this viewpoint of political agency, the ambiguity 
of its meaning may be the precise outcome of deliberate effort. 
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Appendix: ULL projects in the UK 

 

No. ULL Networks Keywords 

1 Bristol Living Lab ENoLL Knowle West Media Centre; digital technologies; local centre 
for meetings and collaboration; access to innovative tools; 
open data sharing platform; energy; citizen engagement 

2 The Community Energy 
Lab, Tottenham London 

GUST building retrofitting; waste recycling; social enterprise; 
inclusion and equity; energy efficiency; local employment 
services; Selby Centre Green Hub 

3 Coventry City Lab ENoLL low carbon community; ICT; vehicles and traffic; 
sustainable buildings; old building retrofitting; home 
energy measurement sensors; Coventry as a test-bed 

4 Centre for Sustainable 
Technologies (CST) 
Belfast 

ENoLL multidisciplinary research; energy 

5 Communities 
Building Capacity 
Birmingham 

ENoLL citizens self-help; digital technologies; local services; 
social inclusion; internet connectivity; access to 
computers 

6 City Observatory Glasgow ENoLL Technology and Innovation Centre; information system 

7 DEHEMS (Digital 
Environmental Home 
Energy Management 
System) Birmingham 

ENoLL Edgbaston area; intelligent metering system; graphic user 
interface online 

8 Innovate Dementia 
Living Lab, Liverpool 

ENoLL dementia and aging; healthcare accessibility and affordability; 
user- friendly approach; Regional Stakeholder Platforms; 
intelligent lighting; nutrition and exercise 

9 ECIM (European Cloud 
Marketplace for 
Intelligent Mobility) 
Birmingham 

ENoLL Platform as a Service (PaaS); SMEs; services to the 
cloud; open cloud-based services for innovators; technical 
outputs include ECIM Marketplace, ECIM mobility apps, 
and ECIM Smart Mobility API specifications 

10 Edinburgh Living Lab ENoLL mobility; energy; co-designing; data-driven analysis 
and participatory design techniques 

11 WASTE FEW ULL Bristol JPI 
Urban 
Europe 

reduce waste; Food-Energy-Water nexus (FEW); testing 
viable phosphate recapture from sewage; design thinking, 
systems mapping, resource flow dynamics, corporate risk 
management; Centre for Agro-ecology, Water and 
Resilience at the University of Coventry 

12 FloodCitiSense Birmingham JPI 
Urban 
Europe 

Selly Park area; app for pluvial flood warning service; 
sensors and web-based technologies; citizen scientists 
building their own rain drop counters 

13 Future City Glasgow GUST smart city technology; Operations Centre; Data hub and open 
data 

14 GLIMER Glasgow JPI 
Urban 
Europe 

migrants and refugees; integration 

15 Greening ingrove 
N ewcastle 

GUST community engagement 
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16 Newcastle Science 
Central / Helix 

GUST data science, urban science, and life science; digitally 
enabled sustainability; real-time data lab and data 
sensors; office building and business district; mixed use 
urban centre; local employment; largest single 
regeneration site in the UK; smart homes; public space 

17 Incubators of Public 
Spaces London 

JPI 
Urban 
Europe 

Pollards Hill area; incubators online platform; co-creative 
software; e-participation; scenario and model forming; 

18 Newcastle Living Lab 
for Innovating 
Relationships 

ENoLL partnership and organisation building 

19 Living Don Sheffield GUST nature landscape protection 

20 MadLab Manchester ENoLL public centre for meetings and collaboration; media 
production; technology and art 

21 Manchester Digital 
Innovation Living 
Lab 

ENoLL digital application; interdisciplinary 

22 Muswell Hill Low 
Carbon Zone of 
London 

GUST reducing carbon emission; home energy; low carbon loan; 
electric car and charging points; solar panels; social 
enterprise; community building retrofit; community 
engagement 

23 Manor House PACT 
(Prepare Adapt 
Connect Thrive) 
London 

GUST resilience to climate change consequences; social networks 
and communities; home energy advice and installation; 
food; water; local economic opportunities; health; 
encouraging people to walk; community garden at the 
community centre 

24 CitySDK (Service 
Development Kit) 

Manchester 

ENoLL digital services; participation, mobility and tourism; open 
street map; easy access for citizens to give feedback to 
municipalities 

25 Sum Studios 
Sheffield 

ENoLL community engagement; arts, business and community 

26 Sheffield City Region ENoLL healthcare; Advanced Wellbeing Research Centre (AWRC); 
digital inclusion 

27 SmartImpact 
Manchester 

ENoLL smart cities; data governance and integration; smart finance 
and procurement initiatives; regulations and incentives; data 
integration 

and urban data platforms 

28 MK: Smart Milton 
Keynes 

GUST sustainable growth; MK Data Hub; data enhanced city 
services 

29 THINKlab 
Manchester 

ENoLL interdisciplinary research; digital cities; digital service to 
business 

30 Traiangulum 
Manchester 

ENoLL Oxford Road Corridor; infrastructural integration of energy, 
mobility and ICT systems; ICT platform 'Manchester-I'; 
marketplace for innovative business; reducing car usage 
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31 SmartUrbl (Smart 
Urban Intermediaries) 
Birmingham and 
Glasgow 

JPI Urban 
Europe 

smart urban intermediaries; social innovation; smart urban 
development 

32 Urban Education Live 
(UEL) Sheffield 

JPI Urban 
Europe 

community engagement; collaboration between universities 
and communities; local hubs 

33 CityVerve 
Manchester 

ENoLL smart city; open smart platform; health, energy, transport 
and public realm; Oxford Road Corridor area; art and 
technology; 

gamification and citizen behaviour; Internet of Things; data 
sensors and cloud services; sustainable building 
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Due to the decrease of public and private funds invested in the production and regeneration of 
public spaces in Southern Italy, collaborative efforts among public/private actors seems to be 
a compelling alternative strategy for supporting urban transformations. While both planning 
and policy approaches have been unable to completely adapt to meet these growing demands, 
many actors, such as the third sector, within distressed neighborhoods and communities, act 
as place-makers and seem to be the last stronghold of resistance for exercising the right to the 
city. What can be done to overcome the classical rhetoric on the informal/formal dichotomy in 
the urban transformations and to reinforce the efforts of creating inclusive and enabling public 
spaces in new experimental ways? This paper proposes a reflection on this current dilemma 
through the presentation of ongoing re-appropriation and self-recovery practices over the last 
four years in San Berillo, a neglected and historical Sicilian red-light district in Catania, Italy. 
This article seeks to re-signify the concept of "inclusive space" by exploring the dialectical 
elements and conflicts and the collaborative paths between institutions, community and third 
sector and aimed to spawn relational processes of co-working, co-design, and mutual learning.
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Introduction 
 
On the 29th of October 2019, approximately 100 police, arriving in motorbikes, cars and even 
a helicopter, broke into Old San Berillo (OSB), a historical district of Catania (Sicily, Italy). 
Conducted by Catania’s prosecutor’s office, the blitz was part of a wider drug control operation. 
Thirteen drug sellers of African origin were detained for alleged drug dealing. During the press 
conference, the Catania police commissioner proudly states: ‘Today's operation wanted to 
demonstrate more than ever, strongly and clearly, the presence of the State. In the entire 
metropolitan area, there are no free zones outside the control of the State!’1. However, behind 
this facade, other truths are hidden. 
 
Most of the thirteen alleged drug dealers are unhoused, who live and sleep "temporarily" - that 
is, for several years already - in the public spaces of the neighborhood. They are part of the 
larger OSB community, which, despite recent national laws and cuts for the reception of 
migrants2, remains welcoming of the marginalized populations within the city. In its public 
spaces - i.e. narrow streets and a square - they had recreated the similar comforts of "home"; 
they congregated their tents and beds for resting, stoves for cooking, armchairs for gathering, 
braziers for warmth in winter, and a sewing machine for repairs to punctured clothes and other 
collected equipment, e.g. tools to repair bikes. Their informal (and illegal) settlement was 
furiously wiped out during the blitz as all their comforts and tools were seized. In lieu of 
generating inclusive and dynamic urban practices, the presence of the State, asserted their 
power over public space through a violent, top-down action. Nevertheless, a few days later on 
November 4, 2019, the same group of migrants with the support of local politically engaged 
third sector associations responded to the raid by dedicating a day to collectively cleaning the 
neighborhood, symbolizing how it is possible to combat urban degradation by giving space to 
self-organization3.  
 
The previously mentioned anecdote begs the questions of what is an inclusive public space in 
the context of historically diverse and self-organized neighborhoods, particularly in Southern 
Italy? And, above all, through identifying who nowadays produces public spaces, which 
position should individual and collective actors have in achieving this? 
 
This paper aims to disentangle these dilemmas by investigating who has the right to the city 
and common spaces in current planning practice, to unveil if public space remains a res publica 
or if it is the mere splinters of an increasingly unequal public-private collision. More specifically, 
this article seeks to look into the dialectical and conflictual and power tensions existing between 
the individual and collective public, private, and social actors who are the protagonists of public 
space transformations, giving particular attention to the key-role of the third sector. 
 
As an umbrella concept, the third sector includes an array of social organizations with varied 
structures and purposes, such as non-governmental associations, non-profits, values-driven, 
and voluntary sectors. Over time, the third sector has drastically changed, overcoming the 
mere notion of charity and now entailing both the capability approach and social economy as 
it is earning a growing and strategic position in the revitalization of public spaces. While the 
debate on third sector-led regeneration processes is widely rooted in other milieus, as in 

1 http://www.cataniatoday.it/video/spaccio-san-berillo-arresti-polizia-30-ottobre-2019.html 
2 Decree-Law 113/ 2018 concerns urgent provisions on international protection, immigration, public security and 
reduces the rights and services for migrants. 
3https://catania.meridionews.it/articolo/82847/san-berillo-cosi-il-quartiere-reagisce-dopo-il-blitz-loperazione-uno-
spot-qui-non-solo-spaccio/  
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Northern America, in the European and Italian context it is still a relatively recent novelty, often 
treated together with the multi-faceted concept of social innovation (Ostanel, 2017; Venturi & 
Zandonai, 2016; Manzini, 2015). The paper will shed light on the critiques, challenges, and 
potential of the third sector producing public space in Italy by going through the re-appropriation 
and self-recovery practices in the OSB neighborhood in Catania.  
 
It is worth noting that the aim of this paper is not to carry out a generic study on the regeneration 
processes of public space per se in Italy. Instead, it seeks to focus on how and why relational 
and collaborative paths, involving the third sector, are important in the planning of public 
spaces that are inclusive of people's diverse practices and needs and give space to marginal 
citizens in distressed contexts. The structure of the article is as follows: the second section 
regards the theoretical framework to better understand how this work attempts to contribute to 
the current academic debate; the third section outlines the methodology; the fourth section 
introduces the empirical works, including the contextualization and the multi-nuanced array of 
inclusive and exclusionary practices in OSB; the fifth section discusses innovative collaborative 
projects concerning the public space led by actors belonging to the third sector; and the final 
two sections provide a discussion and closing remarks. 
 
The current debate on how the third sector produces the (public) space in times of 
crisis 
 
The globalization of neo-liberalism has deeply affected urban governance. According to Neil 
Brenner and Nik Theodore (2002), there have been three prominent neoliberal phases of 
marketing strategy driving the growth and transformation of major cities: within the proto-
neoliberalism phase, cities acted as the catalyst for economic disparities and social struggles; 
following proto-neoliberalism, the roll-back neoliberalism phase, during the '80s, cut public 
spending, facilities, and services leading to the annihilation of social amenities; lastly, within 
the roll-out neoliberalism phase, new mechanisms of multi-stakeholder governance has arisen, 
delegating resource management and responsibilities from the state to no-public actors, such 
as private investors and speculators, as well as private foundations, citizen gropus, NGO, etc. 
This trend was further intensified following the 2008 global crisis as the city of the rich and the 
city of the poor became more polarized (Secchi, 2013) and both public and private funds in 
production, conservation, and regeneration dropped. 
 
Collaborative efforts among public/private actors have emerged to find alternative strategies 
to support urban transformations, and, thus, the third sector has gained an even more key-
position but not without critique. Several scholars highlight the unwanted effects of grassroots’ 
and social movements’ involvement in the neoliberal marketing of cities. According to Margit 
Mayer (2007), among the unwanted risks, there is the manipulation of the third sector and 
bottom-up groups in the consensus-building machine and the legitimation of low retributions 
since these groups offer "mere social works". The second welfare - i.e. the mix of social 
programs providing a series of public services by the third sector- is a likewise a complex topic 
of discussion and debate that lacks an easy solution. 
 
Despite these critiques, other scholars assert the strategic role played by ‘horizontal alliances 
of poor groups and civic organizations as a way to face the new urban poverty and global 
governmentality’ (Appadurai, 2001, p. 24). These coalitions could become crucial in spreading 
a ‘deep democracy’ (Appaddurai, 2001, p. 42), viz. a new model of global governance and 
local democracy that integrates the community’s deciders. Bob Jessop (2002) also recognizes 
how nongovernmental actors can be part of new models of global and local democracy, 
especially within a neo-communitarianism approach. Neo-communitarianism was envisioned 
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to adjust to global neoliberalism and relies on social cohesion, civic empowerment and 
collaborative economy. In it, social resources and capital (Putnam, 2004), which are the 
characteristics of a social organization that facilitate cooperation to reach a common benefit 
(Della Porta, 2002), can be the driving force of an innovative and “generative policy”4 
(Minervini, 2016). These ‘collaborative organizations’ - where ‘collaboration is intentional and 
by choice’ (Manzini, 2015, p. 100) - breed “innovative communities” (Ciampolini, 2019) that 
spark value-based radical innovation within society. Radical innovation means ‘looking at 
difficult problems with a different perspective instead of using a mainstream one’ (Manzini, 
2015, p. 13). Deep innovations may arise in the "third place" (Oldenburg, 1989), which is a 
public space beyond the home or workplace where people can meet and informally interact, 
exchange ideas, have a good time, and build relationships to ultimately cultivate a thriving 
community. The third place forms vibrant, place-based spaces within neighborhoods and 
cities: already functioning as an effective space for strengthening participation, citizenship, 
civic engagement, and establishing a sense of place. Alternative urban approaches can be 
strategically utilized in third space since they are ‘central to the political processes of a 
democracy’ (Oldenburg, 1999, p. 67). In order to conceive the third place as a multilayer lived 
space, likely it is needed to embrace the “thirdspace theory” envisioned by the American 
geographer Edward Soja (1996). Soja divides space into first, second, and third space defined 
as: 
 

● Firstspace is the real space – the urban built form of physical buildings that can be 
mapped and seen. 

● Secondspace is the imagined representational space – i.e. how space is perceived, 
seen and argued over.  

● Thirdspace takes this thinking further – it combines First and Second space to create 
what Soja describes as, ‘a fully lived space, a simultaneously real-and-imagined, 
actual-and-virtual locus of structured individuality and collective experience and 
agency’ (Soja, 1996, p.11). Thirdspace, then, conceives the experience of life in the 
Firstspace mediated through Secondspace expectations. 

 
Deep innovation, entailing collective acts and an increase of democracy, occurs when the third 
place becomes an “enabling space”, allowing individuals to participate actively in a democratic 
urban life. Enabling spaces develop “enabling” characters, as it requires each to break from 
their own cultural frames and routines to find collective solutions to common problems and to 
satisfy their collective needs, interests, and expectations. Therefore, it addresses the 
redistribution of power and the creation of a new culture of urban government, constructing 
inclusive processes, which are able to valorise, to reinforce, and to create new social and 
institutional capabilities (Goni Mazzitelli, 2008). As Francesca Cognetti (2018) stated, building 
an enabling space could be possible if, in the design and planning processes, the public 
recognizes the social skills and leading role that different groups have in their territories, 
accepts innovative forms of involvement, and creates permanent changes in the ordinary 
structures of public policy management. Following this process, new procedures and 
techniques should be developed. On the other hand, local actors should be able to pursue 
traditional conflictual but also subsidiary logic, learning to be the protagonists of a shared 
process of defining the public/collective interest. Space is then enabling if experimental 
collaborative processes happen within it, i.e. processes that potentially work both on social and 
institutional activation.  

4 According to Gugliemo Minervini (2016), the Generative Policy promotes the dissemination of participatory 
processes in government activity as the main method for generating change, starting from the widespread 
knowledge of real needs to arrive at the shared identification of the most appropriate responses. Transparency is 
an essential principle in the activity of making a generative policy. 
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From a neo-institutional point of view, such urban experimentations can be considered as 
politics of niches, i.e. ‘institutional episodes in which social practices generate opportunities for 
disruption in their regulatory and physical context by influencing both the social norms and 
physical spaces of selection and retention of social practices’ (Savini & Bertolini, 2019, p. 836). 
As such, niches exist in a ‘permanent tension within a particular socio-economic order and 
may instigate a change of the institutional order, although in a non-linear, largely unpredictable, 
and uncontrollable fashion’ (Savini & Bertolini, 2019, p. 836). While the trajectory of such 
experiments is conditioned by policy and planning, urban experiments can also influence 
planners, designers, and deciders to produce new cognitive and action oriented environments, 
which are closer to practice than to theory and to the bureaucratic praxis. Giovan Francesco 
Lanzara (1993) has named negative capability, the ability of “being” in uncertainty, of acting in 
complex and messy situations while remaining oriented towards the activation of contexts and 
possible worlds. Negative capability consists of the ability to manage moments of 
indefiniteness and of the absence of direction, eventually reorganizing their own action model 
and developing new routines while understanding actions can potentiality be disclosed. 
Applied to urban issues, the negative capability may engender new creative solutions to 
answer complex urban problems and new experimental, partnership-based, pragmatic, and 
truly collaborative policies. According to Flaviano Zandonai and Paolo Venturi (2019), despite 
these innovative social processes involving both civic society and institutions, they are context-
dependent, rely on a hyper-local scale, and are apt to elaborate and practice systemic 
changes. 
 
The ability of the third sector and innovative communities to affect both institutions and policies 
may be read as a process (Corry, 2010), demonstrating their transformative potential impacts 
on the balance of social forces in society (Katz, 2006). The debate on public space well 
embeds the above-mentioned framework and literature on the third sector. Departing from the 
normal model of direct state ownership and management, alternative forms of public space 
provision arose. This transfer of public space governance from the state to other social agents, 
especially to the private sector, has ignited the expansion of pseudo-public spaces (Wang & 
Chen, 2018; Langstraat & Van Melik, 2013), gentrification (Semi, 2015), social exclusion and 
segregation, and commodification of public realm (Kohn, 2004; Schaller & Modan, 2009).  
 
Despite such exclusionary privatization dynamics, public space is still capable of 
accommodating a heterogeneous public made of socio-economic and ethnic diversity, 
especially in derelict and abandoned corners of a city. The revitalization of these latter places 
often stems from ‘informal modes of urbanization’ (Roy, 2005, p. 148), which are already 
recognized as a ‘new way of life’ (Alsayyad, 2004). Other hybrid communities, such as 
residents, grassroots groups, third sector volunteers, sub-consumers and associations of 
social innovation, also act as place-makers and seem to be the last strongholds of resistance 
for exercising the “right to the city” (Lefebvre, 1968) or, at least, ‘the right not to be excluded 
from it’ (Roy, 2005, p. 155).  
 
To make a space public means to give it “publicness”, i.e. the accessibility and the right of the 
presence of a wide number of subjects potentially excluded from the possibility of appropriation 
of a place (Saint-Blancat & Cancellieri, 2014). Iris Marion Young (1990) emphasized how 
socially just outcomes could only be achieved by embracing the diverse needs and desires of 
the citizenry. This aligns with the description given by UN-HABITAT (2000, p. 5) for inclusive 
cities, which is a ‘space where all people, regardless of their economic condition, gender, age, 
ethnicity, or religion, can participate productively in all the opportunities that cities offer’. Since 
the public space is the original agora for all citizens, at least by definition, it should be inclusive, 
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incubating the social capital in an open space of design (Ostanel, 2017, p. 63). A healthy public 
life is crucial for creating what Richard Sennett defines as an “open city” (Sennett, 2018), that 
is a city where citizens actively hash out their differences, and planners experiment with urban 
forms that bolster collective decision-making.  
 
The Italian academic debate on social innovation and urban regeneration has engendered 
vivid literature on how public space (streets, squares, pedestrian paths, micro-clearing) turns 
into a theatre of varied community practices experimenting, often in an informal way, with 
spatial capitals (Cancellieri, 2011). For instance, several studies have concentrated upon some 
key-features of urban regeneration, such as the relationship between the processes of 
regeneration of underused buildings and the types of organizations active in these processes 
(Busacca & Zandonai, 2019), the permanent or transitory re-use of both brownfields and 
abandoned areas (Gambino, 2000; Inzaghi & Vanetti  2011; Inti et al., 2014), the innovative 
forms of institutional learning, e.g. collaboration agreements and manifestos for commons 
(Fidelbo, 2018; Micciarelli, 2017; Michiara, 2016).  
 
Nevertheless, literature addressing how innovative and hybrid communities of place-makers 
manage to generate inclusive public space remains limited, especially in Southern Italy where, 
except for the case of Apulia and Naples5, the planning tends to confront these issues with top-
down procedures trapped by bureaucracy. 
 
An embedded and immersive research methodology 
 
This empirical study concentrates on the collaborative efforts of the Old San Berillo community 
and the social cooperative Trame di Quartiere (TdQ), specifically examining two aspects: the 
ecology of the inclusivity and exclusivity of public space and the collaborative experiments of 
enabling spaces.  
 
From September 2016 to May 2017, embedded research, inspired by ‘planning made with 
feet’6 was carried out to inspect the ability of space to accommodate unpredictable social 
contradictions and to map and analyse the several actors shaping public space. With the goal 
to refine the concept of public space, the author has collected qualitative data through 
observations of daily practices in OSB that simply make a space public, i.e. place of the public 
sphere. The "world of daily life" was mapped after intensive "urban stalking". As already 
explained in previous works (Privitera & Gravagno, 2020; Privitera, 2017), “urban stalking” 
implied to spend a time of immersive observation, around one hour during specific time slots 
of both morning, afternoon, and evening in the week and weekend. The observation has 
regarded who (which kind of people) use the public space, how they use it and change it over 
time. During these on-the-ground observations, the author began approaching and interacting 
with OSB residents and began establishing connections with both them and with some 
privileged informers, i.e. who have gained a lot of knowledge about the neighbours. Then, the 
author has done three walking interviews (Evans & Jones, 2010) and twenty in depth-
interviews - grounded in “the seven rules of active listening” (Sclavi, 2003)- with current and 
past residents, property owners, members of grassroots organizations, etc., (Privitera & 
Gravagno, 2020; Gravagno & Privitera, 2019). The main questions were about their own 
stories with respect to OSB: when they started to live or work there, which kinds of memories 
they have on OSB, which kind of initiatives they carried out, how they are in rapports with each 

5 The region of Apulia (Gelli, 2018; Barbanente, 2008) and the city of Naples (Masella, 2018; Capone, 2018) were 
led for several years by illuminated and progressive governments that experimented innovative partnership forms 
with third sector and social movements. 
6 Expression used by the Italian urban planner Bernardo Secchi in some conferences around 2013-2014. 
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other and with the public administration. Two focus groups, one with a neighborhood 
committee and one with a local social enterprise (Privitera, 2017), were carried out with the 
purpose to dig into the tension existing between public benefit and social entrepreneurship. 
This exploratory phase has allowed the author to retrace back the story of OSB from an 
alternative perspective, to scrutinize the ongoing re-appropriation and self-recovery 
experiences, both exclusionary, inclusive and collaborative that some residents, traders, and 
organizations are leading in the last years in public corners, often derelict, of OSB. 
 
Beginning in 2018, the author positioned herself to cooperate with TdQ in a more committed 
way, serving the hybrid role of an activist, reflective practitioner (Schön, 1983) and researcher 
in action (Saija, 2016). Thanks to this new position, it was possible to be not only the observer 
of the ongoing socio-urban processes, rather to be part of them. 
 
Section 4 is, for the most part, the result of the first ethnographical period, section 5 mainly 
comes from the still ongoing engagement of the author in the current transformative dynamics 
of the neighborhood. 
 

The ecology of inclusivity and exclusivity in the public space of Old San Berillo 
 

Don't ask: “What’s the problem?” 
Ask: “What’s the story?” 

That way you’ll find out what the problem really is. 
John Forester (1999, p. 19) 

 
A melting pot of complex urban issues, OSB faces social marginalities, unused spaces, 
informality, speculation of capitalistic lobbies, and lack of generative public strategy. It is a 
historical district of Catania, born spontaneously after one of the strongest earthquakes in Sicily 
(1693). Its urban and social fabric were established within the peripheral area at the time, 
outside the medieval walls of Catania. As OSB was originally populated by various social 
classes, it developed quickly but disorderly. Expanding towards the seaside, where the central 
station was inaugurated in 1866, OSB gained a strategic position. After World War II, a 
speculative and top-down operation was undertaken by the private construction company 
Istituto Immobiliare di Catania (ISTICA) by common accord with the local authorities. The 
ISTICA Renovation Plan established the replacement of the historical existing urban fabric with 
new buildings, streets, and squares7. ISTICA's sister company Istberillo was in charge of the 
production of a new district called New San Berillo, a countryside area - nowadays in the 
suburbs of the city - in which the displaced OSB residents were asked to move. Beginning in 
1954, the ISTICA Renovation Plan soon partly failed, leaving a portion of OSB destroyed; 
within the demolished space, a section was rebuilt while another considerable section was only 
levelled (Figure 1).  
 
This destructive economic operation uprooted approximately 30,000 residents and 
dismembered the original social fabric of OSB: almost all of the original residents had to move 
to the new suburbs, except for most of the prostitutes. Until Merlin Law (1958),8 local prostitutes 
used to work within bawdy houses, but after it passed, they had to change their way of 
prostituting, turning to the street rather than within their houses as the building owners began 
to disregard their properties. Accordingly, during these last decades, the surviving remains of 

7 More info on the urban development of OSB in Busacca & Gravagno (2004). 
8 The Merlin law -from the name of the senator who promoted it, Lina Merlin - abolished the regulation of prostitution, 
closing the brothels and introducing the crimes of exploitation, induction, and aiding of prostitution. 
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the OSB neighborhood have turned into the red-light district of the city wherein the public space 
stands in as a place of illegal works, distressful, but also of daily confrontation and solidarity. 
During this time, the public and planning were unable to set any plan or strategy for this area, 
except for some punctual actions of repression to foster order and security. An emblematic 
example is the big police blitz on December 13, 2000 that marked a social and physical turning 
point following the arrest of many prostitutes and pimps, the boarding up of many buildings, 
and the consequent reduction of the OSB population. Contextually, other dynamics pertaining 
to migration flows were happening at the local level, even if connected with global trends.  
 
 

Figure 1. The borders of Old San Berillo in Catania (Sicily, Italy). Source: Author. 

 

Over time, OSB has become a place in which all migrants, subalterns, and poor people could 
find refuge. OSB operates outside of the law, in which the socially vulnerable converge and 
exercise their own informal (sometimes-illegal) freedom. There are two main migrant groups: 
the first was part of the late 90s migratory waves, mostly coming from Senegal and the other 
comes from a more recent mass-exodus. The first is made of families already inserted in the 
socio-urban local fabric, whereas the second is mainly composed of young single men who 
still live within the repressive and worsening conditions of being new migrants, often without 
official documents, dwelling, and job. Nowadays, the surviving remains of OSB exist as a 
labyrinth of ancient streets and buildings, damaged facades, scarcely populated and often 
illegally occupied (Figure 2).  
 
Most of the building owners remain persistent about not undertaking any interventions due to 
the uncertainties of the future of the neighborhood, while many buildings remain boarded up 
despite the widespread need for housing, as many sleep on the streets of the district. In such 
a context, public space has crucial functions: in it, the residents not only interact but also often 
satisfy their basic needs, such as to sleep, to eat, to live, or even to use the toilet. The massive 
use of public space and its hyper-diversity induce varied conflicts, for instance, related to the 
borders of use and occupation of public space. Despite all these socio-urban transformations, 
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the local administration has not roughed out any long-term proposals and maintain that the 
problems in OSB are almost only a matter of public order and legality. Instead, many new 
urban actors, often linked to the third sector, have started to catch on and spread, leading 
micro-bottom-up initiatives of space revitalization in OSB.  
 
 

 

Figure 2. Some corners, streets and buildings of Old San Berillo. Source: Author. 

 
To unearth the invisible practices of regeneration of the public space and to reflect on the way 
these everyday practices of planning navigate the historically complex social relations in OSB, 
a social immersion was carried out within the district. This ethnographic phase was 
accomplished with attention to the district’s third places, understanding that life between 
buildings is not merely pedestrian traffic or recreational or social activities but ‘it comprises the 
entire spectrum of activities, which combine to make communal spaces in cities and residential 
areas meaningful and attractive’ (Gehl, 2011, p. 29).  
 
Following on-the-ground observations, Figure 3 maps the ongoing uses and practices in public 
spaces and the users of the public space. It is important to note that the taxonomy (residents, 
child residents, usual and casual users, tourists, etc.) is much more blurred in reality than 
pictured on the map. The second level of data processing moves from the mere registration of 
daily life to more articulated reflections on what was happening in the public space to convey 
the ecology of inclusivity and exclusivity. As shown in Figure 4, the outdoor social interactions 
within OSB’s public space were divided into three general types: 
 

1. Required: something people must do regardless they want to do it or not, e.g. daily 
tasks, work, going to school;  

2. Voluntary: something people do because they want to do it, e.g. to walk, to relax on a 
bench; 

3. Social: something people do depending on the presence of other people in the same 
public space, e.g. to chat, to play with other children, to observe what other people do.  



   

NEXT GENERATION PLANNING  

 
     

 
Open Access Journal 

 

47 

 

AESOP / YOUNG ACADEMICS 
NETWORK 

 

 

Figure 3. Example of a map stemming from the urban stalking. Source: Privitera (2017) 

 
 

 
Figure 4. Uses, functions and practices in the public spaces of Old San Berillo.  
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Source: Privitera (2017). 

These three types of activities are tightly tied to each other and rely on the "intensity of contact" 
based on the function of so-called third places. By starting from basic interactions, it is possible 
to reach a more in-depth relation of neighborliness that facilitate the "low-level contact with 
intensity" (Gehl, 2011), fundamental for satisfying “desire of community” (Bauman, 2001), for 
implementing the "sense of neighborhood" in progress and for the formation of "local self-
government" (Jacobs, 1965).  
 
OSB’s community9 practices, often informal, generate numerous and heterogeneous inclusive 
public spaces: 
 

● Four young green mobility activists have bought two private garages within OSB 
because the selling price was lower than everywhere else was in the city center. To 
host the Ciclofficina ZeroNove, a bike workshop, they have slowly restored the two 
garages through mutualism and collaborative effort, and then installed -without 
authorization- some benches on the pedestrian path in between both garages. Thanks 
to these micro-interventions, and thanks to their aptitude, the street between the two 
garages is now used for fixing bikes, for children playing freely, for chatting among 
neighbors, and for organizing public events, as shown in Figure 5. 
 

● For a long time, there were not many children in OSB until the 90s migrant wave 
appeared. These children, due to financial constraints, are unable to practice sports in 
gyms. What they wish, as all children do, is to play, and currently, the only space in 
which they can do it is among the streets of the district. Consequently, each afternoon, 
droves of children claim these derelict spaces for their games, improvising self-
managed football matches, often right close to sex-workers. In addition to the didactic 
role of public space for the playing and education of children (Jacobs, 1965), the 
presence of the children awakens these usually neglected areas.  
 

● Arriving in the last 3 to 7 years, the second group of migrants live in critical conditions. 
There are three critical conditions this group of migrants commonly find themselves in: 
some remain undocumented or continue to wait for their official documentation, others 
cannot leave Sicily in order to go back home or move to other European countries, and 
lastly, due in part to the first two conditions, some get involved in criminal business. In 
Catania, OSB is one of the only places in which they can stay, whether through 
occupying empty buildings or sleeping on the streets. In the last months, many 
repressive actions against such informal-illegal ways of life, being enforced by the local 
police. Despite this, an unusual and proactive answer was given by the people: the 
residents clean up the main streets of the district on the last Saturday of every month 
(Figure 6). Originating in Africa, this practice of care is called set (clean) and setal (to 
clean up), which regards this practice as a human investment in cleanliness, referring 
to both a sense of hygiene and morality. Expected to be done collectively, this practice 
involves improving the quality of life in neighborhoods, removing garbage and dirt but 
also involves embellishing public places, sometimes including naming them. 
 

 

9 With the word community, the author considers residents, prostitutes, irregular immigrants that occupy buildings, 
grassroots movements, voluntary groups, district committees and all people living the public space, regardless 
legally or illegally. 
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Figure 5. Collective public lunch self-organized in the street just in front of the bike shop garages. 
Source: Archive of Trame di Quartiere. 

 

 

Figure 6. Moments of set setal. Source: Gambia Youths Association. 
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A different type of practice has occurred in Piazza delle Belle, a small square in the oldest core 
of OSB. When the ISTICA plan was approved and implemented in 1954, Piazza delle Belle 
was not demolished, but rather, it remained the only surviving public square within the 
neighborhood, suffering the same process of degradation. In 2015, a young trader decided to 
open a "hipster" pub overlooking the square; meanwhile, the local government showed its 
interest in supporting a "facade” process of regeneration.  
 
In July 2015, a beautification and decorum program was carried out by the Town Planning 
Office, together with students from the Art School, the Detention Camp of Catania, but without 
any engagement of its residents (Gravagno et al., 2018). Between October to December 2015, 
the owner of the pub made several streetscape improvements, often out of the law and the 
legal authorization. Among these improvements were painting some historical facades, 
planting many flowers, and creating various urban furniture and decorations. Though the local 
government has claimed it provides crucial aid, the owner actually financially supports and 
manages most of the interventions, including their maintenance. Unfortunately, this space can 
only be utilized at certain times of the day because only consumers are allowed to use 
elements of street furniture and enjoy the improvements. It is worth considering that the private 
video-camera system, set up in all the corners of the piazza to monitor its use, and the high 
prices of goods at the pub, have converted Piazza delle Belle into an exclusive space, straying 
from a public agorà for residents. These transformations are all telltale signs that simply 
beautification and “greenification” initiatives alone are not enough to improve and create public 
space. The border between informal practices of regeneration and its privatized and 
exclusionary misappropriation is often weak. 
 
Toward collaborative experiments of enabling spaces 
 
What has been presented until now follows the seemingly paradoxical cliché concerning urban 
informality in contrast with capitalistic exclusionary power, with the tacit consent, absence, or 
repressive presence of public institutions. Is it possible for an alternative planning approach to 
navigate the ecology of a place? Among the actors of the third sector operating in OBS, it is 
worth focusing on TdQ, an association of social promotion, recently converted into a social 
cooperative. TdQ is characterized by a heterogeneous human and social capital (Della Porta, 
2004; Putnam, 2004), made up of urban planners, geographers, anthropologists, artists and 
residents. In their approach, there is a very strong connection between research and action: 
knowledge is produced in action, as well as action, through forms of research, mobilizes a kind 
of intellectual activism (Contu, 2018). 
 
As the timeline in Figure 7 shows, though TdQ was not realized until 2015, it originates from a 
community mapping research approach in 2011 (D'Urso et al., 2013), during which some 
young researchers and the OSB community had the chance to collaboratively map the 
neighborhood’s past, present, and future together. The mapping events spur community spirit 
and unity, so that in 2013, a neighborhood committee called Active Citizens of S.Berillo' was 
born as a reaction to suspicious acts of urban speculation linked to large real estate companies 
interest in buying some of OSB’s abandoned properties. In 2015, thanks to a regional call 
named Boom Polmoni Urbani, this informal group decided to officially establish Trame di 
Quartiere (Neighborhood Relations) aimed at experimenting with urban and social 
regeneration practices through their direct actions in OSB. From 2016 to 2018, TdQ’s work is 
inspired by its retraced memories of the district, experimenting with the narrative as an action 
tool.  For instance, TdQ has not only produced two seasons of a web series10 regarding the 

10 https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCXNZYy02WdT1K6hYpRjbL6g/playlists  
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story of SB and its current problems, but also, it has organized an exposition, called NarrAzioni, 
displaying the official historical documents and lived memories of OSB. During these past few 
years, TdQ has also conducted a rehabilitation of its headquarter, Palazzo de Gaetani, by both 
using funds obtained through a regional call, benefiting from voluntary help, and receiving, 
finally, the involvement of public administration (Gravagno et al., 2018). TdQ is actively working 
to convert Palazzo De Gaetani from a previous private property into a social and enabling 
space (Cognetti, 2018). 
 

 

Figure 7. Timeline of the main steps of Trame di Quartiere. Source: Author. 

 
At the end of 2017, reaching the end of the regional call, TdQ faced the issue of economic 
sustainability, which is actually a fairly common concern within the third sector. For this reason, 
the members of TdQ have continually looked for grants, funds, and calls supplied by banking 
foundations, international NGOs, etc. to continue to pave urban regeneration paths in OSB, 
without losing its genuine relationship between residents and the goal of inclusive urban 
regeneration. The several projects proposed by TdQ have always sought to put in practice new 
solutions to the current problems in OSB through using the production of culture as a tool for 
triggering social innovation and empowerment. Emblematic examples are: 
 

● the two editions of film festivals Prospettive11, the first financed by Ministry of Cultural 
Heritage and Activities, the second mostly self-financed through sponsors; 

● the social theatre inspired by the theatre of the oppressed12;  

● the migrant-led walking tours belonging to the international networks of New Roots 
Migrantour Intercultural Walks.  

 
Notwithstanding all these laudable projects, two of the main issues of OSB, which are thickly 
intertwined with each other, are still unresolved: the degradation and abandonment of most of 
the public and private spaces, and the planning, policies, and state indifference towards the 
needs and ongoing practices in OSB. TdQ has questioned itself on its potential role in altering 
the current situation and in inclusively enabling the already ongoing practices.  

11 https://prospettive.tramediquartiere.org/  
12 The Theatre of the Oppressed describes theatrical forms that the Brazilian theatre practitioner Augusto Boal first 
elaborated in the 1970s, initially in Brazil and later in Europe. Boal's techniques use theatre as means of promoting 
social and political change. In the Theatre of the Oppressed, the audience becomes active, such that as "spect-
actors" they explore, show, analyze and transform the reality in which they are living. 
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In order to achieve such goals, TdQ has dedicated last projects to the public space: 
 

1. SottoSopra: abitare collaborativo (Upside down: collaborative living"): it is a project 
funded by Fondazione Con il Sud13. It seeks to intersect the restoration of the 
headquarter with the creation of social housing for the homeless already leaving there 
(Barbanti & Privitera, 2019, 2020). Step n.4 of the project, named "abitare attivo" (living 
active) will be dedicated to the re-activation of a pedestrian street in front of the social 
housing and of the courtyard within the headquarter. While the street is already a public 
space, the courtyard is officially private, but the aim is to convert it into a "third place 
and space" through active listening and co-designing with residents where they can 
meet and socialize. The public administration is a partner of this project.  
 

2. FareSpazio: sperimentare i diritti nella città (MakeSpace: to experiment the rights in the 
cities) funded by Action Aid, this project aims to build a network of organizations and 
residents to co-author a Manifesto of care for public space to the public administration 
so that it must assume responsibility for its residents, associations, and their needs. 
The public administration is not an original partner of the project, but the objective is to 
have a collective learning process. Therefore, the public administration will be engaged 
in a second stage so that the public already has a larger and more advantageous 
awareness. 

 
Both projects are still in progress and were slowed down due to COVID-19 lockdown, but they 
exemplify how TdQ, as an actor of the third sector, wants to play a strategic role in the planning 
of public spaces by mediating between the ongoing informal practices and the local 
government through relational and collaborative paths. So far, while it has been relatively 
uncomplicated for TdQ to engage with OSB’s residents and users of public space, interacting 
with local governments has resulted in colliding with the bureaucratic cage, typical of the public 
praxis.  
 
Discussion: challenges and tricky points of collaborative and relational paths 
 
This paper has introduced two main interrelated topics. First, it has presented the result of a 
methodology -made of immersive study, intense observations, walks, and interactions- to 
approach the analysis and study of OSB's public space. This method, strongly influenced by 
an ethnographic attitude, has made it possible to read and map the ongoing community 
practices in OSB’s public space. Second, and as a consequence, a description and a 
comparison between such practices were provided. 
 
The first type of practice, that of "inclusive space making," consists of low-budget self-recovery 
initiatives that some residents and civic groups have promoted mostly informally and 
spontaneously but without involving and thus entering into conflict with the public 
administration. A second type, on exclusionary spaces, uses the discourse of public space 
regeneration for private purpose, converting public space into a privatized one and having, at 
least officially, the support by the local government. Finally, third sector groups are 
experimenting with alternative collaborative approaches in which both residents and the local 
governments are already engaged as a partner in the design process. In short, in the first case, 
the public administration is generally absent, except for repressive actions; in the second, the 

13 Fondazione CON IL SUD is the result of the alliance between bank foundations, Italian third sector, and 
volunteer organizations; 



   

NEXT GENERATION PLANNING  

 
     

 
Open Access Journal 

 

53 

 

AESOP / YOUNG ACADEMICS 
NETWORK 

local government tries to take advantage of private actions, pretending to sustain it; in the third 
case, the public is involved and engaged with bottom-up proposals to recognize some ongoing 
community practices in the district and also to take on its own responsibilities.  
 
This paper, through the case of OBS, can perhaps provide some insights about the relations 
between the concept of "inclusive space" introduced at the beginning and about the part that 
third sector actors are playing in producing inclusive (third) public places. In particular, it is 
necessary to reimagine the idea of the inclusive city, so much scientifically embraced that has 
been inserted in the 11th of the Sustainable Development Goals of Agenda 2030. By tracking 
down the etymological origin of the word, “include" comes from the Latin in + clusus which 
means "closed inside". Inclusive planning -conceived as a way to allow only a few others to 
have the possibility to be taken in consideration by designers in "their closed inside"- still 
appears as an exclusionary approach relied on the strict border between "we" (intelligentsia, 
bourgeois, wealthy and reliable people) and "others'' (citizens, local community, NGO, etc.). 
As an alternative, the word "collaborate", also coming from Latin cum + laborare, means 
"working together". The experience of TdQ carrying out regenerative actions rooted in place-
making practices will likely spawn inclusive public space. Thus, in order to co-create spaces 
from ongoing community practices, collaborative and relational paths are needed: this is the 
planner’s goal. Assuming that "no is not enough" (Klein, 2007), planners need to move toward 
an "enabling yes," establishing a relationship between grassroots groups, citizens and 
institutional bodies.  
 
Nevertheless, the search for a common path requires some reflections: 
 

1. New and/or existing resources: as private foundations or other fund sources are often 
substituting for the welfare state to support the community practices of urban 
regeneration, what are the long-term influences to society, specifically considering 
neoliberalism and extreme capitalistic enrichment? Which resource residents, local 
committees, and third sector may use to continue being the “applicator” of the right to 
the city? 

2. The role of planners: the ethical choices of planners should aim to increase the 
capabilities of communities to perform more powerfully as instruments of deep 
democracy in the local context. The patience (Appadurai, 2001) or a context-based 
approach inspired by the action-research paradigm (Saija, 2016) could be the way to 
co-create this new awareness. Mutual learning among different expertise, both local 
and technical, can result in a democratization of knowledge, which is the base for 
democratizing democracy (De Sousa, 2009).  

3. Given that the revitalization of derelict areas is mostly a matter of democracy rather 
than a mere physical matter, the co-evolution of the democratic dialogue between self-
organized communities and institutions is necessary. Unfortunately, not only the 
communities but also the institutions are often not aware of the need to reframe their 
mechanisms of interaction and dialogue to face the current and future urban 
challenges. Collaborative and relational paths, like the ones promoted by TdQ, 
represent a shared experience through which both the third sector and the public can 
learn together and from each other.  

 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has tried to dig into the critiques, the challenges and the potentials of the third 
sector as mediator and creator of inclusive public places in the Italian context, specifically the 
Southern, by analyzing the re-appropriation and self-recovery practices in the neighborhood of 
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San Berillo in Catania (Italy). 
 
First, the article has framed the emerging position of the third sector in relation to the current 
roll-out neoliberalism system, the urban governance, and the production of a city. Due to both 
the decrease of public and private funds, there is a need for new alliances to emerge to support 
the generation of public space, besides guaranteeing the already existing spaces. In these 
innovative collaborations between citizens and the public, the third sector can be a facilitator 
and promoter of the right to the city, especially for the marginalized groups who often lack the 
opportunity to enjoy public urban spaces. Public space (including the third place) is the litmus 
test of the current dynamics of exclusion enforced by private investments, state power control 
and welfare state crisis. Public spaces represent the last stronghold for maintaining inclusive 
cities and for experimenting with deep and radical social innovation aimed at regenerating 
spaces. Such topics are even more relevant in Italy, especially Southern Italy, where the 
poverty percentage is high and public institutions are not prone to break out of the bureaucratic 
praxis and cage to learn through collaborative experiences.  
 
For these reasons, the author has chosen to go through the community practices and the 
dialectical and conflictual tensions and power dynamics existing between institutions, citizens 
and the third sector to draw attention to the relations between them in the process of public 
space regeneration in the Southern context. A reflection was provided on possible 
collaborative approaches that involve citizens, the third sector, private donors, and the public 
administration in the re-activation of derelict public spaces in the district of Old San Berillo in 
Catania. 
 
The case of Trame di Quartiere in OSB has confirmed the cruciality of the public space as a 
third place to intersect ideas, projects, needs, and collective actions, but, above all, it has 
shown how the revitalization of derelict areas is mostly a matter of resources, capabilities, and 
democracy, re-envisioning the concept of inclusivity. The creation of an inclusive city is not 
rooted in a generic inclusion of marginalized people and public institutions, but rather in the 
long collaborative process between the two. While it is worth noting that ‘no one knows better 
about how to survive poverty than the poor themselves’(Appadurai, 2001, pp.29), and ‘no one 
knows better how neighborhood works than citizens themselves’ (Jacobs, 1965), this paper 
builds from these statements, explaining how expertise, human, cultural and economic 
resources must be involved to co-produce public space. Therefore, the third sector plays such 
crucial role in triggering the process of learning and planning involving both civic society and 
institutions.  
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In the last decade, the world has seen a surge of protests and social movements. Also in 
Turkey, a group of protesters occupied the Gezi Park in 2013 against the government’s plans 
to transform it into a commercial complex. This paper explores the protests to advance 
knowledge on the relationship between urban space and protests. The paper argues that first; 
Gezi Park reflects variegated ‘rights of, in and to the city’ created through ‘commoning’. 
Second, the Park becomes a ‘socio-spatial-virtual bricolage,’ which contains past and present, 
traditional and contemporary and global and local subjects, elements and activities and 
different realms such as the physical and the virtual. Finally, the paper argues that the Park 
reflects a new political urban space and subjectivity.  
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Introduction 

Cities all over the world have been shaken by protest movements such as Occupy Wall 
Street in the USA, and the Indignados in Spain, and the Arab Spring in the Middle East 
(Dikeç & Swyngedouw, 2017; Sheppard et al., 2015; Tuğal, 2013; Vasudevan, 2015; 
Vatikiotis & Yörük, 2016). Similar protests erupted in the city of Istanbul in 2013 which 
began with a small camp established to protect the Gezi Park from being transformed 
into an enclosed residential-commercial complex. The protesters used social media 
channels such as Facebook and Twitter to make the case public and mobilise 
solidarity. In a couple of days, the camp was transformed into an occupation embracing 
diverse people and extending towards Taksim Square, an important site laden with 
many political and cultural symbols. During the summer of 2013, the protests spread 
throughout Istanbul and performed in different public spaces in many other cities 
across Turkey.  
 
The recent urban protests across the globe draw attention to the role of cities in driving 
social unrest, mobilising protesters and creating alternative to neoliberalism.  It is 
argued that the constituents and design of urban space have become crucial in the 
evolution and expansion of these social movements (Dikeç & Swyngedouw, 2017; 
Harvey, 2008; Merrifield, 2013; Sheppard et al., 2015). However, as in the words of 
Merrifield (2013), these ‘encounters’, do not emerge as a result of cities per se, but for 
democracy and in the context of capitalist crisis, as a result of factors beyond the limits 
of cities: the Occupy or Indignados were triggered by the economic crisis of 2008, while 
the demand for democracy and civil rights did the same during the Arab Spring. Cities 
have become the main sites for economic activity, politics, and education where the 
majority of the population live, work and consume. At the same time, cities have 
become sites where significant tensions become visible, be class, ethnic, religious or 
cultural. In addition to various economic, social or political tensions, there are also 
tensions emerging as a result of cities per se, such as protection of urban historical 
landmarks, ecology or historic built environment. So, urban space has become a 
contested and contesting site to bring together people with various concerns, regarding 
economic inequality, and social and political rights, as well as the rights of cities to be 
protected against further urban transformation, regarded to damage their history and 
heritage. 
 
This paper argues that social movements and other forms of protests are entangled in 
urban spaces. By adopting a relational approach to urban space, the paper explores 
the relationship between urban space and protests within the case of Gezi Park. In 
specific, it explores how urban spaces per se can become an agent in driving people 
from very diverse backgrounds in coming together. The collected data from field 
research is diverse. It includes statistical information on the demographics of 
protesters, as well as qualitative data such as interviews with protesters from books, 
documentaries and news published in the media. An important dimension of the field 
research was carried out through action research methodology. The author 
participated in the protests inside Gezi Park until it was evicted, on a daily basis.  After 
the protests ended, the author also interviewed several protesters to compare different 
views on the protests and their consequences, and participated in several academic 
and non-academic events about the Gezi protests. 
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The paper starts with a discussion of the economic, social and political atmosphere of 
Turkey since early 2000 until the Gezi protests. In doing this, it demonstrates how the 
ruling party’s socio-economic and political rationale was formed around ideologies of 
neoliberalism and conservatism. Next, the paper discusses the ruling party’s approach 
to urban space, as seen in the transformation of Taksim Square, a symbol of modernity 
and leftist political activism. In the following section, the paper focuses on the 
occupation of Gezi Park and describes its socio-material transformation by various 
subjects, elements, and activities. In the last section, the theoretical exploration of the 
occupation of Gezi Park uncovered different relations between the claimed ‘rights’ and 
the ‘city’. These include, as developed in this paper:  rights of the city; rights in the city; 
and rights to the city. The occupation of Gezi Park began as a result of various right(s) 
of the city, i.e. the rights of the city of Istanbul, such as its rights to be protected against 
demolition and further losing of its natural and cultural heritage. ‘Rights in the city’ are 
rights of protesters which were suppressed by the government. Their rights are 
claimed, experienced and expressed in the city. In this context, urban space is the 
stage where different identities and rights are expressed. There are also ‘rights to the 
city’, i.e. rights of having a voice in the management of the city, i.e. who owns, but more 
importantly who can use and benefit from urban space. The explorations of these 
different relations between rights and city (of, in and to the city) brought to light the 
logic of ‘commoning’ which, as demonstrated in the case of Gezi Park, revealed the 
urban space as something being engaged with and managed by the protesters.  Last, 
the paper makes a two-fold argument: first, the occupied Gezi Park is a ‘socio-spatial-
virtual bricolage’ achieved by the interaction between diverse subjects, elements, and 
activities and different realms such as the physical and the virtual; and second, the 
protests created a new urban space and subjectivity, which are political rather than 
revolutionary in the Marxist sense. This new urban space became the commons for 
the political subjectivity of diverse protesters where they could freely express their 
views and claims. 
 
The Justice and Development Party: From a democratic into an authoritarian 
power  
 
The economic and socio-political climate of Turkey is crucial to understanding the 
different driving forces which led to the occupation of Gezi Park and subsequent 
protests. Since 2002, the Justice and Development Party (JDP from now on) has led 
the country based on neoliberal economic policies, and dwelling on populist and 
conservative discourses to win over people (Gambetti, 2009; Eraydın & Taşan-Kök, 
2014; Kuymulu, 2013; Sönmez, 2013). They came to power following short-lived, 
unsuccessful coalition governments. As argued by Tanülkü (2012), the JDP can be 
regarded as the umbrella of various right-wing voters ranging from radical Islamists to 
the ‘nationalist-conservatives’ (moderates) and the Islamic bourgeoisie. Economically, 
they were also supported by big business, which saw the JDP as an advantage for the 
creation and continuation of a neoliberal labour market, free flows of international 
capital and commodities. Also, their single-party rule promised stability based on a 
broad consensus of diverse actors. However, despite its reliance on neoliberal 
economic policies, supported by the private sector (both secular and Islamist) a large 
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segment of the urban poor backed the party since they share similar political and social 
rhetoric based on Islamic principles and more broadly, social conservatism. They also 
identified with its leader, now-president Erdoğan, who addresses them by using 
populist discourses. The party also gained support from the general public because of 
the major economic growth that engulfed the country, in addition to the different forms 
of social subsidies, which are reminiscent of ‘sadaka’, an Islamic practice that refers to 
a voluntary giving of charity. This practice was also popular during the Ottoman Empire, 
a period which the JDP admire due to its tradition and loyalty to Islam1. As added by 
Osmanağaoğlu (2013), their social policies were based on strengthening the family 
and the private sphere. Politically, the party seeks influence in the Middle East, similar 
to the Ottoman Empire’s role in the region. The secular upper classes also supported 
the party due to their need for a populist party to keep people away from leftist political 
ideologies and parties. Also, the party’s policies were seen as a step towards Turkey’s 
EU membership, which could reduce the military’s influence over politics and 
democratize Turkey.  
 
However, things have changed since the late 2000s, when the secular bourgeoisie and 
the ruling elites felt threatened by the power of the Islamic bourgeoisie, claiming their 
share in the overall economic wealth and adopting a conservative way of life and 
positioning themselves against anything secular and western. Named as ‘White 
Muslims,’ the Islamic bourgeoisie created a dilemma due to the creed of an Islam which 
should reflect modesty while capitalism should reflect greed and consumerism. Despite 
its promotion of Islamic values, the ruling party was also shaken by several scandals, 
mainly regarding finance (tax avoidance, bribery, extensive spending). As a result, 
people began to reflect on the relationship between religion and morality, and 
capitalism and Islam, leading to the emergence of ‘anti-capitalist Muslims’ who adopt 
a more modest and devout Islamic way of life. The party also started to remove the 
secular symbols, modern or high art from public spaces and changed national 
educational curriculum into a more religious one. The broad support for the JDP eroded 
due to the party’s exclusionary discourses and policies towards anyone who did not fit 
into a Sunni Muslim identity, such as people adopting a liberal way of life, religious and 
ethnic minority groups and the LGBT. The tensions emerging as a result of lifestyle 
differences (such as secularism vs Islamism) already existed before the rule of the 
JDP. However, the JDP used polarizing discourses and attitudes towards their 
opponents, leading to increasing dissent among broader sections of the society, which 
also reflected on urban spaces, as will be discussed in the next section. 
 

1The organic relationship between right-wing politics and the urban poor goes back to the early 1950s when the founder one-

party rule ended and was replaced by populist parties targeting the conservative and nationalist voters.  Since then, the centre-

right, and then the radical right (both nationalists and Islamists) were appraised by the urban poor, who searched a more 

sympathetic attitude towards their way of life (conservatism mainly relying on Islam). In addition, the right-wing political 

parties in Turkey were an answer to the need of the urban poor to continue their hemşehrilik (social ties by the place of 

residence) through clientelism which provided them with the survival skills in large cities. The JDP maintained this with an 

ever-growing provision of subsidies to the urban poor, who identified with the political leaders of the JDP, standing in contrast 

to urban elites (‘elites’ here refers to cultural elitism rather than economic class). So, the JDP’s power did not only depend on 

broad alliance over their economic policies (neoliberalism, big business, etc.) but also the urban poor’s values which were in 

contrast to the established urban elites. This was also explained by Yörük and Yüksel, that the urban poor were excluded and 

exploited, economically but more particularly socio-culturally in the face of an established secular urban culture (Yörük & 

Yüksel, 2014; 109).  
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The transformation of Taksim Square under the JDP rule: the conflict over 
urban space 
 
For near two decades, the party has also governed most of the large cities, including 
Istanbul, both at district and Metropolitan levels. However, they have usually been 
criticised by various activist groups, urban planners, architects and intellectuals 
because of their neoliberal policies (Bora, 2016), which were not too different from 
those of their predecessors. Since the 1980s, neoliberalism became the dominant 
rationale in urban governance. In this process, urban land was transformed into a 
source of profit (as a result of land rent value) which radically changed the urban 
landscape with the construction of various residential, commercial, and business 
complexes (Sönmez, 1996; Keyder, 2000).  As argued by various scholars, the JDP 
aimed economic growth by mainly relying on construction and property markets 
(Eraydın & Taşan-Kök, 2014; Balaban, 2013). Some scholars also drew attention that 
the JDP saw urban land and property markets as a means for socio-cultural 
transformation based on conservative values. The party’s primary rationale is to create 
cities reflecting Ottoman and Islamic values, particularly Sunni Islam (Eraydın & Taşan-
Kök, 2014; Erensü & Karaman, 2017). They increased the number of their supporters 
due to direct and face-to-face services provided to urban dwellers (particularly various 
social services and aid to the urban poor, elderly, sick, disabled).  
 
The party’s urban ambition can be seen in the transformation of Istanbul, the country’s 
largest city with a rich history and heritage, and beautiful topography with several 
widely-debated projects, ranging from large-scale infrastructural projects to various 
housing, recreational, and religious complexes. An essential example is their ‘Taksim 
Pedestrianisation Project’ launched in 2011 by the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality 
which was criticized by urban planners and protectionists because of neglecting 
symbolic and cultural importance of the area representing modernity, secularism and 
left-wing activism.  The area to be transformed consists of three landmarks: Taksim 
Square, where the Republic Monument is located, Ataturk Cultural Centre, and Gezi 
Park (Figure 1). 
 
As argued by Taşçı, Taksim Square can be regarded as one of the most important 
public squares of Istanbul used for recreation and political demonstrations as well as 
for celebrating the New Year and major sports events (Taşçı, 2014). During the 
Ottoman Empire, the district of Beyoğlu, where Taksim Square is located, was mainly 
inhabited by non-Muslim communities dealing with trade, banking and bureaucracy. 
The area became the symbol of the Western and non-Muslim way of life in the Empire’s 
capital, with its churches, synagogues, high-rises, and recreational facilities such as 
shops, restaurants and cafes.  Taksim Square became the site where Republican elites 
aimed at demonstrating their ideology with the symbols of secularism, and modernism 
(Batuman, 2015; Gülersoy, 1986; Walton, 2015). During the 1930s, prominent urban 
planner Henri Prost was invited to Istanbul for designing the city’s master plan. The 
area changed as a result of several interventions including that of Prost, all of which 
aimed to provide the area with a secular, modern and western identity. 
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Figure 1: Taksim Square, located on the European side of Istanbul, is the vacant area in the middle of 
the picture. Republic Monument, left, erected in 1928, is located in the round area, with Gezi Park, the 
green space in the upper part of the picture. On the far left, the dome of a mosque is seen, under 
construction since 2017.  The large vacant area to the right belongs to now-demolished Ataturk Cultural 
Centre, closed to the public since 2008. Source: Google Earth. 

 
 
Taksim Square also contains the Republic Monument which was erected in 1928, built 
by an Italian sculptor Pietro Canonica. The monument depicts the leaders of the 
Turkish Independence War and enlightenment such as Ataturk and their allies of the 
time, such as the Soviet Union. The Square has also become a symbol of left-wing 
activism during the 1970s due to massive demonstrations to commemorate May Day. 
However, it was closed off to the public by the cadre of the 1980 coup d’etat signalling 
an extended period of political oppression. Since the late 1970s into the present, 
Taksim Square also became a site of conflict between seculars and Islamists. JDP is 
not the first and only political party which aims at altering Taksim Square according to 
their ideology. As argued by Bartu, the area had already been a target of Islamists to 
display their power, and to complete its symbolic conquest by building a mosque in 
Taksim Square, which contest the secular and western identity of the area (Bartu, 
2000).  
 
Ataturk Cultural Centre is another landmark which completes the Square’s identity, 
built in a modernist style, which became the leading centre for classical music, opera, 
and ballet performances as well as traditional Turkish music since the 1970s. The last 
landmark is Gezi Park, a small green space next to the Square, which is mainly used 
for recreational purposes.  It contains mature trees and is one of the rare green areas 
in a very dense part of the city (Gül, Dee & Cünük, 2014). Gezi Park was developed 
by prominent architect Henri Prost and replaced the Halil Pasha Artillery Barracks, a 
neo-baroque building of the late Ottoman Empire. The Barracks became the symbol of 
an Islamic uprising in 1909 which was defeated by the secular Young Turks. After being 
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used for national ceremonies and sports events, the Barracks were demolished during 
the 1940s when Gezi Park was developed. Gezi Park was designed as a promenade 
reminiscent of other similar public parks in different European cities (Gülersoy, 1986).    
 
The implementation of the ‘Taksim Pedestrianisation Project’ would change all these 
landmarks: as a result, Gezi Park would be demolished, and a replica of the Barracks 
would be constructed as a mixed-use and multi-purpose building, supposed to include 
shops, a city museum, residences and offices. The reconstruction of the Barracks 
would complete the symbolic conquest of the area by Islamists. The Ataturk Cultural 
Centre was now demolished to be replaced by a new cultural centre which would 
contain restaurants, cinemas, grand and small halls for art performances. The new 
building will carry Islamic details while there is a Mosque under construction in the 
Square next to the Republic Monument.  
 
The protection of Gezi Park against its demolition and more broadly, that of Taksim 
and Beyoğlu, went back before the protests. The urban activists, mainly consisting of 
planners, architects, historians, academics and intellectuals defended this site against 
its demolition and transformation by organising various events to attract the attention 
of the public. This struggle led to the formation of the ‘Taksim Solidarity,’ a civil 
organisation comprising diverse constituents such as Chambers of Urban Planners, 
and Architects. While they were active before and during the protests, the occupation 
of the Park and subsequent protests transcended their influence and did not have a 
specific leader2. 
 
The occupation of Gezi Park: A socio-spatial-virtual bricolage of diverse 
subjects, elements and activities 
 
At the end of May 2013, a small group of activists, mainly consisting of 
environmentalists and urban protectionists camped inside Gezi Park to prevent its 
demolition. The tensions between protesters and the police received attention from the 
members of the opposition parties, mainly the PDP (Peace and Democracy Party), 
who used their bodies to shield the trees. Another event which drew people to the Park 
was the cancellation of the rally of the main opposition party, Republican People’s 
Party which would take place on the 1st of June in Kadıköy, on the opposite side of the 
city. Once it was cancelled, hundreds of thousands of people went to Taksim to support 
the activists inside the Park. Later on, the numbers of protesters grew with the help of 
social media.  
 
The protesters included people from different identities, educational background, social 
classes, and representing different NGOs, political parties, ranging from radical to 
centre-left, as well as LGBT groups, and celebrities. Anti-capitalist Muslims also joined 
the protesters who rejected JDP’s policies based on authoritarianism and 
neoliberalism.  Also, Çarşı Group, the unofficial fan club of Beşiktaş Soccer Team 
actively joined the protests, which usually come along during football games and is 

http://taksimdayanisma.org/ 

http://taksimdayanisma.org/
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known for their leftist-anarchist slogans3.      
 
Initially, Gezi Park was closed off by barriers which prevented people from entering 
both the Park and Taksim Square. However, protesters removed them and created a 
vast and open space connecting the two. To protect the Park from the police, the 
protesters needed new boundaries, this time made by vehicles (buses, vans, and cars) 
confiscated from the Metropolitan Municipality, TV channels and the police. These new 
barriers were porous and flexible, which prevented police from entering the Park, while 
they allowed other protesters inside the Park. The use of such barriers demonstrates 
how a fixed and rigid space (Park before its occupation) became a flexible and 
permeable one. 
 
The protesters appropriated the Park from one day to the next by adding a different 
facility. They created new spaces within the Park using tents, and mechanical 
apparatuses, as well as vehicles such as a public bus which became a library. The 
Park had a dispensary, which was followed by the establishment of various locations 
to distribute tea and food and a worship place for practising Muslims (Günerbüyük, 
2013; 86-87). It also contained a public library, a journal, radio station, an organic 
vegetable garden, solar panels, and a vet clinic for injured pet and stray animals and 
a ‘Museum of Protest’ (Catterall, 2013). Most activities were done collectively: ‘At all 
times there are diverse activities taking place: readings, gatherings, forums, concerts, 
Pilates and yoga sessions’ (Catterall, 2013). The protesters also distributed books, 
medical aid and food donated by others, while collected waste collectively (Güvenç-
Salgırlı, 2014; 91; Iplikçi, 2013; 168). 
 
An informal TV channel, ‘Çapul TV’ (Looter TV) broadcasting from the Park, became 
an important medium to provide information censored by the mass media. There were 
stands of various political parties and NGOs which distributed their leaflets and 
promoted themselves to protesters. There were also symbolic streets, such as ‘Hrant 
Dink Street’ and symbolic graveyards, to commemorate the people who died during 
the protests or the Armenian community supposed to have a cemetery near Gezi Park, 
destroyed during the early decades of the Turkish Republic when the area was 
developed as a park. In this respect, the Park brought together the past and the future: 
while the memorabilia of suppressed identities of Turkey symbolised the past of Turkey 
which was rarely discussed freely in everyday life, the Park itself signified the ideal 
society of protesters (the future). Inside the Park, the trees also became part of the 
occupation: they were covered by banners, notes and posters to allow communication 
between the protesters. The protesters also brought together many elements from 

3   According to the survey conducted by the Konda Research and Consultancy between 6 and 8 June 2013 with 

4411 people who actively joined the protests, the average age of the protesters inside the Park was 28, while there 
was a balance between women and men. The university graduates were 42, 8 % of the total number of protesters, 
while 12, 9 % of them were post-grads. 51, 8 % were working, and 36, 6 % were students (Konda Gezi Report, 
2014). Since the protesters acted in shifts and some of them visited the Park irregularly, the number of protesters 
inside the Park cannot be precisely numbered. This made it difficult to conduct research based on a representative 
sample. However, despite this disadvantage, there are few research studies which estimated the total number of 
protesters in Istanbul. As an example, Yörük and Yüksel argue that approximately 16% of the population of Istanbul 
joined the protests, equivalent to 1, 5 million people (Yörük & Yüksel, 2014). 
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different cultures, histories and places. As an example, they created wishing trees, and 
used Guy Fawkes masks while held candlelight vigils to commemorate dead and 
injured protesters.  
 
The protesters also occupied Taksim Square and used it as a space for 
demonstrations, as was done during the 1970s. They covered the Republic Monument 
with banners and posters of different political parties, NGOs and activist groups. They 
also occupied the Ataturk Cultural Centre and covered its surface by banners and 
posters of the various shades of the political opposition (from the radical left and to 
NGOs). Its roof was used to light fireworks (Figures 2 and 3). They also reclaimed walls 
and buildings and any other available location, used as tools to amplify their voices 
through graffiti and political slogans. After the protests, people painted several steps 
near Taksim with the colours of the rainbow, reminiscent of the diversity of protesters, 
elements and activities inside the Park. 
 
 

 

Figure 2. Ataturk Cultural Centre, during the occupation of Taksim Square in 2013. Source: Wikimedia 
Commons. 
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Figure 3. Ataturk Cultural Centre, as an empty building after the protests. Source: Author. 

 
 
During the occupation, Gezi Park and Taksim Square also became the stage for a 
variety of performances by dancers, actors and musicians. An example of such 
performance came from the ‘Standing Man,’ a no-name performance artist from Turkey 
who stood motionless in front of Ataturk Cultural Centre to protest the police violence. 
He became one of the symbols of the protests, whose image in front of Ataturk Cultural 
Centre circulated through social media. International artists also joined the protests, 
such as Davide Martello an Italian pianist, who performed in front of Republic 
Monument (Figures 4 and 5).  
 
As the protests continued, anti-capitalist Muslims organised ‘yeryüzü sofraları’ (earth 
tables) and invited the others to break their fasts during Ramadan together, 
demonstrating the collective logic of the protests. People also supported the activists 
from their homes at night, by beating pots and pans to react against police violence 
and the state. Social media (Facebook and Twitter) became an essential means to 
communicate with the broader public and call for help. Evidence suggests that as a 
result of the role of the social media during the protests, the virtual and the physical 
realms activated each other (Chrona & Bee, 2017; Varol, Ferrara, Ogan, Menczer, & 
Flammini, 2014; Vatikiotis & Yörük, 2016). As Pearce added, the social media and 
other forms of alternative media became the primary tools to get information and 
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communicate due to the insufficiency of the mainstream media in covering the protests 
as a result of the fear of censorship and oppression (Pearce, 2014). As examples, 
during the protests, 90% of the tweets came from Turkey and 50% from Istanbul, unlike 
other protests such as Egyptian uprising where only 30% of tweets came from Egypt 
(Barbera and Metzger, 2013). Also, between 29 May and 10 June, the number of active 
Twitter users in Turkey increased from 1.8 million to 9.5 million (Banko & Babaoğlu, 
2013).  
 
 

 
Figure 4. Republic Monument during the protests. Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

 
 
The protesters also created a jargon around humour, seen when they threw tear gas 
cannons back at the police, made fun of political actors in social media, and created 
graffiti. A famous example of this humour is the word ‘çapulcu’ (looter), first used by 
the Prime Minister, Erdoğan, to describe the protesters. Instead, the protesters 
internalised and used it to explain their actions as ‘I am çapulling’ (I am looting). Daily 
life inside the Park continued without significant problems or disputes, even if there 
were people with opposing views and identities. The protesters discussed problems 
and survival strategies among them in the forums established inside the Park and took 
decisions through consensus, i.e. equal participation in the decision-making 
processes, as explained by Benlisoy (2013). The protesters also avoided capitalist 
rationale as much as they could do, and the Park was interpreted as a realm relatively 
autonomous from capitalism (Erensü & Karaman, 2017). Gezi Park became a 
democratic site in the middle of Istanbul, where protesters removed themselves from 
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everyday rules, pressures and any source of authority. In this aspect, Gezi Park 
symbolised a wish to be freed from daily routines trapped in dystopian cities, 
characterised by traffic congestion, increasing density, competition, and search for 
status (particularly relevant for the protesters coming from a middle-class/white-collar 
background). However, by leaving behind their ordinary life, the protesters established 
a sense of solidarity and community and formed a temporary utopia inside the Park. 
Also, in the interviews, the protesters representing different groups explained that the 
Park gave them a feeling of living in a fairy tale, like ‘Alice in Wonderland’ (Iplikçi; 2013, 
92) and ‘utopia’ (ibid. 261). They also explained that they could establish face-to-face 
relationships with people they had not known before (Çelebi, 2013; Çıtak, 2013). Also, 
a person from the Çarşı group who joined the Park addressed the lack of noise, fight 
or theft, or abuse inside the Park. She added that the Park resembled her parent’s 
youth when everyone’s door was open, and people sat in the street to chat with each 
other (Artık Yeter: Haziran Direnişi (Enough: June Opposition), 2013).  
 
 

 
Figure 5. Republic Monument after the protests in its original form. Source: Author. 
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Gezi Park was evicted by the police mid-June and sealed off again. Tents, banners, 
posters, furniture, vehicles were all cleared away, while Ataturk Cultural Centre, 
Republic Monument, and Gezi Park became empty with no sign of occupation.  
 
The protests did not seem to change too much in the Turkish society: at the moment, 
the JDP is still the ruling party. Although the largest cities (Istanbul, Ankara) are now 
under the rule of the opposition since the last local elections in 2019 March, and Gezi 
Park was saved from being demolished, the JDP’s ecological, urban, economic and 
social policies continue as before. Since the protests ended, there has grown a 
discourse of ‘escapism’ among the secular middle and upper classes, leading to an 
increase in the brain drain abroad or migration to smaller cities in Anatolia, particularly 
Western Anatolia characterised by a secular and liberal culture4 . While a general mood 
of escapism exits, the occupation of Gezi Park also led to the emergence of new 
spaces and businesses alternative to neoliberal capitalism. First, although short-lived, 
there were held urban forums in various cities across Turkey. As argued by Benlisoy, 
in this respect, Gezi Park occupation and subsequent protests did not only reflect the 
need to protest but also search for new social relations and experiments about the 
future (Benlisoy, 2013, 200-201). Second, squats and guerrilla gardens emerged 
mainly in Istanbul but also other parts of Turkey rejecting the capitalist economy and 
the general neoliberalisation of daily life and values. Lastly, several alternative 
initiatives and businesses emerged, which adopted a non-capitalist and collectivist 
rationale such as ‘Café Neighbour Collective’ founded in Istanbul (Komşu Café 
Kolektif) (Tanülkü & Fisker, 2018). This café has recently been closed, but it survived 
a couple of years and became an important symbol of alternative business. 
 
Theorising the Occupation of Gezi Park: An ‘Urban Commons’ of Diverse 
Right(s) of, in and to the city  
 
In this section, the paper approaches the Gezi Park occupation through the theory of 
‘right to the city’ and introduces new concepts ‘rights of the city’ and ‘rights in the city’. 
First, the occupation started as a result of the ‘rights of the city,’ i.e. the rights of Istanbul 
per se. Gezi Park and the surrounding area were important regarding their cultural, 
symbolic and ecological value for Istanbul and the collective memory of its inhabitants. 
The primary group of protesters inside the Park, mainly environmental and urban 
activists aimed at protecting it from being transformed into an exclusive mixed-use 
commercial complex. As expressed in the literature, the Gezi protests became the 
peak of the broader urban or ecological struggle against neoliberal urbanism seen in 
different parts of the country (Kodalak, 2013; Özkaynak, Aydın, Ertör-Akyazı & Ertör, 
2015; Harmanşah, 2014). So, the primary reason behind its occupation was the ‘rights 
of the city’ (Istanbul) against its further demolition and transformation.   
 
The primary protesters mainly were urban activists and environmentalists fighting for 
urban green areas and historical heritage, and at a broader context, protesters inside 

4 There is a surge in the literature on the recent brain drain in Turkey, which has increased as a result of the 

economic, political and psychological atmosphere of Turkey. For the information on the brain drain see ‘Bu Ülkeden 
Gitmek’ (Leaving This Country), Kazaz, G. & Mavituna, İ. H. (2018). To know more about migration from large cities 
to smaller towns within Turkey, a quick search on the internet provides many sources, interviews and news.  
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Gezi Park were regarded as middle classes. Some scholars draw attention to the 
relationship between the middle classes and the urban space and argue that the Gezi 
protests were the middle-classes' reaction to the policies by the ruling party, which 
destroyed secular, liberal and democratic urban space used by them (Gülhan, 2014)5. 
Citing Wacquant, Aytekin argues that Gezi protests reflect broader dissensus among 
the urban classes who clash over urban space. However, their clash is not for 
economic capital; instead, each represents a specific capital, such as the middle 
classes correspond to cultural capital while the state and the business to economic 
capital. In this framework, middle classes try to preserve their cultural capital by 
protecting urban spaces against the blind market forces and the authoritative dynamics 
of the state (Aytekin, 2017). In a parallel manner, Centner demonstrates from different 
countries such as Argentina, Brazil and Turkey that the urban space experiences 
conflict between the middle classes and other groups about the use and access to the 
‘right kind of city’ (Centner, 2013). As Centner argues, the middle classes have ‘spatial 
capital,’ i.e. for them, a particular form of urban space is regarded as right, which should 
be promoted, protected and appraised by others. In this context, the urban struggle 
has a class aspect not concerning who is going to use, control, manage or access the 
urban space, but also what kind of urban space is to be used, managed, accessed, 
and protected (Centner, 2013). The struggle over Gezi Park could be seen within this 
framework: it started with the initiatives of urban elites (architects, environmentalists, 
planners, intellectuals) while the Taksim Solidarity played an essential role in the 
process. In this context, protecting the Park (and other landmarks) looks like an 
elitist/middle-class effort which demonstrates what is regarded to ‘deserve’ to be 
protected and saved against urban transformation.  
 
However, even if its occupation started due to the ‘right of the city,’ the diversity of 
protesters demonstrated how the protests went beyond a simple concern for the urban 
ecology or heritage. Gezi Park brought together the suppressed people during the rule 
of the JDP (Iplikci, 2013; 392). This suppression can be read as ‘increasing social and 
political conservatism’ (Kaya, 2017) or from a psychoanalytic approach, ‘father figure’ 
symbolised by the state, the JDP and its political leaders (Soysal, 2013).  Instead, 
inside the Park, the protesters expressed their identities and rights freely, which were 
suppressed by the state or more broadly, various sources of authority. The paper 
argues that these are the ‘rights in the city’, i.e. the rights of different groups and 

5 However, there are counter-arguments against this. As an example, Gürcan and Peker argue that while Gezi Park 

protests were regarded as middle-class protests, they also reflected the concerns of service-sector workers and the 
educated youth, who were threatened by the insecurities of neoliberal capitalism and transformed into precariat. 
They also explain that the protests went beyond Gezi Park and Istanbul and spread to other poor neighbourhoods 
and smaller Anatolian cities where people from the lower-income groups joined the protests (Gürcan & Peker, 
2015). Yörük and Yüksel also add that this distorted view about the new-middle classes during the Gezi protests is 
associated with their high cultural capital and their extensive use of social media during the protests. Instead, the 
lower classes, despite their presence in the Park and street protests, did not receive too much attention (Yörük & 
Yüksel, 2014). The ‘middle class’ argument is a simplistic way to explain the visibility of ‘good-looking’ educated 
youth and young adults inside the Park, which can conceal the differences within the middle classes. ‘Middle class’ 
is also a concept which trivialises the class dimension, and at the same time, it seems as an apolitical concept, 
while it also limits the Gezi protests to the social/urban aesthetic realm. So, interpreting Gezi protests as a middle-
class phenomenon is very simplistic, but it can be concluded that the protests started to protect the Park as a result 
of elitist/middle-class concerns for urban heritage and green areas which later extended to larger sections of the 
society. 
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individuals to express or perform their identities and interests in urban space. During 
the JDP rule, more and more people became concerned about their rights while urban 
space has become a hostile realm instead of a liberating one. Instead, Gezi Park 
became a free site for all people who became excluded by the JDP policies and an 
opportunity for them to express their identity freely. Parallel to diverse ‘rights in the 
city,’ also the protesters were diverse. Despite their ideological or cultural differences, 
the new commons of the park helped them politically unite against the rule of the JDP, 
or at least to express their views and interests freely. 
 
 Last, Gezi Park also demonstrated the ‘right to the city,’ a concept which explains 
various conflicts in different cities across the world, against neoliberal urban 
transformation (Lefebvre, 1996; Harvey, 2005; 2008; Smith, 2002). In the context of 
neoliberal urbanism, cities experience continuous transformation, through the 
construction of various residential, business and retail complexes leading to the 
generation of massive profits as a result of urban land rent (Smith, 2002; Harvey, 
2008).  For Harvey, ‘the right to the city’ is not only about the access to the urban 
space; instead, it is about having greater control over the production and utilisation of 
the capitalist surplus (Harvey, 2008). As discussed by various scholars, the ‘right to 
the city’ is not singular; instead, there are different ‘rights to the city’ claimed by different 
groups of people (Vasudevan, 2015). There are the rights to housing, transportation, 
natural resources and the rights to fight against new forms of urban revanchism. More 
concrete examples are the struggles over the use of and access to urban spaces 
leading to the emergence of squatting, urban gardening, and other subsequent socio-
political transformations. The ‘right(s) to the city’ is about the conflict between the use 
and the exchange value of urban space. While the capital wants to increase the 
exchange value of urban space, activists and protesters want to extend its use-value 
by the creation of squats and guerrilla gardens (Vasudevan, 2015).  
 
The conflict between the ownership, usership and access to urban space was 
disentangled through ‘commoning’ inside Gezi Park by protesters. Before its 
occupation, Gezi Park was a public space however solely managed by the Istanbul 
Metropolitan Municipality. When the protesters occupied, they gradually took over its 
management, transforming it into an ‘urban commons’, singling out the state and any 
other public agency (Huron, 2017). The ‘urban commons’ demonstrates that the 
primary conflict does not emerge from the status of ownership of the urban land 
(whether it is public or private). Instead, Huron argues that conflicts can also emerge 
between public spaces organised and managed by the state and the urban commons, 
organised and managed by people. Huron (2017) maintains that all public spaces 
should be converted into commons to be used and accessed by people (Huron, 2017). 
Rather than owning but using, this suggests that accessing and taking an active role 
in the decision on the future of urban land is crucial (Huron, 2017). To what extent 
Huron’s view on urban commons can be generalised to different other public spaces, 
in Turkey and elsewhere, is certainly a question that needs further exploration.  
 
Spatially, the paper argues that Gezi Park became a ‘cultural bricolage’ where past 
and present, global and local, and contemporary and traditional subjects, elements and 
activities came together, from Guy Fawkes masks to graffiti, from candlelight vigils to 
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wish trees, from art performances to ‘earth tables,’ and ‘Museum of Protest.’ The Park 
integrated urban space and protesters who wanted to raise their voices about various 
rights by forming a non-hierarchical and plural opposition. One by one, the Park, trees, 
vehicles, Taksim Square, Republic Monument, Ataturk Cultural Centre, and then the 
streets, walls, steps, became parts of the protesters, reflecting their opinions, and 
feelings while their bodies (sounds,  dresses, hair), as well as their ‘things,’ such as 
books, food, drinks, furniture, banners, etc., became mediums to express their 
identities. Last, Gezi Park was also co-produced by different realms: the physical 
(urban space, and protesters) and the virtual (Twitter, Facebook, and other forms of 
social media). Protesters communicated via social media channels, which completed 
their physical lives and helped them in case of emergencies or dangers. The Park 
became a flexible realm changing its shape, borders, and contents from one day to the 
next. In the end, it became more than a mere physical realm; instead, it became a 
‘socio-spatial-virtual bricolage’ extending the boundaries of the physicality of urban 
space to embrace the virtual realm.  
 
The Gezi Park occupation also signalled a new urban space and subjectivity. Its 
occupation demonstrates how urban space has become a site to make politics, 
demonstrate political conflict and claim a social change. In this context, Gezi Park 
became a political space which went beyond the limits of conventional politics (Dikeç 
& Swyngedouw, 2017).  Taksim Square and other parts of Istanbul re-charged its 
political meaning, which was latent and suppressed since the 1980 coup d’etat 
signalling the advent of neoliberalism.  This politicisation of urban space went parallel 
to the politicisation of people (or subjects), who became political as a result of 
protesting against the government or more generally, any form of authority represented 
by the JDP. The emergence of political urban space and subjectivity demonstrates the 
difference between ‘political’ and ‘politics’ (Dikeç & Swyngedouw, 2017). As noted by 
Dikeç and Swyngedouw, ‘urban politics’ refers to making politics within the framework 
of the state and government, while ‘political’ means making politics beyond these limits. 
They argue that recent global protests or occupations reflect a ‘political subjectivation’ 
which is a metaphorical subject formed by people from diverse backgrounds who come 
together to create ‘the people’ (as a political category) transcending the limits of 
particular social positionalities and identities (Dikeç & Swyngedouw, 2017: 10). 
‘Political’ does not refer to radicalism in conventional Marxist sense aiming at tearing 
down the status quo through radical activism under the guidance of a vanguard party 
or leader. For Dikeç and Swyngedouw, to become radical, the political interruption or 
insurgency should be enacted through a slow process of politicisation to claim equality 
or open up the possibility of the new (ibid. 8). In this context, the paper argues that 
Gezi Park created a ‘political subjectivity’ which became more than the sum of 
protesters, and was not limited to conventional politics, nor was it revolutionary in a 
traditional sense. Instead, it used art and humour to reflect their ideas and fight against 
the state and the police (and any other symbols of political and religious authority). The 
paper argues that this subjectivity was acting collectively not for their rights but a 
multitude of rights (the rights of, in and to the city) which belong to all protesters and 
the city of Istanbul.   
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Conclusion 
 
By analysing the Gezi Park occupation, the paper aimed at exploring two things: first, 
at a broader level, why and how the relationship between urban space and protests is 
established and sustained and how urban space can become an agent in generating 
protests and bringing together people from diverse backgrounds. Gezi Park was an 
exceptional space due to its importance for the people of Istanbul, which was laden 
with historical and political meanings. These meanings helped to bring people together 
and to communicate their different rights of, in and to the city. The paper argues that 
the occupation began as a result of the ‘rights of the city’ which are the rights of Istanbul 
to stand against any further damage to its ecological, natural, social and cultural 
resources. As the occupation developed, diverse protesters also claimed their diverse 
‘rights in the city’ inside Gezi Park which became a commons to perform their diverging 
rights, and to protest the government’s social conservatism and pressure on civil 
liberties.  The protesters also revealed their ‘rights to the city’ in terms of participation 
in decisions concerning the future of their cities and access to the city’s urban spaces 
and resources. The occupation of the Park came as a response to both top-down state 
authority and the neoliberal economic development that transformed Istanbul into a 
segregated, polarized and privatized city. Unpacking the ‘rights of the city,’ ‘rights in 
the city’ and ‘rights to the city’ that have inspired the occupation of the park revealed 
how the urban space of Gezi Park became a socio-politically, spatially and 
psychologically inclusive site. Second, at a micro-level, by demonstrating the socio-
spatial transformation of Gezi Park, the paper argues that Gezi Park became an ‘urban 
commons’ reclaimed through collectively and equally expressed rights (Huron, 2017; 
Vasudevan, 2015).  Performing these different rights in the park has transformed it into 
a ‘socio-spatial-virtual bricolage’, which consists of protesters, elements, and activities 
from the past and present, global and local, and the physical and the virtual. Gezi Park 
became a site where the suppressed people and practices of the JDP rule in Turkey 
could express their rights without any fear. 
 
The Gezi protests also demonstrated the reasons why people from such diverse 
backgrounds could come together: It was the importance of Gezi Park, which attracted 
and pushed them to protest. The relationship between the urban space and protests 
was apparent: as also noted in the literature, it was the conflict between the exchange 
and use value of urban land (Vasudevan, 2015) or between the economic and cultural 
capital (Aytekin, 2017; Centner, 2013) which brought together the radical urban actors 
(leftists, activists ) and the middle classes who were regarded to have an interest in 
urban aesthetics and culture rather than economics (and class politics), which also 
make them to be regarded as ‘apolitical’. Instead, the middle classes, as the rest of the 
protesters became ‘political subjects’ inside the Park and beyond and even for a short 
time, they came together with more radical activists for the future of Gezi Park and 
broader urban and ecological problems.   
 
While Gezi protests sought the protection of an essential urban landmark, located in a 
politically-loaded area, it was also inspired  by surge of social movements that waved 
the globe since the global market crisis of 2008, e.g. the Arab Spring in the Middle 
East, the Indignados in Spain, and Occupy Wall Street in the USA (Tuğal, 2013; 
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Vatikiotis & Yörük, 2016). In this sense, the Gezi protests embrace similarities and 
differences to other social movements. While the Arab Spring erupted against social 
and economic inequalities and political suppression, the Gezi protests revealed a 
relatively similar concern however sparked by neoliberal economic forces and growing 
public calls for secularism. The Gezi protests were also similar to Occupy or Indignados 
movement, pioneered by the educated urban middle classes, youth and the precariat, 
as they became more concerned about increasing economic inequalities. In this 
context, the Gezi protests are not site-specific. They reflected the contemporary 
collective concerns of a global community regarding social and political rights, as well 
as economic inequalities, although they started to protect an important urban historical 
and cultural landmark.  
 
Gezi was an example of reclaiming urban space through occupation and transforming 
it into commons where alternative relationships and spatialities became possible. The 
Gezi protests were important due to the nature of simultaneous events: the importance 
of urban space in generating protests, a broad coalition of protesters who would not 
usually come together, the cooperation between the physicality of urban space and the 
virtual realm, and the emergence of alternative lifestyles. Politically, Gezi protests 
transcended the limits of identity and ideology and reflected the ideals of an inclusive 
public realm which was seen in the mixed nature of the park and street protests: while 
the majority of protesters consisted of environmentalists, urban youth, women, secular 
middle classes, nationalists and leftists from different standpoints, there were other 
groups with various concerns. What helped them perform their diverse rights and form 
political and collective subjectivity is the use of fun and humour as a tool of resistance.  
 
However, the paper does not romanticise or idealise the occupation of Gezi Park and 
subsequent protests. Instead, as the post-Gezi period demonstrated, these kinds of 
protests could lead to further pressure or increasing censorship of social and political 
opponents. At the macro level, nothing seemed to have changed in Turkey, while 
general psychology of escapism has grown among the middle classes. The paper 
argues that the success of the occupation of the Gezi Park is what happened during 
the process of reclaiming the Park, in terms of commoning and symbolic and physical 
resistance and subsequent events of protests and political transformation on small 
scales.  Gezi protests were a turning point for Turkey and an important phenomenon 
in itself regarding the role of urban space in bringing diverse protesters together in a 
country without a rich history of protest. It suggests rethinking the relationship between 
urban space and protests to explain better how urban space can act as an agent in 
generating protest, leading to a new and political urban space and subjectivity (even if 
temporary). Further comparative analysis at the national, regional and global scales 
should thus be conducted to understand the (emancipatory) actions of protests and 
counter-actions of authorities of power.  
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