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This study is a theoretically-guided look at the role of citizen participation in the Wasson Way project. Drawing 
upon the idea of a Right to City (first formulated by Henri Lefebvre) and recent work on the problematic nature 
of participatory technologies in urban (re)development, the study questions the opportunities and limitations of 
citizens to (re)shape their city in the context of this project and within broader urban development. The 
neighborhood of Evanston serves as a case study. 
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Focus and Scope of the Study 

Theoretical Underpinnings 

Where and how does participation function 
in the Wasson Way project? 

Can factors be identified that limit or  co-opt 
authentic participation? 

The Right to the City 
 

The right to the city is a concept introduced by Henri Lefebvre in 
1968. According to Mark Purcell, this idea radically “reframes 
the arena of decision-making in cities: it reorients decision-
making away from the state and toward the production of urban 
space” (2002). In this orientation, citizens have a central role 
(are not simply “participants”) in decisions that (re)shape the 
city. Use value, rather than exchange value, takes precedent in 
such decisions, and politics is defined through dissensus, rather 
than consensus. Lefebvre emphasized this shift in the role of 
citizens by using the word citadin, a fusion of citizen with 
denizen/inhabitant.  

Technologies of Participation 
 

Participation is now a fundamental part of public revitalization 
and (re)development projects of all types, and is habitually 
associated in our discourse with democracy and social 
solidarity. Yet Michael McQuarrie (2013) and others have 
shown how a crisis in growth politics in U.S. cities in the 1960s 
and 70s has led to the transformation of participatory practices 
from “tools of democratization into tools of elite authority”. 
Thinking of such practices as “technologies” recognizes the 
ways they are designed to produce determinant results, and 
thus helps illustrate the connections between participation, 
governance, and institutional legitimacy. 

Lines of Inquiry 

Community Councils, CDCs 
•Organizers give presentations at councils and 
community development corporation (CDC) meetings, 
etc, utilizing existing public forums 

Other Community Groups 
•Cooperation with other community groups involved in 
related issues (bicycling, health, development, etc) 

Social Networks 
•Frequent use of Facebook and Twitter provide public 
updates and invitations to participate 

Public Unawareness 
•Online social networking is easy and cheap, but 
information flows reflect organizers’ offline networks 
 

•Focusing partnerships on related groups limits 
potentially creative discussion and diverse participation 

Misinformation and Mistrust 

•Councils and CDCs function more to legitimize 
authority than to organize and empower citizens 

Community Council Constraints 

•Existing challenges and struggles (like secure access 
to housing) can, when paired with a lack of reliable 
information, result in mistrust of development ideas of 
all types. (This has been prevalent in Evanston.) 

Limited Needs for Participation 
•Participation is largely constrained to information 
sharing and fundraising 

Participation vs. the Production 
of Space 

The Wasson Way project is quite participatory, with citizen-organizers inviting neighbors and stakeholders to 
get involved in a variety of ways. However, opportunities for neighbors (Lefebvre’s citadins) to actually co-
produce space is more limited. These limitations are a function of the participatory technologies of specific 
spaces and institutions (Councils, community design workshops and forums, etc) and thus reflect broader 
power dynamics that exist in the city. 
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