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14. Reimagining Public 
Assets: Cultural Practices as 
Strategies of Space, Care, and 
Design

ABSTRACT 
This paper examines the role of cultural practices, when integrat-
ed into participatory design methodologies and bolstered by insti-
tutional collaboration, in reconceptualizing public spaces as com-
mons. It posits that cultural practices, rather than serving merely 
as symbolic enhancements, function as infrastructural forces that 
facilitate civic engagement, activate underutilized urban resourc-
es, and promote ecosystemic relationships. By engaging with 
recent theoretical advancements in design and political theory, 
this study positions care as both a civic and spatial practice and 
design as a medium for co-production. The Italian context is par-
ticularly conducive to this exploration, notably through innovative 
public-civic partnerships that enable the temporary repurposing 
of public heritage assets. Through a reflection on the Museum of 
the Cities of the World in Palermo, developed within the national 
research-action project OSMOSI, this paper explores how hybrid 
cultural spaces can reframe the public sphere as a shared infra-
structure for civic engagement and cultural imagination.
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14.1 Introduction
Public spaces have always meant more than just physical places in a 
city, historically functioning as a platform for civic interaction, political 
expression, and the construction of collective meaning. From the an-
cient agora to today’s city squares, public spaces have always played 
a vital role in shaping social life. They host everyday encounters and 
unexpected events, helping people build relationships and a sense 
of belonging. places where relationships grow and where a sense 
of belonging quietly takes root. But in recent years, something has 
changed. The democratic role of public space has been slowly eroded. 
More and more, urban planning treats it as something to be controlled 
or optimized and managed for efficiency, safety, or economic return. 
This approach often results in exclusionary design strategies that 
limit access and reduce the potential for diverse social interactions, 
particularly for those without economic or political power (Low & 
Smith, 2006; Sennett, 2018).

In response to this trend, cultural practices have emerged as 
powerful tools to reclaim the public dimension of urban space and 
to reconfigure it as a common. These interventions are not simply 
decorative or episodic additions to the built environment; rather, 
they constitute symbolic, relational, and spatially generative acts. 
Community performances, storytelling workshops, participatory 
installations, urban walks, and ephemeral architecture activate space 
through shared experiences and embodied expressions. By anchoring 
these practices in lived experience, they remind us that cities are lived 
places, shaped by memory, experience, and imagination (Carpenter & 
Horvat, 2022; Doucet, 2021).

Henri Lefebvre’s concept of the «right to the city»!1968) provides 
a theoretical foundation for understanding these processes. His for-
mulation extends beyond mere access to urban resources, proposing 
instead a radical redefinition of spatial production as a democratic 
endeavour. Harvey !2012) elaborates on the idea by asserting that the 
right to the city involves a communal effort to reclaim urban life, there-
by confronting the prevailing systems of capital accumulation and 
technocratic governance. Within this framework, cultural practices 
operate as mean of resistance, situated knowledge, and civic imagi-
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nation. They make space through coexistence and the articulation of 
alternative urban narratives.

What’s important is that these initiatives usually don’t follow a plan 
imposed from above. They grow from relationships, from listening, 
from caring. They reflect a grassroots logic based on collaboration, 
iteration, and care. Participatory cultural practices unfold through 
attentive listening, relational engagement, and responsiveness to 
local stories and needs. This approach redefines space not as a fixed 
container but as a dynamic and negotiated process. As academics like 
Fraser !1990) and Mouffe !2000) suggest, democracy doesn’t mean 
avoiding conflict, it means dealing with it constructively. And public 
space can be a powerful arena for exactly that kind of engagement.

The COVID-19 pandemic acted as a revealing lens, exposing struc-
tural inequalities and underscoring the importance of public space as 
a site of care and social support In those months of social fragmen-
tation, cultural and participatory practices, from small-scale artistic 
gestures to broader community-led activations, emerged as crucial 
forms of civic imagination and support. These experiences not only 
addressed immediate needs but also offered prototypes of a more 
relational, adaptive, and inclusive use of shared spaces (Honey-Rosés 
et al., 2020).

In this context, Design, especially when focused on social innova-
tion, has a key role here. As the field has shifted from object-making 
to systems-thinking and relational processes (Björgvinsson et al., 
2012; Manzini, 2015), it has become a tool for imagining and testing 
different futures. Co-design methods, speculative tools, and com-
munity-based strategies create opportunities for people to come 
together and make sense of their environment in new ways. None-
theless, the transformative power of cultural practices is inherently 
tied to their integration. Isolated, short-lived events might capture 
attention or provide aesthetic pleasure, but they lack the depth and 
continuity necessary for enduring change. In contrast, cultural com-
moning is rooted in long-term relationships and adaptive processes, 
requiring temporal depth, contextual knowledge, and a readiness 
to engage with complexity and conflict. These attributes are often 
missing from standardized top-down cultural programming or place-
making policies that prioritize visibility over substance. The commons 
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framework offers a way to articulate this alternative model. Instead of 
viewing public space as a resource to be consumed or regulated, the 
commons approach highlights collective governance, shared respon-
sibility, and ongoing care (Bollier & Helfrich, 2012). 

Commoning involves activities that sustain and rejuvenate com-
munity life, such as negotiation, maintenance, social engagement, 
and careful management. Cultural interventions enhance this system 
by revitalizing shared symbols, facilitating interactions, and strength-
ening relational structures. In this scenario, Massimo De Angelis 
!2017) discusses the concept of ‘social cooperation beyond the mar-
ket’ as a form of value creation that emphasizes reciprocity, care, and 
mutual acknowledgment. Cultural practices, therefore, do more than 
just oppose neoliberal urbanism; they offer alternatives. They estab-
lish emotional economies and symbolic frameworks that reimagine 
space as a shared, lived, and nurtured commons. These practices 
serve as a reminder that cities are not merely physical structures but 
are collective relations continuously reshaped through daily actions 
and common goals.

14.2 Urban Care as a Cultural Practice
In recent years, the idea of care has gained renewed attention across 
fields like design, political theory and urban studies. Once thought 
of mainly as a private matter, something tied to the domestic sphere 
or understood as a personal virtue, care is now increasingly recog-
nized as a political and spatial practice. It plays a role in shaping how 
societies distribute attention, responsibility, and resources. Tronto 
!1993; 2013) defines care as a series of interconnected activities: 
recognizing needs, taking responsibility, responding competently, 
and ensuring responsiveness. These are not merely individual acts 
of kindness; they are embedded in institutional arrangements and 
material infrastructures that shape our capacity to live together. Re-
framing care in this way, as a collective, civic undertaking, challenges 
many of the assumptions behind contemporary urban development 
and design.

Too often, the dominant paradigms in planning and design empha-
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size speed, efficiency, and measurable outcomes, marginalising the 
slower, process-oriented, and relational dimensions that define caring 
practices. As Mattern !2021) argues, cities rely not only on techno-
logical systems and formal institutions but also on ‘infrastructures 
of care’ such as libraries, community centers, parks, informal support 
networks, and cultural initiatives that sustain the social and emotional 
life of communities. These are often overlooked or underfunded, while 
they play a crucial role in sustaining the emotional and social fabric 
of urban life. This perspective aligns with a growing body of research 
emphasising the strategic role of culture in activating new imaginaries 
for urban development, particularly in underutilised or marginal areas. 
Pier Luigi Sacco has argued that innovation, particularly when rooted 
in culture, is key to triggering regenerative processes with macro-lev-
el impacts that go well beyond the direct outputs of the cultural and 
creative sectors. When cultural participation is oriented toward social 
innovation, it becomes a powerful driver of urban change. The reacti-
vation of disused heritage through cultural practice, for instance, can 
be the first step in transforming entire neighborhoods. These of-
ten-overlooked spaces hold the potential to reverse cycles of decline, 
if communities are given the opportunity to engage, imagine, and 
shape them. In doing so, people deepen their connection to place, 
weaving cultural expression into everyday life and future visions. From 
this vantage point, such places need to be re-read with care, allow-
ing them to re-enter the urban narrative through intentional, con-
text-sensitive strategies (La Scala, 2017).

Design, particularly when practiced through participatory or 
co-design approaches, can make a meaningful contribution to this 
kind of infrastructure. Moving beyond object-making, contemporary 
design operates as a form of mediation, scaffolding conversations, 
facilitating encounters, and helping to imagine shared futures. Thus, it 
becomes a tool for enabling collective agency, situated decision-mak-
ing, and long-term stewardship. In this light, designers become less 
like problem-solvers and more like facilitators helping communities 
surface needs, articulate values, and collectively shape their spaces.

The potential of design to foster care-based urban transformation 
becomes especially visible in places where public space is fragment-
ed, contested, or simply forgotten. Thus, design practices such as 
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prototyping, speculative mapping, and participatory scenario building 
provide ways to reclaim neglected areas, to make needs visible, and to 
co-create interventions with communities. Rather than offering pre-
defined solutions, these tools support adaptive and iterative process-
es that take into account local capacities and limitations.

Culture is deeply intertwined with this approach. Cultural prac-
tices often work as reparative gestures, addressing the wounds of 
social fragmentation and historical erasure. They offer symbolic and 
emotional means of recognising one another, anchoring communities 
to place, and sparking the collective imagination. As Satta !2023) sug-
gests, these practices are not just about representing identity, they 
create space for dialogue.  In a world increasingly marked by what 
Han !2021) calls a ‘crisis of attention’, where hyper-productivity and 
self-exploitation erode relationships, cultural and design practices 
centered on care introduce different values: presence over accel-
eration, empathy over competition, continuity over disruption. They 
nurture environments of hospitality, recognition, and shared respon-
sibility, core elements of democratic life.

Care, however, cannot rest solely on grassroots initiatives; it  
also requires institutional involvement. Providing infrastructures of 
care depends on long-term commitments, public investment, and 
supportive regulatory frameworks. When institutions recognise these 
practices – through access to space, funding, training, or aligned pol-
icies – they help embed care into the everyday governance of cities. 
In this way, care becomes not just a practice, but a principle of urban 
policy and planning.

Within this broader perspective, design emerges as a practice of 
civic care: attentive to lived experience, grounded in social relations, 
and open to transformation. It resists the abstraction of top-down ap-
proaches and instead anchors itself in proximity and mutual learning. 
Urban regeneration, from this point of view, is not a linear path toward 
growth but an ongoing process of repair and shared authorship (Mat-
tern, 2021; Imrie & Kullmann, 2017). Care-oriented design and cultural 
practices are therefore not only reactive responses in moments of cri-
sis; they also act as prefigurative practices that suggest new ways of 
inhabiting the city. By building relational infrastructures that sustain 
connection, dialogue, and participation, they shift the understanding 
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of the city – from a mere physical setting to a shared life that must be 
cultivated and continually reimagined in common.

This transformative potential becomes even more tangible in 
emerging hybrid cultural spaces, which lie at the crossroads of de-
sign, participation, and public policy. The following reflections emerge 
from both theoretical inquiry and field-based observation, developed 
through active participation in design processes and cultural activa-
tion in Palermo. These experiences have provided insights into the 
everyday challenges and potentials of hybrid spaces as infrastruc-
tures of care.

14.3 Hybrid Cultural Spaces as 
Laboratories of Urban Commons:  
a case-study in Palermo
The Italian context provides fertile ground for the emergence of 
hybrid cultural spaces, particularly due to the abundance of state-
owned properties that remain vacant or underutilised. Hybrid cultural 
spaces are characterised by the intersection of functions, actors, and 
temporalities, operating at the boundary between formal institutions 
and informal practices, between permanence and experimentation. 
They foster new modes of spatial production by enabling cultural, 
social, and civic uses to coexist and interact within repurposed envi-
ronments.

Estimates suggest that nearly 10% of the country’s public real 
estate assets are disused, many of which are centrally located and of 
significant historical or symbolic value. While traditionally managed 
through bureaucratic or market-driven procedures, recent years 
have seen a shift toward more flexible and experimental models of 
temporary reuse. Among the key institutional actors fostering this 
transformation is the ‘Agenzia del Demanio', Italy’s State Property 
Agency, which has launched initiatives that enable public buildings to 
be temporarily repurposed for cultural, and social projects. This new 
institutional openness has facilitated concrete forms of collabora-
tion between public bodies and icultural actors, repositioning public 
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assets as shared platforms for collective regeneration and cultural 
experimentation (Agenzia del Demanio 2023).

A recent example of this dynamic is the Museum of World Cities, 
a pilot project within the national research-action program OSMOSI. 
Located in the historic center of Palermo, the museum has just been 
opened inside the former Convento dei Crociferi, a heritage site 
temporarily granted for five years to the cultural organization Farm 
Cultural Park by the Agenzia del Demanio. 

The collaboration between these two actors, a national public 
agency and an independent cultural initiative rooted in civic engage-
ment, demonstrates how cross-sector partnerships can activate 
underused public spaces and support experimental cultural infra-
structures. This is not a museum in the traditional sense. The Muse-
um of World Cities is envisioned as a hybrid cultural platform dedicat-
ed to exploring the futures of cities. Rather than centering its activity 
on collections or static exhibitions, it is structured as a a space built 
through listening, co-creation, and open-ended processes. Its identi-
ty and programming have taken shape through participatory practices 
involving local residents, designers, researchers, and cultural medi-
ators. The early phases of the project included mapping stakehold-
ers, engaging the community to surface needs and aspirations, and 
identifying local cultural references. These activities led to a range 
of co-design workshops: from intergenerational storytelling and the-

Figure 1.
Collecting insights during 
one of the co-design 
workshops. Photo of 
Alessio Consoli.
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matic discussions to collaborative sessions imagining the museum’s 
potential roles. Participants came from across the social spectrum – 
local inhabitants, university students, cultural professionals, experts, 
and city administrators – creating a genuinely diverse constellation 
of voices. These practices served as a laboratory for experimenting 
with participatory methodologies, fostering trust among stakehold-
ers and exploring shared modes of cultural and spatial imagination, 
while simultaneously laying the foundations for a governance model 
capable of remaining open and adaptive to the evolving needs of the 
communities.

In particular, the Museum of World Cities aims to foster relational 
infrastructure. Through exhibitions, public events, co-design practic-
es, and temporary installations, it opens up a space where different 
forms of knowledge, memory, and imagination can meet. Themes like 
the right to the city, migration, ecological transition, and cultural herit-
age are not just discussed, they are spatially explored and collectively 
processed. In this way, the museum becomes both a seedbed and an 
amplifier for cultural practices that center care and civic engagement.
Design methodologies, particularly those rooted in co-design and 
social innovation – play a critical role in scaffolding these processes. 
They support inclusive forms of spatial narration and enable the mu-
seum to remain open, porous, and responsive to its urban context. 

This case exemplifies how hybrid cultural spaces can function as 
community laboratories and how the synergy between public institu-
tions and civic-cultural organizations can generate not only physical 
reuse of public heritage, but also new governance models based on 
trust, co-responsibility and shared authorship, and sustained by a 
participatory co-design methodology, made possible through a meth-
odological co-design approach that fosters dialogue and adaptive 
governance.

14.4 Towards a Culture-Led Vision  
of Common Futures 
This article has explored how cultural practices, when embedded in 
participatory design methodologies and supported by institutional 
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collaboration, can reframe public space as a dynamic common. Far 
from being symbolic add-ons, these practices function as infrastruc-
tural forces: they activate relational ecologies, foster civic engage-
ment, and reclaim underused public assets as spaces of shared 
imagination and co-creation (Crobe 2023; Manzini, 2015).

The case of the Museum of the Cities of the World in Palermo 
illustrates how temporary reuse, cultural activation, and design-based 
co-production could intersect to create inclusive and adaptive cultur-
al infrastructures. The collaboration between Farm Cultural Park and 
the Italian State Property Agency demonstrates how public institu-
tions, when open to new forms of flexibility and shared governance, 
can act as enablers of civic innovation. These experiments point to 
the emergence of new public-civic alliances that challenge conven-
tional modes of value production, institutional engagement  
and urban regeneration. 

Despite these efforts, many initiatives are still sustained by 
uncertain funding, informal labor, and short-lived agreements, which 
impede their continuity and long-term effectiveness. They frequently 
rely on the dedication of a small group of individuals as local-heroes, 
which raises concerns about their sustainability and dependence 
on institutions. These issues point to larger governance challenges: 
How can temporary uses be transformed into enduring stewardship 
models? What policies can guarantee long-term access to commu-
nal spaces? How can institutions be encouraged to recognize and 
support approaches to regeneration that are centered on care and 
culture? One potential solution is to develop legal and policy instru-
ments, such as co-governance frameworks and public funding initi-
atives, that institutionalize the principles of participation, care, and 
cultural co-production. Equally important is the integration of these 
practices into formal urban planning as essential components of a 
sustainable and inclusive urban vision.

This approach is part of wider international currents in cultural 
placemaking. For instance, in London, the Meanwhile Space initiative 
shows how the temporary refunctioning of vacant buildings can bring 
communities together, encourage local enterprise, and widen the 
range of cultural and social activities available. Experiences like this 
point to a common thread: hybrid cultural spaces are not only symbol-
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ic arenas but also practical tools for reimagining urban life. And when 
such short-term uses are given strategic support, they can evolve 
into lasting forms of social and spatial value. 

In conclusion, cultural practices offer more than symbolic enrich-
ment; they provide concrete ways to care for shared spaces, negoti-
ate urban futures, and cultivate democratic life. When embedded in 
co-design process and supported by public institutions, they gener-
ate new urban grammars grounded in reciprocity, proximity, collective 
authorship. Beyond the Palermo case, a set of general principles can 
be drawn that may guide similar projects in other contexts. Temporary 
concessions of public spaces, when accompanied by institutional 
openness, offer opportunities to test new forms of co-governance 
and cultural activation. Participatory design, sustained through 
dialogue with a wide range of community voices, helps ensure that 
spaces reflect multiple identities and needs. Equally important are 
frameworks of shared planning, in which institutions, cultural actors, 
and citizens shape events and uses together, fostering both belong-

Figure 2.
Opening of the Museum 
of World Cities. Photo of 

Alessio Consoli.
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ing and long-term commitment. When supported by policy tools that 
recognise culture as an infrastructure of care, these strategies can 
enable temporary arrangements to evolve into durable civic resourc-
es. Unlocking this potential requires not only innovative methods but 
also a renewed vision of the city, as an ecosystem of relationships 
where culture is treated as a public good to be sustained, protected, 
reimagined.
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This volume investigates the potential of Socio-Cultural 
Hybrid Spaces as engines of urban regeneration, democratic 
participation, and cultural innovation. Emerging at the 
intersection of cultural production, social experimentation, and 
territorial transformation, these spaces challenge conventional 
boundaries between public and private, temporary and 
permanent, physical and digital. Through four main sections, 
the book develops a critical and impactful perspective on 
the functions, design and interdisciplinary approaches, and 
transformative potential of Socio-Cultural Hybrid Spaces. 
From their evolving role as plural ecosystems to their capacity 
to generate declinations of public value; from cultural and 
participatory practices that reclaim and reimagine the commons 
to the opportunities and challenges introduced by digital 
technologies; it o!ers a multifaceted lens on hybrid practices 
in contemporary urban and territorial contexts. By weaving 
together theoretical perspectives, empirical research, and case 
studies, this book provides critical reflections by and for scholars, 
practitioners, and institutions. How can cultural initiatives 
generate new alliances between institutions and communities? 
What forms of participation can strengthen the democratic role 
of public space? And what challenges arise in connecting physical 
and virtual dimensions for collective engagement?
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