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Abstract
This paper describes three approaches to an ‘urban pedagogy’; a postgraduate lab, an under-graduate event studio, and a primary school
performance walk. To think through what is going on in such an urban
pedagogy, where the city is our school, the idea of ‘technical democracy’, a
move towards democratising expertise by fostering collaboration among
experts and lay-people, is borrowed from science and technology studies. In
the urban realm technical democracy is sought through ‘hybrid research
forums’ that coalesce under dimensions of ‘shared uncertainty’ and ‘material
politics’, to engage in ‘collective experimentation’ with an impetus towards the
‘fragile democratisation’ of knowledge and expertise. These dimensions are
explored as the conceptual field in which this urban pedagogy takes place.
Considering design research teaching and learning as social labour set within
these dimensions, re-frames the subjectivity of teachers, students and
communities as collaborators in the work, and, it is argued, prepares students
for contemporary forms of expanded architectural practice.
Introduction
This paper introduces urban pedagogy as a form of design research that mixes
the studio and the city in different ways. This is an approach to design teaching
underpinned by the idea that the field of architecture is shifting, no longer “done
by an ‘architect’”, architectural work is increasingly “distributed and dispersed,
collaborative and entrepreneurial, knowledge-based and open-sourced,
specialized and flexible”.1 As a result, as Peggy Deamer notes in The Architect
as Worker, designs are developed by “a socially diverse panoply of
contributors”2 engaged in a collective learning process. Both learning (following
Friere3) and increasingly then design, can be understood as social practices,
design research (an assemblage of knowledge and understanding through
design making, and the subject of this conference), is therefore usefully
construed as a form of dialectical social labour.
In what follows, I will first briefly describe three approaches to this urban
pedagogy; carried out through a post-graduate lab, an under-graduate event
studio, and a primary school performance walk. Then I will introduce ideas of
‘technical democracy’ originating from Science and Technology Studies (STS),
which provide a useful language in thinking through what is going on when we
construe the city as our school. STS ideas of ‘hybrid research forums’ that
coalesce under dimensions of ‘shared uncertainty’ and ‘material politics’, to
engage in ‘collective experimentation’ with an impetus towards the ‘fragile
democratisation’ of knowledge and expertise, are explored as the conditions in
which this urban pedagogy takes place. Considering design research teaching
and learning as a kind of social labour set within these dimensions, re-contours
the positions of teachers, students and communities as collaborators in design

research projects and prepares students for the contemporary forms of
expanded architectural practice that Deamer and other describe.
Three pedagogical approaches to the City as our School
Approach 1. ‘Muddy Urbanism’ Post-graduate Research Lab.4
The Muddy Urbanism Lab proposed that urban estuarine spaces in Tāmaki
Makaurau Auckland are poorly utilized. The research focused on the Whau
River, a tidal waterway bisecting the city’s inner west. Once an important food
source and transport route, it’s now a site of neglect, conflict and ecological
degradation. Through critically mapping the river’s neighbourhoods such issues
were bought to light and new interfaces between urban policy, ecological
systems and community participation for the regeneration of the catchment
were proposed. Working backwards from each proposal, students identified a
series of research questions, and used these to distinguish the complex
assemblages of property and cultural rights, legislation, infrastructure and
spatial planning, environmental policy and the array of sanctioned and
unsanctioned activities in which their speculative design proposals were
situated.
Initiated for ‘The LAB’ at the 5th Auckland Triennial in collaboration with
architect activist Teddy Cruz, the Muddy Urbanism Lab has involved the work
of post-graduate students, university staff, independent researchers, municipal
agencies and community stakeholders. (Fig. 1) This speculative research has
transitioned from the space of the academy as the studio adopted an advocacy
position, distributing the research through exhibitions, publications,
presentations and websites. (Fig. 2) Advocacy from this design research lab
has led to the establishment of a partnership between a community trust and
Auckland Council, for the realisation of Te Whau Pathway, a thirteen kilometre
shared path currently under construction. This pathway will re-establish an
important pre-colonial route between two harbours, link river-side
neighbourhoods, promote moves towards ecological restoration and generate a
safe and accessible pedestrian and biking network.

Figure 1. Discussing the Muddy Urbanism design research at The Lab, as part of the 2013
Auckland Triennial, Auckland Art Gallery.

Figure 2. The Muddy Urbanism website, muddyurbanismlab.wordpress.com

Figure 3. An event studio as part of the Festival of Transitional Architecture (FESTA),
Christchurch. This design research project was led by architect Craig Moller working with a
group of second year students.

Approach 2. Under-graduate Event Studios.5
Event Studios are live projects where second year architecture students,
working in groups, produce large-scale installations for civic public events. (Fig.
3) These studios focus on architecture as both material culture and
collaborative enterprise, where the work is made and tested in a live situation
with publics. Here design research is not concealed as a private project,
bounded within screen or notebook, but is instead given a collective, physical

presence. In event studios students source all their own materials and
fabrication services, they locate and negotiate access to spaces for fabrication
and assembly and they handle transport logistics. In so doing they take on roles
and develop expertise beyond those normally attached to the architecture
design studio – the promoter, the materials technician, the facilitator, the
logistics expert, the project manager – and to extend this into the social realm –
the host, the caterer, the confidant, the colleague. In event studios, students
work collaboratively in trying circumstances, within the shifting constraints of
large public festivals, meeting non-existent budgets and tight non-negotiable
deadlines. Although temporary, the work made in these studios collectively
makes places – and students, who have often never so much as lifted a
hammer, realise something actual in the world, registering its civic presence
and reception.

Figure 4. Using photographs to piece together choreographic components for the Come Join
the Circus performance walk.

Approach 3. “Come Join the Circus” Performance Walk.6
In this approach to urban pedagogy the students are much younger. Come Join
the Circus was a choreographic workshop devised and performed by ten year 6
students in their suburban town centre. The work took the form of a
‘performance walk’, a form of site-specific choreography in which pieces of
performance occur in public space, with the audience joining the performers in
walking between sites, and where the line between performer, audience and
passer-by is intentionally blurred. Come Join the Circus provided an opportunity
to engage students in an intersection of urban ecology and local history through
site-specific-devised performance. Students were encouraged to approach the
public realm as a place in which improvised performance is allowed as such we
likened the activities to other emergent forms of urban performance such as

flash mobs. The students responded to the spatial qualities of the town centre
with their own physicality—posing on jutting concrete curbs, vaulting benches,
hanging off glass walls by their fingertips, placing wet hand-prints to mark sunwarmed brick columns—generating a kinaesthetic dialogue with the material
and spatial attributes of this urban field. At times the group worked as ‘place
detectives’, piecing together a social history, responding to clues such as
architectural remnants, street names, plaques and memorials. (Fig. 4)
The figure of a travelling circus, which had in the past periodically occupied the
town centre, was adopted as an appropriately performative structure to traverse
the walk between the sequence of sites. This overlay of the circus brought the
‘magic of performance’ to the fore as a strategy through which to see place as
mutable, not a fixed realm in which we are positioned as consumers, but as a
civic realm open to occupation and transformation in imaginative ways.
An Urban Pedagogy
What we are developing here is an urban pedagogy where design research is
carried out through being in and with the city. Each of these three approaches
hinges on the sociality of knowledge. For education philosopher Paulo Freire
“knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the
restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the
world, with the world and with each other.”7 Learning is understood as a social
practice, through which the iterative actions of inquiry and dialogue cultivate
knowledge. Similarly, David Turnbull considers the production of knowledge as
an assemblage process, coalesced through social labour. For Turnbull, who
studies knowledge making through the lens of cultural anthropology, the
process of formulating knowledge is a dialectical one, produced through “the
work of negotiation and judgement” that each participant has to contribute to
produce order and meaning.8
The urban research lab situates the university’s design studio in the civic art
gallery. In concert with exploring topics in such a highly visible space, adopting
the label ‘lab’ frames the city as an experimental terrain, open for investigation
and inquiry. In the gallery9 this experimental work is not concealed from publics
or stakeholders, students and teachers are together answerable to, or are in
conversation with, a much wider group. In this the students are, we could say,
‘socialised’ into the role of the architect as public intellectual, a knowledge
making ‘design researcher’.
The event studios generate an experience of city-making as a material effort,
and of design as a social collaborative enterprise, both within the student
groups and with a wider body of constituents convened in the making and
testing of work in the public realm. Students register this in their commentary,
when asked what they have liked best in this studio they have recorded their
“realisation that an idea or proposal doesn't have to be 'complete' or
'perfect' before you expose it to a community/place - that makeshift or
incomplete tests can facilitate more productive engagement due to their
openness to change and discussion”.10
And that the event studio developed,
“my understanding of 'the architect' [that] was the value of making yourself
vulnerable as a designer - to clients, communities, collaborators.”11

Evidently, through event studios the students register space in the sense of
Lefebvre, as inherently social, constituted through encounter, assembly and
simultaneity.12
In the performance walk the city is the site of both research and performance.
The everyday spaces of the town centre take on new meanings as the kids reconstrue the streets, squares and reserves and other places we inhabited as
spaces in which such performance is allowed, and therefore a realm in which
they might perform their civic agency. In order to break through disciplinary
habits and biases, the feminist economists J.K. Gibson-Graham propose
following an “experimental orientation” geared towards “thinking connection,
convening wider publics and enrolling lively matter.”13 In Come Join the Circus,
making the performance-walk opened an opportunity in which connections
between things — benches, road embankments, low rock walls, war memorials,
anti-graffiti glass, networks of drainage and transport, lost gardens, bike racks,
archaeological sites, water courses and migration routes, rusty industrial
machinery and photographs of forgotten circuses — were invoked as such
‘lively matter’, congregating a ‘wider publics’’ connection with and in this
particular urban realm.
A Pedagogy of Uncertainty
To think through this urban pedagogy I’ve found it productive to position this
alongside the aims and actions of ‘technical democracy’. A concept advanced
through the sociological approach of Science and Technology Studies (STS),
the movement towards technical democracy arises from the contemporary
situation in which science and technology cannot provide certainty to policy
makers; where in effect, science and technology now contribute to the
generation of greater uncertainty.14 Technical democracy pursues increased
democratization in the policy development process, involving attempts to
democratize expertise by fostering “dialogue and collaboration among experts
and lay-people in processes of technology design, knowledge production and
attendant world-making.”15
Bringing ideas of technical democracy to the realm of urban studies, Farías and
Blok identify the creative collaboration of experts and lay people, who in groups
and communities collectively experiment with, and prototype fragments of
urban life. Such ‘hybrid research forums’16 support collective experimentation
and learning in the face of complexity and uncertainty as they “facilitate a
process in which what counts as expertise, and who counts as an expert,
becomes open to discussion and contestation.”17 In urban-realm hybrid forums,
the knowledge of a local is as valid and as useful as that of an technical expert,
and expertise emerges as a collective achievement.18
Compelled by this means of engaging the city, I see the urban pedagogy we
are developing as a kind of ‘training’ for the practice of such an approach, in
which ‘hybrid forums’ are coalesced around design research projects wherein
an experimental attitude is fostered. In the approaches to the City as our
School I’ve described here, the ‘teacher’ sets up a subject of design research
and a method of enquiry - lab, public event or performance walk. However the
teacher is not cast as the ‘expert’ on the subject, instead the roles of teacher
and student are hybridised, as together with an amalgam of others, we embark
on the project through social labour, together co-inquiring, making knowledge
and invoking meaning.

For Farías and Blok, power in the contemporary city resides not in institutions
or government, but in the ability to forge such new ways of working in the city.
Such work is framed by the conceptual dimensions of ‘shared uncertainty’ and
‘material politics’, working in the modes of ‘collective experimentation’ towards
the ‘fragile democratization’ of expertise and attendant civic agency. I’m
interested in these dimensions and modes as they describe the methodological
terrain in which the City as our School operates.
Shared Uncertainty
Farías and Blok note that occupying a contemporary state of shared
uncertainty (especially with regard to developments in techno-science) is at the
core of the politics of technical democracy and the raison d’être of hybrid
research forums.19 Experiences of shared uncertainty in the urban realm often
coalesce around matters of concern20 where hybrid forums undertake the hard
work of un- and re-framing techno political issues in the city “according to their
emerging sense of how experts fail to deal in satisfactory ways with the shared
uncertainties of the urban.”21 Generation Zero is an example of a hybrid forum
where youth, not normatively considered ‘experts’, have convened around
climate change issues and the need to transition society away from a
dependence on fossil fuels. This forum, that carefully does not align itself with
any political party and invites solutions not from experts but from “real New
Zealanders”, has gained considerable traction and political agency in reframing and communicating transport issues in Aotearoa New Zealand.22
In our urban pedagogy, an example of the fertile capacity of shared uncertainty
is when the Muddy Urbanism Lab worked with the ecological restoration NGO
Friends of the Whau. Together we convened a forum coalesced around our
shared uncertainty in relation to ‘top down’ government’s capacity to
imaginatively embark on caring for the river’s future in the face of complex and
intertwined urban impacts on the catchment. While we didn’t always agree on
the best way forward, in the Muddy Urbanism Lab the sophisticated expertise of
the students in imagining and imaging speculative propositions was valued for
openly communicating future oriented dialogues about the river.
Material Politics
Rather than operating in a purely philosophical, theoretical or policy domain,
the dimension of material politics registers the materiality of objects of concern
in the urban realm. Contemporaneous with the considerations of ‘vital
materialism’ and ‘thing power’,23 this aspect attempts to “bring things back into
the picture of urban politics.”24 Farías and Blok note here the need to
“recognize the recalcitrance, contingency and indeterminacy of urban
materialities, and the way this shapes and conditions urban-political conflict.”25
The performance walk Come Join the Circus clearly bought urban materialities
to the fore as the performance making was shaped to a large part by the
contemporary and historic ‘material things’ of the town centre. Come Join the
Circus was part of a much larger project titled Make Believe; Imagining a new
park for New Lynn, a project with Auckland Council where a material and
performative approach was employed to ‘consult’ in the development of a new
civic park. A series of installations and episodic live events were carried out in
the town centre, with each event coalescing a different group of constituents
and allowing for a fleeting and propositional manifestation of this future park to

emerge. In so doing Make Believe convened hybrid forums as the means to
perform exchanges of knowledge in regard to public urban space, using ‘things’
to imagine how it might be materialised, shaped and used, and to discover what
importance and meaning it might hold for specific communities. As part of this
larger project, by attending closely to urban materialities through their social
labour, the children who made Come Join the Circus were cast as ‘experts’,
thereby radically questioning the expert-based terms on which urban places
and spaces are normatively produced.
Collective experimentation
Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe’s depiction of technical democracy refers to
processes of research ‘in the wild’, amidst real-world uncertainties and through
collaboration between affected parties.26 Through the shifting constituencies of
urban ‘hybrid forums’, technical democracy is an inherently experimental
process, where urban collectives are convened and recomposed in partial and
open-ended ways. Anyone who has belonged to a community advocacy group
will know that aims and goals shift as knowledge is generated and group
expertise is formed. There is often reluctance to arrive at final decisions as the
emergent expertise necessitates an ongoing process of “new knowledge,
voices, events and visions.”27 Farías and Blok observe the performativity of
such urban knowledge whereby “knowledge production is never a purely
descriptive or analytical practice, but has performative effects, that is, the
capacity to (trans-)form the objects and subjects it refers to.”28
Such performative effects are at work in our urban pedagogy, as was indicated
by the student quoted earlier, who acknowledged her own transformative
subjectivity in ‘making oneself vulnerable as a designer’. This performative
effect is articulated by Elizabeth Grierson who, in considering creative practices
as conditions of knowing and being says, “implicit in the process or events of
knowing are inevitable reflections on processes of self-making through creative
actions and activities as one is mediated by, and opens up to one’s research
process to the point that one ‘becomes’ a subject.”29 For Grierson, in the
creative arts (and here I include designing and architect-ing) we work with
materials, technologies and bodies to reveal something about the world and
ourselves in the process.30 This is what I see happening through our urban
pedagogy – through acting as an advocate in the Muddy Urbanism Lab,
inhabiting one’s installation with the public in an event studio, or making a
performance walk for one’s school peers, teachers, parents and council staff to
join, such processes of self-making occur. The contours of the positions
teacher, student, expert and colleague, and the situated places in power
structures these imply, are unsettled in carrying out such urban pedagogies.
Importantly then, this urban pedagogy is preparing students not for the realm of
the architect as the transcendent expert, dropped into a situation with their
complete and intact ‘property’31 of disciplinary knowledge, but rather for the
more messy and open ended ‘design researcher’ roles many in the field of
architecture are now occupying and describing. In concert with Deamer’s
distributed and dispersed, collaborative and entrepreneurial, knowledge-based
and open-sourced, specialized and flexible architectural worker, Awan,
Schneider and Till advocate for an ‘expanded architectural intelligence’ with the
intent to “posit a much richer set of activities that give new scope, and hope, for
architectural activity”.32 It is this richer set of activities that our urban pedagogy
fosters. Such expanded bodies of knowledge might be cultivated and convened

through opening pedagogy (and practice) to the hybrid forums Farías and Blok
describe and through understanding design research pedagogy as a
transformative process, even a ‘wild’ process, not easily captured in predetermined learning outcomes and course metrics.
Conclusion
An urban pedagogy, such as I have described here, is a counter hegemonic
pedagogy in the corporate university that seeks a one-size-fits-all approach, in
which learning is broken into discreet moments of individual assessment, tested
against pre-determined criteria, quantified and managed via universalist
learning management software. This model of ‘corporate pedagogy’ neglects
current understandings of the bond between learning, emotion and affect.
Those who champion the development of a more locally inflected ‘situational
intelligence’ (as is reportedly emerging through this urban pedagogy) tell us
that “students and teachers think more effectively in the context of a community
- as opposed to a collection of separate individuals”,33 and that “what motivates
students to persist with difficulties are the positive emotions arising from
‘affiliation’ or belonging.”34 Freire proposes that the work of learning is one of
praxis, where critical thinking “does not separate itself from action, but
constantly immerses itself in temporality without fear of the risks involved.”35
Despite the risks and difficulties that crop up in disrupting the normative
contours and temporalities of the corporate education model, the approaches to
urban pedagogy we are developing coalesce such communities of praxis;
students and teachers become affiliated with each other in pursuit of the project
at hand and in company with the many other associated groups, publics and
individuals engaging with our work.
If we subscribe to a view of the contemporary urban realm as one of complexity
and emergent technical democracy (as sketched by Farías and Blok) then as
architectural educators we are obligated to develop design research
pedagogies that attend to the dimensions of shared uncertainty, material
politics and collective experimentation. We must also recognise and tap into the
performativity of urban knowledge and the fluid subjectivity and forms of
collective expertise found in ‘hybrid research forums’. Developing this urban
pedagogy, with the city as our school, is a move towards this.
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