
154 Brooklyn Says “Move to Detroit.”

The role, form, and locus of public space in 
urban environments has changed. Indoor 
entertainment spaces often replace the urban 
exterior as places of collectivity and chance 
encounter; austerity measures and rapid 
densification alike are factors in the prolifera-
tion of Privately Owned Public Open Spaces 
(POPOS); and in cities across the globe, the 
public itself has changed as a consequence of 
multifaceted migration patterns. At the same 
time, there has been a widespread resur-
gence of interest in the ‘urban commons’, 
understood as collectively appropriating and 
regulating urban resources. This trend has 
altered the relationship of citizens to archi-
tects in the production of urban collective 
space.  The diversity of stakeholders in tradi-
tional public space design has led to complex 
design and planning processes for architects 
that offer only intermittent citizen participa-
tion in the process of constructing a final out-
come. Urban commons projects, in contrast, 
are based on local citizen initiation, direct 
negotiation between stakeholders, long-term 
involvement of citizens, and the evolution of 
public space over time.  In commons projects, 
the involvement of architects takes on the 
form of intermittent participation, using acu-
punctural interventions to catalyze the next 
steps in the commons’ evolution, thus invert-
ing the role of citizens and architects in the 
production of public space. 

This project serves as a case study to examine 
the specific role of architects as participants in 
urban commons projects. It outlines a cross-
disciplinary and interconnected set of tasks 
that enable short-term interventions to act as 
catalysts that set in motion longer-term pro-
cesses for improvement of urban commons 
needs. Specifically, the project documents 
a 3-week summer intensive studio with a 
design-build component. Led by two archi-
tecture professors, it brought together an 
interdisciplinary group of students, an archi-
tecture collective, and an educational non-
profit in Berlin, to shape critical next steps for 
an urban garden - cum - refugee school whose 
grant-based funding was running out. The col-
laborating team rejected final, form-oriented 
outcomes in favor of the design of a pro-
cess and a set of ‘devices’ that enable future 
development of the commons. It focused on 
interconnected proposals for the physical 
site (‘hardware’), their use and programming 
(‘software’), a business plan that leveraged 
these physical interventions towards the eco-
nomic sustenance of the garden/school going 
forward (‘orgware’), and a set of garden prod-
ucts (‘brandware’) whose sale supported the 
maintenance of the commons. The outcomes 
of this short-term intervention constitute 
an integrated set of forces whose social and 
economic impact will support the continued 
survival of the garden and refugee school, 

and will strengthen the visibility and connec-
tion this commons has to the surrounding 
community. 

Beyond the specific circumstances of the case 
study, this project highlights the need for 
considering the four interrelated platforms 
of ‘hardware’, ‘software’, ‘orgware’, and 
‘brandware’ as critical components of cata-
lytic interventions: formal design projects in 
close connection with opportunities for future 
use, an integrated plan that organizes stake-
holder interaction and resources in a process 
towards a shared goal, and a visual identity 
that informs and strengthens the commons’ 
visibility and perception.
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