
RC18
Bridging Accross Mass Customization

Enriqueta Llabres and Zach Fluker





Urban design is currently 
cornered in a paradox: 

despite technology being 
an essential aspect and the 
most visible component 
for projects; urban design 
is not a technical solu-
tion problem. The value 
component of the urban 
project has its grounds in 
Hardin’s (1968) seminal 
article “The Tragedy of 
Commons” where he de-
scribes how individuals 
are currently trapped in 
the dilemma between the 
benefits from over – ex-
hausting common pools of 
resources and those from 

not doing it
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RC18 
explores the linkage be-
tween Digital Fabrica-
tion and Social Media as 
an opportunity for urban 
hacking; specifically how 
examining how to bridge 
across mass customization 
of user products to pur-
sue a collective project.  
Through the introduction 
of individual solutions 
for the city, outcomes are 
not designed to prevail in 
time but rather remain 
open for others to input 
the corrective feedbacks 

into its framework. 
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There is a breaking point in the history of human set-
tlements when civilizations started to overcome the 
natural forces that would keep population growth 
equal to zero. Since then, human settlements have 
over exhausted environmental systems and as a 
consequence there is an increasing reliance on tech-
nology as an environmental substitute. However, 
one could argue that what makes city design more 
challenging is the fact that the majority of urban 
projects fall in the class of “ no technical solution 
problem”  Wiesner and York introduced this concept 
in the mid-1960s immersed in the academic and in-
tellectual debate that preceded the formation of 
the first environmental agencies such as the EPA in 
1970. A technical solution problem, according to the 
authors, requires a change only in the techniques of 
natural sciences, demanding little or nothing in the 
way of change in human values or ideas of morality. 
City design is currently cornered in a paradox: de-
spite technology is essential and tends to be the most 
visible component of the project; city design is a no 
technical solution problem. The value component of 
the urban project has its grounds in Hardin’s (1968) 
seminal article “ The tragedy of Commons” where 
he described how individuals are currently trapped 
in the dilemma between the benefits from over- ex-
hausting the common pool of resources and those 
from not doing it. Since he raised this issue in late 
1960s, solutions introduced so far such as privatiza-
tion of resources, restrictive command and control 
or the appeal for consciousness have not worked; 
neither has worked an emphasis on larger, more ro-
bust and rapid infrastructural projects. Issues such as 

resilience, food security, transport, energy or hous-
ing provision are becoming more and more difficult 
to tackle in cities. This is clear as current institutions’  
demand for technology is not only for the introduc-
tion of new technology but there is an emerging de-
mand of how to use it differently.

The question arising is in which ways shall we use 
technology differently. Saskia Sassen’s (2012) call for 
Urbanising Technology might help to engage with 
this question. In this call she raises the issue that tech-
nologies are not sufficiently urbanised. For this to 
happen, technologies need to incorporate the spe-
cific capabilities of interaction so it can deliver their 
utilities including the logics of users and the logics 
of the city; which, as the author highlights, can di-
verge significantly from the engineer’ s logic. In that 
sense Sassen introduces the idea of cities and users as 
hackers of technology. The author uses hacker dif-
ferently from the common acceptation of hacker as 
someone gaining unauthorized access to a system or 
hacking as the introduction of a quick and inelegant 
solution to a particular problem. Her idea of hacker 
is close to that described by Greg Borenstein (2012) 
in his book “Making Things See”  where hacking is 
the introduction of a temporary and clever solution 
to a difficult problem. What makes hacking so in-
teresting and powerful is this mix of temporariness 
and sharpness. A solution not designed to prevail in 
time but left open for others to add the necessary 
corrective feedbacks to it. This is quite visible when 
one looks at how social networks of open source 
technology development such as processing.org or 
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grasshopper work, these social networks are high-
ly successful in keeping hackers, or in other words, 
technology custodians, engaged with issues at stake.

One could argue that the current scenario described 
by Mario Carpo (2011) where the divide between the 
author and the audience is fading opens up a realm 
for hacking. Social design softwares have the struc-
ture of a net and at every node of the net can be 
the conceiver, the maker or the receiver; this struc-
ture has underpinned a trend in industrial design for 
extreme customization of personal goods. Customi-
zation of personal goods is no longer confined to the 
‘ do-it-yourself’  hobbyist. Massproducing interna-
tional corporations have begun to offer services and 
adaptable templates that allow end users to take 
part in the design process. In this new era of collabo-
ration, established companies are mixing and mov-
ing across disciplines whilst simultaneously engaging 
the customer in the final product. At the root of this 
advancement, in all its various outcomes is digital 
fabrication and material sciences. Companies like 
Nike have been offering its NikeiD service for the 
past 4 years, allowing users to create custom color 
ways and personalize their sneakers with individual 
lettering. Pushing the concept of digitally tailored 
clothing one step further is generative design studio 
Nervous Systems. Titled “Kinematics”  this series of 
clothing “ behaves as continuous fabric; By combin-
ing body-scanning technology with 3d printing they 
have developed workflow to flexibly conform and 
fluidly flow in response to body movement. Unlike 
traditional fabric, this textile is not uniform; it varies 

in rigidity, drape, flex, porosity and pattern through 
space.”  (System 2015) Customization of individu-
al elements isn’ t just being pushed in clothing, but 
can also be found in the world electronics. Google’ s 
Advanced Technology and Projects looks to (ATAP) 
introduce “Project Ara” in 2016 (Google 2015). It is 
set to be the first modular smartphone that allows 
consumers to create a phone that “is precisely tai-
lored to their functional and aesthetic preferences”

Advances in customer participation in the design 
process are becoming prevalent within consumer 
goods, but what about the architecture? Architec-
ture at its core is a service-based industry where 
upon a client / architect relationship is established 
on delivering a design based on site, regulations, 
and aesthetics. This paradigm is currently being 
challenged by a non-profit organization from the 
United Kingdom called ‘Wikihouse.’ (Parvin 2011) 
The project was launched in 2011 by Alastair Parvin 
and Nick Lerodiaconou (2015) of 00 architects who 
sought to democratize and simplify the construction 
of sustainable, resource-light dwellings. The basis of 
their system allows for the “capacity to design, share, 
download, adapt and locally manufacture and 
make high-performance, low-cost hardware suited 
to their place and needs.” Still in its infancy, the proj-
ect has seen only a few dwellings constructed but 
the word is spreading quickly and offers us a new 
way of thinking about the future of constructing our 
homes.

For urban design this might mean a technological 
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revolution that opens up new forms of engaging 
with our old no technical solution problem or what 
is tragically driving us to more adverse living condi-
tions. For this to happen, urban designers might
need to play a new additional role; that is the design 
of the net of users and the media for interaction. 
This new role has the potential of producing new 
agencies and new forms of integrating urban and 
environmental policies into urban design. This net of 
users and the media for interaction can be seen as 
new form of urban documentation which is at the 
same time a social trust mechanism. The research 
cluster RC18 aims to engage with this context open-
ing up the discussion about where our discipline
can go when the communication between the user, 
the conceiver and the maker is framed within a 
social design platform. Which new spatial regimes 
emerge when the designer is engaged in the de-
sign of this platform? What new systems of notation 
could be more suitable for this methodology? Have 
social design platforms the capacity of bridging and 
bounding across users? Can they unlock develop-
ment opportunities across the city? The cluster will 
engage with these questions departing from the cur-
rent trend of extreme customization of consumers’ 
goods and exploring whether this can be retooled to 
bridge individual aspirations of identity across the 
city; with the result of new scenarios for the discipline 
of urban design.

RC18 will work establishing new domains that cut 
across data, the material and the digital. In order to 
engage with the topic of customization the students 

will work on the development of a composite as a 
material research and explore how to manipulate 
it through the design of an interactive mixing-desk. 
The design research will firstly focus on the ways this 
composite allows for variations in its properties en-
gaging the user at the individual level. This individ-
ual customization of the architectural material will 
then be deployed in the urban realm through a so-
cial design platform where the students will explore 
how existing agencies will engage with the design 
process and how new agencies could emerge thanks 
to the platform itself. Leading the discussion about 
the future of our discipline and what new forms of 
documentation can help our discipline to gain do-
main within the city.
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