
In my first presentation to the AIARG in 2012, I presented a paper around the idea of duty of 

care, of social difference and the role of the architect in managing the normal duties of practice in 

tandem with dealing with the social implications of their work. I am building on this idea in relation 

to my own current role within the Office of Regeneration in Limerick City and County Council, in 

response to the question posed by the session chairs: Architecture or Society 

 

When I initially presented my paper in 2012 I was an architect in private practice and had a part 

time teaching position in SAUL. Now, my work has shifted slightly: I am an architect with the 

Office of Regeneration in Limerick City and County Council, and the projects we deal with on a 

daily basis carry broader social implications than my previous work by the very nature of the 

projects, their sites, their objectives and the needs of the clients. 

 

To give you a brief background, the Limerick Regeneration Masterplan was published in 2008. 

The regeneration areas identified were Moyross, Southill, Ballinacurra Weston and St. Mary's 

Park/King's Island. In 2010, due to the economic constraints of the time, the Masterplan was 

reviewed by the NBA in order to find feasible ways in which the greater objectives could be 

implemented, with a focus on:  

- the condition of the existing housing stock;  

- designing phasing, decanting and demolition strategies;  

- identification of early development for the communities in most need.  

 

A draft report was prepared in 2011 for each of the areas, and in 2012 the function of the 

regeneration of Limerick was subsumed into Limerick City Council under the Office of 

Regeneration. Since then, based on the findings of and the subsequent guidance from the NBA, 

the regeneration plan has been refocused, and the large-scale demolition that was originally 

proposed has been reduced to demolition required to meet the overall strategic and objective 

needs.  

 



In brief, the principal aims of the Limerick Regeneration Framework Implementation Plan (LRFIP) 

are informed by local situations and context: 

1. To improve quality of life and well-being for the communities of the regeneration areas by 

responding comprehensively in terms of physical, economic, social and community 

development to the problems addressed to the needs of people and the place and 

adopting a sustainable development approach. 

2. To promote the social and economic inclusion of the regeneration areas into the 

mainstream life of the city by reducing the social and economic inequalities in the city, 

improving physical connectivity between the regeneration areas and the city and into the 

wider region, by opening up access to opportunities for people in the regeneration areas 

in education, training and work. 

Limerick City and County Council embodies social inclusion as a core value, and this is 

an articulation of S.69 (1)(g) of the Local Government Act 2001 which  obliges all local 

authorities to promote same. 

3. The vision and strategy of the Limerick Regeneration Framework Implementation Plans 

(LRFIP) are shaped by the analysis of the socio-economic and physical context, and also 

by analysis of the policy context in the fields of planning, urban design, architecture, 

environment, social policy and economic policy, taking into account the policy 

frameworks from EU, through national to local levels. The focus is on improving quality of 

life, which covers a wide range of issues including housing, safety, environmental quality, 

education, transport, jobs, income, health, community, family life and ageing well. 

 

As outlined above, the breadth of work being carried out by the Office of Regeneration is a broad 

one, so I am focussing my paper on one regeneration area, namely St Mary’s Park on King’s 

Island. King’s Island is an island surrounded by the Shannon and the Abbey Rivers, and it has 

bridge connections to Thomondgate, Corbally and Irishtown. St. Mary’s Park (hereon in referred 

to as SMP) was constructed in 1935, with few exceptions. In 1913, 20% of Limerick’s housing 

stock consisted of 1,050 tenement houses, and another 15% were one-room flats (Potter and 

Byrne). In 1915, the Medical Officer of Health for the city recorded a total of 1,669 houses unfit 



for human habitation (dilapidated conditions and want of ordinary sanitary conditions (McGrath 

1915)). In the early 1930s, a major programme of slum clearance and construction of social 

housing commenced as a result of the Housing Acts of 1931 and 1932. St Mary’s Park Scheme, 

funded through the Local Loans Fund, was constructed in two phases and was intended to be 

the proto-type of the large-scale housing estates constructed in the succeeding five decades.  

 

Because of the large disparity in the build quality of each estate, Limerick Corporation had to 

adopt several different strategies to qualify for loan subsidy payments, creating a scenario 

whereby a greater number of houses were constructed using cheaper materials; this enabled 

Limerick Corporation to access a higher subsidy which was passed onto tenants through lower 

rents (‘skinning down’). St Mary’s Park is a typical example of a ‘skinned down’ estate. (The poor 

build quality of St Mary’s Park is evident by the Remedial Works Scheme in the 1980s when 

many homes there required a near total refurbishment.) 

 

The alternative was to build fewer more expensive houses using better quality materials enabling 

Limerick Corporation to access a generous subsidy via a different route. These houses had to be 

let at higher rents. Janesboro (152 units) is a good example of such an estate. 

 

The long-term effect of Irish housing policy of that time on Limerick city created a pattern that 

would see a deepening gulf between social housing and a publically subsidised private housing 

sector; over time this gulf increasingly took on a spatial character. In total, Limerick Corporation 

constructed 1,137 houses in the 1940s, resulting in the creation of social housing in the suburbs 

for the first time in Limerick City due to the finite space available in the City Centre. 

 

The differential rents scheme, which was introduced shortly after the allocation of homes in St 

Mary’s Park and Janesboro, was designed to overcome spatial and social segregation of the 

deprived and the affluent into different social housing estates. It gave local authorities the ability 

to promote social mixing on housing estates by letting houses to families of varying income levels 

adjacent to one another, as neighbours. This farsighted and enlightened approach was too late 



for these Limerick estates, because these houses had already been allocated along class lines, 

in terms of ability to pay, which was a direct consequence of the quality of build and funding 

sources. 

 

The long-term effect of the differential rent scheme meant that the employed classes were 

already paying a relatively high rent, and so when the Tenant Purchase Scheme was extended 

to urban areas with the 1966 Housing Act, the scheme was very attractive and affordable for 

them. By 1981, 262 of the 272 houses in Janesboro had been bought by their more affluent 

tenants. Indeed, although Limerick Corporation bore most of the cost of construction of the 

Janesboro houses, and sold them on to their tenants at a considerable discount, it was a very 

good investment - Janesboro people take great pride in their community and it continues to be a 

thriving and desirable community today in Limerick City. In addition to this, the Krups factory in 

Roxborough was a very good local employer, which supported a good social and economic life 

for the community. We can swiftly begin to see that the provision of housing units alone will not 

suffice in creating feasible, productive neighbourhoods that sustain good quality of life and 

wellbeing. Indeed, the fundamental choice of materials and funding methods used in the 

construction of these houses were as instrumental in their eventual near-demise of the estates.  

 

This issue became even more acute following the Celtic Tiger in the private housing sector 

period. This period altered the demography of Limerick’s most disadvantaged estates through 

social filtering, whereby the most affluent families in social housing estates tended to move 

outwards. It is pertinent at this point to note that, of four cities studied (Cork, Limerick, Waterford, 

Galway) using 2006 census date, Limerick was the most socially segregated city.  

 

Today, the condition of the building stock varies significantly, with a number of areas containing 

well maintained houses and other areas displaying high levels of dereliction. A typical house in St 

Mary's Park has an area of approximately 60m2, with a ground floor layout of a kitchen/living 

area/dining area, a bedroom with a single-storey extension to house a bathroom. 



The upper floor consists of 2-bedrooms. Under current LCCC space provision guidelines, 60m2 

is equivalent to a large 1-bedroom apartment, or under the DoECLG guidelines outlined in the 

Quality Housing for Sustainable Communities document, 60m2 equates to a 2 bedroomed, 3 

person single storey house. To put this into perspective, in the 2011 census, 27 families in SMP 

were identified as having 5 or more persons, and some families are made up of over 8 persons. 

Many of these families are multi-generational, in that grandparents live with children and 

grandchildren; in these instances, the provision of personal space is at a minimum, if non-

existent. 

 

If we look closely at the building fabric, the general house construction type within St. Mary's 

Park consists of mass concrete with no insulation, which performs very poorly against current 

energy performance regulations. The Thermal Upgrade Programme, which was rolled out by the 

OoR in 2014, is addressing directly the poor thermal performance of existing houses by carrying 

out necessary works and interventions to bring the performance of these houses to a BER of C. 

Given what we know about the effect of dampness, mould growth and condensation on physical 

wellbeing, not to mention the comfort levels within the home, the importance of this work and its 

impact on morale and health cannot be underestimated. 

 

The repercussions of living within such cramped, overcrowded, sub-standard, underperforming 

conditions on mental health, physical wellbeing are very problematic. Finding a solution is 

challenging, particularly bearing mind that many of the houses in SMP are privately owned. In 

July 2012, 212 units out of 393 were privately owned and occupied. Given that many of these 

private owners are low income earners who are not entitled to grants or social assistance, there 

is little or no spare cash to invest in upgrading or extending their homes. Contrasting this with the 

social housing stock in the estate, as LCCC has been consistently maintaining and upgrading the 

houses over time, their physical condition has not deteriorated as radically as the privately owned 

houses. 

 



Bearing in mind that many of these residents are trapped in houses that they privately own, 

which they are finding difficult to manage financially, with few or no funding opportunities to carry 

out necessary fundamental works, the ramifications for the long-term impact on mental health of 

residents are serious.  

 

Given that the city is so spatially defined in terms of social exclusion, or as McCafferty describes 

is: “a sharply defined ‘corridor of disadvantage’”, the stigmatisation of certain addresses has 

consequences that we are trying to address in tandem with the physical regeneration. While 

physical construction of new fabric is necessary to tackle improvements in quality of life, health, 

morale, and so on, dealing with historic stigmatisation and current perception of these areas and 

their residents is a complex challenge. If we as a society are truly determined to improve 

prospects and bring about change for all. 

Those of us who do not reside on social housing estates are not immune to the ripple-effect of 

extremely challenged communities. Globalisation, the reality of city networks, interurban 

competitiveness, is relevant to all citizens. Much of this urban ‘success’ is contingent on external 

perceptions of place, and perception, or stigmatisation, drives the success or failure of these new 

or rejuvenated estates. The capital investment in our cities must go beyond iconic displays of 

grandeur, it must focus on sustainable communities with opportunities for all residents.  

While society has a history of self-awareness and has long been cognisant of image control, 

outward displays and reimagining of Self, this becomes a studied phenomenon of the new 

cosmopolitan urban centres as illustrated by Walter Benjamin’s Flaneur, and which has become 

amplified in the wake of technology, social media and information sharing. Bourdieu describes 

the Logic of Classes as “…a stake in a struggle. And this…[is] the major obstacle to a scientific 

knowledge of the social world and the resolution…of the problem of social classes.” He goes on 

to describe “…difference (which I express in describing social space) exists and persists…Social 

classes do not exist…What exists is a social space, a space of differences, in which classes exist 

in some sense in a state of virtuality, not as something given but something to be done.” 



 

He views the nature of perception as being driven by how we view the present (strong states), 

which in turn is influences by our representations of the past (weak states) – these can be in the 

form of memory and image.  

Lee Jussim, in his study of the reliability of accuracy in the sphere of social science delves into 

how stereotypes are formed by judgement, the interior world of the observer and the heavy part 

played by bias in what should be objective studies. 

The Implicit Personality Theory proposes that the observer believes that clusters of traits hang 

together cardinally. The reading one has of a subject is in turn swayed by the observer’s 

personal bias, feeding expectation and creates a social ranking. Subconsciously, to the observer, 

different personality traits infer implicit meaning. In other words, the internal state of the individual 

who is perceiving influences how they perceived external subjects. Pierre Bourdieu also 

describes this from a philosophical standpoint as ‘Substantialist’, “where the activities and 

preferences specific to certain individuals or groups in a society at a certain moment as if they 

were substantial properties, inscribed in a biological or cultural essence”. How we read and 

interpret one’s tastes in fashion, food, music, profession if any, education, address, is illustrated 

by Bourdieu in his diagram for ‘The space of social positions and the space of lifestyles’.  

Taking on board this theoretical viewpoint and supporting research, and analysing the 

information from a more applied and prosaic position, we see that these phenomena exist. To 

reiterate, private ownership of houses in SMP stands at 64.4%, while in BCW it stands at 74%, 

well within range, if not above, national levels of house-ownership status (69.7%) and is well 

within reach of governmental targets of 80:20 tenure mix. However, because private owners are 

generally low-income or unemployed, they are more likely to find it difficult to manage house-

ownership and the condition of the house diminishes, thus propagating the misperception that 

social housing occupants are indifferent to their surroundings, or careless etc. Indeed, research 

of these estates in the mid-1960s shows that stigmatisation was endemic from the outset. It was 

widely believed in the City that those living in a certain estate was delinquent and wouldn’t be 



living there if they weren’t. For example, BCW was a product of inner-city slum clearance, and 

even the names of the streets referred to in the report state that “the more industrious and self-

reliant people live in the roads and avenues”.  

Lee Jussim sets out the Self-Fulfilling Prophecy, putting forward the scenario whereby the 

observer influences the observed. That is: that people’s beliefs or convictions can have a 

profound impact on the actual behaviour of those they are perceiving – influencing not the 

perceptual processes, but rather the subject matter. To illustrate, a study by Merton (1948) 

showed how historical records displayed that most US labour unions barred African Americans 

from membership because they were perceived as strike-breakers and therefore untrustworthy. 

The power of unions at this time was such that, with such a stature, gaining employment very 

difficult for this group. This perception was fulfilled ultimately – the African Americans jumped at 

the rare change of work whenever it was offered to them, thus confirming the White union 

members beliefs. A later study of unions that did admit African Americans showed that 

strikebreaking was no more common among African Americans than among Whites, once 

regular employment was accessible.  

Research carried out by Jo Dean and Annette Hastings involved studying the role of stigma in 

the lives of communities in three regenerated, formerly deprived neighbourhoods in the UK. It 

revealed the profound consequences, both tangible and intangible. Residents were unable to 

secure regular work; they had difficulties forming or maintaining relationships; property values 

decreased, thus obstructing desire to move on; property and car insurance premiums were 

higher due to perceived higher incidents of crime; and so on. 

If we apply this to our own residents in challenging neighbourhoods, a poor reputation of schools 

or assumed lack education in an area can lead to lack of employment, even when an applicant is 

suitably qualified. Therefore, the reputation of the eternally unemployed social welfare recipient is 

self-fulfilled, as they cannot easily access the work they seek, and therefore must receive 

benefits to live. This has a further spiralling effect of encouraging those who are in a position to 

leave an estate to do so, depriving a locality of much-needed income and mixed-tenure. The 



move may possibly be driven by stigma from colleagues, managers, or difficulty in maintaining 

relationships. Even then, the ability to move on is impeded by exceptionally low market values for 

properties, creating a vacuum in the market. And the self-fulfilment continues. 

The Probabilistic Nature of Accuracy is identified by Lee Jussim as having three strands: It is 

probabilistc rather than definitive; social beliefs and stereotypes themselves are inherently 

probabilistic; accuracy has a quantitative rather than absolutist nature – it is rarely 100%, it is 

usually a matter of degree of accuracy.   

If we apply this to Moyross, one of the Limerick Regeneration Areas, Cosgrave Park at the east 

of Moyross is a relatively strong community that is well-connected to services and the city; 

Delmege Park at the west of Moyross is the polar opposite. However, the tendency is to view 

Moyross and its residents as one homogenous entity, and not as distinct places with marked 

differences. 

This is amplified by the media’s use of certain terminology when reporting a good news story 

from a regeneration area: “these enterprising schoolchildren from Moyross, one of Limerick’s 

most deprived neighbourhoods…” is very damaging, and propagates misperceptions. Are they 

enterprising because they are from Moyross? Or are they enterprising, regardless? Media use of 

outdated footage or images, or selective use of images to bias an accompanying story can send 

a tacit and clear message to the greater population. 

You may ask, how does the role of the architect involve engagement with stigma or perception?  

Despite huge capital investment in deprived neighbourhoods, despite visible and tangible 

physical improvements, negative reputations pervade and continue, remaining to impoverish all 

residents’ lives in some way. While population movement is a natural feature within cities, large 

population movements of a single social class relative to a city’s overall population size can 

destabilise whole areas, or indeed a whole city. Successful mixed tenure, and mixed income, can 

address substantial density of low-income households. This in turn mitigates the stigma 



associated with social housing, it can create balanced communities and can reduce the demand 

on social and community services.  

 

 

  

 

 

 



The (human) condition of architecture  
 
Eoghan Conor O Shea 

 

Abstract 

The everyday experience of architecture is conditioned by states of embodiment that link 
individual actions to socially carried intentions. Through social processes these experiences 
aid in creating and maintaining different identities and identity groupings, within which exist 
shared narratives of environmental experience. These differentiated notions of what it means 
to be human reflect the notion of plurality, noted by Hannah Arendt to be the human 
condition. By idealising what it is to be human, and to create notions of “normality” aids in 
devising a line between “zoē /bios” (“politically qualified” and “bare life”), the extreme version 
of agent/acted upon referred to by Giorgio Agamben. 

This paper argues that designers needs to look beyond aesthetic treatments inherent in 
current architectural thinking toward aesthetic experience defined by pragmatists such as 
John Dewey which prioritizes the experience of everyday life situations. Only in doing so can 
the needs of society be addressed by architects and architecture. By making reference to 
examples of differentiated aspects of embodiment such as disability and gender, the 
relationship between bodily capacities and architecture, and in particular to universal design 
theory, this paper looks at how individual buildings have differentiable types of engagement 
with particularized groups of people. 

The paper concludes by pointing to historical and current examples and methods where 
architecture or spatially located practices have been critically engaged with in order to reveal 
and overturn architecturally maintained social constructs that have produced biases. 

 

1 

There is a tradition in architectural discourse of describing the qualities of 
good building design in a tripartite division. One of the clearest is from  John 
Ruskin who posits that a building should “(1.) … act well, and do the things it 
was intended to do in the best way. (2.) … speak well, and say the things it 
was intended to say in the best words. (3.) … look well, and please us by its 
presence, whatever it has to do or say” (Ruskin, 1887).  The subject who is 
being acted upon, spoken to and exhibited to is the user of the building, the 
human agent, for whom buildings and the worked upon environment are an 
inescapable aspect of everyday life.  While the discussion of the body and the 
user have traditionally been peripheral to architectural discourse, it is a 
mistake to describe them as missing.  As Elizabeth Grosz (2001) put it 
“bodies are absent in architecture, but they remain architecture’s unspoken 
condition.” The complexity of the body’s “unspoken condition” has been 
unrepresented in architectural discourse. The “unruly” body, in effect, is a 
contaminant of pristine architectural space, as evidenced by the absence of 
people in architectural photography (Rasmussen, 1962),  and the failure to 
recognise differentiated experiences of embodiment as relevant to the 
articulation of buildings. However the type of body that inhabits architecture by 
architects is often narrowly conceptualised (Imrie, 2003).  Grosz (2011) 



describes the “phallocentric” essence of architecture as a rejection of female 
experience, while Siebers (2008) notes that the mechanical view of the body 
allows a “pathological” view of illness and disability which similarly discounts 
the body as a way of understanding experience.   

These perspectives of the body influence how the relationship between 
architecture and its inhabitants is modeled.   Foucault’s description of the 
body as “residual dead matter containing only the potential to be described, 
organised, and disciplined'' (Foucault, 1995, p. 211) lends itself to a 
deterministic reading of architecture. 

From the phenomenological position the body can be defined as conditioning 
individual perspectives on the world, and these perspectives are heavily 
contingent on an individual’s capability, age, gender, culture, race and other 
identity affiliations affected by and affecting her life histories.  For Hannah 
Arendt, such diversity is the “characteristic of the 'human' status without which 
the very words 'mankind' or 'humanity' would be devoid of meaning" (Arendt, 
1963).  This diversity is often visible or highlighted by labels applied to - or 
self-referentially declared by - different groupings, such as gender 
classification and classifications of dis-ability.  This labeling of diversity, 
through the creation of distinct groups both creates an outsider status and 
confers an inclusionary bracketing at the same time.   

The outsider status inevitably precedes the latter, and this status can be 
related to what Giorgio Agamben refers to in his biopolitical model as “bare 
life” (or zoê), as opposed to the qualified life of the “insider” (or bios) 
(Agamben, 1999 p.233).  Lennard Davis uses this division to locate social 
perspectives of the disabled body within Agamben’s “state of exception” (1999 
p. 162).  This is despite and even reinforced by the proliferation of a “diversity” 
project observable in marketing and media artefacts which exploit the term 
diversity while maintaining carefully defined borders on what is within the 
range of acceptable “diversity”, leaving out what might be seen as ugly (Davis, 
2013). 

The interest I am exploring in this paper, albeit in a cursory fashion, is the 
relationship between architectural space and marginalised identity.  The paper 
focuses next on aspects of this relationship, before summoning some 
examples based on specific states of embodied identity arising from gender 
and impairment.   

 

2 

A core theoretical backdrop to feminist critique is the social constructivist 
perspective, which views knowledge and hence gender roles as changeable 
and contingent upon social interaction and attitudes. Dolores Hayden 
described the core attitude that early materialist feminists tried to challenge 
was the social and economic value of domestic work and therefore of the 
economic equality of women.  This social constructivist critique has had a 



major influence on disability scholarship, engendering a social model of 
disability that draws a distinction between impairment as a quality of certain 
bodies, and disability as a social process that marginalizes certain types of 
body both actively in physical environments and passively through general 
attitudes and behaviour.  Disability can be understood in this sense “as a 
pervasive cultural system that stigmatizes certain kinds of bodily variations” 
(Garland Thomson, 2011).  Disability has been described as the disjuncture 
(Depoy & Gilson, 2010) or gap (Lid, 2013) between a designerly presumption 
of the capabilities of diverse bodies, and the  specific capabilities of an 
individual body, particularly in built environment where many of these gaps 
are revealed. Conceptual gaps in the design of buildings create states of 
exclusion, through the creation of marginalized identity.  These identities 
occupy what Muller (2002) might term a “hybrid space” or “third space”, 
between the concrete space of everyday requirement for full social inclusion 
and the abstract space that designers inscribe in order to produce design.  

The nature of this hybrid space is one of negotiation between designerly 
intention and user need (Heylighen and Bianchin 2013).  The emergent 
identities are marked and created through mainstream social discourse in 
order to put boundaries on what is normal, to be able to formulate an inside 
and outside, or exclusionary zone. This is before they are organised into 
counter-movements such as material feminism, disability rights and LGBT.  

From within these states of exclusion, however, valuable critical perspectives 
with wide social benefit can emerge.  Tobin Siebers’ theory of complex 
embodiment (2008, p. 24) points to these gaps and places value on disability 
experience as a critical tool for understanding human variation and cross-
modal experience.  As Siebers puts it “Deaf eyes listen to public television. 
Tongues touch-type letters home to Mom and Dad.  Feet wash the breakfast 
dishes. Mouths sign autographs. Different bodies require and create new 
modes of representation” (Siebers, 2008, p. 54).  

These have an effect that becomes evident when considering levels of social 
participation and economic power, but these can also be analysed spatially.    

Arendt’s perspective of the necessary plurality of the human condition, in 
conjunction with recent counter-movements, show that the construct of social 
identities are something that can be be reconstructed, or at least conditioned, 
through activism, through law, and by extension through the configuration of 
built spaces.  The practice of architects in conjunction with others involved in 
building procurement has had a role in this reconfiguration. By looking in the 
next section at examples of buildings that are to use Selwyn Goldsmith’s 
(2001) term, “Architecturally disabled” (Goldsmith, 2001), or that have been 
critically appraised and have been re-engineered into something that fosters 
or supports a perspective of a shared universal human condition.   

 



3 

There are a number of examples of how marginalized identities have been 
associated with space.  The spatial dimension of marginalization can be seen 
in a few examples, including Schweik’s description of the Ugly Laws which a 
number of American cities implemented between 1890-1910 (Schweik 2009).  
These laws sought to remove bodies that were not “normal” from public view, 
toward prison and eventually institutional buildings which would contain the 
abnormal body  (ibid. 2009). Similarly, Hirsch (2011) notes that a central spark 
for the  1960’s US race riots which stoked the civil rights movement was the 
perception of spatial marginalisation through the “physical conditions of 
ghettoized environments and the disruptive effects of urban renewal 
programs” .   The civil rights mantra of “separate is not equal” was also 
appropriated and interpreted spatially, with Ostroff and others pointing to the 
stigmatising effect of segregated services in buildings (Nasar 2010; Ostroff 
2011; D’souza 2004).   This resulated in the disability rights movement to 
address architectural discrimination through accessible design that originally 
provided often crude alternative methods for navigating buildings. This is 
slowly, very slowly becoming an explicit value in mainstream architecture 
through the growing awareness of theories such as Universal Design which 
make clear the wider social benefits of inclusive design practices.   

A further example of resistance that can reconstruct or subvert 
marginalization in its spatial manifestation can be seen in Dolores Hayden’s 
thoughtful study of early materialist feminism.  In the Grand Domestic 
Revolution, Dolores Hayden traces the beginnings of material feminism to the 
seclusion of many women within the domestic setting.  Hayden identified “the 
spatial transformation of the domestic workplace under women’s control as a 
key issue linking campaigns for social equality, economic justice, and 
environmental reform” (Hayden, 1982, p. 10).  This common spatial 
experience established a shared identity, outside of a gendered identity, that 
effectively established a common cause between women with disparate 
political beliefs, and social backgrounds.  One solution to this lesser status 
was to do away with the private kitchen and the establishment of collective 
facilities, and model community buildings in the early 19th century by Robert 
Owen and Charles Fourier, who identified such “unitary dwellings” as “ “... 
overcome[ing] the conflicts between city and country, rich and poor, men and 
women, by an enlightened arrangement of economic and social resources” 
(1982 p. 35). 

Catherine Beecher, on the other hand looked at demonstrating the efficacy of 
women within the isolated home, and by the 1860s the designs she produced 
informed by her beliefs, described bright, airy kitchens that opened into living 
spaces – at odds with the “dark and comfortless” kitchens that had been 
common up to that time.  Charlotte Perkins Gilman went further by arguing 
that domestic work and child-care should be removed from the home in order 
to allow women to become economically independent of men.  Gilman 
believed that the physical environment had to change for this to happen, 
consequently leading to new building typologies, in particular child-care 
centres (1984, p. 184).   Gilman’s ideas had a subsequent influence on 



Ebenezer Howard’s cooperative housekeeping projects, particularly at 
Homesgarth and Guessens Court, as well as Meadow Green. By the mid-
twentieth century a critical mass of feminist architects and planners was 
never, according to Hayden, achieved that would sustain a critique, which 
would have produced more feminist architects.  Many of the male architects 
who pursued these ideas, such as Rudolph Schindler’s own cooperative 
home in Hollywood, had no intention of involving themselves in the domestic 
sphere of the home.   

This failure to affect fundamental change on the configuration of the home, 
and of instead a leaning toward the more domestically scientific and less 
explicitly feminist ideas of Catherine Beecher, led to “an almost possible ideal” 
of the home “to which many ... individuals and groups could never hope to 
aspire” and where working, able-bodied men are fashioned (McRuer, 2006 p. 
91) McRuer points to out how “inconceivable disability was in this space”, and 
how these new configurations of houses were places of heterosexuality and 
able-bodied-ness,  supporting the idea of alternative gender performance and 
dis-ability as “bios”.   He also frames the simultaneous acceleration in 
institutionalization of disabled people as a parallel process that kept the new 
aspirational home pristine, leading to an interesting collision between one 
narrow version of feminist aspiration and the disabled body, as though the two 
identities could be separated. For McRuer, again, the opposite is the case: 
disability is intangible not because it is distinct, “but because it is always so 
complexly intertwined with ... sexuality, class, race, gender and age” (2006 p. 
viii). Gender and disability are not discrete categories, and are themselves 
terms open to endless reinterpretation (Hamraie, 2013). 

 

4 

Identities are constantly changing in democratic cultures – you can’t have 
democracy without a constantly evolving idea of democracy, as well as the 
constant revision of the language and terminology used, and the spaces being 
produced.  Similarly, there is always a new outside and a new outsider, what 
McRuer refers to as a “disability yet to come (2006, p. x-xi).  He adds a 
perspective of the construction of an accessible society “[It] is not simply one 
with ramps and Braille signs on “public” buildings, but one in which our ways 
of relating to, and depending on, each other have been reconfigured.  It is 
likely the design of such a social milieu would be based on statements such 
as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that  “All human beings are 
born free and equal in dignity and rights“.  

The more recent UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities 
does not create a set of conditions specific to that group but starts to tries to 
elucidate systems and mechanism to ensure dignity and equality can actually 
be achieved for everyone (Lid, 2010). For the built environment, it identifies 
Universal Design as a design strategy and a critical tool that can address 
marginalization.  Universal Design attempts to address this by generally 
improving the capability for human performance, wellness and social 



participation in buildings (Steinfeld, 2010).   To posit that a design approach 
Universal Design may have on its own produced or inspired the design of 
such community buildings considered by early feminist movements overstates 
its current focus, although this focus is also in flux (Welch & Jones, 2002, 
p194-195).   What such approaches do achieve is to “decentre the designer 
as the authoritative knower or expert” (Hamraie, 2013) and place the 
contingent effects of design upon the users of buildings – particularly through 
propping up the exteriority of particular identities - as a central condition to be 
addressed.   

Returning to Hayden, her Grand Domestic Revolution showed the power of 
architectural drawings and realisations in highlighting and even addressing 
concrete change.   Certainly, fewer homes contain explicitly gendered spaces 
than in the 19th century, although the vision of the economic equality of 
domestic work has not transpired.  However, the critical appraisal of built 
space from such explicit standpoints can poke holes in unspoken 
assumptions of design, and reveal the process of passive stigmatization 
practiced everyday by designers.  By understanding the complexity of human 
embodiment there is scope for a new, and vastly reduced future disability.  
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Dissolution	  of	  ‘Type’:	  Space,	  Form,	  and	  Use	  in	  the	  Digital	  Age	  	  
	  
	  
“how	  to	  develop	  the	  forms	  of	  new	  types,	  of	  still	  unresolved	  species?”	  
	  
Anthony	  Vidler	  on	  JNL	  Durand,	  in	  ‘The	  Idea	  of	  Type:	  The	  Transformation	  of	  the	  Academic	  Ideal,	  
1750-‐1830’,	  	  -‐	  Oppositions,	  Vol.	  8	  1977.	  
	  
Introduction	  
	  
In	  a	  large	  part	  the	  research	  behind	  this	  paper	  was	  prompted	  by	  a	  question	  posed	  
at	  one	  of	  the	  sessions	  at	  the	  second	  AIARG	  Conference	  in	  2013;	  that	  question	  
was:	  ‘why	  do	  we	  need	  to	  measure	  in	  architecture?’	  My	  response	  at	  that	  time	  was	  
not	  particularly	  insightful,	  partly	  I	  think	  because	  within	  my	  own	  particular	  line	  of	  
practice	  –	  which	  might	  be	  described	  as	  a	  type	  of	  ‘process	  architecture’	  -‐	  the	  
answer	  is	  self-‐evident	  in	  the	  design	  method	  adopted.	  More	  generally,	  we	  can	  say	  
that	  systematic	  inquiry	  into	  building	  performance	  tends	  to	  focus	  on	  
technological	  and	  constructional	  challenges,	  a	  necessary	  but	  limiting	  approach	  
when	  the	  designer	  might	  more	  fruitfully	  –	  in	  my	  opinion	  -‐	  consider	  the	  social	  
processes	  inherent	  in	  architecture,	  (in	  its	  production	  and	  its	  occupation	  as	  a	  
finished	  object).	  But,	  perhaps	  the	  main	  reason	  that	  my	  answer	  on	  that	  occasion	  
was	  slightly	  garbled	  is	  that	  I	  was	  trying	  to	  summarise	  certain	  aspects	  of	  the	  
critical	  relationship	  between	  design	  method,	  architectural	  form	  and	  social	  
pattern.	  As	  Forty	  has	  noted,	  trying	  to	  reconcile	  such	  disparate	  phenomena	  as	  
social	  practice	  and	  physical	  space	  ‘has	  proved	  to	  be	  largely	  beyond	  the	  capacity	  
of	  language’.(1)	  
	  
With	  that	  challenge	  firmly	  in	  front	  of	  me	  (and	  all	  of	  us,	  as	  academics,	  writers	  and	  
practitioners),	  this	  paper	  takes	  as	  its	  starting	  point	  the	  social	  theory	  proposition	  
that	  space	  –	  and	  by	  implication	  architecture	  -‐	  is	  the	  ‘material	  support	  of	  time	  
sharing	  social	  practices’(2),	  and	  within	  architecture	  this	  takes	  inevitable	  
precedence	  over	  aesthetics,	  style,	  form	  and	  technology.	  	  
	  
Of	  course,	  this	  will	  be	  contested,	  and	  architectural	  discourse	  has	  long	  highlighted	  
difficulties	  in	  reconciling	  ‘form’	  and	  aesthetics	  with	  what	  we	  might	  call	  ‘use’	  or	  
‘function’	  in	  architecture.	  Nothwithstanding	  the	  shortcomings	  of	  language,	  Forty	  
attributes	  this	  to	  the	  development	  at	  the	  end	  of	  18th	  C	  whereby	  aesthetics	  
became	  a	  separate	  and	  distinct	  class	  of	  human	  perception,	  and	  which	  was	  itself	  
irreconcilable	  with	  any	  notion	  of	  utility(3).	  Furthermore,	  from	  my	  own	  practice	  
and	  research	  I	  see	  a	  further	  disjuncture	  between	  architecture’s	  prescriptive	  pre-‐
occupation	  with	  corporeal	  ‘space’	  –	  which	  is	  an	  absolute	  concept	  –	  and	  the	  
relative	  concept	  of	  space-‐time.	  This	  is	  a	  fundamental	  challenge	  to	  designers	  as	  
space-‐time	  becomes	  ever	  more	  tractable	  and	  unstable,	  and	  our	  control	  over	  it	  
ever	  more	  democratic.	  
	  
The	  purpose	  of	  this	  paper	  then	  is	  twofold,	  firstly	  it	  sets	  out	  to	  distill,	  as	  an	  
overview,	  what	  we	  know	  about	  methods	  of	  organization	  and	  classification	  in	  
architecture,	  specifically	  hitherto	  established	  ideas	  of	  ‘type’	  and	  typology;	  and	  
secondly	  to	  explore	  some	  of	  the	  architectural	  consequences	  of	  radical	  social	  



change	  in	  recent	  years,	  primarily	  due	  to	  the	  technological	  impact	  of	  the	  
information	  revolution.	  In	  attempting	  to	  connect	  these	  the	  fundamental	  question	  
to	  ask	  is	  whether	  spatial,	  material	  or	  formal	  theories	  underpinning	  type	  and	  
typology	  in	  architecture	  are	  now	  being	  undermined	  in	  the	  digital	  era	  by	  new	  
spaces	  of	  interaction?	  Many	  of	  these	  new	  spaces	  –	  because	  of	  ubiquitous	  
computer	  technology	  –	  are	  by	  their	  very	  nature	  immaterial	  and	  ahistorical.	  
	  
From	  Poetry	  of	  Art	  to	  Method(4)	  
	  
Within	  the	  complexity	  of	  architecture	  practitioners	  and	  theorists	  have,	  since	  the	  
emergent	  Enlightenment,	  used	  the	  idea	  of	  ‘type’	  and	  typology	  as	  a	  method	  of	  
classifying	  buildings,	  primarily	  in	  plan	  form	  but	  also	  by	  identifying	  certain	  
unvarying	  characteristics.	  Since	  the	  work	  in	  early	  19th	  C	  France	  of	  Quatremère	  de	  
Quincy	  and	  Jean-‐Nicolas-‐Louis	  Durand,	  widely	  seen	  as	  the	  first	  authoritative	  
publishers	  on	  type	  and	  typology,	  this	  method	  of	  organizing	  the	  design	  process	  
has	  played	  an	  important	  part	  in	  architectural	  discourse;	  at	  its	  heart	  is	  the	  
understanding	  that	  elementary	  principles	  underpin	  architectural	  invention,	  
‘everything	  must	  have	  an	  antecedent;	  nothing	  whatsoever	  comes	  from	  
nothing’.(5)	  The	  academic	  debate	  on	  type	  and	  typology	  in	  architecture	  has	  
frequently	  revisited	  the	  theories	  of	  	  Durand	  and	  Quatremére	  –	  and	  continues	  to	  
do	  so	  -‐	  principally	  around	  the	  interpretation	  of	  their	  ideas	  of	  ‘model’	  and	  type.	  As	  
a	  generalized	  but	  authoritative	  summary	  we	  can	  describe	  Durand’s	  approach	  to	  
type	  and	  typology	  as	  one	  informed	  by	  the	  ‘imperative	  of	  utility’(6)	  and	  organized	  
as	  comparative	  taxonomy,	  and	  Quatremére’s	  approach	  as	  one	  more	  ‘committed	  
to	  the	  symbolic	  vocation	  of	  architecture’	  and	  of	  the	  notion	  of	  the	  ‘ideal’	  type.	  (7)	  
	  
Over	  recent	  years	  others	  have	  observed	  that	  ‘type’	  can	  be	  a	  way	  of	  revalidating	  
or	  re-‐legitimising	  architecture	  in	  a	  time	  of	  crisis.	  (8)	  That	  could	  be	  an	  accurate	  
observation,	  pertinent	  from	  the	  emerging	  period	  of	  scientific	  rationalism	  in	  the	  
18th	  C,	  through	  to	  the	  end	  of	  the	  Modernist	  era	  and	  the	  attempted	  convergence	  of	  
theories	  on	  architecture	  and	  urbanism	  proposed	  by	  Rossi	  and	  others	  in	  the	  
1960s	  and	  70s.	  Vidler,	  as	  architectural	  historian,	  identifies	  two	  distinct	  
typologies;	  the	  first	  emanating	  from	  the	  Enlightenment	  and	  which	  he	  associates	  
with	  nature,	  and	  the	  second	  a	  reaction	  to	  industrial	  mass	  production	  in	  the	  late	  
19th	  C.	  His	  proposition	  on	  a	  ‘third	  typology’	  has	  as	  central	  to	  its	  theory	  the	  idea	  of	  
architecture	  and	  urban	  morphology	  as	  representative	  of	  cultural	  continuity	  
within	  the	  western	  city.(9)	  A	  thesis	  with	  the	  clear	  intention	  of	  reconciling	  the	  
spatial	  and	  the	  temporal	  and	  addressing	  the	  self-‐proclaimed	  ‘crisis	  of	  meaning’	  
within	  architecture.	  Interestingly,	  the	  ‘third	  typology’	  as	  presented	  by	  Vidler	  
purposely	  presents	  formal	  types	  devoid	  of	  specific	  social	  content.	  (10)	  	  
	  
From	  the	  outset	  here	  have	  been	  two	  ways	  of	  approaching	  type	  and	  typology,	  the	  
first	  is	  to	  see	  it	  as	  part	  of	  the	  declared	  disciplinary	  autonomy	  of	  architecture;	  “the	  
predominance	  of	  the	  ideal	  over	  the	  contingent”.(11)	  This	  has	  been	  evident	  since	  
Durand’s	  work	  of	  classification,	  and	  as	  I	  have	  alluded	  to	  we	  might	  place	  much	  of	  
the	  work	  of	  later	  theorists	  such	  as	  Vidler,	  and	  indeed	  Rossi,	  in	  this	  category.	  Seen	  
in	  a	  wider	  contemporary	  context	  this	  particular	  typological	  approach	  is	  a	  
continuation	  of	  architecture’s	  tendency,	  I	  believe,	  to	  try	  to	  redefine	  itself	  not	  by	  
actually	  engaging	  with	  the	  forces	  that	  are	  driving	  change	  in	  society,	  but	  more	  



through	  a	  limited	  and	  controlled	  recalibration	  of	  its	  own	  codes	  and	  territories	  in	  
the	  face	  of	  such	  externalities.	  (12)	  This	  failing	  is	  still	  very	  much	  with	  us.	  
	  	  
The	  second	  approach,	  again	  emergent	  in	  the	  1970s	  but	  more	  attuned	  to	  the	  
politically	  and	  architecturally	  disruptive	  dynamics	  of	  western	  urban	  society	  at	  
that	  time,	  is	  one	  that	  is	  more	  discursive:	  an	  approach	  where	  layers	  of	  culture,	  
technology	  and	  use	  underpin	  a	  more	  flexible	  idea	  of	  spatial	  type.	  In	  architectural	  
design	  the	  typological	  theory	  behind	  this	  sees	  the	  concept	  of	  type	  less	  as	  an	  
image	  (or	  prescriptive	  method)	  and	  more	  as	  an	  ‘idea’	  of	  an	  element	  serving	  a	  
‘model’	  for	  adaptation	  (again,	  the	  link	  back	  to	  Quatremére	  and	  Durand).	  (13)	  
	  
How	  then	  to	  explain	  the	  continuing	  practical	  value	  of	  type	  and	  typology	  within	  
architecture?	  I	  have	  previously	  made	  reference	  to	  the	  use	  or	  reappraisal	  of	  type	  
and	  typology	  at	  points	  of	  crisis	  for	  architecture,	  but	  in	  a	  more	  pragmatic	  context	  
we	  can	  identify	  changes	  in	  typological	  theory	  at	  points	  when	  emergent	  
technology	  has,	  or	  is	  impacting	  on	  society.	  This	  is	  as	  true	  in	  the	  first	  decades	  of	  
the	  21st	  C	  as	  it	  was	  in	  the	  20th.	  	  Steadman	  identifies	  and	  traces	  change	  in	  building	  
types,	  both	  as	  ‘activity’	  types	  and	  as	  ‘built	  form’	  types	  and	  posits	  three	  general	  
causes	  for	  their	  evolution:	  change	  due	  to	  wider	  social	  and	  technical	  
developments;	  change	  in	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  activities	  carried	  on	  within	  
institutions	  or	  businesses,	  and	  their	  consequence	  for	  built	  form;	  and	  change	  
resulting	  from	  the	  perception	  of	  functional	  failures	  in	  built	  forms.	  (14)	  In	  my	  own	  
work	  on	  the	  design	  of	  the	  office	  it	  is	  clear	  that	  the	  ‘modern’	  office	  building	  –	  as	  it	  
is	  conceived	  in	  the	  last	  decades	  of	  19th	  C.	  -‐	  evolved	  in	  plan	  depth	  due	  to	  failure	  in	  
natural	  light	  provision.(15)	  In	  terms	  of	  changes	  in	  type	  due	  to	  wider	  technological	  
change	  we	  are	  all	  familiar	  with	  the	  impact	  of	  the	  elevator	  on	  the	  office	  building.	  
What	  is	  perhaps	  not	  so	  well	  understood	  in	  the	  evolution	  of	  the	  office	  building,	  
and	  again	  this	  can	  be	  seen	  from	  the	  outset,	  is	  the	  significant	  impact	  of	  social	  
practices	  on	  architectural	  form.	  In	  my	  view	  an	  analysis	  of	  social	  practice	  has	  to	  
be	  central	  in	  how	  we	  think	  about	  contemporary	  typologies	  in	  architecture.	  
	  
‘Action	  is	  the	  form’	  –	  type	  in	  the	  digital	  age	  
	  
For	  the	  purpose	  of	  considering	  architecture	  and	  society,	  both	  as	  contemporary	  
and	  future	  constructs,	  our	  discipline	  cannot	  avoid	  addressing	  two	  
interconnected	  socio-‐technological	  issues:	  the	  increasing	  power	  of	  personal	  and	  
situated	  technologies	  within	  the	  city,	  and	  increasing	  individual	  agency	  in	  
determining	  new	  patterns	  of	  use	  within	  buildings	  and	  across	  the	  wider	  urban	  
realm.	  (16)	  	  
	  
If	  we	  wish	  to	  reflect	  upon	  some	  of	  the	  convergent	  or	  divergent	  trajectories	  of	  
architecture	  and	  society	  then	  we	  might	  usefully	  look	  at	  the	  office	  building.	  In	  
large	  part	  because	  within	  our	  knowledge	  driven	  economies	  most	  of	  us	  are	  
familiar	  with	  this	  building	  type,	  or	  archetype	  as	  we	  might	  more	  accurately	  
describe	  it,	  and	  have	  our	  own	  views	  on	  how	  these	  perform,	  or	  not.	  Certainly,	  the	  
recent	  evolution	  of	  the	  office	  building,	  and	  the	  associated	  challenges	  to	  urban	  
morphology,	  reveals	  to	  us	  the	  most	  potent	  impact	  of	  digital	  technology	  on	  
individual	  and	  collective	  practices.	  For	  good	  or	  bad,	  where	  the	  workplace	  leads	  
other	  aspects	  of	  our	  lives	  follow.	  (17)	  To	  set	  some	  specific	  context,	  since	  the	  last	  



decade	  of	  the	  20th	  C	  information	  and	  communication	  technology	  has	  overturned	  
the	  two	  great	  ‘iron	  laws’	  of	  the	  machine	  age,	  namely	  synchrony	  and	  co-‐location	  
of	  work.	  It	  was	  these	  basic	  tenets	  of	  the	  industrial	  age	  that	  allowed	  Pevsner	  to	  
compile	  his	  work	  on	  type	  and	  typology,	  analysis,	  classification	  and	  coding	  and	  to	  
use	  this	  to	  explain	  the	  component	  parts	  and	  spatial	  logic	  of	  the	  modern	  city.(18)	  
	  	  	  
In	  the	  21st	  C	  the	  spatial	  logic	  of	  the	  modern	  city	  no	  longer	  stands	  up;	  digital	  
technology,	  which	  is	  powerful	  and	  mobile,	  is	  enabling	  us	  to	  restructure	  how	  we	  
live	  and	  work,	  and	  we	  can	  make	  a	  strong	  argument	  that	  the	  impact	  this	  is	  having	  
on	  our	  experience	  of	  the	  city	  is	  more	  significant	  than	  the	  organization	  of	  space	  
and	  form.	  As	  Mitchell	  notes,	  within	  our	  digital	  world	  traditional	  building	  types	  
are	  decomposing	  and	  the	  old	  correspondence	  between	  buildings,	  institutions	  
and	  societal	  structures	  no	  longer	  holds.(19)	  
	  
This	  is	  certainly	  apposite	  and	  accurate	  if	  we	  consider	  our	  experience	  of	  the	  
contemporary	  workplace.	  For	  many	  of	  us	  the	  office	  is	  no	  longer	  a	  stable	  entity	  
with	  fixed	  spatial	  parameters;	  various	  types	  and	  levels	  of	  technology	  mediate	  
our	  daily	  experience	  of	  work	  -‐	  and	  indeed	  home	  life	  when	  the	  boundaries	  
between	  the	  two	  become	  blurred	  –	  and	  an	  incredibly	  significant	  aspect	  of	  this	  is	  
our	  opportunity	  to	  be	  ‘nomadic’	  and	  work	  when	  and	  where	  we	  choose.	  More	  and	  
more	  we	  mediate	  other	  aspects	  of	  our	  lives,	  such	  as	  education	  and	  cultural	  
engagement	  through	  digital	  formatted	  technology.	  Perhaps	  this	  is	  summed	  up	  
more	  succinctly	  by	  an	  ex-‐colleague	  of	  mine,	  Andrew	  Harrison,	  who	  has	  noted	  
that	  society	  is	  in	  a	  place	  where	  communication,	  exchange	  and	  problem	  solving	  
now	  take	  place	  as	  much	  in	  the	  virtual	  world	  as	  the	  physical.	  (20)	  Our	  activities	  
across	  the	  two	  are	  probably	  currently	  balanced	  and	  the	  implications	  for	  space	  
are	  of	  course	  profound.	  	  
	  
In	  analyzing	  these	  challenges	  to	  space	  and	  time	  I	  am	  struck	  by	  Keller	  Easterling’s	  
essay	  ‘Action	  is	  the	  Form’,	  where	  her	  thesis	  on	  the	  impact	  of	  situated	  information	  
technology	  in	  the	  urban	  environment	  cogently	  resets	  the	  parameters	  of	  who	  or	  
what	  is	  influencing	  the	  design	  of	  architecture	  and	  urban	  form.	  (21)	  The	  
proposition	  is	  convincing	  as	  is	  the	  recognition	  that	  the	  territory	  on	  which	  
architecture	  and	  urbanism	  now	  operates,	  largely	  because	  of	  personal	  and	  
situated	  technology,	  is	  ‘dispositional’	  and	  ‘active’.(22)	  In	  other	  words	  digital	  
media	  has	  extended	  the	  opportunities	  for	  a	  myriad	  of	  actors	  to	  play	  a	  part	  in	  
shaping	  architecture	  and	  urban	  form.	  Her	  idea	  of	  ‘agency’	  borrows	  from	  Ryle	  and	  
Latour(23)	  and	  she	  challenges	  designers	  to	  think	  of	  physical	  form	  (form	  as	  object)	  
as	  simply	  one	  static	  part	  in	  how	  the	  inhabitant	  relates	  to	  the	  complexity	  of	  his	  or	  
her	  surroundings.	  She	  gives	  an	  example:	  
	  

For	  instance,	  active	  forms	  may	  describe	  the	  way	  that	  some	  
alteration	  performs	  within	  a	  group,	  multiplies	  across	  a	  field,	  
reconditions	  a	  population	  or	  generates	  a	  network.	  They	  may	  be	  
not	  only	  physical	  objects	  or	  contagions,	  but	  also	  topologies	  or	  
organisational	  properties	  within	  a	  spatial	  field.(24)	  

	  
In	  my	  experience	  this	  clearly	  reflects	  the	  impact	  digital	  technology	  is	  having	  on	  
socio-‐spatial	  practices	  within	  the	  workplace,	  particularly	  in	  regard	  to	  the	  



destabilizing	  of	  the	  people-‐to-‐place	  relationship	  and	  the	  nature	  of	  collaborative	  
work.	  (25)	  	  	  	  
	  
To	  come	  back	  to	  the	  specific	  context	  of	  contemporary	  building	  type,	  if	  such	  a	  
concept	  can	  continue	  to	  hold	  any	  meaning.	  How	  does	  architecture,	  in	  its	  context	  
as	  ‘social	  product’,	  respond	  to	  the	  increasing	  congruence	  of	  physical	  and	  virtual	  
space,	  the	  predominance	  in	  some	  spheres	  of	  the	  immaterial	  in	  urban	  life?	  Firstly,	  
I	  think	  we	  must	  accept	  that	  within	  the	  new	  emergent	  temporal-‐spatial	  
conventions	  the	  city	  is	  rapidly	  becoming	  an	  ahistorical	  entity.	  With	  its	  
multiplicity	  of	  identities	  and	  myriad	  narratives	  it	  is	  no	  longer	  the	  locus	  for	  
collective	  memory,	  but	  uncontestably,	  the	  city	  remains	  ever	  more	  valuable	  as	  the	  
location	  for	  knowledge	  transfer	  and	  progress	  in	  society.	  Urban	  proximity	  
continues,	  for	  example,	  to	  be	  a	  key	  factor	  in	  incubating	  innovation	  through	  
knowledge	  work,	  this	  has	  been	  true	  since	  brokers,	  merchants	  and	  philosophers	  
met	  in	  the	  bibulous	  atmosphere	  of	  17th	  and	  18th	  C	  taverns	  and	  coffee	  houses	  to	  
discuss	  trade	  and	  politics,	  and	  architecture	  still	  has	  a	  critical	  role	  to	  play	  in	  
mediating	  our	  relationship	  with	  each	  other	  across	  physical	  space,	  particularly	  in	  
how	  we	  manage	  sociability	  and	  nurture	  civic	  values.	  Through	  necessity	  
architecture	  will	  work	  at	  the	  boundary	  of	  the	  virtual	  and	  the	  physical	  worlds	  as	  
the	  individual	  moves	  between	  these,	  and	  we	  will	  likely	  see	  both	  realms	  
structured	  as	  permeable,	  semi-‐permeable	  and	  private	  space,	  and	  new	  typologies	  
developed	  around	  and	  within	  these.	  (26)	  
	  
Secondly,	  and	  in	  order	  to	  frame	  a	  more	  expansive	  design	  methodology	  
architecture	  might	  usefully	  benefit	  by	  borrowing	  from	  some	  of	  the	  theoretical	  
underpinnings	  of	  landscape	  urbanism,	  a	  discipline	  which,	  unlike	  architecture,	  
does	  not	  fetishise	  the	  object	  in	  space,	  but	  operates	  comfortably,	  and	  more	  
effectively,	  within	  looser	  ‘performative’	  design	  criteria.	  Criteria	  that	  evaluate	  the	  
city	  as	  a	  ‘living	  arena	  of	  processes	  and	  exchanges	  over	  time’	  (27)	  and	  reflect	  the	  
conceptual	  construct	  that	  varying	  layers	  of	  urban	  infrastructure	  can	  act	  to	  ‘sow	  
the	  seeds	  of	  future	  possibility,	  staging	  the	  ground	  for	  both	  uncertainty	  and	  
promise’.(28)	  	  Within	  this	  approach	  there	  is	  an	  explicit	  position	  amongst	  some	  
landscape	  urbanists	  that	  the	  city	  is	  viewed	  not	  as	  ‘terra	  nullus’	  but	  as	  ‘terra	  
fluxus’,	  with	  information	  -‐	  through	  its	  flow,	  dissemination	  and	  storage	  -‐	  the	  
dominant	  shaper	  of	  urban	  morphology.	  Architecture	  too,	  with	  its	  ability	  to	  
operate	  across	  scales	  -‐	  from	  the	  workstation	  through	  to	  the	  urban	  -‐	  could	  use	  
this	  more	  dynamic	  spatial-‐temporal	  concept	  to	  expand	  its	  own	  intellectual	  
response	  to	  space,	  form	  and	  use.	  
	  	  	  
Thirdly,	  the	  only	  certainty	  for	  architecture	  and	  its	  typologies	  is	  continuing	  
instability.	  What	  is	  encouraging	  for	  the	  discipline	  is	  that	  early	  predictions	  of	  
rapid	  dematerialization	  or	  terminal	  disturbance	  of	  physical	  space	  associated	  
with	  the	  emergent	  information	  age	  have	  not	  come	  to	  pass,	  although	  the	  values	  
associated	  with	  the	  urban	  realm	  -‐	  and	  the	  buildings	  within	  it	  -‐	  have	  altered	  
significantly.	  (29)	  As	  we	  cast	  off	  the	  redundant	  vestiges	  of	  the	  modernist	  city,	  with	  
its	  zoning,	  rigid	  control	  and	  separation	  of	  functions,	  we	  can	  expect	  more	  
heterogeneous	  urban	  space,	  where	  economic	  value	  is	  recognized	  as	  much	  in	  
transient	  event	  space	  and	  interstitial	  space	  as	  it	  currently	  is	  in	  central	  business	  
districts	  or	  peripheral	  business	  parks.	  (30)	  We	  can	  expect	  more	  intermeshing	  of	  



building	  type,	  and	  buildings	  designed	  to	  accommodate	  multiple	  interventions	  by	  
users	  over	  time.	  The	  idea	  of	  building	  type	  will	  become	  more	  fuzzy	  (has	  it	  always	  
been	  thus?),	  and	  architectural	  typologies	  will	  not	  be	  fixed	  but	  adaptive	  –	  
organized	  more	  around	  the	  concept	  of	  performative	  consistency	  in	  response	  to	  
socio-‐technological	  uncertainty	  and	  changing	  criteria	  for	  space	  use.	  And	  of	  
course,	  expect	  that	  space	  to	  be	  measured.	  	  
	  
Lindesay	  Dawe	  	   	   	   	   	   	   23rd	  January	  2014	  
Lecturer,	  Belfast	  School	  of	  Architecture,	  Ulster	  University	  	  
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Partly	  in	  response	  to	  the	  global	  recession	  of	  2008	  organisations	  –	  at	  this	  stage	  
primarily	  in	  the	  US	  but	  with	  examples	  in	  other	  knowledge	  driven	  global	  cities	  –	  
are	  rethinking	  and	  reinventing	  their	  use	  of	  workspace,	  and	  understanding	  the	  
business	  benefits	  of	  collaborative	  working	  across	  organisations	  and	  disciplines.	  
Much	  of	  this	  began	  in	  small	  ‘Cohabited’	  workspace	  but	  the	  principle	  and	  
objectives	  fit	  Duffy’s	  analysis	  of	  the	  future	  importance	  of	  highly	  networked,	  
flexible	  and	  attractive	  interstitial	  space	  (Duffy,	  2008)	  
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Abstract 

This paper will present the concept of social practice placemaking (SPPM), placing this within a 

placemaking typology, and further anchor SPPM within a social architectural practice. It will present 

this thinking with global examples of SPPM and with research findings from Art Tunnel Smithfield
i
, 

Dublin.  

SPPM is a grassroots urban and arts-led placemaking and a co-produced and performative artform. 

The paper will conceptualise this activity as the logical extension of urban arts practice, from 

public/new genre public art (Lacy 2008) and participatory arts to a ‘new situationism’ (Doherty 

2004). The paper will problematize the notion of urban ‘arts and architecture’ practice and the 

formal sector as a critical spatial practice (Rendell 2006, Petrescu 2006) and will extend architectural 

critical thinking on the co-production of art as constructive of new spatial configurations and 

emergent relations between users and space, impacting public life (Meejin Yoon 2009), whereby 

locating it in the socio-political of urban life, this practice has to be understood as an art form that 

dematerialises the built object and is concerned with creative and social processes and outcomes. 

SPPM is a polylogic performative artform with space/place the non-human actant (Whybrow 2011, 

Kwon 2004) to the human ones of creative process and practice. It will detail who may be required in 

a cross-disciplinary team to affect change in urban placemaking, including the notion of ‘urban 

creatives’, a co-production team of ‘art’ and ‘non-art’ actors in equanimity, which includes the users 

of the space, planners, policy makers, artists and architects for example. It will address issues of the 

urban city space as a place of artistic hybridisation, cross arts boundaries in creative production, in 

co-production and the degree to which urban city spaces may be transformative their urban setting 

– for the individual, the community, the material space and arts practice. 

 

Keywords: architecture, art, critical spatial practice, placemaking, social practice placemaking  
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Social Practice Placemaking and a Placemaking Typology  

This paper focuses on a specific type of placemaking – social practice placemaking (SPPM). SPPM can 

be defined as comprising a cluster of co-produced, performative and relational creative practices 

that employ an arts approach to a four-dimensional design practice that side-steps formal 

masterplans and zoning (Bishop and Williams 2012 p215).It is driven by community issues and 

created by architects, artists, urbanists, working outside of strict professional boundaries (Zeiger 

2011) with members of a local community in a polylogic process with a focus on the relation 

between subject, object, and space. 

SPPM goes beyond a top-down “’I manage, you participate’” participation model (Saxena 2011 p31) 

common in architectural practice, and is instead a practice informed by Bourriaud’s relational art, 

that which is concerned with human interactions and social context, and situated in the urban, 

acting at a social interstice of the everyday and that encourages a rejection of proscribed modes 

(Bourriaud 1998 in Bishop 2006). Gablik (1992) terms this a “connective aesthetic” art practice, the 

artist working in a “radical relatedness” in relation to others and to the social framework they are 

contextualised in where all participants – arts, non-arts, professional, non-professional - work as 

“urban creatives” (Klanten and Hübner 2010 p2) in a co-produced practice. A co-produced practice 

goes beyond the prosaic and token “pseudo-participation” that Petrescu (2006) talks of, to a 

horizontal, collaborative process with a deeper level of engagement with who traditionally would 

have been thought of as the participants; and one that facilitates the negotiation of the personal, 

social and political of the individual and the collective in space (Petrescu 2006 p83). The term 

participant is dissolved (Brown 2012, McGonagle 2007, Critical Art Ensemble 1998, Kravagna 2012, 

Grodach 2010) and its function is not the creation of the art object but the collective endeavour 

itself, where the artwork is created by the community in and for their place (Tait 2011 p281, 

Cleveland 2001 p18) and on their terms (Gablik 1992, Kaprow in Kelly 1993/2003 pxviii). The artist 

becomes a local subject, an embodied locality that includes a spatial one, the local knowledge that is 

used as a tool in art creation; the ‘non-artist’ may have no formal training but funds, to use a Dewey 

(1958) term, the process by bringing another relative expertism, from their lived experience, 

together a form of expertism assemblage (Tait 2011 p282, Hannah 2009). These projects take place 

in, and claim as their own, what Grodach (2010 p475) calls “pseudo-public spaces of liminal space” 

(2010 p475); and in what Patrick, amongst others, calls ‘non-sites’ (2011 p65); together the use of 

these spaces, the formal or the informal, calling into question what is public space and what can 

occur in it. 
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Figure 1: A Placemaking Typology, Courage, 2014, based on Legge’s (2013) strategic/tactical/opportunistic classification 

of placemaking. 

Whilst various types of placemaking may share common concerns, essentially the making of place by 

actors in the urban realm, there is a need for a clear classification of practice in the sector for several 

reasons, not least the risk of an attenuation of the term and practice of placemaking. Owen (1984) 

states that community art’s failure to construct its own theoretical framework was reason for its 

relative devaluing in the art sector. If the placemaking sector does not create its own theoretical 

framework it risks a similar reduction of a “naïve romanticism” of its claims to outcomes and a side-

lining in urban design and planning as a creative, worthy “welfare arts” (ibid., p29) adjunct to be 

deployed tactically by social service administrations and for city marketing and regeneration, rather 

than as a meaningful strategy for urban living (Schneekloth and Shibley 2000 p130). This would only 

be compounded by the cumulative confusion augmented by the competing demands made and 

expectations of placemaking (Markusen and Gadwa 2012, Fleming 2007). It is hoped that the sharing 

of knowledge across types of placemaking will redress exclusory power practices by uncovering the 

many different types of placemaking undertaken by different ecologies of practice and people and 

result in the opening up of a continually negotiated border position that Schneekloth and Shibley 

(2000) advocates. A placemaking typology then could illuminate nuanced practice for this 

professional cohort, as well as clearly articulating to those outside of the placemaking sector the 

variety of and value in these practices.  
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Art and Architecture: a critical spatial practice  

Placemaking is a practice space that can conjoin architecture and art in a symbiotic relation: “Artists 

value architecture for its social function whereas architects value art as an unfettered form of 

creativity” (Rendell 2006 p3). Together, art and architecture is a “critical spatial practice”, an 

umbrella term for art practices that are contextual, site-specific and in the public realm, and for 

architectural practices that involve conceptual design and urban intervention (ibid., p1). This is a 

‘performative architecture’ that “engage[s] the public in interactive scenarios, responsive contexts 

and constructed agencies” (Yoon 2009 p70) and is an extension of Lacy’s New Genre Public Art 

(NGPA) (2008) to a form of contemporary art in the urban realm (CUAI).  

 

Figure 2: An operative and temporal scale of arts in the public realm to SPPM, Courage 2014. 

As a CUAI, art and architecture are not othered, but used as a social mechanism for communication, 

forming a new practice vernacular of “architecture without architects and urban space without 

planning” which performs the everyday and produces spatial form in assemblage (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett 1999 p19). The function of performative practice is to question the idea of city living as well 

as the practice and roles of artists and architects (Lehmann 2009 p14). Whereas ‘traditional’ 

architectural practice may have ‘struggled with the local’, this sees the profession become an 

‘architecture of place’, not of space, and heralds an ‘architectural localvore movement’ where 

practices work locally in an embedded way (Klinkenberg 2013) and the process of urban art 

interventions is of art as a part of urban design (Miles 1997). This bottom-up urban engagement that 

places the citizen at the root of urban change which, seen through a Lefebrian (1984) lens, is a way 
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of illuminating the complex ways in which actors exercise their emancipatory and critical awareness 

(Papastergiadis 1998 in Farr 2008 p70). But the SPPM architect is not shy or anonymous about their 

expertism nor their agenda, a rethink of authorship for Bishop (2006) that is informed by Guattari’s 

(2000) ‘resingularisation’. The architect’s expertism is as creative thinker, disruptor and/or 

negotiator (Reiss 2007 p11). A “negotiation and reciprocation” practice, in SPPM the architect is the 

negotiator (McGonagle 2007 p6, Kravagna 2012 p243) and works in “radical relatedness” to others 

and is a “connective, rational self” (Gablik 1992 p2), bringing people together via a subjective and 

differentiated experience from one person and instance to another (Grodach 2010 p476). Klanten 

and Hübner term these human constituents of process “urban creatives” (2010 p2), based on the 

notion that the city is predisposed to be fecund creative ground and that its creative populace 

demands a wider understanding of who is a creative agent. A central concept emerging from theory 

is that such projects are a space to pilot or prototype material alternatives for the urban realm in 

question (Crawford 1999, Iveson 2013, Kester 2004) in a self-activating process: people recognise 

the potential of a space; they then determine to use the space in varying degrees of creativity; they 

then use the space and create it to suit their needs and desires (Franck and Stevens 2007 p10). The 

role of art here is to draw attention to issues and encourage reflexive reassessment via new thinking, 

acting thus as a catalyst for social change (Murray 2012 pp256-257, Brown 2012 p10) and collective 

meaning-making via inter-subjective encounters (Bishop 2012 p257); a “new Situationism” as 

Doherty (2004) terms it. 

 

Art Tunnel Smithfield, Dublin: a social practice placemaking case study 

Art Tunnel Smithfield (ATS) was a stretch of community garden and art space initiated by artist and 

landscape architect Sophie von Maltzan, on the corner of Queen Street and Benburb Street – as one 

interviewee described it “on the worst street in Dublin”, and on a stretch of land surplus to the 

LUAS
ii
 tram development at the River Liffey end of Smithfield. Smithfield is in what Kearns and Ruimy 

describe as Dublin’s ‘Arc of Disadvantage’ (2014 p108) of inner city Dublin: of poorly designed social 

housing; few social and cultural amenities; lots of vacant sites; few areas of public green space; and 

an area that has been subject to underwhelming and mediocre architectural regeneration (Kearns 

and Ruimy 2014 p50). ATS broke ground in 2011 and closed in February 2014. Maltzen describes ATS 

as a “community pocket park” (Griffin 2014), the space including a native wildlife area, a community 

platform, garden, art gallery and site-specific installation space. The ‘urban creatives’ (ibid, above) in 

this project included artists, local residents and businesses, and members from across Dublin City 

Council
iii
 (DCC), academics and students, school children and passers-by.  
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Figure 3: Art Tunnel Smithfield, Dublin, "art, but not as you know it" (local resident interviewee). Image credit: Courage, 

September 2013. 

One of the creative commissions comprised an artist/architect team of three, creating a site-specific 

installation designed to draw attention to the expanse of wall in the site, and by implication, similar 

end of terrace sites in Dublin. In this commission the space of the garden saw artists, architects and 

the community working together and skill swapping, the artistic and architectural practices being 

informed by the other, one architect saying they were being challenged by the fluidity of the artists’ 

practice and the social aspect of work. The artist found working with the architect made for a 

satisfying and challenging collaboration:  

“...in that they had that lovely eye of being able to see the possibility of an artistic 

installations, but then I really enjoyed them making things that were practical as well, so 

people would be able to use it as a piece of furniture as well...” (Artist interviewee) 

The siting of artwork in ATS also made demands on the architect and the contextual from of the 

work: “an outdoor exhibition is still quite traditional, so the way you have to approach this and the 

consequence of that, of the work being created and its actual presence, you have to consider.” Such 

a process is a Bourriaudian (1998/2006) relational one, the art-architecture practice here working 

with the reappropriation of urban space, reinventing its use through quotidian activities understood 

as creative practices in urban contexts. ATS has, agreeing here with Kester (2004), helped the 

participants to distance themselves from the life-world of the area to critically reflect on the forces 

that shape their existence. This was seen too to have a cumulative effect – as one makes a change 

and transitions from participant to collaborator, it affected the group habitus and begun to affect 

change in others, as multiplicious process of assemblage (Tait 2011 pp285-286) or bricolaged as 
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equal members in a process as practitioner and theorist (Petrescu 2006). The impact of such projects 

is not just on the material urban form in the moment, but projects such as ATS can seed ideas with 

people and affect them becoming more open to their own agency in the urban realm, which in turn, 

can go on to affect  a longer-term behavioural relation to place. Maltzen found ATS to be “A great 

space to make arts contacts, to find people interested in working in the public realm” and members 

of ATS have been involved in the creation of the DCC-initiated Marys Abbey
iv
 community garden off 

Capel Street as well as involvement in various other social, cultural and political projects and groups 

in the Smithfield, Stoneybatter and Capel Street areas of Dublin.  

A major outcome from such activity research showed was in the public and administrations attitude 

to vacant land in Dublin. 300 vacant sites have been identified by DCC of an estimated, and thought 

underestimated, 63 hectares (Kearns and Ruimy 2014 p66). ATS and other projects that have or are 

taking place in the city, such as Granby Park
v
 in 2013, created by arts collective Upstart

vi
 with the 

local housing estate residents, have been instrumental in bolstering a groundswell questioning of 

how vacant land is being thought of in the city – as spaces that can be activated by and for the 

people. Not only did residents and passers-by start to appreciate ATS as somewhere that one could 

linger in and not just appreciate as a greening beautification of brown land, some started to link the 

activation of this space to a local activism. For example, as one local resident stated of their 

motivation to join the subsequent Marys Abbey garden along from ATS and its transformation of a 

derelict end-of-terrace site, they “didn’t want to be one of those people that complains and does 

nothing about it”; and a Granby Park artist stated that feedback to that project had also been the 

seeding of ideas in other to do similar in other areas. For DCC, ATS and Granby Park both proved that 

projects can be of any timescale, but do not have to be forever, and interviewees here stated how 

essential this is in dispelling a fear in landlords over land tenure of community arts and garden 

projects on their land:  

“everyone benefits from being able to use that piece of land for that amount of time, but 

then if people want to put their foot down and say, ‘this is our park now, you can't have 

it back', that would probably prevent that from happening again and landholders would 

be much less willing to give these short term leases, as long as everyone can accept that, 

then maybe these things can continue...” (DCC interviewee).  

In interview, DCC respondents also recognised a measure of their own limitations in engagement in 

the city’s vacant land – “to change the cachet of an area, the people have to manifest it” (DCC 

interviewee) – but also that “it is time for a new debate” (DCC interviewee) and that ATS and others 

had been instrumental in both galvanising an interest in vacant land in the public of Dublin and also 

in fostering a space and time for this debate. In this sense, the SPPM of Dublin at this time, as 

exemplified by ATS, is as much about a co-operational social structure as the critical spatial practice 

of Rendell (2006) as material change in the urban form: the artwork presents itself as the object and 

site of experiencing as well as the means to start a process of reflection and tactical response. 

 

Challenges to a practice – architects and Dublin’s new urbanism  

Kearns and Ruimy observe an emerging Dublin new urbanism that breaks the “liveable-city glass 

ceiling” of a “bigotry of low expectation” (2014 p48) where Dubliners do not believe the city can 
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become a desirable place for people to live; that is attempting to address the contemporary Dublin 

urban difficulty of a successful, liveable inner-city by rendering its response on a cultural and social 

reimagining (ibid., p15); and that its led by communities of “urban pioneers” (ibid., p98). But this is a 

susceptible process and here lies the challenge inherent in the notion of ‘architecture or society’. Put 

simply, there is no either/or. Smithfield may still be emerging as a liveable area of the city, a “proto-

urban space” (ibid., p127) with increasing cultural programming, consumer activity and footfall, but 

it is still vulnerable, as the closure of ATS and its return to dereliction attests. Dereliction in 

Smithfield communicates a neglect of the area, encouraging a disinvestment which is damaging to 

the marginal communities resident (ibid., p129). A DCC respondent said of development, for it to be 

a success, it has got to be a “coalition of the willing” that includes all stakeholders in the urban 

realm: the research that is the subject of this paper shows that there are factors in working in the 

urban realm in Dublin, factors that architects need to be part of the solution finding and delivery if 

this new Dublin urbanism is to maintain momentum.  

The first is the issue of vacant land in the city. Ninety per cent of Dubliners want vacant spaces to be 

brought back into public use (Griffin 2014); 40K people visited Granby Park; the top of the ’25 of the 

best in your area’ list is a local public park, and at seventh is a “delightful garden (shared or 

otherwise)” and top of the ’25 of the worst on your area’ list is “derelict sites that seem to be there 

forever” (Kearns and Ruimy 2010 pp112-p117), all collectively attest to this public appetite. But 

research found a pervasive acceptance of an ‘othered’ ownership of land and of green spaces to be 

gated that is holding back this potential:  

“There’s just this fear that if you open things up then people will destroy them, local 

community and the council and the parks, you see these parks closed, you just watch it 

crumble, its just that 'we'll lock the gates, we'll keep people out’. Give ownership and the 

community polices itself, it will happen, 'you couldn't do that in Ireland', well, why 

couldn't you?” (Artist interviewee) 

As one architect respondent stated of their involvement in a community-led vacant land project:  

“You've got to keep on saying, to all these community groups that we work with, 'no, 

Dublin City council don't own that land, people own that land', and you're [DCC] just 

looking after it for them. It eventually seeps in...'cos its true.” (Architect interviewee) 

This signals a cultural shift the beginnings of which this research attests to and which elements of 

DCC are showing leadership in this regard. Dublin’s architects need to embrace vacant land as ‘The 

Arc of Opportunity’, as a substantial land bank that holds the transformative potential of Dublin 

(Kearns and Ruimy 2014 p112) and support the community in doing the same. ATS was an “area 

catalyst task”, a simple and low cost intervention outside of municipal planning or the professional 

design sector, with disproportionate individual, community and place gains including increased 

community confidence and control (Kearns and Ruimy 2010 p206). Some Dublin architects in 

interview stated that they have been surprised with what they’ve been able with DCC to do in terms 

of the design and function of land; others have stated that they see DCC learning from cultural 

programming mistakes, and especially ones in the Smithfield area around large scale public events.  

The second is an attitude to urban co-production in Dublin that goes beyond an architectural 

consultative one. Lehmann saw a culture of temporary land use, such as can be seen as nascent in 



Courage, C., Architecture with Society: social practice placemaking and architecture in the public realm: a Dublin case study,  

All-Ireland Architecture Research Group, 2015 conference 

 

Dublin, as one that makes significant contributions to urban life through the generation and 

encouragement of new urban activities (2009 p32). The DCC ‘Construction 2020’ (May 2014) report 

recognised the need for public engagement in the discussion around vacant land in the city and DCC 

interviewees recognised that “regulation inhibits innovation.” From the example of ATS and its 

agency within and without its urban creatives, participation in the project can be seen as firstly 

reflexive and from this, transformative, as based on empowerment to be able to decision-make and 

coalition build, separate of external organisations (Cornwall 1998 p273, Bishop 2006, Kester 2004). 

ATS brought a day-time lease of life to Benburb Street, a challenge Kearns and Ruimy (2010 p93) see 

not being met elsewhere in Dublin and its participants saw themselves as ‘urban pioneers’ (ibid., 

above). The outcome of arts in space may be more politics with a small p, but no less significant for 

what can be seen in Dublin is the creation of Guattari’s (2000) ‘neighbourhood strategies’ where 

local groups at the grassroots are fundamental to transforming society. Dublin City Council has taken 

notice of this; the creation of the Beta
vii

 project that actively canvasses for artists and residents 

suggestions for the alternative use of vacant land, and piloting these where possible is example of 

this. Interviewees saw this as an example of DCC is treating the creative community as valued 

“cultural translators” to bridge the gap between the public and the administration, but, essentially, 

coming from the level of the street to begin with. 

The third factor is to employ a critical spatial practice to Dublin that can result in a mixed 

placemaking portfolio. SPPM is needed to maintain the momentum of Dublin’s new urbanism and 

architects in Dublin need to join the urban creative cohort. This ‘de-silo-isation’ of architectural 

practice - but one still holding its relative expertism - facilitates a methodological sharing and 

exchange that in turn can “and open up unexpected possibilities of thinking and acting in the public 

realm” (Petrescu 2006 p85). But SPPM cannot maintain this momentum alone: where this is leading 

is in the using of the placemaking typology (above) as a matrix to create coalitions of urban creatives 

and pioneers in Dublin in all types of placemaking, bespoke to the needs of the city.  

 

___________ 
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SECTION 1: OVERVIEW OF ENGAGEMENT PROGRAMME 
 
Installation as catalyst:  
The Beyond Pebbledash installation (a reconstruction of the façade of a 
typical 1940’s pebbledash house) recently on display at Collins Barracks, 
Dublin, was about democratising and popularising an inclusive discussion 
about future urban developments and design for urban living. This installation, 
by Motti Ruimi and Paul Kearns, was essentially concerned with the everyday 
architecture of the ‘house’ and ‘home’ and how this is valued by Irish society. 
Crucially, according to Ruimi and Kearns, the visionary and ambitious 
construction of many thousands of pebbledash homes some seventy years 
ago in Dublin imagined and delivered new possibilities for living for Irish 
society. Beyond Pebbledash was a public invitation to re-imagine the ‘home’ 
and to inspire discussion about new design possibilities for urban living, in 
response to today’s economic and social challenges. 
 
Public Engagement Programme: 
In order to reach a wide and diverse audience and to stimulate debate about 
current, urgent and widely relevant national issues related to urban living, a 
public engagement programme (linked to the Beyond Pebbledash installation) 
was devised by a multidisciplinary team: National Museum of Ireland 
(education and outreach), Dublin City Council (planning, arts, culture) and 



 2 

Redrawing Dublin (Ruimi and Kearns) in collaboration with architects, artists 
and educators. The Beyond Pebbledash public engagement programme was 
funded by the Arts Council of Ireland under the Engaging with Architecture 
scheme. 
 
Central theme of Urban Living:  
Beyond Pebbledash had at its core an interest in the ‘home’ and in generating 
a discussion about how Irish society values the places in which we live. In our 
eight year of recession (2008-2015) following fifteen years of construction 
(1992-2007) of the wrong kind of housing in the wrong place, the need for ‘the 
right kind of housing in the right place’ is once again urgent. But just what is 
the ‘right kind of housing’ and the just where is ‘the right place to live’? These 
are some of the questions that the interdisciplinary Beyond Pebbledash 
engagement programme explored. Diverse and ambitious audience 
engagement strategies were employed, under the (accessible) central theme 
of urban living.  
 
Multidisciplinary Context:  
Beyond Pebbledash was initiated by Paul Kearns and Motti Ruimy 
(Redrawing Dublin). The public engagement programme drew on expertise in 
Dublin City Council (Ruairi O’Cuiv, Public Art Curator and Engagement 
Programme Manager; Charles Duggan, Heritage Officer; Paul Kearns, Urban 
Planner). The programme was run in partnership with the National Museum of 
Ireland, with input from Lorraine Comer, Head of Education and Helen 
Beaumont, Education and Outreach Officer. 
 
Interdisciplinary Team:  
An interdisciplinary team of architects, artists, curators and educators 
collaborated to devise and deliver the Beyond Pebbledash engagement 
programme: Lynn McGrane (education specialist), Orla Murphy (architect, 
academic) Blaithin Quinn (architect, artist), Tara Kennedy and Jo Anne Butler 
(architects, artists and curators). This team has extensive experience in 
diverse contexts in the area of public engagement with architecture and the 
built environment. Their individual work to date has involved the initiation, co-
ordination, management, design and delivery of complex interdisciplinary 
projects. This wealth of experience was brought to this engagement 
programme. 
 
 
SECTION 2: RATIONALE 
 
The Beyond Pebbledash installation and engagement programme asked the 
public to interrogate and question aspects of the built environment related to 
urban living. Beyond Pebbledash argued for the need to look beyond the 
crisis of bankers and developers, politicians and administrators and ask 
ourselves ‘what are the design questions we need to be asking?’ and critically 
‘can architecture position itself at the centre of a conversation for economic 
recovery?’ Now is the time for action on this current, topical and urgent 
subject of urban living.  
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SECTION 3: METHODOLOGY 
 
Overview of methodology 
During the public engagement programme, diverse methods of audience 
engagement were employed (installation, workshops, symposium, 
contemporary dance event, urban party, exhibition) with the aim of reaching a 
wide and diverse audience. In line with The Arts Council’s Engaging with 
Architecture Scheme, this project aimed to increase public awareness and 
appreciation of architecture and the built environment, under the theme of 
urban living. 
 
Engagement Programme – Part 1: Installation  
 
Installation - the Beyond Pebbledash installation was intended to act as a 
catalyst to drive discussion and debate about the future of Dublin city living. 
Video Documentation (construction of the installation):  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=njZJeo_3fKM 
 
 
Engagement Programme – Part 2: Workshops and Events 
 
A. Workshop Series:  
For young people (transition year and youth groups): 
The focus was on young person-centered work and on facilitating 
empowerment through authentic creative expression. The engagement team 
ensured an individual approach within a group setting and facilitated 
participant’s ownership over ideas, giving young people a voice in response to 
the central theme of urban living.  
Video documentation of workshop series for transition year students and 
youth groups: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mh-eBYtYD18 
 
 
Outline of Workshop Series: 
 
Phase 1: ‘With Voice’  
(Delivered by Culturstruction with assistants) 
Through a series of voice recordings, young people described their ideas for 
the future of urban living and design. This resulted in a sound piece, which 
was displayed in the Beyond Pebbledash exhibition in Collins Barracks. 
 
Phase 2: ‘Matchbox City’ and ‘Plus-1’  
(Delivered by Blaithin Quinn with assistants) 
This workshop phase facilitated a transformation of participant’s ideas 
expressed through facilitated discussion into 3-dimensional spatial designs, 
exploring the ‘house’ and ‘home’ with a particular focus on scale and density.  
 
Phase 3: ‘Manifesto’, ‘Dear Beyond Pebbledash’ and ‘Plus-1’  
(Delivered by Orla Murphy with assistants).  
This workshop phase linked participant’s ideas about urban living to the 
greater urban context, exploring ideas through discussion, drawing and text. 
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Workshop Development: 
 
Stage 1:   Planning: 
- Co-ordinate and organise workshops  
- Devise a structured workshop series to engage and focus the groups, to 
encourage dialogue and to mobilise process  
- Consider skill building and development of critical awareness  
- Write clear workshop briefs to engage young people, creating a framework 
within which to respond to the central theme of the Beyond Pebbledash 
project 
 
Stage 2:   Workshop Delivery: 
- Deliver structured, participatory workshop series for young people 
- Facilitate young people’s responses to the theme of urban living 
- Create opportunities for interaction: small groups, peer to peer learning,  
experiential learning, reflective dialogue, individual approach 
- Collaborate with the participants to ensure ownership of ideas by young 
people 
 
 
Workshop Structure: 
24 x 1.5 hour workshop sessions with 9 different schools and 3 youth groups, 
from Dublin’s inner city out to the suburbs (co-ordinated by Lynn McGrane) in 
an informal education setting in the education and resource room, National 
Museum of Ireland, Collins Barracks. 
 
 
 
B. One-off Workshops:  
 
Open House Dublin workshop: (Blaithin Quinn) 
This family workshop responded to the Beyond Pebbledash installation and 
aspects of the museum collection, including Eileen Gray’s work, with particular 
reference to design for living. 
 
 
Mid-term Family workshop: (Orla Murphy) 
This family workshop explored cityscapes through modelmaking. 
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B. Selected Events: 
(All video documentation by Paddy Cahill) 
 
Symposium, November 27th 2014 
The Challenges of Delivering a World Class (Inner) City: A morning 
symposium presented by Beyond Pebbledash in association with the National 
Museum of Ireland. Speakers included: Emily Logan, Frances Ruane, Jim 
Keogan and Annraí O’Toole. Chaired by Kieran Rose. 

Video Documentation: https://www.google.ie/webhp?sourceid=chrome-
instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-
8#tbm=vid&q=beyond+pebbledash+symposium 
 
 
Urban Party, 22nd October 2014  
House and Home, Living in the City: 
The Urban Party brought together 20 culturally diverse participants including 
politicians, architects, inner city dwellers and young people who will speak for 
three minutes each on the subject of “House and Home; Living in the City.”  
Speakers included: Michelle Browne, Artist , Mike Pike, Architect, Cllr Andrew 
Montague, Kaethe Burt O’Dea, Community Activist, Marisa Decker from DIT – 
The Dublin Project, John O’Connor Director of the Housing Agency, Ray 
Yeates, City Arts Office; Louise Lowe, Director of Anu Productions, Jackie 
Bourke, Founder of Playtime; Mick Wallace TD; Sylvia Loeffer; Jennifer Goff 
Curator NMI; Katherine Maurer, Art and Architect Writer; Greg Jackson 
Architect and many more.  
Video Documentation: https://www.google.ie/webhp?sourceid=chrome-
instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-
8#q=beyond+pebbledash+urban+party&tbm=vid 
 
 
Culture Night 
An outdoor living room with a DJ, in Collins Barracks for Culture Night 
Video Documentation: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=48SEtdh-noM 
 
 
 
Engagement Programme - Part 3: Exhibition 
 
Exhibition: Curated by Ruairi O’Cuiv, with public engagement team,  
(December 2014 – January 2015)   
A public architecture exhibition evolving from the voice recordings and the 
processes explored during the participatory workshop series with young 
people. An appropriate level of curatorial intervention ensured effective 
communication and mediation of ideas to the general public. The curatorial 
approach was informed by contemporary curatorial practice (in architecture 
and visual art) and consided the relationship between architecture, design and 
audience, in a museum context. 
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From Darwin to Socially-Responsible Design: 

How applying evolutionary psychology to architectural design could lead to a more socially-

aware architecture in Ireland 

 

E. Tikhoniouk 

Abstract. Human behaviour is shaped not only by societal values, but by deep-rooted evolutionary instincts, 

such as the almost-unconscious instinctual preference to be sheltered from behind when sitting or the 

tendency to feel discomfort in either cramped or overly-open spaces. These evolutionary instincts and 

preferences could be harnessed and applied to architectural design in order to create spaces and places where 

people feel more comfortable, spaces which have a much more positive social impact and encourage everyday 

social interaction and social playfulness.  

In order for architecture to be used as a positive tool for our wellbeing, an interdisciplinary approach is crucial. 

The aim of this paper is to apply evolutionary psychology and physiology to architectural design in order to 

arrive at a set of suggestions that can be used to create better designs for public spaces, streets and building 

entrances; designs that are socially-aware, socially-responsible and actively encourage social playfulness and 

cater better for people’s ingrained needs of security, positive social interaction and comfort.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

“Evolution has shaped our social landscape so it ought to be able to transform our city neighbourhoods too.”1            

                                                            - David Sloan Wilson, 2011, From Ivory Tower to City Streets  

 

“Since the environment is crucial for survival, it is very likely, within the framework of general evolution theory, 

that we have innate predispositions related to certain aspects of our environment.”2  

                                                                -Maarten Jacobs, 2011, Psychology of the Visual Landscape 

 

1. Introduction 

To introduce evolutionary psychology- an important tenet of this discipline is that, while upbringing 

and individual differences in personality have an influence on human behaviour34, various dislikes 

and fears, as well as many behaviours such as aggression, altruism or sociability, can be explained as 

being influenced by evolved cognitive mechanisms passed down from our distant ancestors.5 Many 

evolutionary psychologists believe that evolutionary psychology is highly relevant to many aspects of 

everyday life6 and that understanding our evolutionary past will allow us to better understand the 

modern-day behaviour of humans and how to influence it.7  

But how is this in any way relevant to architecture?  

                                                            
1                   D S Wilson, “From ivory tower to city streets”, New Scientist, Vol. 211 Issue 2827, 2011, p.28 
2           M Jacobs, “Psychology of the visual landscape” in Exploring the Visual Landscape: Advances in 
Physiognomic Landscape Research (eds S Nijhuis, R Van Lammeren, F van der Hoeve), Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands: IOS Press, 2011, p.43 
3                 C Collins, P Emsell, J Haydon, Leadership and Management Development, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 2011, p.171 
4                To note: culture is also a significant influencer of the behaviour of both groups and individuals, but 
evolutionary scientists such as David Sloan Wilson see culture as related to evolution- something that evolves 
alongside with and as a result of genetic evolution- rather than as something that should be studied separately 
from the study of evolution. 
5                L Cosmides, J Tooby, “Cognitive adaptations for social exchange” in The adapted mind: evolutionary 
psychology and the generation of culture (eds JH Barkow, L Cosmides, J Tooby), Oxford Universities press, New 
York, 1992, p.163-228 
                   J Tooby, L Cosmides, “Evolutionary psychology, ecological rationality, and the  unification of the 
behavioral sciences” in Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 30(1), 2007, p.42-43 
6                G Geher, Evolutionary Psychology 101, New York, Springer Publishing Co, 2011, p.191 and 
                   D S Wilson, Evolution for Everyone: How Darwin’s theory can change the way we think about our 
lives, New York, Delacorte Press, 2007, p92 
7                G Geher, Evolutionary Psychology 101, New York, Springer Publishing Co, 2011, p.28 



In fact, evolutionary predispositions towards learning certain type of behaviours or associations, 

inherited from our distant ancestors,8 can influence how we respond, often unconsciously, to certain 

aspects of the built environment surrounding us9- they can influence how comfortable or 

uncomfortable we might be sitting or standing in the centre of a wide open space,10 or sheltering at 

the edge of the same space, or how well we might feel in dark or tight narrow spaces.11 

It seems that, in order to be better able to use architecture and the design of the surrounding 

environment as a positive tool for our well-being, an understanding of these evolved predispositions 

is very important. The research I’m presenting today is based on my belief that the principles of 

evolutionary psychology can be used to explain many aspects of how buildings and public spaces are 

used, and that this knowledge can be applied to architectural design in order to allow us to create 

socially-aware spaces and places which have a much more positive social impact and are more 

attuned to people’s evolved psychological preferences. 

The methodology of this paper was to first pick out significant ways in which people behave in 

certain buildings and spaces, as noticed by planners, architects and myself, and to explain these 

behaviours through the lens of evolutionary psychology and psychiatry, as well as discussing ways in 

which these behaviours might have implications for architectural design, thus arriving at a set of 

guidelines or suggestions that could be applied to architectural design in order to create spaces 

which prompt more positive behaviours and in which people feel more psychologically comfortable. 

To date, there seems to be little research directly linking architectural design and evolution. 

Planner Patrick Geddes drew on Darwin’s theory of natural selection to lay the foundations for a 

response to urban growth12, while landscape architect Adriaan Geuze’s discourse advocated “an 

accelerated pattern of Darwinian evolution.”13 But it is hard to find any sources that knowingly apply 

evolutionary psychology to the actual design of buildings and public spaces in a practical, non-

abstract way. 

                                                            
8                T Nyan, Meanings at the Text Level: A Co-evolutionary Approach, Oxford: Peter Lang, 2004, p.67 
9        M Jacobs, “Psychology of the visual landscape” in Exploring the Visual Landscape: Advances in 
Physiognomic Landscape Research (eds S Nijhuis, R Van Lammeren, F van der Hoeve), Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands: IOS Press. 2011, p.43 
10              P Sadowski, From interaction to symbol: a systems view of the evolution of signs and communication, 
Amsterdam, John Benjamins Pub. Co., 2009, p80 
                   H S Bracha, S M Lenze, J Shelton, ‘Primary agoraphobia as specific phobia’ in British Journal of 
Psychiatry, Nov 189, 2006, p.470 
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p.16 
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2. Evolution and its influence on behaviour in the modern built environment 

 

“The designer is absolutely certain that architecture and building are crucial influences on 

behaviour and social organization.”14  

                                                       -Robert Gutman, 1976, The Social Function of the Built Environment 

 

“No living organism exists in isolation from its surroundings… Our innate propensities are dependent 

on environmental variables for their expression.”15  

                                                                                           -Piotr Sadowski, 2009, From Interaction to Symbol 

 

While human behaviour is often shaped by societal values,16 it is also influenced by evolved 

evolutionary instincts.17 Many of these mental processes and instincts are subconscious18 and many 

were evolved or solidified in the human species between 1.8 million and ten thousand years ago, in 

response to pressures from their surrounding environment.19
 
20 But despite the fact that the 

pressures and dangers of our surrounding environment have changed immensely since our distant 

ancestors’ days, many evolved reactions to stimuli that were once important to the survival of our 

ancestors persist to the modern day.  

For example, it seems that humans have evolved a propensity to learn certain behaviours or fears 

over others21- fears and emotional responses related to dangers that our distant ancestors would 

                                                            
14             R Gutman, ‘The Social Function of the Built Environment’ in The Mutual Interaction of People and 
Their Built Environment (ed. A Rapoport), The Hague, Aldine, 1976, p.38 
15             P Sadowski, From interaction to symbol: a systems view of the evolution of signs and communication, 
Amsterdam, John Benjamins Pub. Co., 2009, preface 
16             S Chapman,  Sociology, London, Letts and Lonsdale, 2004, p.24 
17             D M Buss, The Handbook of Evolutionary Psychology, New Jersey, John Wiley and Sons Inc, 2005 
18              J S Uleman, S A Saribay, C Gonzalez, ‘Spontaneous inferences, implicit impressions, and implicit 
theories’ in Annual Review of Psychology, 59, 2008, p.329-360 
19          V G Starratt, T K Shackelford, ‘The basic components of the human mind were solidified during the 
Pleistocene epoch’ in Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of Biology (eds. F J Ayala, R Arp), Chichester, Wiley-
Blackwell Pub., 2010, p.232 
20           It is important to note that, while the Pleistocene Epoch- 1.8 million BC to 10,000BC- saw the 
evolution of many new adaptive behaviours as well as the solidification of existing behaviours passed down 
from primate and mammal ancestors, we are also influenced by behavioural adaptations that evolved and 
solidified before or after that era. But most of our psychological mechanisms evolved during the Pleistocene 
and continue to be expressed daily. 
21              M E P Seligman, ‘Phobias and preparedness’ in Behavior Therapy, 2, 1971, p.307–320 



have faced, such as spiders, snakes or heights, are more likely to be learned than those relating to 

modern stimuli, such as getting hit by a car.22  

Encoded within our brains, these evolved schemata predispose us to think, feel, and behave in 

specific ways. These mental schemata do not express themselves in isolation, but are influenced by 

the variables of our surrounding physical and social environment.23  

 

2.1 Unconscious Evolved Reactions to Open Spaces 

In his 1936 book Life Between Buildings, Jan Gehl noticed that in urban spaces “the preferred 

stopping zones are found along the borders of the spaces or at the edges of spaces within the 

space”24, while William H. Whyte’s instructional film The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces observed 

that people did not often stop to talk at the centre of a large open square, preferring to try to find an 

object to stand beside, or to pause at the edges of the space.25 26 Both of these are largely-

unconscious behaviours and can be explained as being influenced by evolved preferences passed 

down from the times of our distant ancestors, where pausing or staying in an open unsheltered 

space meant more chance of being spotted by a predator.27  

While the modern urban-dwelling man no longer has to fear roving predators, a large part of the 

population seems to continue to exhibit certain agoraphobic behaviours- people still unconsciously 

prefer to avoid crossing or pausing in the centre of an open public space. 28 

This  predisposition towards feeling discomfort in open shelter-less spaces can be taken into 

account when designing public spaces- large open squares can be broken into smaller ‘pieces’ using 

planters, different types of paving, water elements and level changes. Tall trees can also be used to 

                                                            
22            A Öhman, S Mineka, ‘Fear, phobias and preparedness: Toward an evolved module of fear 
and fear learning’ in Psychological Review, 108, 2001, p.483–522   
                C J Lumsden, E O Wilson, Genes, mind, and culture, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1981. p.2 
23            D H Barlow, Abnormal Psychology: An Integrated Approach, Australia, Wadsworth, 2014. p.11 
24  J Gehl, Life between buildings : using public space, Copenhagen, Danish Architectural Press, 2006, 
p.151 
25  The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces [motion picture], Director W. H. Whyte, The Municipal Art 
Society of New York, New York, 1979 
26           This is often called the ‘edge effect’ and is also shown in studies such as that by Dutch sociologist Derk 
de Jonge. His study of preferred areas for stays in Dutch recreational areas showed that the edges of the 
forest, beaches, groups of trees were preferred zones of staying, while the open plains or beaches were not 
used until the edge zones were fully occupied. 
27  I Silverman, J Choi, “Locating Places” in The Handbook of Evolutionary Psychology, (ed. D Buss), New 
Jersey, John Wiley and Sons, 2005, p. 192 and 
 J Appleton, The Experience of Landscapes, Great Britain, William Clowes and Sons, 1975 
28  The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces [motion picture], Director W. H. Whyte, The Municipal Art 
Society of New York, New York, 1979 



break up the horizon of the space, and sheltered seating can be placed along the edges of the space, 

and can also be placed in the centre of the public space in order to break it up.  

 

 

Fig 1. Open versus sheltered spaces: public space in Brasilia, Brazil’s capital, (above left) a large 

and somewhat uninviting open space, versus a much more sheltered and smaller-scale public space 

in New York (above right) 

 

Another element of public life noticed by Jan Gehl was that “the most popular places to sit can be 

found at the edges of open spaces, where the sitter’s back is protected and the view 

unobstructed.”29 This behaviour can too be explained as being influenced by cognitive mechanisms 

inherited from our ancestors- sitting with your back against a wall greatly lessens the chance of 

being attacked from behind and means that you can only be approached frontally, making it much 

easier to keep watch for predators or hostile tribes.  

This predisposition can also have implications for the design of public spaces- it suggests that 

seating that is in some way sheltered yet gives an unobstructed view of the surrounding space is 

more psychologically comfortable and attractive to humans than low backless seating blocks placed 

in the centre of an open unsheltered public space.  

 

                                                            
29  J Gehl, Life between buildings : using public space, Copenhagen, Danish Architectural Press, 2006, p. 
156 



 

Fig. 2. Comparing different types of seating and their suggested psychological comfort: 

aesthetically-pleasing but shelterless seating in Barnardo Square, Dublin (above left) versus seating 

outside the Central Bank, Dublin, (above right) which shelters the sitter’s back while also providing a 

view of the public space and visually and physically breaking up the space into smaller ‘pieces’ 

 

It seems that seating that is organised around the edges of the space is the most preferable and 

psychologically comfortable. And even if the seating is placed in the centre of the space, high backs 

could be used to create a sense of protection from behind, for example the seating in the public 

space outside the Central Bank in Dublin. 

 

2.2 A Human Need for Social Interaction  

An interesting behaviour I noticed myself during my research into the Liberties area of Dublin was 

the residents’ propensity to exchange a few words with each other outside the steps of the church 

on Meath Street, or to pause for a chat in the doorways to shops or at the market stalls taking up a 

part of the pavement. It seems that for many of the residents of the area, especially the older 

residents, slowly strolling down Meath Street on a busy day is used as an informal way to ‘bump 

into’ and socialize with acquaintances that they may not have interacted with otherwise. 



Humans are, above all, social animals.30 We have evolved to live in groups31, and social support, or 

the lack of it, has an impact on health32. Recent studies show that social isolation and the absence of 

social ties is associated with a heightened risk of disease and depression.33 This evolved need for 

social interaction and support also has implications on the design of public buildings and spaces. It 

suggests that, in our modern increasingly-fragmented society34, it is increasingly important to design 

spaces that, through their careful design, attempt to encourage incidental forms of social 

interaction, as with repeated contact, these incidental interactions have the potential to grow into 

contacts, acquaintances and friendships.35  

City streets, especially in or around residential areas, should offer various stopping points where 

pausing is encouraged, in order to increase the chances of incidental social interaction between 

neighbours. A stopping point can be a set of steps, a street stall, a bench, a planter that can be sat or 

leaned on.  

When designing community buildings, streets and urban spaces, special attention should be paid 

to the design of common areas and seating elements. Ideally seating should aim to encourage social 

interaction and to increase personal comfort in crowded situations. In order to encourage the 

occurrence of social interaction between adjacent individuals, physical proximity is important,36 and 

should allow for adequate spacing between seats to avoid the invasion of peoples’ personal space. 

As humans have evolved to be innately territorial37, physical barriers between seats in the form of 

wide armrests could create a distinction between sitters’ personal spaces while ensuring that they 

are close enough for incidental social interaction to take place.  

It is also important to encourage incidental interaction and observation between adults and 

children. 

                                                            
30            L Barrett, R Dunbar, J Lycett, Human Evolutionary Psychology, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 
2002 
31          D F Bjorklund, A Pellegrini, The Origins Of Human Nature: Evolutionary Developmental Psychology, 
American Psychological Association, 2002, p261 
32        S E Taylor, G C Gonzaga, “Evolution, Relationships and Health: The Social Shaping Hypothesis” in 
Evolution and Social Psychology (eds. M Schaller, J Simpson, D Kenrick), New York, Psychology Press, 2006, 
p.211 
33             J T Cacioppo, L C Hawkley, “Social isolation and health, with an emphasis on underlying mechanisms” 
in Perspectives in Biology and Medicine, 46, S39-S52, 2003 and  
                  J S House, K R Landis, D Umberson, “Social Relationships and Health” in Science, 241(4865), 1988, 
p.540-545 
34          A van Sluis, P Marks, F Gilleir, M Easton, “Nodal Security in the Ports of Rotterdam and Antwerp” in 
Beyond Fragmentation and Interconnectivity: Public Governance and the Search for Connective Capacity, 
Amsterdam, Ios Press, 2012, p.73  
35             J Gehl, Life between buildings : using public space, Copenhagen, Danish Architectural Press, 2006 
36          M Kaufman, J Goettlieb, J Agard, M B Kukic, “Mainstreaming: Towards an explication of the construct” 
in Alternatives for teaching exceptional children (ed. E L Meyer), Denver, Love Publishing, 1975 p. 40-47 
37          D Storey, Territory: The Claiming of Space, New York, Prentice Hall, 2001, p. 12  



2.3 Children’s Evolved Predispositions- Mimicry, Observational Learning and Territoriality 

“Why do children so frequently find that roaming the lively city sidewalks is more interesting than 

back yards or playgrounds?”38  

                                                                   -Jane Jacobs, 1961, The Death and Life of Great American Cities 

In her 1961 book The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jane Jacobs noticed that kids love 

being and playing on the sidewalk, near to the ‘adults’ world’, where the action is.  

Children appear to be predisposed to be curious about the world around them,39 and an important 

feature of the child’s mind is its ability and predisposition towards observational learning- ie. 

children do not necessarily need to experience an event themselves- only see it happen- in order to 

learn from it effectively.40 Another important feature is children’s tendency to mimic the behaviour 

of surrounding adults, and it can be argued that the primary evolutionary purpose of this mimicry 

was for children to learn gender-specific skills through play, skills such as hunting or caring for future 

children.41  

This evolved preparedness towards curiosity, observational learning and mimicry of adults’ 

behaviour suggests that it is very important for a developing child to be a part of the public realm 

and to be able to observe the adults around them. There are many things that children can learn 

from watching the adults around them- what behaviours have positive or negative effects, as well as 

learning how other people must be treated in public space.42 This suggests that playgrounds should 

be integrated into the public realm and should allow children to observe and to be a part of public 

life. In the words of Jane Jacobs- “spaces and equipment do not rear children... only people rear 

children and assimilate them into civilized society.”43 

Another thing that evolution seems to have predisposed human beings towards is territoriality44- 

we have evolved to need “defensible space.”45 Even preschool children engage in territorial 

behaviours- staking out geographical spaces, objects and people as one’s own.46 Thus both children 

                                                            
38           J Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, New York, Random House, 1961, p.85 
39           J R Moyles, The Excellence Of Play, New York, Open University Press, 2010, p.125 
40          D H Barlow, Abnormal Psychology: An Integrated Approach, Australia, Wadsworth, 2014, p.54 
41          A Mesoudi, Cultural Evolution: How Darwinian Theory Can Explain Human Culture and synthesize the 
social sciences, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2011 
42          J Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, New York, Random House, 1961 
43          J Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, New York, Random House, 1961, p.82 
44         R Dyson-Hudson, E A Smith, ‘Human Territoriality: An Ecological Reassessment’ in American 
Anthropologist, Vol. 80, 1, 1978, p.21-41 
45         The term “defensible space” was coined by Oscar Newman to describe “a range of mechanisms- real 
and symbolic barriers... that combine to bring an environment under the control of its residents.” 
46          N K Denzin, Children and their Caretakers, New Brunswick, Transaction Books, 1973, p.107 



and teenagers could benefit from having access to various in-between spaces that they can claim as 

their own for their play and socializing needs, as this could increase their sense of belonging in and 

ownership over their neighbourhood. 

Also, to cater for children’s innate preference for enclosed spaces that offer refuge,47 the present-

day urban environment could provide sheltered and semi-sheltered spaces for children to play 

outdoors, and public buildings or housing could be designed with intimate niches for children’s play 

and colonization. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
47         M A Kirkby, ‘Nature as Refuge in Children’s Environments’ in Children's Environments Quarterly, Vol. 
6:1, 1989 



3. CONCLUSIONS 

 

“It struck me that Darwin's theory of evolution could be used to make our lives and communities 

better in a practical sense."48 

                                                                       -David Sloan Wilson, 2011, From Ivory Tower to City Streets 

 

There seem to be many potential benefits that can be gained from the application of evolutionary 

psychology to the discipline of architecture. This paper has only given a few examples, yet there are 

many more areas of knowledge in the discipline of evolutionary psychology that could be applied to 

the design of buildings, streets and public spaces. Studying the instinctual innate territoriality of 

human beings may be beneficial to the design of housing or community buildings. Knowledge of 

evolved landscape preferences might be applied to the design of landscapes, parks and public 

gardens, while information about evolved visual preferences might be applicable to the design of 

building interiors. 

To conclude, it appears that it may in fact be possible to apply theories and knowledge from the 

fields of evolutionary psychology and evolutionary psychiatry to architectural design in a practical, 

non-abstract way, and it seems that there are many more benefits to be discovered from the 

application of evolutionary psychology to the discipline of architecture.  

 

In the words of Robert D. Brown: “The biological evolution of humans is written clearly in the 

fossils and in our genetic code, and we can use this understanding to design environments that meet 

the habitat needs of humans.”49  

 

 

                                                            
48          D S Wilson, “From ivory tower to city streets”, New Scientist, Vol. 211 Issue 2827, 2011, p.28 
49         R D Brown, Design With Microclimate, Washington, Island Press, 2010, p.131  
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Home_Place: Autonomy, Advocacy and Choice in the creation of ‘Home’ for 

Adults with Intellectual Disabilities

Introduction

For many vulnerable people (including those with special needs, physical or intellectual disabilities) 

there is a lack of autonomy and choice in choosing a place to call home. In the past the model of 

residential institutions isolated these individuals from their homes and families. Current national 

policy is informed by the ‘Time to Move on from Congregated Settings: A Strategy for Community 

Inclusion’ 2011 report but there remains a conflict between this policy and other factors 

influencing housing provision for these members of the community. The challenge of balancing 

complex healthcare needs with the creation of a secure personal home environment also has to be 

considered. Finally although stated policy on housing provision is now ‘person-centred’ there is a 

real disparity between the expressed needs of individuals requiring housing and their level of 

engagement in the design and provision of these homes. This problem is the one being addressed 

by the Nimble Spaces project in Callan. It is a project developed with Camphill Community Callan1 

which aims to be a long-term ambitious, and challenging process of collaboration between artists, 

architects and adults with an intellectual disability to articulate the individual’s current housing 

situation, identify needs, and collaboratively and imaginatively create a ‘nimble’ solution to these 

needs.  

This paper will outline the context of housing provision for adults with intellectual disability in 

Ireland today and identify the consequences of conflicting policy and legislation in this area. It will 

describe the process by which a home is created and how current legislation both aids and hinders 

this.  The importance of advocacy as a route to autonomy and security will be discussed. Finally as 

an exemplary process in engagement and collaboration, the Nimble Spaces project will also be 

briefly described.

Irish Policy Context of Housing for Adults with Intellectual Disabilities

The key policy paper of recent years relating to the provision of residential services for adults with 

intellectual disability in Ireland is the Time to Move on from Congregated Settings Report (2011)2.  

1

1 The Camphill Community in Callan is one of 18 communities in Ireland which is based on the Camphill principles of providing 
care, support and dignity to adults with intellectual disabilities through shared living and working.    Camphill is an international 
organisation which began its life in Aberdeenshire, Scotland in the 1930s inspired by the social and educational principles of Rudolf 
Steiner. 

2 Time to Move on from Congregated Settings: A Report of the Working Group on Congregated Settings, Health Service Executive, 
2011



The report identifies that over 4000 adults with learning disabilities are still resident in 

congregated settings, contravening Article 19 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons of 

Disabilities which states that people with disabilities should be supported to live in the community 

rather than in institutional settings. The emphasis of the report is for a 7 year phased closure of all 

congregated settings with individuals actively supported to live full, inclusive lives at the heart of 

the community. This responds to now accepted models of best practice in the provision of 

residential services for individuals with intellectual disabilities. The move away from larger 

institutional congregated settings has been described as probably “the most significant policy 

development in intellectual disability in the post-war period" 3. 

 Community living is defined as comprising the same range of accommodation 

available to the general population, in the same locations where the general population 

reside, offering people with disabilities choice over where and with whom they live and 

providing the necessary supports for community participation. 4

The definition established by the 2011 report for congregated settings was living arrangements 

where ten or more people share a single living unit or where living arrangements are campus 

based. Interestingly the report specifically excluded ‘intentional communities’ such as the Camphill 

Communities from its considerations5. 

Research studies examined by the Working Group on Congregated Settings showed conclusively 

that community‐based services are superior to institutions as places for people with disabilities to 

spend their lives. The research also underlined that this move is not simply a case of replacing one 

set of buildings with another, the establishment of community based support services is 

paramount.  The key findings of the report included the following: 

• Community living offers the prospect of an improved lifestyle and quality of life over 

institutional care for people with intellectual disabilities 

• This applies to old and new institutions, whatever they are called 

2

3 Mansell J., & Ericsson, K., (Eds) (1996). Deinstitutionalisation and Community Living: Intellectual Disability Services in Britain, 
Scandinavia and the USA. London: Chapman & Hall. 

4 IASSID, International Association for the Scientific Study of Intellectual Disability statement in Models of Residential Provision for 
People with Disabilities: A Contemporary Developments in Disability Services Paper, National Disability Authority: 2010, p 5

5 Intentional communities such as Camphill are referred to as ‘village communities’ in the NDA 2010 report in which they are 
placed in the category of ‘clustered housing models’. The report identifies that they are better than other clustered housing models 
and provide some benefits but are niche providers in the system. (p5)



• Community living is no more expensive than institutional care once the comparison is made on 

the basis of comparable needs and comparable quality of care 

• Successful community living requires close attention to the way services are set up and run, 

especially the quality of staff support. 6

History of Institutional Residential provision in Ireland

Up until the 19th century, residential provision for adults with physical and intellectual disabilities 

was limited to the workhouses, poorhouses and asylums. These institutions usually served one or 

two counties and there was very little interaction with the world outside the institution. In the 

1850s the Stewart Institution was opened in Palmerstown by Dr Henry Hutchinson Stewart, 

Dublin as the first dedicated institution for people with intellectual disabilities with teaching and 

instruction7. It was a further fifty years before another special residential institution would be 

opened by the Daughters of Charity in the late 1920s, followed by other religious orders 

establishing specialist centres around the country. During the middle of the 20th century families of 

individuals with intellectual disabilities began to advocate more on their behalf and more localised 

services and facilities started to appear in communities around Ireland. 

 “The Commission on Mental Handicap (1965) recognised that care in the community was 

generally superior to and more therapeutic than institutional care. The 1970 Health Act and the 

development of community care services in the country’s health boards underpinned the emerging 

community based approach to service provision.”8

Reports in the 1980s and 1990s such as Towards a Full Life (1984) and Towards an Independent 

Future (1996) continued the move in government policy away from institutional and congregated 

settings towards more community based residential provision. Latter reports have identified the 

importance of autonomy and personal choice for the individuals themselves in finding a place to 

call home and most recently this has been incorporated in the National Strategy for Housing for 

Adults with a Learning Disability.9  Alongside this the important role of advocacy in the provision 

of housing for people with disabilities is beginning to be recognised.  Research carried out in 2007 
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6 Time to Move on from Congregated Settings: A Report of the Working Group on Congregated Settings, Health Service Executive, 
2011

7 Stewarts Care continues to provide residential and training support to adults with intellectual disabilities to this day, however 
since the 1970s has operated a ‘community based approach’ to service provision. 

8 Time to Move on from Congregated Settings: A Report of the Working Group on Congregated Settings, Health Service Executive, 
2011: p45

9  National Strategy for Housing for Adults with a Learning Disability 2011 - 2016



reported a broad consensus that there was a lack of comprehensive and easily accessible 

information in relation to housing for people with disabilities.10   Information is not only a 

commodity to which some people have more access than others, it is a process of exchange which 

enables people to interact more fully with the system in question (be it healthcare, social services 

or residential provision). A properly developed system of advocacy is fundamental in ensuring that 

the right to autonomy and choice is respected for all citizens. 

Conflicting legislation

The current Irish policy direction which aims to move away from an institutional model of 

residential provision to community based settings is laudable and in line with international best 

practice.  Individuals should be provided with the choice to determine, where appropriate for their 

emotional and intellectual needs, whether they wish to live alone, with families or with other adults 

with intellectual disabilities in a supported environment. The latter is the most common model of 

residential provision and is usually located in a typical 4 or 5 bedroom dwelling with residents 

being supported by one or two care workers.  These dwellings should be dispersed or integrated 

within established residential communities and many already are. However there are a number of 

conflicts at play in the creation of a sense of home in these environments. These can range from 

catering for the specific healthcare and physical needs of residents and the associated implications 

for the design of the home environment to the technical requirements for compliance with 

statutory legislation.  Although one suite of policy documents11 explicitly refers to the creation of 

‘homes’ and the movement away from institutional and congregated settings, other legislation such 

as the Building Regulations legally define these buildings as ‘institutions’ consequently undermining 

the intention of the former.  One of the most common models of housing provision in Ireland for 

adults with intellectual disabilities is through the voluntary social housing associations which 

provide residential accommodation in existing houses through the Rental Accommodation Scheme 

(RAS) or develop houses through the Capital Allowance Scheme (CAS).  Where accommodation is 

provided for adults with intellectual disabilities and certain criteria are met12 the building must also 

be registered as a ‘designated centre’ under HIQA inspection rules.
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10 Browne, M. (2007)The Right Living Space: Housing and Accommodation Needs of People with Disabilities Citizens Information Board/
Disability Federation of Ireland, P38

11 National Strategy for Housing for Adults with a Learning Disability 2011 - 2016. 
Time to Move on from Congregated Settings: A Report of the Working Group on Congregated Settings, Health Service Executive, 
2011
Models of Residential Provision for Adults with Disabilities, National Disability Authority 2010

12 What constitutes a designated centre? Guidance for service providers, HIQA 2013



Recent high profile cases13  have demonstrated that there is undeniably a requirement for 

assurance that high standards of physical environment and quality care are in place and that 

independent inspections are carried out to ensure this. However the re-designating these dwellings 

as ‘mini-institutions’ also has consequences on the ability for the residents to create that sense of 

home or homeliness. Furthermore in very practical ways this designation also has an implication 

for the architectural design of the dwelling due to the requirement to comply with the relevant 

Building Regulations for the institutional use classification.14  All organisations providing homes for 

adults with learning disabilities have struggled to balance the contradictory requirements from 

these two policy directions. However for organisations like the Camphill Communities which have 

at the core of their ethos communal living and the equal sharing of living and working spaces, the 

consequences have been more acute. 

Creating a Home_Place 

Image Source (theguardian.com)
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14 This is most apparent in relation to Part B and fire regulations where the requirement for fire doors to all sleeping 
accommodation can be problematic for some individuals. However it also manifests itself in relation to Part L and building fabric 
compliance. As many of these buildings are publicly funded and funding is determined by the market cost for achieving compliance, 
the fact that these buildings only have to achieve compliance with Part L commercial standards (due to their use classification) 
means that in a community a dwelling for individuals with intellectual disabilities could be legally built to a lesser building fabric 
standard than neighbouring dwellings. 
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“Investigating the home from an architectural perspective, it is clear that it is no longer 

possible to speak of an architect’s understanding of the home without reference to 

interdisciplinary approaches and discourses outside architecture. By the same token, 

the concept of the home, produced at the intersections of language, space, and social 

dynamics, is not fixed but changing over time.” 15

In her studies into domestic space and architectural design, Lynne Walker investigates the binary 

relationships between architecture and domesticity, between house and home. Home is a fluid and 

dynamic construct relying on a person’s relationship to their physical environment and the 

meanings assigned to this as well as their sense of autonomy and security within the physical space. 

Current standards of care provision for adults with intellectual disabilities are driven by the 

principle of ‘person centred provision’ meaning the meeting of their individual needs and desires 

should be underpin all decisions relating to housing and other service provision.  Policy guidelines 

reference the need to allow choice in the selection of appropriate accommodation and the 

assertion of an individual’s right to a ‘home-like’ environment. The choice of phrasing is key, 

demonstrating an onus on designers to create a facsimile of ‘home’ rather than consider the 

capacity of all individuals to engage in that relational, over time process through which a house 

becomes a home.  

In her studies of residential environments for people of different capacities,  Ann Heylighen 

identifies that a feeling of homeliness is ‘based on a dynamic balance between autonomy and 

security [...] an ongoing process of appropriation.’ 16 To appropriate is to adjust one’s environment 

and to make it more suitable for oneself, to fit it to one’s physical and mental capacities, and 

identity.  Through these activities a place to dwell is created, where the security that is a 

prerequisite for a secure self identity is found and a sense of autonomy is created.  This is a process 

of meaning making by which a house is made into a home. 17

In the context of disability rights, autonomy is understood as the capacity for self-determination; 

the ability or the condition of living in accordance with reasons, motives and goals that are one’s 

own rather than imposed by external forces. Concepts of personal autonomy and self-
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15 Walker, L (2002) Home Making: An Architectural Perspective, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society Vol 27 no 3

16 Heylighen, Ann, Van Steenwinkel Iris, Baumers Stijn, (2012) Home in Later Life: A framework for the Architecture of Home 
Environments, Home Cultures Vol 9 Issue 2 

17 ibid



determination have become central within disability advocacy due to the long history of restriction 

of agency people with disability have experienced through models of understanding disability based 

on principles of lack or deficit.18 

What constitutes home? It is more than the physical place we live. It is a combination of the 

imagination and the real, the intangible and the material, of stories, memories and aspirations. It is 

about learning to live together but also about the ability to be happily alone. In the Poetics of 

Space, Bachelard describes the home as both material and apprehended establishing it as an 

“imaginary or mnemonic realm in which architectural structures are synecdoches for the 

emotional states defining selfhood”19 A feeling of homeliness can be created through the relations 

that people have to their physical environment and it is through these relations that people assign 

meanings to themselves, to the material objects and other people around them.  Graumann  

asserts that the experience of dwelling - of feeling at home - is the experience of meanings and 

these meanings are informed by one’s own physical being:

“ Whether a person perceives or acts, his or her world is encountered only within the 

modalities, potentialities and limits of the body, different for a child, for the aged, for a 

highly trained or for a disabled person, for a woman or a man, the slim or the stout, 

etc. The fact that we experience the world from the points of view i.e in perspectives 

we owe to our bodily identity” 20

Activities leave the strongest emotional marks in a person’s memory and stimulate the process of 

meaning making through which a house acquires a sense of homeliness.  Active encounters  -  

walking, eating, dancing, talking - continuously reinforce a person’s understanding of and 

relationship with their physical environment. 

“The approaching of the house, not the facade: the act of entering, not the door; the 

act of looking out of the window, not the window itself: or the act of gathering around 

rather than the hearth or the table as such seem to trigger our strongest emotions”21
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19 Krasner, J 2010 .Home Bodies, Tactile Experience in Domestic Space, Ohio State University Press.

20 Graumann, C 1989. Towards a Phenomenology of Being at Home. Architecture and Behaviour 5(2): 119

21 Pallasmaa, J. 2005. The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses. Chichester: Wiley - Academy. 



For individuals with intellectual disabilities the dialectical relationship of autonomy and security is 

paramount in ensuring the person’s well being and ability to develop a sense of home.  Autonomy, 

as mentioned previously, is the capacity for self determination - the ability to make decisions and 

be challenged by new environments. On the other hand security - in the sense of physical safety 

and peace of mind - gives a person the ability to assign meaning to and cope with new and 

sometimes challenging situations. 

Madanipour describes home as ‘a person’s territory that shields and differentiates him or her from 

others’22. This could be understood in relation to the idea of ‘privacy’ - an ambiguous concept 

offering on the one hand security since it allows a person to be shielded, protected from the 

‘outside world’ surrounded by things and people to whom he or she feels connected. And yet on 

the other hand, privacy makes it possible to feel autonomous, free to act the way one wants, to be 

oneself (as different as one likes).  For adults with intellectual disabilities who are often living in 

accommodation shared with non family members achieving privacy is a delicate negotiation 

between personal choice and respect for others.  Searching for a balance between social contact 

and privacy can be understood as trying to establish a personal balance between autonomy and 

security. 

Nimble Spaces

The Nimble Spaces project was instigated in 2013 by Camphill Callan with Rosie Lynch and Hollie 

Kearns of the practice Commonage. The project started at a small scale as response in some way 

to the experience of the Camphill Community in attempting to negotiate their way through the 

changing context of residential provision for adults with intellectual disabilities whilst maintaining 

their fundamental principle of shared living and working.  The project aimed to use creative and 

collaborative tactics to explore the concept of home and homeliness in the life worlds of Camphill 

Callan residents - both those with intellectual disabilities and those without. A secondary aim of 

the project was to understand the process of creation of home, both in the act of making or 

constructing a physical place and the process of meaning making - of ‘appropriation’ - which turns a 

house into a home.  
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Francis Casey and Paul Bokslag describing Francis’ work with Studio Weave at the Nimble Spaces seminar in June 2014 

(Image source: Nimble Spaces)

Over the course of 2013 and 2014 a number of workshops were held in Callan exploring different 

tactics and approaches. These included dance workshops led by choreographer Rionach Ni Neill in 

which participants were invited to actively engage with their physical surroundings  and through 

doing so deepen their relationship to and understanding of the environment around them.  Artists 

Paul Bokslag and Rhona Byrne led creative workshops exploring the making of domestic space 

through objects and craft.  London based architects Studio Weave engaged in a dialogue through 

drawing with Camphill resident Francis Casey, developing the design brief for the improvement of 

his own dwelling space. Francis initiated the process by making drawn proposals of how his current 

space could be improved. These drawings were then added to and modified by Studio Weave’s Je 

Ahn and Maria Smith in a back-and-forth process of translation and iteration with each stage 

deepening each parties understanding of their relationship to the space in question.  Of particular 

interest in the context of understanding ‘home’ as an interplay between autonomy and security 

was the Nimble Spaces board game devised by LiD Architecture’s Deirdre McMenamin and Dougal 

Sheridan which allows game players to assert the varying degrees of privacy that they desire in 

their shared living environments.  An ambition of the Nimble Spaces project is to instigate a 
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broader culture of creative query and investigation which would run in parallel to the policy 

discussions on housing provision and care. 

Summary

Whilst government housing policy has moved away from the concept of institutional care settings 

for adults with learning disabilities towards a position of personal choice and autonomy, other 

policy constraints have created a condition of conflict in the actualisation of this choice. In 

endeavouring to create environments which are genuinely ‘homely’ rather than merely ‘home-like’ 

projects like Nimble Spaces allow us to develop a deeper understanding of how we all make sense 

and meaning of the places in which we dwell. 

Emma Geoghegan MRIAI MSc Urban Design MArch

Dublin School of Architecture, DIT 

MEME Architecture 
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People-Friendy Cities:

Exploring the Structure and Network of Relationships and Challenges in Lucca, Italy. 

“What is the point of cities built without the people’s wisdom” (Brecht)

In urban planning, consultation is sometimes seen as a necessary requirement or box to be ticked, but 
new initiatives in Dublin, Europe and the United States suggest that it can advance the process and help 
identify creative solutions and new perspectives. New consultation techniques and discourses are made 
possible by an unprecedented confluence of technology, increasing public sophistication, dissatisfaction 
with current processes and intense global challenges in the environmental and economic spheres.  This 
approach has created the need for a new definition of public participation that is based on values of active 
engagement, transparency and affective dialogue. New strands of engaging the wider public in the decision 
making process have been developed in the form of Living Labs (De Waal & Melis 2014). Gelh and Gemzoe 
(2004) applied an interactive method of public conversations model, where incremental implementation 
of urban interventions are affected at a small-scale, based on primary people surveys, interviews with 
the public and focusing on the users of the intervention spaces. After a period of time, further interviews 
are conducted to identify whether the initial intervention was successful, and based on that information, 
further interventions are performed.

The designer takes the role of the facilitator in an effort to empower the citizen. At the same time, in the 
data-rich society of today, the role of the citizen is changing rapidly. Charles Leadbeater and Paul Miller 
(2004) introduced the concept of the Pro-Am: better-educated and informed citizens that are in the 
position of demanding more information from governments, and thus, creating pressure for more open 
consultative mechanisms. This approach seems to create more effective opportunities for participation 
and dialogue than conventional passive consultation activities. The combination of facilitation and sense 
of responsibility impeded on participating citizens that are empowered to engage actively with urban 
planning decisions may lead to the formation of a new methodology and public participation tool: the City 
Sounding Board, a new multi-agents institutional body that facilitates public participation. At the same 
time, advances in information technology are enhancing governments’ abilities to meet citizens’ demands, 
as well as the abilities of civil society groups to organise to pursue and promote their goals.

In order to understand the mechanisms of public participation, a research fieldwork study was undertaken 
in the context of COST Action: People-friendly Cities in a Data Rich World. Five researchers from across 
Europe were appointed a Short-Term Scientific Mission (STSM) to investigate the citizen-focused approach 
in the case study city of Lucca, Italy. 

This paper is structured in two Parts: 
•The first analyses the spatial qualities, fragmentation and social challenges of the city of Lucca. 
•The second part explores the process of public participation in the PIUSS project as a case example of 
mapping the degree of citizen engagement in the city. It takes into account the different perspectives and 
interests of the main city stakeholders; including the public authorities, the business sector, the commercial 
sector and the citizens of Lucca. This paper gives an overview of current developments involving citizens in 
the decision making of the city’s territorial planning by means of a new Participation Lab.

Based on COST Action TU 1204: “People Friendly Cities in a Data-Rich World”

Lucca City Sounding Board
Towards engaging a long-term public participation in the urban planning of Lucca STSM fieldwork, September 08-

20, 2014 - Final Report. November 2014

STSM Co-Authors: Aisling Joyce, Laura Pirrone, Teresa Tourvas, Giulia Vallone and Carolina Vasilikou
Project Co-ordinators: Mark Dyer, Dick Gleeson

Report Reference 1204/WG5/STSM_002
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People Friendly Cities 
Lucca, Italy.

Part 1: Exploring the spatial qualities, fragmentation and social challenges of the city of Lucca.

During two weeks in September, 2014, four architects with different specialisations and an industrial 
designer ‘got lost in Lucca’, with the goal to understand and investigate how public participation involves 
the process of a ‘dialogue’ between the city and its citizens. Despite the limited time, the five STSM’s 
presence in the city generated active dialogue between the citizens’ associations and the local authorities.
 The methods used to explore ways of initiating this dialogue in Lucca were based on:
• On-site observations,    • Photographic documentation,
• Sound recordings,    • Mapping analysis,
• Recorded interviews and meeting    • Unstructured interviews with the public,
    with key city stakeholders,   • Qualitative assessment of data. 

A Divided City:

The City of Lucca, Tuscany, Central Italy is one of the most well-known walled cities in Europe with a 
population of nearly 90,000. La Mura, a massive piece of stone infrastructure, has become a strong identity 
for Lucca, essentially generating a city so wrapped in its history it is physically bound by it.

The wall today divides two distinct town typologies; Inner Lucca and Outer Lucca.
Inner Lucca possesses historical qualities that have designated the town as a popular tourist destination 
and a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Outer Lucca, the “Living Suburbs”, is the product of the amalgamation 
of small rural clusters over time to produce a large uncontrolled mass of low-density urban development 
located along a network of arteries radiating out from Inner Lucca’s portes (gateways.) Outer Lucca can be 
further subdivided into 9 districts; arranged as wedges along main radial routes. 

The percentage ratio of inhabitants that live in the respective areas is significant with only the 10% of 
citizens inhabiting Inner Lucca, as opposed to approximately 40% in 1950. Lucca’s citizens, Lucchesi, 
have been migrating to Outer Lucca, but retaining their old residences for the purposes of B&B and 
tourist rental. For this reason Inner Lucca experiences temporal and relatively short-term transitional 
inhabitation. The loss of native Lucchesi from Inner Lucca is proving detrimental to Lucca’s cultural and 
social identity.  The decline in permanent residents in Inner Lucca is due mainly to the prospect of newer, 
larger, brighter and more accessible accommodation offered in the area outside the walls, in particular 
for those with young families using stollers, shopping bags and front-of-house parking. Until 2001, Inner 
Lucca was protected by town policy that authorised only conservation renovation works and consequently 
complicated any interventions to the buildings. The combinations of these factors have inhibited any 
modern renovation works that may enhance the buildings’ accessibility and sustainability.
 
The transient inhabitation of Inner Lucca is particularly evident in its economic sector. Retail and tourism 
activities are the driving force of the Inner city’s economic engine. These services are enhanced by the 
pedestrian-friendly character of the historic core with Via Filungo, Via Paolino and Via di Roma forming 
the main N-S and W-E axes of commercial high-end retail activities. However, the success of this economic 
model is based on the extrapolation of any kind of necessary everyday commerce outside the city walls. 
The Outer Lucchesi do not choose travel to Inner Lucca to find services and retail. Instead there are two 
poles of commerce outside the walls, at the North and West part of the city that serve the inhabitants’ 
needs. Connection between the two commercial worlds is minimal as the physical barrier of the wall and 
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management of ring road allow for low permeability between the two Luccas. 
Apart from that, the historic core seems to demand more of its periphery than just accommodating 
challenging retail (such as large supermarkets). This dynamic has generated a ’smart periphery’ that feeds 
the historic core with goods and tourist amenities. The business network of the Outer Lucca is using 
innovative and sustainable ways to respond to this need, such as the Luccaport service: a cost-effective, 
sustainable network of electric transportation vans that distribute commercial goods to Inner Lucca. During 
the interview fieldwork, it became apparent that citizens involved in the public participation process, 
were not fully aware of the advantages and innovation developed by private stakeholders of the city. The 
synergy between private and public stakeholders seems to become one of the great challenges of public 
participation in Lucca.

The duality of Lucca’s built form and urban space network: A place of urban harmony and fragmentation.

Lucca is a fascinating example of a resilient city, in terms of urban form, which has undergone successive 
transformations and gradual and systematic urban growth. This is the case for the city centre, where the 
urban network is characterized by a continuity of spaces, high interconnectivity of public squares and 
narrow winding streets. Many aspects of the former medieval residential organisation remain today. 

Piazzale (squares) form a dense network of public hard-paved surfaces that punctuate the streetscape of 
the historic Inner city. As an indication of the extension of urban transformation, Piazza Napoleone was 
not always a piazza, but was formed as such in the context of the Visualisierung; the late 17th century 
notion of demolishing old buildings (here including an old church) to create a monumental public space 
that celebrates and promotes the image of the Palazzo or the Church.  Public spaces became a connected 
network of influence and power. The numerous churches inside the walls provide a monumental 
framework that characterises the city as an entity. Inner Lucca is an open-air museum offered to visitors 
and tourists, with a striking homogeneity of spatial qualities, materials and character. Often compared to 
Florence or Pisa, it is its entirety that gives Lucca its unique character.

Outside the walls the permanent residences of the Lucchesi have been transformed in a contemporary 
garden city, characterised by low-density built forms with wide tree-lined streets. Outer Lucca has a few 
larger urban squares, such as those close to the railway station and outside the city wall gates. However, 
due to the presence of the high-traffic ring-road, the latter remain largely unused.

Movement
Outside the walls, the pedestrian is underrated by vehicular movement. Streets are wider and pavements 
reduced to 900mm (where existent).  Cycling is popular in Inner Lucca and remains part of the Lucchesian 
tradition and lifestyle. It may be suggested that it is the form of transport that unites the two cities (inner 
and outer). While in the city centre, pedestrians and cyclists mingle, outside the walls, dedicated cycle 
lanes are separated from vehicular traffic. 

Lucca is called the City of 100 Churches and there is clear interconnectivity between hot spots of religious 
power. The influence of religious places by the prominence of public space used to promote the power 
of the church. Indeed, the network of compact squares and street axes follow a planned order of power 
prominence. We could go as far as to say that piazzas are not there for the people, but for the celebration 
of buildings. However, modern values have changed this dynamic and the network of churches may be 
used to illustrate the network of attraction interest for the user (both inhabitants and visitors) of the city.
 



PIUSS Masterplan outline proposal 
Part 2: Urban Policies and Framework. The PIUSS Project:

PIUSS is the Italian acronym for “Integrated Plans for Sustainable Urban Development”, funded under the 
Regional Operational Program and co-financed by European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) from 
2007-2013. Following Lucca’s successful application in 2007, the municipality was granted €24 million in 
EU Structural Funds, plus an additional €16 million euro to be provided from the Region.  PIUSS in Lucca 
consisted of a number of interventions, both public and private, aimed towards economic development via 
recovery interventions, upgrading, re-conversation and the valorisation of urban heritage in the south-west 
corner of Inner Lucca. 

The PIUSS project proposal included the following range of cultural and civic infrastructure:  
•New Public Spaces: The re-shaping of the manner in which tourists arrive in Lucca and the integration of  
 this arrival space with a new system of urban squares, both external and covered, located in the  
 disused industrial ‘tobacco district’.
•New Public Facilities:
 [a] Adaption of structures for productive and artistic activities of the ‘Teatro del Giglio’,
 [b] The creation of a centre of social services comprising multi-functional hall, 
 [c] A Comic Strip Museum to include a drawing workshop and an exhibition hall.
•Public- Private Synergy and Leverage; 
 [a]Centre of excellence for arts, entertainment and vocational choreography training,
 [b] Centre for Technology Transfer working with institutions of Higher Education.
 [c]Business incubators related to cultural heritage management.

The PIUSS project was described by an Italian architect:  “Culture, character and historical context are at 
the forefront of the PIUSS project – that the architects and city planners involved in the PIUSS project are 
key catalysts in harmonizing these three components, while aiming to modernize areas of the inner city that 
have fallen into disuse is a testament to their commitment to the city and the citizens of Lucca.”

In February 2009, Lucca Municipality publically announced their plans for the PIUSS project outlining plans 
for a two phase development: including a new bus terminal, car park, public toilets, renovation of the old 
tobacco factory into apartments and re-imagining Inner Luccas’ main square, Piazzale Verdi. This proposal 
differed from the original submission that was approved and granted funding while also disregarding 
the lack of public participation in the process. PIUSS was received by Italia Nostra (independent group of 
citizens) as a project strategy to further develop and invest in tourism rather than consider the need of the 
citizens and their collaborative participation in the project. The lack of any call for public participation and 
dismissal of the citizens’ dissatisfaction sparked public protests at Inner Lucca’s main square, Piazzale Verdi.

In 2010, although late in the project stage, the Lucca Municipality announced an opportunity for public 
engagement. On this occasion Italia Nostra outlined their ideas and suggestions for an alternative brief 
based on the needs of citizens over tourists. Some of these included:
    •  The reimagining or the disused tobacco district as a permanent exhibition space for comics and   
 resident artists and animators.
    •  A school for citizens to learn the local craft of the heritage of Lucca and how to re-establish   
 indigenous ways of construction, building elements, carpentry, stone mason, etc. 
    • The renovation of the town’s old market as a new social focus of Inner Lucca. 
However, despite this, their proposals were dismissed and work on the renewal of the Piazzale Verdi Park, 
new tourist centre, public toilets and bus drop-off commenced soon after. 



This development strengthened public opposition and generated a strong legal case against the Lucca 
municipality. In 2014, after almost 5 years of public opposition the works on site were stopped due to illegal 
procedure against Heritage National Law (1926). Italia Nostra acted as a facilitator and resource for citizens 
that collectively managed to stop the whole Piazzale Verdi project. Lucca’s citizens rejected the PIUSS 
project and it was seen as a lost opportunity to incorporate the full dynamic of the city.

PIUSS project outcomes:

Beyond a critical assessment of the PIUSS project, on a planning level, and its overall objectives, it is 
apparent that the citizen engagement processes were essentially not a central part of the process. Public 
participation and transparency were absent from the onset of the project inception and development. 
Public engagement was applied too late during the process, consequently generating opposition from the 
wider public. The late point at which the citizens became engaged in the process did not facilitate active 
participation and was limited to one way information/briefing rather than two way communication. Citizens 
had little trust in the authorities and eventually started to boycott the projects; while correspondingly, the 
authorities saw the wider public as “conservative” and “the real problem”. The interviews also indicated 
a lack of trust towards the municipality, with past scandals of corruption highlighting the need for more 
transparency. Because of this social fragmentation the two lines that describe the PIUSS process on the one 
hand and the citizens’ participation on the other hand, ran parallel but never intersected.

Recently, Lucca’s municipal authorities implemented a public participation framework, a Participation 
Lab. It has been set up with the aim of developing communication and collaboration between the various 
stakeholders and the city officials and to create awareness with regards to their role and responsibilities. 
Although the process is at an early stage and needs time to develop for more active participation, it aims 
to give a voice to Lucca’s citizens and gradually to deliver a community and a network between the citizens, 
the Institutions and the various committees.

Within the context of the STSM (Short-term scientific missions), the series of interviews carried out 
during our stay in Lucca, formed a primer for understanding the problems and aspirations of its citizens, 
businesses and municipal authorities. Interviews also helped to identify possible failures or weaknesses of 
the PIUSS project with regards to public participation but also an opportunity to examine how the newly 
established Participation Labs propose methods to bridge these gaps. The city of Lucca has great social and 
cultural potential that can be developed through a clever, transparent and enterprising urban model that 
would aim to connect the fragments of the city. The issue is not to redesign Lucca but to re-open the city 
to enable citizens and businesses to use the public space and essentially to create a community that will 
actively participate in the planning process to develop the life of the city.

Conclusion:

The fieldwork carried out in the case study city of Lucca has allowed us to identify unsuccessful past 
practices of public participation and to understand the reason behind the fragmentation between the local 
authorities, business stakeholders and of self-organised citizens associations in a city of less than 90,000 
inhabitants. The main objective of the study is to identify unrealised links in the closed loop of citizen 
engagement in the urban planning process and propose new design processes and digital tools for the 
facilitation of trans-disciplinary organisation and participation in civic self-organisation practices.

The City Sounding Board, or in Lucca’s instance, Participation Lab manifests itself as an organised body of 
facilitation in bringing together the main city stakeholders through the use of appropriate tools for data 

collection. Public participation is based largely on self-organisation and the emerging role of the Pro-
Am to inform the decision-making at the city level. Its main function is the setting of a clear procedure 
where values of public participation are clearly defined around transparency, independency and active 
engagement, but also responsibility and self-organisation of the city stakeholders.

The primary fieldwork in Lucca consisted of interviews and data collection that initiated an opportunity 
for dialogue, in which the various stakeholders shared information pinpointing specific needs and views, 
according to their function in the city infrastructures. Like a mosaic, piece by piece, the interviews helped 
put together an understanding of the city, the challenges and potential for building a framework of 
collaborative decision-making, based on capacity building. The interview process and STSMs’ collaboration 
started to become a tool and in a way, in itself, the beginnings of the Participation Lab.

Finally, there seems to be a territorial factor in public participation, in which the historic core of Lucca has 
been playing the most prominent role. At its initiation, Lucca’s Participation Lab needs to overcome the 
challenges of the physical wall barrier that fragments both the territory and citizens’ cohesion. It becomes 
thus a closed loop of public collaboration, communication, active engagement and capacity building that 
strengthens the city’s identity, based on design “thinking outside the walls.”



Rural Architecture: People, Practitioners and Planners 

By Roisin McDonald 

 

“Architecture reflects our values and visions, and in turn shapes just about everything we do. It is not 

a frill. It is essential to the quality of life….You can ignore a piece of sculpture or a painting on the 

walls of the Art Institute, but architecture is the inescapable art.” 

Blain Kamin 

 

This paper explores factors which are inhibiting the quality of design of domestic architecture in our 

rural landscapes. In a recent design review meeting, a panel of five multi-disciplinary experts 

convened to assess the design quality of twelve houses constructed in the landscape of Ireland and 

Scotland. The discussion - formulated to investigate the contribution of Rural Design Guides, unveiled 

issues which extend beyond the remit of any guide - instead they are ingrained in the psyche of rural 

people, their cultural values and traditions. Interviews with rural people, practitioners and planners 

further reinforce a need to look beyond the covers of a guide to identify, acknowledge and actively 

address factors at the root of the problem.  Architecture should be the “inescapable art”. It should not 

be a luxury but imbedded in the everyday of all people. It should enhance rather than erode and 

reconnect people with place. If we are to secure a future for architecture in the context of rural Ireland 

and beyond, one must question the role of the both the architect and the profession - their social 

responsibility as well as their capacity to act as a catalyst for change.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Introduction 

 

This romanticised image depicted by photographer John Hinde in the 1960’s epitomizes Ireland: a 

picture postcard which evokes ideas unspoilt landscapes. The beautiful scene which appears 

incidental is also reminiscent of De Valera’s Vision for Ireland -  a land whose countryside would be 

bright with cosy homesteads.   

 

 

 

Image 1: A John Hindes postcard 

 

The reality of today’s Irish landscape arguably falls short of this romantic imagery. It has received 

much criticism in relation to the extent and quality of single dwelling houses throughout the Irish 

landscape. Criticism of design quality in this context is not something new, but instead amplified by 

the effects of Bungalow Bliss in the 1970’s and 80’s, the more recent Celtic Tiger and post-tiger eras. 

The impact of Jack Fitzsimmons book ‘Bungalow Bliss’ is inescapable with bungalows lined along 

small country roads throughout Ireland. The book which provided a series of plans for people seeking 

to build their own house was heavily criticized by Irish Times journalist Frank McDonald who coined 

the term ‘Bungalow Blitz’, a pun on the title. Architecture critic Shane O’Toole also expressed his 

concern, referring to the proliferation of bungalows as a “chaotic scrawl of ribbon development which 

we Irish have scribbled all over much of our dishevelled landscape.” (O’Toole, 2003) The remnants of 

the Celtic Tiger are also palpable. The sheer size and scale of some dwellings are magnified further 



when considered within their site context. Over the past decade thousands of one-off dwellings have 

been granted planning permission in Northern Ireland and Ireland. The pressure the countryside has 

faced is unprecedented and despite the economic downturn, single dwellings have and continue to 

prevail. In order to ensure a future for the Irish landscape and rural architecture, quality of design is 

paramount. This has been recognised by planning authorities throughout Ireland who have responded 

with an array of Rural Design Guides whose remit extends to almost 70% of the island. Their aim - to 

improve design of dwellings in the countryside remains unchanged since their first introduction which 

dates three decades. Despite their continued employment, to date, an analytical evaluation of their 

impact has not yet been carried out. Thus the wider context of this research seeks to investigate their 

contribution to design quality. As part of this investigation, the design quality of dwellings constructed 

in the rural landscape was examined.  

 

Design Review Panel 

This paper summarises the findings of a design review panel formulated to assess the design quality 

of twelve dwellings located within the rural landscapes of Northern, Ireland and Scotland. Difficulties 

envisaged with subjectivity when assessing design quality were addressed through the creation of the 

review panel which consisted of five multi-disciplinary professionals. The method employed reflects is 

architectural practice which adopts a similar mechanism to carry out assessments for architectural 

awards. In relation to this research it is considered an adapted derivative of a focus group. The five 

panel members included an architect, architectural assistant, landscape architect, planner and 

architectural technician, all of whom had extensive relevant experience within this field.   

Northern Ireland forms the main laboratory of research with Ireland and Scotland, who exhibit 

similar dispersed settlement patterns used as comparators. Case Study areas were further 

condensed to relative planning areas with corresponding guides and include Ballymena Area 

Planning, Co. Cork which possesses what is widely recognised as the exemplar Rural Design Guide 

and The Outer Hebrides, selected to provide contrast in the form of a short 8 page guide. Four case 

studies i.e. constructed dwellings were selected within the three regions. Drawings for each were 

collated, site visits carried out and photographs documented. The information was presented to the 

review panel who discussed each of the twelve dwellings against pre-established criteria over the 

course of a day.  

 

The discussion raised various issues which relate to design guides, but also significantly unveiled a 

number of factors inhibiting the quality of design which extend beyond this remit. Issues highlighted 

appear to be embedded in the cultural values, traditions and perceptions of the rural people. 

Interviews conducted with inhabitants and their local planning officers, further reinforced points raised 

by the panel which are as follows.  

 

Building Tradition  

Historically the landscape of Ireland is pre-dominantly an agricultural one. Traditionally occupants of 

farmhouses and associated farmsteads were also often their builders. They used local materials and 



built in a language of construction that was shared by their community. As noted by Gailey the 

traditional building in the Irish countryside was the outcome of an ecological situation in which the 

cultural expectations of its occupants, the potentialities of their surrounding physical environment, and 

economic factors were dominating factors (Sterret et al, 2005: Gailey, 1984).Today rural Ireland  has 

experienced a shift in its local demographic. Rural dwellings are not inhabited exclusively by farmers 

but occupied by what is now recognised as a non-farming rural community, thus cultural expectations, 

potentialities and economic factors have grown. Sites are often acquired or bought from relatives who 

are farmers thus they still possess a deep rooted connected to the land on which they have built. This 

shift is reflected in local planning policy in Northern Ireland specifically, PPS 21 Sustainable 

Development in the Countryside (DOE, 2010). It supersedes the former restrictive policy PPS 14 and 

facilitates development of dwellings for ‘non-farmers’ through conservation and re-use of existing 

dwellings, replacement dwellings, dwellings in clusters and infill’s and for those in compelling personal 

or domestic circumstances. Today in rural Ireland there is also almost an exclusive attachment to 

home ownership (Gkartzios and Scott, 2012: Finnerty et al, 2003). Consequently the rural housing 

supply system has tended to operate on a self-build basis with owner - occupants gaining access to a 

site for a single rural house, often through the market but also more often from a family relation 

(usually a farmer) and develop the property through the investment of ‘sweat equity’, inhabiting it after 

completion (Gkartzios and Scott, 2012).  

 

Self-Build Culture 

This self—build culture has evolved from a building tradition which dates back generations. Although 

many rural dwellers may not physically build their own house, they will often oversee it. It appears to 

be a common culture for rural people with recommendations spread through word of mouth and 

dwellings built by local builders or “family or friends down the road” (Reviewer 5). It is reinforced by 

the tradition that architects historically were not required for rural cottages. Until very recently, it was 

only at the very peak of the social ladder that buildings were consciously designed and where 

architectural style played a significant role (NIHE, 2004). The self-build culture has several 

implications. Architects (if commissioned at all) do not supervise the build.  As described by reviewer 

5 this contributes to a wider issue which exists, “Getting the project over the line and that means to 

get building control and that’s it – thanks very much, we’ll take it from here.” Projects are 

consequently guided by the builders or tradesmen on-site through discussion with an often 

inexperienced the client. The vision and detail drawn by the architect can be completely eradicated 

due to on-site amendments – a point highlighted in the panel discussion, “you get to site and the 

builder makes an executive decision” (reviewer 5).  On-site amendments were evidenced in one 

particular case study which was noted to appear “more pleasing on the drawings” (reviewer 2).   

 



 

Image 2: Plans and elevations of case study 4 

 

Several changes from drawing to site were clearly evident, the sun-room to the gable was removed, 

front door simplified, and fascia detailing removed. The site also suffered from being unfinished with 

little to no vegetation provided as proposed. The review panel also noted that when comparing the 

built form against the drawings the proportions appeared distorted, alluding to an apparent custom of 

“throwing another course of block on” (Reviewer 5) – an often subliminal response to ridge height 

restrictions imposed in planning permissions.  

 

Image 3: photograph of case study 4 



 

On-site amendments are carried out for a variety of reasons. Budget constraints can result in parts of 

the dwelling being removed in its entirety. Bespoke detailing which the builder is unfamiliar can be 

replaced by common detailing with standardised elements. This was reported during the review,  

 

“I’ve had reports from clients that I’ve had to let go beyond building control that the builder wouldn’t 

build a 500 high sill and 2.3 head height because his argument was that you don’t get them type of 

windows come 2.1 high with an 800 sill” (reviewer 5)  

 

Thus, standardisation which ultimately supports a what was described as “low cost economy” 

(reviewer 3), is also a contributing factor. 

 

A Low Cost Economy 

The self-build culture have several implications, it minimises the architect’s role thus reducing the 

amount of professional fees incurred. It also facilitates and possibly promotes standardisation of 

building components which also minimises cost. The result is standardised dwelling types which can 

be built on a “very tight budget” (reviewer 5). 

Image 4: Photograph of case study 3 

 

In reference to case study 3 examined, the panel member highlights, 

 

“I would imagine it was built for a very reasonable budget, a very tight budget. You know these are 

just anecdotal experiences of these types of houses. They are remarkably efficient, they are built by 



local builders who could build this in their sleep, this is just something they know, this is their craft for 

want of a better word…. It's remarkable the cost per square meter these houses can be built for and I 

was amazed when we started to discover that in comparison to something that is slightly more 

bespoke and custom designed.” (Reviewer 5) 

 

The suggestion is that the implication of a bespoke dwelling, one which responds well to the clients 

brief and the site increases costs. This is also relevant when considering professional fees,   

 

“Well you could apply that to the architect’s fees as well, I would suspect. Probably the fee on that 

house was £1500 something like that. You know just literally churn it out and although it may have an 

architect’s name on it, it’s probably what you would call out of the drawer design…. The whole thing 

just, I was going to say reeks of economy…. It doesn't respond to the site, it's just - it's at the very 

utilitarian low cost spectrum of what gets built in the countryside” (Reviewer 3) 

 

Here the panel highlight the implications of minimal professional fees, the result being a standardised 

house type - an ‘out of the drawer’ design which reuses an established house type which has been 

proven to be acceptable to planning authorities. The design process is thus significantly reduced, 

whilst correspondence between agents and planners is minimised. The result is limited time 

expended thus professional fees are reduced once again supporting a low cost economy. The 

implications of minimised professional fees are also aided by the on-going competition between 

practitioners: architects and agents within the rural context.  

 

Architect and Agents 

As previously discussed it is only in more recent times that dwellings were consciously designed 

within the rural context. With a requirement now for planning permission, an agent is often 

commissioned to submit planning applications along with associated drawings. There are no 

stipulations that agents must be an architect or possess any particular qualification, in fact applicants 

may submit their own application if they so wish. Within Northern Ireland agents are typically used, 

however their qualifications are diverse and varied. They range from agents with no formal 

qualifications to planning consultants, architectural technicians, engineers and architects. 

Consequently the level of design input is also varied. Some agents employ the method of providing 

“out of the drawer” designs which has several benefits, primarily cost as previously noted. This 

approach is reflective of bungalow bliss era which excelled in the 80’s which was much to the 

detriment of the landscape as noted by McNamara,  

 

“the abandonment of the traditional cottage in favour of the modern bungalow was a signifier of 

increased wealth, for largely urban based intelligentsia, this has become nothing less than the 

defacement of the country’s natural beauty.” (MacNamara, 2006) 

 



The standard house type has since evolved to respond to planning guidelines as referenced when 

further discussing case study 4, 

 

“If you look at these types of house, these out of the drawer houses - they have evolved, they have 

really evolved with the planning guidelines because one of the guidelines stipulates if your frontage is 

wider than 20m then you must step back in places and the ridge line stepped down. So this is actually 

a direct formulaic response to those guidelines….so I would suggest that rather than an intention but 

a designer here to be sensitive this is merely a formulaic house plan to get through planning.” 

(Reviewer 5) 

 

Here design is omitted, thus the primary aim of the agent is to gain planning permission, “it is a rubber 

stamping exercise here, it's acceptable, it ticks all the boxes - pass” (reviewer 1). Formal architectural 

qualifications are not a requirement, consequently the market is highly competitive. The result is that 

architects also engage in this approach in effort to sustain their businesses. Design inputs range from 

‘out of the drawer’, adaption of existing house types to custom designed dwellings specific to site and 

brief. Extent of design input is often  reflected in fees charged. Given that rural dwellings are situated 

within a ‘low cost economy’, the latter is rarely employed.  The results are dwellings which do not 

respond to their site or wider context. Some argue that a formal architectural qualification should be a 

requirement for submitting planning applications to reduce poor design in the countryside. This 

assumes that a formal qualification equates to a higher level of design ability, which may not be the 

case. Good and bad exists in all professions and given architects already engage in ‘out of the 

drawer’ approach, limitations of who can submit planning applications will not necessarily solve the 

problem. Instead attention should be asserted on the benefits that well-design dwellings can provide. 

The prevalence of dwellings with minimal design input suggests that design is simply not valued.  

 

Value of Design 

Following the publication of Northern Ireland Rural Design Guide, Building on Tradition: A Sustainable 

Guide for the Northern Ireland Countryside in April 2012, the RSUA (Royal Society of Ulster 

Architects) engaged in a campaign to promote the use of architects through the following 

advertisement which was posted in local newspapers.   

 



 

Image 5: RSUA: Real Architects Make a Difference campaign 

 

The advertisement highlights a misconception which appears evident in the context of rural 

architecture: that architectural and architecture practices are made up of architects. Given the limited 

role of architects historically within this context, rural people could be forgiven for making such an 

assumption. Without the knowledge that the title ‘architect’ is protected, (which the advertisement 

continues to note) architect, architectural and architecture to some, simply constitute the same 

meaning. The advertisement continues to highlight the value of commissioning an architect, noting 



“An Architect can save you money by reducing construction and running costs and increasing long-

term value of your property” (RSUA, 2012). The reference to cost reduction appeals to the economy 

previously discussed however benefits should be measured by much more a financial gain. The value 

of design is a well-documented subject, benefits range from health and wellbeing to the wider impact 

on the environment and landscape. The issue was highlighted during the review when discussing 

limited light levels inside the dwelling, 

 

“Light levels inside the house - wellbeing inside the house. If we don't get enough - we suffer as a 

nation from S.A.D.” (Reviewer 3) 

 

SAD stands for Seasonal Affective Disorder which is a type of depression with a seasonal pattern. It 

is thought to be caused by low levels of light, thus directly links design with health and well-being. 

There are a diverse range of benefits which can be achieved through high quality design, these 

include minimising the impact of dwellings on the landscape. The rural people however appear 

somewhat oblivious to the true impact of their choice of dwelling.  An appreciation of landscape and 

an understanding of architectural heritage is therefore critical if we an architectural identity is to be 

retained. This is even more pertinent given the extent of external influences we as a society are now 

subjected to.  

 

Aspirations and Representation 

In his book Rural (2007), Stevens notes, 

 

“Rural Ireland seemed in its advertised innocence and backwardness to be dealt with the urban 

modern Ireland child, to be dictated to, sometimes humoured and enjoyed for its simplicity, but not 

truly part of the modern world.” 

 

This view is perhaps still ingrained in the psyche of rural people. Rural Ireland no longer wishes to be 

dictated to. A shift in the local demographic in rural areas has witnessed an increase in number of 

non-farming rural dwellers. Aligned with the progression of industry and technology, the cultural 

expectations of occupants and potential of the physical environment has grown significantly. Rural 

dwellings represent more than they did in the past, they are an expression of prosperity, sometimes 

wealth and a reflection of the aspirations and personality of the people who live there. They reflect a 

desire to bury a squalid ‘old-fashioned’ past” (MacNamara, 2006). Internet access has opened a door 

to a world of ideas and external influences resulting in a desire for dwellings which can offer no 

consideration for their context. Large scale dwellings which dominate the landscape are evident 

throughout rural Ireland. Inhabited more often than not, “by tired people watching t.v. and worrying 

about mortgage repayments” (Stevens, 2007). The people of rural Ireland unbeknown to themselves 

are in danger of eradicating any suggestion of an architectural identity in rural Ireland, North and 

South.  

 



 

 

Conclusion 

The discussion raises numerous parameters which need to be considered if the quality of design of 

single dwellings in the rural landscape is to be significantly improved. Rural Design Guides are a tool 

which attempt to inform and promote quality design however their impact to date is still unknown. 

They could be considered a treatment; however it also necessary to source the cause, to inform a 

strategy which addresses all the issues. An appreciation for the value of design and an understanding 

of the rural landscape and its architectural heritage are essential. As suggested during the review, 

perhaps “it’s about re-educating people” (reviewer 4) (without patronizing). It is critical that we as 

architects along with the profession act as a catalyst for change by working collaboratively with the 

people, practitioners and planners to improve the quality of design and ensure a future for rural 

architecture and the rural landscape. 
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