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The idea of public space has moved from a critique
to an orthodoxy, embraced by most stakeholders
as an important part of urban development.
In the last few decades there is an increase in a
particular landscape of projects, that engages
with a set of urban tools coupled with digital and
information technology that expands, augments
and alters the public and social interactions in the
urban space. As a result of which, information
and matter, code and space collapse into a new
system, and mediated spaces have become an

architectural problem.

Expanding on this line of inquiry, the thesis
looks at the role of urban tools devised as a set
of assemblage rather than objects or installations,
as more relevant to the experience of the public
realm. They function independently or collectively
and through mediated technologies foster
relationships between the urban environment
and the user, by empowering them to participate

in the constant shaping of it.

Contrary to the current trends in techno-centric
visions for smart city proposals, the research
sheds light on other participatory forms of smart
city initiatives that makes optimal use of ICT and
digital technologies to produce collective urban
experiences. In doing so, the research critiques the
participatory visions promised in the Sidewalk
Labs owned Quayside project in Toronto, based
on the analysis of a 1960s historic precedence, by
Cedric Price. And then traces its contemporary
relevance by re-interpreting the key concepts of

agency and participation into the Quayside fabric

iii

in a more decentralized setting to intensify the

project’s empowering visions.

To strengthen the argument, the research builds
a theoretical framework of three fundamental
concepts  involving  public  realm,  user
participation and technological mediation that
provides two productive viewpoints for the design
explorations. The first one is a critical lens to
evaluate the design of high agency participatory
systems. The second one theorizes philosophies
of technology that provides insights to the design

of interactive architectural assemblies.

As technologies become more pervasive, they
question the role of the material city in fostering
new modes of interactions between the citizens
and the public space to represent a collective
experience. The intent of the technologically
mediated design interventions is to promote
participatory conditions thatopens up possibilities
to render varied social settings relevant to the
cultural context of the contemporary society,

which otherwise would be impossible.
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Introduction

The rapid rise of urbanization has, in recent years,
coincided with a massive growth in connected
devices or things that talk to the internet. Cisco
predicts 50 billion connected devices to exist by
2020. With this steady expansion of the Internet
of Things (IoT)," along with the kick off of
Infrastructure Canada’s Smart Cities Challenge,
there is significant opportunity for Canadian
municipalities to empower their communities
through Information and Communications

Technology (ICT) and connectivity.”

The huge shift in technology for the smart city
movement means leveraging data to achieve
a constantly adapting, connected, intelligent,
healthier and more efficient human habitat.
Considering the diversity of integrated solutions
tackled by these proposals, it is almost difficult
to fully comprehend smart city projects at first
glance. Because of which, distorted views and
critiques around these projects proliferate the
internet that combines disparate solutions like
self-driving cars and waste management systems

into the same conversation.

Architecture and technology historian Antoine
Picon clarifies this ambiguity in his book Smart
Cities: A Spatialised Intelligence where he broadly

categorises smart urban developments into two.

The first one is a techno-centric vision that
primarily focuses on the economic values and
technology to optimize the city’s infrastructure
and functional aspects. And such an orientation
follows technocratic drifting where concerns
around data mining, ethics on digital privacy spur
debates about its detrimental effects on the social
realm of the urban publics. As Dr. Mark Dean
mentions “We are witnessing the shaping of cities
with an increased technocratic and administrative
focus in what can be understood as a heightened
level of risk aversion which significantly narrows
down the scope for public participation, that
involves social inclusion and democratic use of

public space.’

In response to the current concerns on social
inclusion and participation, the research further
explores on Picon’s second category of the smart
city initiatives, that has a more techno-optimistic
vision which involves the co-operation between
individuals than just co-ordination driven from
above. And the such a city, in its maturity is
characterised ‘by an increase in the creative
potential of the human individuals and groups
who inhabit ic.™*

As technologies become more pervasive, they

question the role of the material city in fostering

1 “Smart Planning For Smart Cities.” Canadian Urban Institute. Accessed September 1, 2019. https:/ /www.canurb.org/smart-cities.

2 Ibid

3 Tactical Urbanism: Strategies of Community Engagement. Accessed August 20, 2019 https://www.bangthetable.com/blog/

strategies-of-community-engagement-tactical-urbanism/

4 Antoine Picon, Smart Cities: A Spatialized Intelligence (Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley, 2015), 11.



new modes of interactions between the citizens
and the public space to represent a collective
experience. And is the reason why, over the last
few decades, we are witnessing an increase in a
particular landscape of urban projects that engage
with digital and information technologies to
expand, augment and alter the public and social
interactions in the urban space. In this technology
embedded urban typology, information and
matter, code and space collapse into a new
system and mediated spaces have become a new
architectural problem.> We have the responsibility
and potentials to co-create a responsive city-scape
with physical and digital platforms that entrust
communities with greater ownership over their
public spaces. In this line of inquiry, the thesis

sets two primary agenda for further explorations:

e The role of urban tools devised as a set of
assemblage rather than objects, as being more
relevant in experiencing the public realm.

e 'The significance of user engagement, and
the role of technological mediation in
empowering them to participate in the

continuous re-shaping of the public realm.

To navigate through this agenda, the research is

segmented into four folds:

First part identifies three key ideas that were
significant in the 1960s-70s and are very

relevant in today’s context. They form the

theoretical framework of the thesis and are
pivotal to understand contemporary urban
conditions as they promote productive
relations between human, technology and
the city. The viewpoints articulated in this
section forms the basis to critically evaluate,
analyze and design participatory systems that

prioritizes citizen agency and engagement.

The second part undertakes a comprehensive
study on Cedric Price’s unbuilt Fun palace
project of the 1960s. The study is subdivided
into two sections, the first one understands
architecture as a complex system of various
kit of parts, that collectively represents the
functioning of a whole. The second section
is an extensive analysis of the implications of
a cybernetically mediated user engagement
with the kit of parts, that questions the
capacity of architecture to response to the
changing user needs. The key findings of
the analysis outlines a set of principles that
addresses contemporary issues in design and
functioning of technologically mediated

participatory systems.

The third part traces its relevance in today’s
technology focussed urban developments
by introducing Torontos Quayside smart
city proposal, and delves into reasoning out
on the shortcomings of its participatory

visions. In doing so, the research frames a

5 Signore, M.D., and G. Riether. Urban Machines: Public Space in a Digital Culture. List, 2018, 5.



new perspective looking through which, the
Quayside project can be decoded in terms of
its kit of parts components similar to the Fun
Palace. The result of the mapping, provides
clarity to identify a set of components the

thesis aims to re-imagine.

Following that, the last part of the thesis
features a set of design explorations, that
questions the theories and ideas discussed
in the previous chapters through the design
of high agency architectural entities. These
entities are imagined based on the concepts
derived from technological ~mediation,
that enables them to become interactive
and responsive to changing social and
environmental conditions. Each of the
proposal adopts different  participatory
methods that questions new ways of creatively
mobilising citizen engagement in the public
realm, where they become the main actors in

the production of it.
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Theoretical Framework

Cities were first developed to support basic
human activities, but have gradually transformed
into complex, evolving, living laboratories, where
socio-environmental relations are constantly
being redefined. With over half of the world’s
population now living in urban areas, it is
evident that there can be no single solution to
environmental, social or economic challenges.
The multi-layered contemporary experiences
demands a more holistic approach to think
about cities beyond the static layer of physical
environment (infrastructures, buildings, etc.)
and economic aspects in order to reinforce the
dynamism of social qualities in urban life- its
processes, relationships, patterns, links, and
interactions. The following chapter discusses the
significance of three keys concepts that gained
prominence in the early 1960s and are very
relevant in today’s contemporary context as they
provide valuable insights on the relation between

human, city and technology.



1.1 Introduction to Public Realm

“Public space is a space where many activities
overlap: rich confusion, commerce, seduction,
and filth. Public space works not as a designed
element, but it is instead carved out by wheeling
and dealing, crossroads, and the chance at
freedom, where a person emerges from shadows
into light that grows into the ever-extending
space of public gathering and demonstration and
seeps into every open pore of the city.”

- Aaron Betsky®

Addressing the needs to endorse alternative
modes of transport other than just vehicular
traffic has been climbing up the agenda for many
years with the desire to not only accommodate
other road users’ needs, such as pedestrians and
cyclists, but to also create a sense of place and
a pleasant environment to be in. Although this
is all relative to the function of the street, some
locations simply have a high traffic function that
needs to be accommodated, whilst others are
predominantly led by pedestrian demand for

public realm desires.

The public realm in any city abounds with
streets, lanes, parks and public squares, but also
public facilities such as the public lobbies and
spaces that anyone from the public are able to
legally access, view and experience. As the design
and infrastructure of our urban public spaces

are undergoing significant  transformation,

broadband wireless Internet access is becoming as
important and pervasive as the provision of other
public amenities on streets and in public squares
and parks such as sidewalks, cycle paths, benches,
and water fountains. Activities related to Internet
use has become an everyday activity in public
spaces and is no longer limited to private spaces
in the home, workplace or library. Tourists, local
workers and residents use the public realm to
experience the social diversity that urban spaces

offer.

The Situationists’ Ideals

This notion of the public space, brings us back to
works of the late 1950s Situationists’ idea of the
public realm as a psycho-geographical condition’,
that is characterised beyond the physical space,
into its autonomy and manifestation of the social
realm where the citizens becomes the actors in
the production of it. The avant garde alternative
to the functionalist planning articulated the
public realm as a set of shared, common, sentient
and networked condition, where the assemblage
of different urban components generates a
“functioning whole™® like a connected system,
that intrinsically relates to the agencies that have
potentials fro actions to be played out in the
physical dimension of the public realm.

The idea of the mobile spatial forms was to
provide an adaptable architecture, that could
be transformed in harmony with the changing

desires of its inhabitants. And so the city was

6 Betsky, Aaron. “Nothing but Flowers: Against Public Space,” Slow Space. Ed. Michael Bell and Sze Tsung Leong. New York:

Monacelli Press, 1998. 458.

7 Sadler, Simon. The Situationist City Cambridge Ma: MIT Press, 1998., 4.

8 Signore, M.D., and G. Riether. Urban Machines: Public Space in a Digital Culture. List, 2018, 5.
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no longer perceived as a static, planned and
controlled object, but rather a spatial experience
of social and political activities linked with the
context of its surroundings and whose main
purpose was to create ‘situations’ and ‘scenarios’,
that can be explored using a map that is not the
traditional one, but the one like Debord’s Naked
City or Constant’s New babylon.

The concept of the mobile spatial forms marked
an key era in the architecture discourse as they
redefined the potentials of architecture and
spatial thinking. Technological understanding of
the machines provided a framework to promote
relations between city, technology and human
scale, that s still very relevant to the contemporary
context. Because ‘their spatial parameters merge
with information, networks, devices, media and
users to create public spaces that were more

responsive, participatory and collective.’'

Wit