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1.  Introduction

This paper explores the possible emancipatory potential inherent in co-created architectural designs within the context of
design-driven participatory action research conducted in Ten Eekhovelei, a street in a post-war neighbourhood built in the
1930s in northeast Antwerp.

Building on the insights derived from two preceding CA2RE-papers that investigated the methodology of co-created
drawings and their capacity to reveal profound insights about the case, this study aims to shift from drawing to design and use
the collected data to set up a participatory design process. The goal is to shed more light on the emancipatory and
transformative impact of such collaborative design processes.

2. Problem statement

As per Lefebvre's (1991) theory, society both shapes - and is shaped by - space and architecture. Lefebvre (1967)
highlighted that space and architecture have a productive impact on citizens of any society, and it is their right to shape society
through the use of these spaces. According to Leveratto et al. (2022), involving the community in urban planning and design
processes by encouraging greater participation from planners and decision-makers in the neighbourhood is crucial. This can be
achieved by taking action in the form of listening, learning, imagining, and collaborating with others to promote both social and
spatial justice (Askins, 2018; Brinton Lykes & Crosby, 2014).

Despite the growing importance of participatory processes in architectural discourse for the sake of a more equitable
society, as articulated by the New European Bauhaus (2023), policy actors seem to be failing to engage un(der)represented
groups in the process of creating truly inclusive spaces. According to Beebeejaun (2017), focusing on the experiences of
disadvantaged groups when involving the community in urban renewal projects can reveal the various obstacles and power
dynamics present in spaces.

Besides the underrepresentation of disadvantaged groups in participatory processes, the tools architects use also face
restrictions. Architecture is a profession that relies heavily on visual communication, both among professionals and with the
general public. In architectural design, space is usually documented through orthographic projections like plans, sections and
elevations, which have their limitations and specificities (Macken, 2014). Numerous studies have criticised the conventional
visualisation techniques used by architects (Baltes-Brkljac, 2008; Daniel and Meitner, 2001; Sheppard, 1989). One of the main
criticisms is that these methods often exclude outsiders. Technical drawings, for instance, are often considered too complex for
the average untrained observer. Moreover, architectural representations are known to create perceptions, interpretations, and
value judgments that can be different from those produced by actual encounters with presented environments. The potential
consequences of such effects include poor decision-making, where unworthy projects are approved, good designs are rejected,
and both planners and the public are left with unexpected outcomes.

3. Bridging the gaps

However, there are many examples of “counter-representation” to be found in architectural theory. The term refers to
intentionally deviating from traditional modes of representation in architectural designs. This deviation defies norms, questions
power structures, and critiques culture, society, and politics through architectural visual language (Singer, 2013). In this way,
architectural designs can serve as a platform for expressing political or social views and represent marginalised voices.

Critical architectural representations focus on how individuals wish to represent themselves, providing them with more
recognition and showcasing the variety of existing domestic forms and rationalities. This creates an alternative subjectivity.
Through these designs, there is an opportunity to spread local knowledge and demonstrate the existence of alternative
practices, where the micro-politics of self-transformation of individuals and places are seen as the primary catalyst for change
(Di Feliciantonio, 2017). This approach questions distributive justice and imagines alternative designs that respond to the need
for an architecture that is centred on recognising differences and the empowerment of others (Cruz, 2011). And thus, the
question arises: how would design differ if its purpose was to reveal or inquire, rather than to persuade? What would the display
consist of?

4. Introducing the case

To test the above-mentioned, a participatory design process was set up in the Ten Eekhovelei in Antwerp. The locality is
recognised for its uniform row residences, high population density, and wide-ranging cultural background. Currently, the
neighbourhood is mainly featured for its upcoming transition. The city council plans to create a large park on top of the busy
Antwerp ring road, right behind the rowhouses (Ringpark het Schijn, 2022). Preparatory work has begun, and to minimise
inconvenience for residents of Ten Eekhovelei, the city of Antwerp is offering homeowners the option to sell their properties
voluntarily (AG Vespa, 2021). The city's offer is valid until the end of 2024. So far, 54 homes have been sold and are now
vacant, representing about 20% of the entire strip. Purchasing property without considering displacement and loss of spatial
practices is leading to the temporary deterioration of the area's character.

The city has taken a step towards addressing the issue of vacant properties by appointing a professional and independent
company as vacancy manager. The vacancy manager is responsible for finding temporary occupants for vacant properties
during construction work, which can last up to ten years. However, finding suitable occupants is proving to be a challenge due
to the high vacancy rates and scattered availability of vacant properties, ranging from small one-room flats to family houses
with gardens. Time is of the essence, as unoccupied properties and gardens are rapidly degrading.

5.  First step of the design process

During the design phase, we build on earlier findings that were captured in critical drawings and describe the unique
spatial practices in Ten Eekhove. These practices include the flexible use of the interior spaces and the possibility of merging
adjacent houses due to their structural uniformity. Additionally, we have discovered that traditional rental market choices have
broadened and challenged in Ten Eekhove, resulting in unique constellations of communal living across different units.

To perpetuate these unique characteristics, a design workshop was conducted on December 5, 2023. The workshop is
part of an iterative process and was therefore preceded by roundtables with residents, people from the community centre and
meetings with the vacancy manager and state agencies. All meetings aimed to collect feedback on spatial requirements and
improve services for residents. We were able to visit vacant houses and obtain first-hand information on which associations
were looking for a space to develop their activities. During the critical design workshop, several potential uses for vacant
properties were pictured, all focusing on neighbourhood-oriented and future-oriented alternatives to the city's plans.

6. Next steps
Building upon the design process aimed at empowering marginalised residents, the next steps should prioritise continued
engagement, collaboration, and the implementation of the co-created vision. Firstly, to improve the initial design proposals, it is
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essential to collect more feedback from the community. This step will enable us to refine and enhance the ideas based on the
residents' lived experiences and preferences. We need to organise more targeted workshops and discussions to ensure that
the design resonates with the community's diverse needs. Keeping the community well-informed about the project's progress is
crucial by regularly scheduling updates, meetings, and presentations.

During a later phase, it is crucial to equip the residents with arguments to actively participate in the implementation
process. Capacity-building workshops on relevant skills such as sustainable practices and construction techniques can
enhance the community's ability to contribute to the project and achieve critical practice. Additionally, it is necessary to explore
funding opportunities and resources that can support the implementation phase. This may involve seeking grants, partnering
with local businesses, or collaborating with (governmental) organisations.

Critical drawing, design, and practice collaborate to challenge conventional thinking, rethink societal norms, and fuel
creative thinking. This triangular relationship promotes reflection and positive change in society.
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Reflection on the importance and role of experimentation in the research project

The research project carried out in Ten Eekhovelei exemplifies the transformative role of experimentation in design-driven
participatory action research. Experimentation goes beyond the traditional boundaries of architectural exploration and becomes
a dynamic process that engages residents and stakeholders in a collective journey of discovery. The act of experimenting with
design solutions becomes a medium for empowerment, allowing the community to actively shape their environment.

In this research, experimentation is the catalyst for emancipation, providing a platform for residents to challenge existing
norms, envision alternative futures, and actively contribute to the development of their living spaces. As the design process
unfolds, the experimentation with ideas, materials, and spatial configurations becomes a vehicle for empowerment, fostering a
sense of ownership and agency within the community.

Experimentation is not just a research methodology in Ten Eekhovelei; it is a mechanism for social change, a tool for
dismantling barriers, and a pathway towards a more inclusive urban environment. The significance of experimentation,
therefore, lies not only in its ability to shape physical spaces but also in its profound capacity to empower individuals and
communities in the pursuit of architectural emancipation.






