
Co-Making. Design Participation in Transformation? 

An experimental-programmatic & discourse research. 

 
	

Where do we find the political potential in design practice? How 

specifically can design practice support a broad participation in what 

has been lately called “a new social contract” for a “World in Transition” 

(WBGU 2011)? How can the designer in relation with other, unequally 

positioned actors act as a productive enabler of transformations, as 

someone who is always acting in located, situational, socio-material 

settings? Following these questions as a “programmatic approach” 

(Brandt et al 2011) I led a series of collaborative design experiments and 

a discourse research in historic examples of similar practices: an 

exploration of co-making practices in design, that are argued to unfold the 

political. My own experience and the discourse research of selected 

historic examples of similar design practices are building the 

argumentation of my PhD thesis which could be located as a mode 2 

knowledge production (Nowotny et al 2001; Mareis 2011) between Co-

Design, Cultural Studies, Transformation Management and Political 

Theory – aiming to support the growing discourse in Transformation 

Design (Jonas et al 2015; Sommer, Welzer 2014).  

 

Three series of experiments form the experimental research base of the 

thesis:  

1. FUNGUTOPIA, a research in process in which I worked with the 

potential of fungi and fungal mycelium in different settings (urban, 

rural, festivals, exhibitions and long term projects). 

2. The CycleHack in Wuppertal was a project that was set up as a student 

project in collaboration with a local Fablab and an Open Data initiative 

(OK Lab Wuppertal) and in the context of a global public Hackathon 

with the topic of cycling (CycleHack 2016).  

3. Co.City lab started as a series of workshops in the setting of urban 

commons: Aiming at including new citizens in city planning processes 

(refugees, young people, migrants and others who are often excluded) 



we developed a set of approaches and workshop which have been (and 

still are) tested in different settings and with different stakeholders.   

 

The programmatic approach is combined in the thesis with a discourse 

research, following the Sociology of Knowledge Approach (Keller 2013). 

Comparing several exemplary historic discourse events in design, in 

which collaborative making in design was argued as a democratic 

political activity (especially focusing on Black Mountain College, hfg 

ulm, the DRS conference „Design Participation“ 1971 and the first 

Participatory Design experiments in Scandinavia), enabled the 

formulation of a complex of discursive motives and repeating narrative 

structures. Co-Making was carved out as the central common motive that 

entails co-experiments (in the field of design & education), co-production 

(in design & economy) and co-planning (in design & politics).  

 

In the talk, the development of the program will be traced through the 

experiments and the combination with the discourse research, which 

offers historic experiments as a sharpening lens for contemporary 

practices.  


