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Abstract
This paper discusses how philosophical accounts of the
politics of place can help discuss the role of civic
projects – as opposite to mere digital technologies – in
fostering the labor and social forces that produce and
construct places. This poses epistemological and
analytical challenges for HCI research including for
instance, the empirical and design implications deriving
from specific conceptualizations of the politics of place,
and foundational questions of what constitutes HCI
research.
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Introduction
HCI research has long been concerned with the
philosophy of place, and with the analytical and design
insights that different theorizations can provide.
Foregrounding issues of embodiment and agency [10],
felt and lived experience [1][16], past work has
focused on how interactive technologies transform the
human experience of place by enabling new encounters
with the world, and possibilities to act within it
[2][4][13][14][15]. Nevertheless, CHI turn to civic
technologies and the political [9][11][12], to local
initiatives and socially-engaged practices [3][5][6] calls
for a renewed interest in place. There is a need to
develop a better vocabulary and analytical lens that can
help HCI researchers talk about the long-term impact
and meaning of civic projects in relation to the specific
places they are bound to. This is a twofold move. On
the one hand it connects to the role of localities in
shaping subjects, initiatives and the very environments
that contextualize them. On the other hand, it
presupposes an understanding of how civic and
community-led initiatives are appropriated locally, while

transforming the places they are bound to. This means
acknowledging that technological interventions are just
a phase of broader and longer processes and that it is,
therefore, paramount to account for what precedes or
follows HCI projects locally.

Philosophy and the city

Figure 1: the choir chanting a
selection of the text entries
shared by the audience during
the subway journey

Figure 2: The choir in Haemon
represented in the mural

The French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre
describes the appropriation of urban spaces as a
fundamental right of its inhabitants [7]. Drawing on
Marxist philosophy, appropriation is for Lefevbre a form
of de-alienation that is necessary to re-orient the city
towards the production of cooperative social
relationships. This presupposes collective ownership
and management of space based on the participation of
local inhabitants, with their multiple and contrasting
interests. Appropriation interweaves with participation
and the inhabitants’ realization of their active, social
connections that enable them to claim the city and gain
control over it. The right to the city is a spatial
understanding of politics, in that groups and social
classes can renew the city by outlining and producing
alternatives. As such, it tightly connects to what
Lefebvre defines as the conceptual triad of spatial
practices, representation of space and representational
space [8]. Spatial practice relates to the social space,
the forces of production and reproduction, and to the
particular locations and spatial sets characteristic of
each social formation. The representation of space
is conceptualized space, the space of planners,
urbanists, and social engineers who conceive
the dominant space in any society. Representational
space is instead the space as directly lived through its
associated images and symbols, and hence the space of
‘inhabitants’ and ‘users. Together this triad
characterizes space as the social construct of prevailing

forces, yet leaving room for the “creative” labor that
shapes cities through contesting political and social
actions.

Changing form and meaning: From an
interactive performance to a participatory
mural
In a previous CHI publication [15], I have introduced
Haemon, an interactive performance where audiencecitizens’ participation was mediated by a dedicated
mobile application. Readers are invited to turn to [15]
for a detailed account of the socio-technical setup of
the performance, the methods whereby it was studied,
and of aesthetical and political qualities that
characterized the audience-citizens’ participation.
Inspired by a wave of protests that had occurred in an
economic challenged suburb in the north of Stockholm
(Sweden), the performance intended to provide an
alternative view of this suburb and its habitants. The
performance integrated the narration of the story with
elements of audience participation, whereby audiencecitizens could share their comments and personal
reflections. This created a dialogue on personal
experiences of justice, truth, social change, and their
relations to very specific localities. Audience-citizens
could share their reflections through the dedicate
mobile app, where comments were stored and shared
with anyone using it. The performance was experienced
on a subway train, symbolically taking the audience
from the city center to the suburb. In the end of the
narration, a number of these text entries were selected
and chanted by a choir that was located on the main
square of the suburb in question (Figure 1).
About a year and a half after this study, I accidentally
discovered, in the neighborhood in question, a mural
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representing the choir (Figure 2). It is the size of 3x3
meters, and is part of a broader collection entitled
“Local Heroes”. It is beyond the length of this paper to
recount how the mural came to be, the different actors
that were involved in the process, and the forces and
motivations underlying them. Here it will suffice to
mention that the mural was the product of a
collaboration between a local, stately-owned building
company, an NGO specialized in community murals,
and various groups of local inhabitants. The goal of the
initiative was to enhance the socio-economic value of
the neighborhood through participatory art, and it was
the local residents’ suggestion to include the
performance as part of the mural. It was, in fact,
valued as an important moment of local history, when
local women had stood out by performing in the choir.

The appropriation of public areas and the
politics of place
The mural could simply be regarded as a memory-inplace, as Casey [1] would call it. Nevertheless,
understanding how the outcomes of civic projects
creating new opportunities to act beyond the direct
encounters with technology calls for a different
perspective. Lafevbre’s account of representational
space [8] is germane here. The practices and social
forces that connected the performance to the mural are
actions giving shape to a specific urban area by
illustrating alternative uses, and of how it can be reappropriated and managed by its inhabitants. As such,
these actions are political.

audience-citizens who participated in it, the choir
members, but also the NGO, the housing company and
the local residents who decided what the mural should
be about. I refer to this network of people and their
mutual social relations as an ecology of contributors. I
use the term ecologies of participations to refer to the
different ways each actor contributed to the process. I
use the expression ecologies of meanings to indicate
how the original meanings associated with the
performance were appropriated and transformed
beyond its original goals. For instance, the mural
(figure 2) was also intended to contest the common
bias that local women, associated with a particular
socio-cultural background, lack the power to express
their own voices.
Together, these ecologies illustrate how alternative
spatial practices unfold over time, including the
aggregation of various actors, forces and their capacity
to act locally. Below I list a number of questions,
emerging from this analytical focus, and that I would
like to discuss during the workshop:
•

•
The production of the mural, and how it evolved from
the original performance, points to the complex
network of people that contributed to how it came to
be. This includes the director of the performance, the

•

What do we regard as the politics of place and
what does it entail empirically? Power
struggles, conflicts, democracy, participation
and technological infrastructures provide
different insights on the political nature of
place. Are different philosophies of the politics
of place needed and what would that mean in
practice?
When do we stop following a project and when
(if, at all!) does it stop being CHI research?
How is the researchers’ role reconfigured? Is
the detective labor of connecting the pieces of

•

civic interventions to past and post events, still
CHI work?
How are the boundaries between designers and
community initiatives reconfigured by a longterm view on civic projects?
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