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Over the last few years, the  
participatory dimension of  
citizen-and artist-initiated  
cultural centres has received a  
considerable amount of attention 
from researchers, activists and  
administrations at the local,  
national and European level.  
However, this attention has mostly 
focused on normative visions  
and wishful thinking about the 
participatory nature of the  
organisations and their  
governance structures. What  
has been lacking is the analytical 
instruments needed to help  
evaluate their participatory nature.
 
This paper explores the concepts 
and practices of participatory  
governance, focusing the  
discussion on cultural centres  
initiated by citizens and artists. 
When we use the term  
‘participatory governance’, we  
are referring to ‘community  
and citizen actions developed 
out of governmental control 
that generate effects on public  
problems by means of the very  
action itself’ (Campagnari, 2020: 
62). Citizen-led initiatives emerge 
to respond to local problems, such 
as the absence of social, cultural 
and artistic services, or the  
abundance of abandoned urban 
spaces (Cellamare, 2011). Through 
their direct action, these initiatives 
ignite processes of spatial  
transformation and create  
services for citizens and artists,  
engaging with different  
stakeholders. 
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Introduction

Through this paper, 
I aim to provide analytical 
tools for participatory 
governance by summarising 
debates, presenting a clear 
analytical approach for 
assessing participatory 
governance, and illustrating 
its use in the evaluation 
of the level of participation 
in the participatory cultural 
space, Espace Imaginaire.
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The term ‘participatory governance’ 
has been widely used in the cultural 
field over the last decade, reaching 
the blurred status of other 
buzzwords like sustainability, 
resilience, urban commons, etc. It 
has been used to describe different 
things, but what do we actually 
mean by it? Let’s start by discussing 
the meaning of ‘governance’, 
which is defined as follows:

This definition goes beyond classic 
understandings of ‘government’, as 
it focuses on modes of control that 
allow the production of fragmented 
and multidimensional order and 
rule ‘within the state, by the state, 
without the state, and beyond the 
state’ (Levi-Faur, 2012). The concept 
of governance opens up a new way 
of thinking about the processes of 
political decision-making. However,  
it does not indicate the types of 
the political geometries and power 
relations developed in these 
interactions, ranging between 

‘all processes of governing, 
whether undertaken by 
a government, market, 
or network; whether over 
a family, tribe, corporation, 
or territory; and whether 
by laws, norms, power, 
or language’ (Bevir, 2013: I).

For instance, through these 
lenses, all the actions of 
citizen- and artist-initiated 
cultural centres would fall 
under ‘citizen power’: but 
are the director of a cultural 
centre and a member of the 
audience participating in 
decision-making processes 
in the same way? 

top-down and bottom-up 
approaches (Fischer, 2012).

Participatory governance refers 
to a specific type of governance 
relationship; this type of governance 
is generally grounded in theories 
of participatory democracy, based 
on the engagement of citizens in 
collaborative decision-making 
processes (Fischer, 2012).  
Participatory governance and its 
integration in institutions is crucial 
for different reasons. First,  
participation can improve the level 
of legitimacy of institutions.  
Second, it improves the level of 
justice in decision-making, giving 
actors whose voices have not been 
heard before the opportunity to 
express their concerns. Third, it  
improves the effectiveness  
of administration (Fung, 2006).

There is no single way to perform 
participation, but there are many 
different recipes and approaches. 
‘Participation’ is a qualitative 
character that scholars tried to 
map out by generating analytical 
frameworks that are useful to 
analyse the level of participation 
in a specific governance process 
and structure. Arnstein’s ‘ladder of  
participation’ (Arnstein, 1969) has 
been one of the leading references 
for analysing participation.  

Her framework assesses the degree 
of participation in decision-making 
processes on a ladder with eight 
levels: non-participation processes 
sit at the bottom, tokenist actions 
in the middle and citizen-led  
processes at the top of the ladder.

This ladder facilitates the 
understanding of where powe 
resides in decision-making 
processes. It is based on the idea 
that the higher the level of 
participation the better. However, 
its linearity fails to grasp the 
multidimensionality of participation.

The identification of distinctions 
between these different dimensions 
of participation is crucial for the 
cultural sector today, in order to 
establish effective participatory 
governance structures and 
institutions. Considering the 
effectiveness of governance as the 
eventual congruence between  
the intentions behind actions and 
their effects and acknowledging 
the constant shifts in our 
environments of action, governance 
institutions and structures need  
to be constantly assessed 
and adapted accordingly.
We can move towards a  
multidimensional analysis  
of participation through the  
‘democracy cube’ developed by 
Fung (2006). This framework is 
composed of three separate aspects 
of participatory decision-making 
processes: Participant Selection 
Methods; Modes of Communication 
and Decision; Extent of Authority 
and Power. Let’s review 
them separately.
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The first dimension of the cube 
represents the most important 
aspect of participation: who 
participates? This question 
makes us reflect on the selection 
of participants, their origins, 
their perspectives, their
representativeness and the skills 
they are able to mobilise. We 
should therefore question who 
is eligible to participate and how 
individuals become participants.

Ideally, the most inclusive and 
representative approach would be 
to engage with the general public 
through the diffuse public sphere 
of media, associations, venues etc. 
However, most participative 
processes interact with smaller 
groups of people. They usually 
adopt self-selection strategies, 
opening up the discussion to 
whoever wants to take part. 
However, this approach leads to 
the selection of unrepresentative 
populations, attracting wealthier 
and more educated people. These 
imbalances are also often linked 
to other social divisions, following 
lines of age and race.

Participant
Selection
Methods

Practitioners tackled these issues 
through two selection techniques. 
First, the selective recruitment of 
participants from unrepresented 
subgroups that are less likely to 
engage. For instance, conducting  
participatory processes in 
low-income and minority 
neighbourhoods. Random selection 
is another balancing mechanism, 
helping to bring together 
a representative group of the 
population. 

The selection can also be made 
based on the level of expertise of 
participants: for instance, with the 
involvement of lay stakeholders 
– citizens who are experts on the topic 
acting out of passion and knowedge; 
or professional stakeholders – 
members of organisations and 
public interest groups. 

In traditional forms of decision- 
making, the selection of participants 
is made through political or 
administrative processes. Decisions 
are often made by professional 
politicians or by the leaders of 
organisations, representing the 
general interests or the visions of 
the organisations. They are 
supported by expert administrators, 
such as members of public 
bureaucracies or the internal 
structures of our organisations.
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Participant
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We often think that participation 
develops through ideal 
communication conditions, where 
participants interact as equals. 
In practice, this is quite rarely the 
case: the intensity of modes of 
communication and decision- 
making ranges widely, with 
different levels of investment, 
knowledge and commitment 
required of participants. 

In the less intense side of 
communication and decision- 
making, we can find situations 
where the engagement is based 
on passive attendance of public 
hearings or community meetings. 
The participants receive 
information about projects or  
policies. In the management of  
cultural spaces and centres,  
we can see this level of participation 
as the attendance of cultural 
activities without any formulation 
of feedback. In these situations, 
participants only receive information, 
and their preferences are not 
publicly modified or heard.
At a higher level of intensity,  
participants engage in the 
expression and development of 
new preferences. In these situations,  
they engage with their situation 
and learn about a specific topic. 
However, their preferences are 
mostly left at the individual level or 

Modes of
Communication

and Decision

gathered in small groups, without 
efforts to synthesise them.

More intense levels of 
participation guide participants 
in the development of collective 
choices. In aggregation and 
bargaining situations, the 
participants are believed to have 
already developed personal 
preferences about a topic, and 
the participatory system aims to 
aggregate them into a singular 
collective choice. 

In deliberation and negotiation 
settings, participants instead still 
have to discover their individual 
preferences, and engage in 
processes of inquiry about the 
subject. The process guides them 
in the formulation of a decision 
through processes of interactive 
education and towards agreements. 
Finally, we should also note that 
many decisions are often based on 
the technical expertise of officials 
and practitioners, usually requiring 
higher levels of training, 
knowledge and professional 
specialisation in order to 
participate.

LEAST INTENSE

MOST INTENSE

Listen as
Spectator

Express
Preferences

Develop
Preferences

Aggregate and
Bargain
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Negotiate

Deploy Technique
and Expertise

Modes of 
Communication
and Decision
From Fung, A. (2006)
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At the bottom rung of the 
ladder, we have situations where 
participants have no expectations 
to influence public action. Their 
engagement with the process has 
more of an impact on their 
personal civic duty than on the 
actual results. These situations 
usually involve the less intensive 
forms of communication, focused 
on the transfer of information 
and elaboration of personal 
preferences. 

Influence over public action can 
be generated indirectly, through 
communicative influence. For  
instance, if this report contributes 
to the generation of public interest 
on the topic of participatory 
governance, it could indirectly 
have some effects on the 
governance of some municipalities, 
cultural institutions and cultural 
spaces across Europe.

Extent
of Authority

and Power

Participatory processes can 
influence authorities when 
formulating advice and 
recommendations. In these 
processes, participants are allowed 
to formulate inputs, suggestions 
and information; authorities in this 
situation keep their authority and 
freedom of choice intact, with no 
binding commitment to follow the 
advice of participants.

The devolution of direct power 
to participatory processes can 
be structured through two 
different geometries of authority: 
co-government processes or as 
direct authority. In the former,  
particpants govern in partnership 
with officials and elected 
representatives as  equally 
powerful but separate governing 
bodies, mixing representative 
democracy and participatory 
democracy. In the latter, instead, 
participatory bodies are the 
repositories of direct authority over 
public decisions: representatives 
and administrations are required 
to follow their decisions.

LEAST AUTHORITY

MOST AUTHORITY

Personal
Benefits

Communicative
Influence

Advise and
Consult

Co-Governance

Direct
Authority

Extent of 
Authority and Power
From Fung, A. (2006)
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These three dimensions paint a 
complex picture about participation 
and participatory governance. They 
underscore that participation is not 
to be evaluated on a linear scale, 
but instead has multiple facets. In 
particular, they highlight the 
differences in populations involved, 
in the way they interact and in the 
final outcomes of their actions. 

The framework of the democracy 
cube can support thinking and 
acting when it comes to participation 
in public institutions and in cultural 
centres. Combining these three 
aspects can help us to evaluate 
one-off participatory processes, as 
well as helping us to design 
institutions following the principles 
of participatory governance, by 
giving insights into who participated, 
how and with what impacts.

In order to showcase the insights 
generated by this multidimensional 
framework, we can explore a case 
study of participatory processes 
and governance systems applied 
in a cultural space. 

We will draw on the case study of 
the Espace Imaginaire, an urban 
intervention project developed 
since 2016 by the cultural centre 
Mains d’oeuvres in the municipality 
of St-Denis, in the northern 
metropolitan area of Paris, France. 
Mains d’oeuvres is a cultural centre 
established in St-Ouen, France at 
the end of the 1990s. It has a long 

history of urban interventions and 
participatory approaches through 
artistic practices, as part of 
Trans Europe Halles and as one 
of the most important cases of 
regenerated cultural brownfield 
sites in the French ‘Nouveaux 
Territoires de l’Art’ movement. 

At the end of 2015, the Municipality 
of St-Denis launched a call for 
projects for the temporary reuse 
of a 5,000m2 vacant lot, which 
was located in a former industrial 
neighbourhood that was 
undergoing significant urban 
transformations towards residential, 
directional and service uses.
 
Mains d’oeuvres won the call with 
the support of the architecture 
NGO Interazioni Urbane. Their 
proposal intended to co-design, 
co-construct and then co-manage 
an ecological cultural space shared 
with residents, associations, 
employees and users of the social, 
educational and health structures 
in the neighbourhood. Their 
goal was to reimagine the 
neighbourhood. 

After winning the call, the team 
at Mains d’oeuvres and Interazioni 
Urbane developed a process of 
local diagnostics, with the aim 
of detailing the needs, resources 
and actors present in the 
neighbourhood in order to define 
the themes around which the 
cultural space would work. 

The initial diagnostic was composed 
of structured and unstructured 
actions. First, the team organised 
public hearings in the main public  
spaces of the neighbourhood,  
aiming to include as many resi-
dents as possible. The goal of these 
events was to stimulate participants 
to raise their concerns, needs and 
ideas, which the team would then 
gather and elaborate. These  
activities attracted the most active 
part of the population, in particular 
members of associations or 
volunteering organisations.
 
Second, the team roamed the 
streets of the neighbourhood, its 
public spaces and other gathering 
points (such as shops, homeless 
shelters, refugee camps, schools 
and office entrances, and public 
transportation hubs) to contact 
the residents and the users of the 
neighbourhood and ask them 
questions similar to the first action. 
Through this second approach, 

they were able to get in contact 
with a more targeted group 
of neighbours.

With the information gathered 
through the diagnostic approach, 
the initiators outlined the 
five core poles of activity of the 
Espace Imaginaire: culture, living 
environment, food, mobility 
and communal life.

After these initial phases, the  
initiators started the action of 
co-designing, co-constructing  
and co-managing the cultural 
space. The process was open to 
anyone who wanted to support  
the concept and construction 
of the space.

THE CUBE
IN ACTION

Espace Imaginaire; From Espace Imaginaire Facebook
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expert administrators and 
representatives in a co-governing
effort, sharing authority with the 
assembly of co-managers. 

The combination of these 
different participatory processes 
and governance structures 
has important effects on decision- 
making practices. The openness 
of co-management, for instance, 
has contributed to making the 
Espace Imaginaire a legitimate 
cultural and social space in the 
neighbourhood; it has also 

influenced its effectiveness, as the 
project can foster the development 
of more responsive services for 
the neighbours (such as low-cost 
hairdresser and bike repair shop). 
Furthermore, the targeted 
inclusion of excluded groups 
improves the levels of local justice, 
expanding the base of active 
citizens not only in the expression 
of preferences, but also in the 
experimentation of solutions 
in action.

Since the construction process, 
participants have been invited 
to become co-managers of the 
project, sharing rights of use and 
responsibilities of management. 
The process of becoming  
co-managers does not pose formal 
limitations; however, it requires 
participants to be aware of their 
own responsibilities in performing 
certain actions and respecting 
others. Everyone is allowed to take 
part in co-management: from 
teenagers to architects, from 
homeless people to long-time  
residents. Formally, the assembly 
of co-managers is the ultimate 
authority of the organisation. 
Through this decision-making 
structure, the co-managers exert 
direct authority over the 
organisation through deliberative 
inquiry. Furthermore, they control 
the co-construction of the space 
through their own actions 
and projects. 

The assembly delegates par 
of its responsibilities to the 
administrative office, which 
manages day-to-day operations, 
facilitates the relationship between 
co-managers and curates the 
Espace Imaginaire’s external 
relationship with other 
organisations and public 
administrations. 

The participatory governance 
of the space also includes the 
organisations and public 
administrations that supported 
its development, like Mains 
d’oeuvres and the Municipality 
of St-Denis. These institutions 
formulate regulations and policies 
for the use of the space and its 
future direction, using their 
connections with the administrative 
office and the co-managers 
as participatory strategies.

In the four years since its inception, 
the Espace Imaginaire project has 
mixed multiple and diverse 
participatory processes. The formal 
participatory process developed 
by the initiators at the beginning 
of the project involved self-selected 
people and organisations. To 
balance the imbalances of this 
selection, the informal interactions 
with citizens were instead focused 
on hearing the voices of often 
unrepresented social groups. In 
both these instances, participants 
communicated their preferences 
and ideas about the neighbourhood, 
with no development of new 
preferences or aggregation. Their 
ideas were only used to advise 
initiators, who then elaborated 
on them to create five core poles.

The co-construction of the 
Espace (at the beginning and 
in its on-going revisions and 
improvements) did not only focus 
on the development of preferences,  
but also on their direct 
performance. This approach,  
based on the idea that preferences 
are actually discovered in practice 
(Lindblom, 1990), allowed 
participants to construct a  
deliberation and mediation of their 
ideas through direct action, instead 
of limiting their involvement to 
oral deliberation and delegating 
action to someone else. 

The co-management assembly 
falls in the same categories as the 
co-construction: the participants 
have direct authority over the 
Espace Imaginaire project, and 
they operate deliberating decisions 
collectively. Co-managers are 
chosen based on self-selection. 

Finally, the participation of 
external organisations and public 
administrations is based on their 
technical expertise, involving 

FIVE POLES OF ACTIVITY

ALIMENTATION

CULTURE

living together MOBILITY

lifestyle

Five poles of activity of Espace Imaginaire: 
Alimentation, culture, lifestyle, living together, mobility
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Participation is a central topic 
in our current discussions about 
democratic governance of public 
administrations and cultural  
organisations. It offers the chance 
for greater levels of engagement  
of citizens and other stakeholders 
in the formulation of public  
decision-making, improving  
the level of local justice, the  
effectiveness of organisations  
and institutions, as well as  
the legitimacy of institutions.

This paper offers a  
multidimensional perspective  
on participative practices, ranging 
from consultive public hearings  
to co-governing boards. With clear 
guidance on which sector of the 
democracy cube our governance 
falls within, we can have a better 
chance of understanding how to 
improve our action and how to 
involve other stakeholders, being 
also aware of the economic, social 
and cultural thresholds and  
differentials limiting the expression 
of certain categories of citizens.
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The case study of the Espace  
Imaginaire illustrates this  
complexity: participation took  
several shapes in order to facilitate 
the access of different types of  
actors, from urban planning  
experts in public administrations 
to local residents, to the directors 
of cultural organisations and to DIY 
builders. Participatory actions were 
designed incrementally, adapting 
the strategies to the needs and the 
opportunities emerging from the 
field, resulting in a process of local 
empowerment.

In conclusion, this paper offers  
an introduction to the topic of 
participatory governance, as well 
as challenging interpretations of 
the concept. Through a case study, 
we offered an analytical framework 
that can help us think about  
participation, justice, effectiveness 
and legitimacy.

Conclusions References

18 19



ISBN: 978-91-519-6216-0


