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Abstract 

As demonstrated by the Italian experience of Olivetti in Ivrea (1950–1960), by the 
design-philosophy of Giancarlo De Carlo (1973), and as argued by Saskia Sassen 
(2006, 2014), citizen-centred design and sharing practices represent the main path 
to a sustainable future. The aim of this research is to define the relations between 
historical and contemporary forms of participation in architecture, by investigating 
three key concepts: design, living, and programs. Ten contemporary projects and 
three historical typologies were analysed; these are characterized by freedom of 
participation: the Chinese “Tulou”, the Israeli “Kibbutz”, and the Italian rural farm 
“Cascina”. The work is based on a comparative analysis of historical and 
contemporary groups composed by the chosen case studies. The projects of both 
groups have been compared on the basis of their social, functional, programmatic, 
spatial, and sharing organization. The output is a cloud of concepts that put in 
relation past and contemporary experiences with participation (in terms of design, 
living, and programs) for a sustainable development. 
Keywords: communities, comparison analysis, contemporary and historical. 

1 Introduction 

The purpose of this research is to identify patterns in historical cases of community 
living and its contemporary manifestation given increasing interest by the 
scientific community and public opinion. The interest in community or shared 
living is due to the strong belief that this is one of the driving forces of communal 
for architecture, and for the whole of society, to face the contemporary problems 
of social and environmental sustainability. A better knowledge of history could 
lead to good practice and a better understanding of shared living, which is present 
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in all the living traditions of the past. Albeit, with several differences in terms of 
culture, social composition, environmental context, and historic background, we 
can always attribute to the sharing of spaces and activities a central role in the 
social life of all the cultures of the past. 
     The research is based on a study of comparable case studies on sustainable 
shared living, gathered in two groups, “historical” and “contemporary”. In the 
course of the study, data about a variety of relevant variables collected to identify 
the relevant factors that could represent a possible explanation for the differences 
between the groups. Each project has been studied through five key design 
strategies and organizational principles in order to define the core of the projects 
and to summarize them in semantic datasheets, presented in this paper. According 
to the same principle, through the five key design strategies, the two groups have 
been analysed using a correlational approach that uses a categorical measurement 
to highlight the variables of interest, sorted into discrete verbal or nominal 
categories. Three keywords are used for the comparison: design, living, and 
programs. These are three core concepts for communitarian housing, which are 
able to define the principles that link historical and contemporary forms of 
participation in architecture.  

2 Historical cases 

To guarantee the widest possible spectrum of representativeness, we decided to 
consider three forms of shared living (the Chinese Tulou, the Italian Cascina and 
the Jewish Kibbutz), which, even though emerged at different cultures and 
historical periods, are all characterized by voluntary participation and by historical 
perspectives. After our analysis, we can affirm that they are the result of a 
participatory building process. As argued by De Carlo [1], before industrialization, 
“the idea of how to organize and give shape to the space was a common heritage. 
[…] Many people participated in a widespread culture of living”. In fact, Cascina 
(Table 2) and Tulou (Table 1) are typical rural settlements that combine living and 
agriculture, defined by several centuries of practice and living, and developed 
around the activities of men in their territories. Instead, the Kibbutz (Table 3), even 
though it is an experience of the 20th century, must be considered in the historical 
group because it is a result of traditional processes.  
     We can define the essence of the historical cases as being characterized by 
participation in living and production. These are sustainable actions that inform 
design of the territory, its organization, and the architectural space. 
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Table 1:  Tulou – Fujian Province, China, 11th–20th century [2]. 
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Table 2:  Cascina – Lombardy Region, Italy, 15th–20th century [3]. 
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Table 3:  Kibbutz – Israel, 20th century [4]. 
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3 Contemporary cases 

In the last decades, several reactions developed against the contemporary 
challenges facing traditional community and society. These reactions were not 
driven only by political reasons (as the experiences of the communes), but had 
stronger motivations in the human need for social relations and community living 
[5, 6]. In this context, there is a need to develop a new system of values, enabling 
us to deal at a human scale with those challenges, so that architecture is able to 
develop alternatives to the conventional way of living [7]. In this way, as was the 
case with respect to the past experiences, also the contemporary choice of living a 
shared life is not a romantic decision; but is a rational choice. The syntheses of 
nine of the 30 data sheets of the studied projects are presented below. For the 
selection of the 30 projects that constitute the “contemporary” group and from 
which the first conclusions derive, it was decided to represent the broadest possible 
series of cases in terms of geographical distribution, dimensions, and 
environmental and social contexts. Shared living has a lot of remarkable features; 
nevertheless, the chosen cases have in common the fact that they have a strong 
element of voluntariness with respect to the decision to participate in the form of 
life and community management. The private homes contain all the features of 
conventional homes, but residents also have access to extensive common facilities 
such as open spaces, courtyards, playground, and a common house. It is interesting 
to highlight that all the considered projects have shared spaces, a relation with the 
social context in which they fit, connections with small-scale productive activities, 
and are respectful of their environment. The outcome of an environmentally 
sustainable approach can lead to restoring social sustainability and of regaining a 
human-scale way of living. We might even envision that a humanistic design, 
which these projects are inspired by, could serve as a model for a social and 
environmentally sustainable housing today. We must not forget, in fact, as these 
two aspects are intrinsically linked (as suggested by the Italian experience of 
Olivetti [8] and, more recently, in the encyclical “Laudato sì” by Pope Francis [9]. 
We therefore cannot propose the same solutions as in the past. Rather, we should 
learn from the past in order to find new solutions to these problems. It is a matter 
of giving a contemporary response to an ancient need for community living, which 
has been lost due to increased globalisation. Hence, the contemporary shared life 
must be considered revolutionary, at least for our everyday existence. In this way, 
sharing succeeds in crossing the limits of family or work ties and in creating 
innovative levels of community. 
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Table 4:  Wind Song – Langley, Canada, 1996, DYS Architects [10]. 

 

Table 5:  LILAC – Leeds, UK, 2013, White Design Associates [11]. 

 

Table 6:  Munksoegard – Roskilde, Denmark, 2000 [12]. 
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Table 7:  Talponia – Ivrea, Italy, 1975, Gabetti and Isola [13]. 

 

Table 8:  Old Women Cohousing – Barnet, UK, 2015, PTEArchitect [14]. 

 

Table 9:  Pioneer Valley – Amherst, USA, 1994, Kraus-Fitch Arch [15]. 
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Table 10:  Tulou Housing – Guangzhou, China, 2009, Urbanus [16]. 

 

Table 11:  Wencun Village – Guangdong, China, 2016, Wang Shu [17]. 

 

Table 12:  Rural community – Portugal, 2009, Atelier da Bouça. [18] 
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4 Comparison 

Considerations arising from the study of the projects outlined above have made it 
possible to define the common characteristics of the two groups. These were 
described through the five key design strategies and variables/organization 
principles.  
     The results obtained in this phase are described in Figure 1 below. The next 
step, also shown in the figure, was the semantic comparison between the two 
groups, in which the ten resulting concepts have been compared, producing 
concepts which compare the two groups.  
     The results have been collected in a semantic cloud organized according to 
three keywords, in order to allow an easier comparison to be made between the 
two groups. Design: the inhabitants collaborate to plan the spaces and to define 
the communitarian organization. Living: the inhabitants share spaces and activities 
for residential and connected purposes. Programs: the inhabitants habitually 
manage their shared life through different decision-making processes. The 
comparative analysis has helped to clarify the relationship between two or more 
naturally occurring variables [19]. 
 

 

Figure 1: Comparison analysis. 

5 Conclusions 

From the comparison, we were able to identify consistent relationships between 
historical and contemporary cases. We can conclude what determines the idea of 
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participation in creating community living or shared spaces. First of all, it is 
defined by a strong relationship between the individual and the environment, 
including the physical environment, the territory and the landscape, the social 
environment and the collective ties. With this perspective, the voluntary 
participation in the life of the community is an opportunity to redefine one’s own 
position in the environment. For this reason, we can say that the communitarian 
approach to living is an extraordinary cultural practice aimed at complete 
sustainability. 
     According to this, we can claim that participation in shared life conveys a 
cultural, free choice of living in a close relationship with the environment, 
developing activities and collaborations in shared and common spaces in order to 
achieve a complete sustainability. 
     It is necessary to underline that, in addition to these concepts, which are shared 
between the two groups, other concepts are specific to just one group. In particular, 
we can highlight how some of these concepts are typical just of past experiences 
because they answer to specific features of the past (for example, cycles), 
or because they have not yet been incorporated into the design of contemporary 
realities in terms of best practices. Some features are also present only in 
contemporary experiences because they meet the specific needs of the 
contemporary world (e.g. environmental sustainability). This consideration could 
provide the basis for further research to investigate the evolution of shared living, 
by highlighting the elements of change. 

 

 

Figure 2: Semantic cloud of concepts. 

References 

[1] De Carlo, G., Sulla progettazione partecipata. Avventure urbane. Progettare 
la città con gli abitanti, eds Scavi M., et al., Elèuthera: Milan, p. 244, 2002. 
(Translation by the author.) 

[2] UNESCO Advisory Body Evaluation, Fujian Tulou. http://whc.unesco.org 
/en/list/1113, 2016. 

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1746-3509 (on-line) 
WIT Transactions on The Built Environment,  Vol 193, © 2020 WIT Press

Global Dwelling: Approaches to Sustainability, Design and Participation  245



[3] Crotti, S., Bertelli, G., Reggio, M. & Vanetti, D., Abaco degli edifici nel 
Parco del Ticino, Alinea Editrice: Firenze, pp. 12–31, 2008. 

[4] The Kibbutz Movement, Facts and figures, Research and Documentation 
Center of the Kibbutz Movement; Central Bureau of Statistics (C.B.S.) of 
the State of Israel. www.kibbutz.org.il/eng/articles/040421_2002_facts. 
PDF. 

[5] Sassen, S.A., Sociology of Globalization, W.W. Norton: New York, pp. 15–
42, 2007. 

[6] Sassen, S., Expulsions: Brutality and Complexity in the Global Economy, 
Harvard University Press: Cambridge, pp. 149–210, 2014. 

[7] De Carlo, G., L’architettura della partecipazione, Quodlibet Abitare: 
Macerata, p. 55, 2013. 

[8] Olivetti, A., Il cammino della comunità, Comunità Editrice: Ivrea, pp. 21–
23, 2013. 

[9] Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ of the Holy Father Francis On 
Care For Our Common Home, Vatican Press: Rome, p. 104, 2015. 

[10] Wind Song Cohousing, www.windsong.bc.ca. Accessed on: 8 Aug. 2015. 
[11] LILAC Cohousing, www.lilac.coop. Accessed on: 10 Aug. 2015. 
[12] Munksoegaard Community, www.munksoegaard.dk. Accessed on: 10 Aug. 

2015. 
[13] Guerra, A., Isola A. & Morresi, M., Gabetti e Isola: opere di architettura, 

Electa: Milano, pp. 67–75, 1996. 
[14] Old Women Cohousing, www.owch.org.uk. Accessed on: 12 Jul. 2015. 
[15] Pioneer Cohousing, www.cohousing.com. Accessed on: 5 Aug. 2015. 
[16] Urbanus, www.urbanus.com.cn/projects/tulou-collective-housing. 

Accessed on: 15 Apr. 2016. 
[17] Yiping, D., Will Wang Shu’s village be nothing but an imagined form of 

rural life for urbanites? Architectural Review, 2015. www.architectural-
review.com/today/will-wang-shus-village-be-nothing-but-an-imagined-
form-of-rural-life-for-urbanites. Accessed on: 10 May 2016. 

[18] Cattaneo, T. & De Lotto, R., Rural-Urbanism-Architecture. Design 
Strategies for Small Towns Development, Alinea Editrice: Firenze, p. 160, 
2014. 

[19] Groat, L. & Wang, D., Architectural Research Methods, 2nd ed., John 
Wiley: Hoboken, p. 309, 2013. 

 

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1746-3509 (on-line) 
WIT Transactions on The Built Environment,  Vol 193, © 2020 WIT Press

246  Global Dwelling: Approaches to Sustainability, Design and Participation




