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DDR STATEMENT
How architects can promote commoning rather than commercialization on space 
while making a contribution by developing inclusive spaces? Public interest can no 
longer be premised on consensus building or separate decision-making processes 
for particular interest groups. Under conditions of diversity, acting in the public 
interest and managing urban commons must include the task to make visible and 
clearly profile the interrelations and interconnectedness between different groups 
and periods, and to symbolically and materially represent the social fabric as a multi-
layered, heterogeneous ensemble composed of a multitude of differences, where 
at the role of the architect is a mediator. The doctoral dissertation concerns other 
scientific disciplines, such as sociology, economics, philosophy, anthropology, and so 
on, addressing these issues from the point of view of urban planning represents an 
additional knowledge contribution. With others, in short, the research of the doctoral 
dissertation requires an interdisciplinary approach as inquiry, in order to understand 
all the key aspects and factors of human society in the urban surrounding, especially 
in order to obtain and achieve quality and humane living spaces for people in the 
‘modern’ society, an in-depth case study in Skopje as a “laboratory” to determine 
propositions and world-views that are formed from theories in social science and are 
directly connected to urban planning.

ABSTRACT 
The different motion of users, different by national, religion etc. regarding public 
spaces, as well as dissimilar aesthetic preferences depending on social milieus are 
putting pressure on urban planners. Overpopulation nowadays brings new questions 
on devolving the urban areas and the commoning. The carried-out research work 
mainly would address locally on issues and potential case study in Skopje, but 
being globally related topic to the subject, it can provide a significant contribution 
on the processes of commoning, urban transformation, and urban innovation in the 
context of transitional societies. Research to point on the importance on state of art 
and what architectural perspectives or approaches can provide. Conducted in few 
stages the research aim is to connect the local conditions and its (national/ethnical) 
“dividedness” of Skopje to the question of urban commons. The research should 
explore redefining urban spaces and the “revalorization of the concepts of the “right” 

to the city and the “production” of common space”          



In the discourse on urban life, there is always a risk of a constant emphasis on loss 
– the open and colourful city life in public spaces being privatized, commodified or 
segregated in new ways. Urban commons are always under threat, but with the help 
of a historical perspective, it is possible to see how some areas and meeting places 
are enclosed or disappear while others are born. In a constantly changing cityscape, 
there are restrictions imposed but also new emerging potentials for claiming collec-
tive space. In 2011 UN-Habitat adopted a resolution stating that good public space 
enhances community cohesion and promotes health, happiness, and well-being for 
all citizens.  According to Hardt and Negri, the commons is defined as ‘first of all, 
the commonwealth of the material world’, yet also, and ‘more significantly as those 
results of social production that are necessary for social interaction and further pro-
duction, such as knowledge, languages, codes, information, affects, and so forth’.[6] 
‘Urban commons’, a notion associated with the work of David Harvey, allows focus-
ing more closely on public spaces and their design, including the use of public space 

as places of commemoration. [7] On the other side diversity is thus a social fact, and 
cities are the hallmark of diversity. From a sociological perspective, one may safely 
say that there is no city without plurality. In terms of languages, religions, nation-
alities and citizenship, Europe is certainly more diverse today than 50 years ago. 
In that sense, we may indeed speak of progressing pluralization. However, from a 
historical point of view ‘religious diversity in Europe has rather been the norm than 
the exception.  Diversification is an ambiguous process. Any new type of diversity 
and every new wave of experienced difference will inevitably provoke debate. One 
obvious example is the growth of religious communities in Europe. What poses a 
challenge to defining public interest is not the fact that there is diversity but rath-
er the kind of diversity there is. It is the specific content that seems to be causing 
discomfort.  The sociology of space seems to offer a useful starting point for a rela-
tional approach to promoting and managing urban commons (fig. 1). Building on 
Lefèbvre theory, there are numerous scientific studies redefining and specifying the 
concept of space to provide a new theoretical basis for the urban theory. [8,9] A now 
widely shared sociological understanding of space proposes a duality of structural 
phenomena. [2] ‘Every constitution of space is thus based on objects/people being 
connected and interrelated in such a way that boundaries emerge and become dis-
cernible, and spatial contexts develop out of individual objects. This process is called 
synthesis. It develops through processes of perception, ideation, and memory’. [10] 
From the point of view of citizens, this process inevitably gives rise to ambivalence 
between the struggle for self-administration and the recognition of the need for pro-
fessional expertise. On the experts’ side, there is the challenge to take into consid-
eration various particular interests and yet remain loyal to their mandate, i.e., to act 
on behalf of and in the public interest. ‘Questions of the commons’, writes Harvey, 
are contradictory and therefore always contested. Behind these contestations lie con-
flicting social and political interests. Professionals representing public interests have 
increasingly raised concerns that due to expanding social diversification, their man-
date is becoming uncertain. [7] The problem is obviously how to design public places 
in a ‘city meant for all’ (a formula nowadays used by NGOs and architecture practic-
es). The different motion of users, different by national, religion etc. regarding public 
spaces, as well as dissimilar aesthetic preferences depending on social milieus are 
putting pressure on urban planners, for whom these interests all too often appear to 
be mutually exclusive.  Even priorities are a matter of controversy: should the focus 
primarily lie on designing public space for as many different interest groups as pos-
sible in one single space, or is aesthetics the key factor (and whose aesthetics)? Is it 
more important to promote local businesses or to counterbalance social inequality? 
The problem is how to manage the commons so that the cohesion of society finds its 
expression if the experience of shared interests and common symbolic forms is fading 
away. The overpopulation nowadays brings new questions on devolving the urban 
areas and the commoning. Topic that Harvey opens a useful discussion of scale prob-
lems in the commons literature. [7]  At the other extreme, space may be common to 
human beings. Common space admits of no criteria; it is open to all in the same way. It 
is not owned or controlled. Unlike, the so-called “Tragedy of the Commons” , resulted 
precisely from the attempt to enclose and thereby control access to common land. [5] 

Fig. 1 Urban commoning/common space as alternative to urban enclosures in “divided” city -Author’s drawing



This common land as a conceptual framework and an overall discussion of ur-
ban voids are describing places that are overlooked by the mainstream actors, we 
can immediately relate them to the concept of ‘heterotopia’. This term originally 
coined by Michel Foucault, to describe places that are ‘in relation with all the oth-
er sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invent the set of relations 
that they happen to designate, mirror, or reflect’. These places are - as opposed to 
utopias - places that are outside of all places, even though it may be possible to 
indicate their location in reality. In describing ‘urban voids’ as being in an in-be-
tween phase, we can secondly link them to the concept of ‘liminality’. [4] Authors 
like Richard Sennett have applied this concept to spatial theory. [11] Pointing out 
the possibility of ‘liminal spaces’ to bring together a diverse range of people and 
activities, resulting in valuable exchanges and connections between them.[3] 
Having this theoretical background as an emerging and significant issue for 
South-Eastern Europe and the focus on the capital of the Republic of North Mace-
donia, Skopje. A place that yet has not been researched in the terms of user ex-
perience, and the massive changes in the spaces in the public sphere. Which 
makes it a case study worth to be explored, offering an insight into the broad 
sphere of topics of overall reflection on the urban morphology and spatial design. 
Followed with the densification on population in last decades, on the public, and 
common spaces in the city, there is constant change, usurpation, or massive chang-
es in public territory and green areas have occurred, especially in the city centre, 
as an area where cultural and ethnic or religious diversity is present (fig. 2). Yet no 
specific data or guidelines are being defined, on how the contemporary city of Sko-
pje will or should develop further. In the 1965 urban plan just after the massive 
earthquake, there was an attempt to change the city centre structure, working on 
the spatial issues as on blank paper, reshaping the public spaces, changing the main 
city axis, as a future proposal for the development of the city. A plan that went be-
yond the importance of the physical renewal of the city. Often it has been used as 
a symbol of international cooperation, solidarity, and ultimately as a showcase of 
the potential and power of politics to produce a new vision of a better society (fig. 
3). Skopje, therefore, ‘represents another instance of a situation where ethnicities 
and nationalism have been activated’, which directly led to urban divisions. Sko-
pje carries within it a reality which can never again repeat itself: to be ruined by a 
natural catastrophe and to be given the chance to be rebuilt, yet at the same time to 
experience an unbelievable disappointment in that. Political elites have a determi-
nant role in the construction of divisive representations of urban space and society. 
Researchers suggest using the concept of ‘ethnic- nationally divided city’, to refer to 
places combining the issues of ‘state- divided’ cities and ‘ethnically-divided’ cities. 
[1] In an attempt to find the available and referenced literature, I faced how limited 
it is, as for the urban divisions, and massive changes that have been in Skopje in 
the past years. With the massive reconstruction on the city followed by the cata-
strophic earthquake that occurred in 1963, few scholars have been researching the 
pre-post- earthquake status on urban planning, and there are almost no studies on 
the possible future development and transformation on the public spaces in Skopje.
Taking this opportunity and moment to research and explore how the processes of 

politics and ideology affect the living experience in the city and to its inhabitants, and 
how the culturally and ethnically differences made an impact of the public, and urban 
development. As to seek for an answer on the questions regarding the possibility of val-
orization and revalorization of the concepts of the “right” to the city and the “produc-
tion” of common space. Spaces that continuously are exposed to changes, exposed to 
constant redefining re-structuring. Focusing on a divided city such as Skopje can offer 
insight into the mechanisms that lead to such divisions and be suggestive for deter-
minations to prevent or possibly change them while focusing on the user experience.

Fig.3 Sourse: United Nations: Skopje Resurgent. The Story of a United Nations Special Fund Town Planning Project. 
New York 1970

Fig. 2 Division by nationality, presented on Map of Skopje. Nationality of the people living in places with low level of urban-
ization. Source: “Skopje - Vision, Reality” (1997) - Ilija Aceski, p.47. 



The research methodology proposal, is to take an overview of the historic process of 
urban development in Skopje, and the changing policies and practices of common-
ing. When having a top-down view of the city embedded in a large scale of spatial de-
velopment, it will be complemented with a bottom-up view. Considering that urban 
commoning is essentially a bottom-up and localised process. Such a bottom-up per-
spective holds a more experimental approach and can involve citizens to nurture inno-
vation, as users of the city. This could be achieved by focusing on specific historic and 
contemporary places, as urban voids in Skopje, and point their role as common spaces.
The research  is expected to contribute to methodology in the field of urban   plan-
ning. Even though recently there are research  projects , especially on urban trans-
formation, urban planning, identity etc. (fig.4,fig.5). Additionally in this research the 
expectation would be to relate theoretical concepts with planning and design prac-
tice, and think about the role and responsibility of professionals in the field of ur-
ban planning and urban commoning. On how design can improve urban commons, 
beyond obvious and generalistic claims of transdisciplinarity and social awareness.
The carried-out research work mainly would address locally, but being globally relat-
ed topic that can provide a significant contribution to the way of thinking on com-
mon spaces, processes of urban transformation, and urban innovation in the context 
of transitional societies.

Fig.4, Fig. 5 Example on urban commoning in Skopje. 
The buffer zone settled on the riverbend close to the city 
centre - Crv Pazar. Sourse: Urbanek K., Mijalkovic M., 
Informal Market Worlds Atlas. NAi Publishers, Rotter-
dam 2015. S. 236-241.
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