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Abstract

This PhD research investigates how participatory and political
design can intervene in environmental governance by promot-
ing more ecologically informed forms of democracy. Situated
within the FWO project “Redesigning Democracy” and empirically
grounded in Flanders, Belgium, this study explores how design
might challenge the technocratic rationalities of policymaking and
open institutional processes to more-than-human participation, us-
ing regional water governance as a lens. The research examines
the design’s potential to act both within and against governance
frameworks—being for politics and political at once—through an
analysis of several local initiatives aimed at tackling water-related
issues, and by experimenting with material engagements with local
waterbodies. It further argues that design’s generative and provoca-
tive capacities can mediate between institutional logics and eco-
logical agencies, enabling new forms of coexistence among human
and more-than-human actors. The research contributes to Partici-
patory Design (PD) by advancing a notion of design for ecological
democracy—a critical and generative practice for re-politicizing
environmental governance and reimagining what it means to live
and decide together in more-than-human worlds amid the frictions
of environmental crisis.
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1 Introduction

Framed within an FWO-funded project on “Redesigning Democ-
racy” in an interdisciplinary setting that combines political and
design sciences, this doctoral research examines the role of design
in promoting more participatory and engaged decision-making
within existing governance frameworks during times of environ-
mental crisis. A common struggle of environmental governance
initiatives today consists of balancing the urgent need to imple-
ment ecological measures to achieve more democratic (inclusive,
empowering, and just) governance frameworks [29]. This norma-
tive challenge has been described by Pickering and colleagues as
the ‘democracy-environment nexus, referring to the two ideals as
being in conflict. To analyze the relations between the two, the
scholars provide a distinction between the ‘environmental’ and ‘eco-
logical’ democracy, with the former aiming to achieve the balance
by reforming current liberal and capitalist institutional frameworks,
and the latter seeking to fundamentally critique and disrupt the
existing neoliberal centers of power by adopting more transforma-
tive and participatory ecocentric approaches [18, 29]. My research
aspires toward the latter. By examining participatory and politi-
cal design as both critical and generative modes of inquiry, I ask
how design might challenge the institutional structures that have
failed to deliver on their ecological promises, instead perpetuating
human-centered, technocratic forms of governance [14].

The research is situated in Flanders, a Belgian region increas-
ingly confronted with the challenges of the climate crisis, where
growing natural disasters have significantly impacted regional gov-
ernance and policy strategies over the last several years. Belgium
is, in fact, among the European countries experiencing the highest
water distress [40], and regional policymakers recognize that the
issue cannot be addressed “on the spot,” but requires a holistic and
collaborative action. My attention has been drawn to a series of
participatory initiatives in this domain, among which Water-Land-
Scape (WLS)—a governance project guided by the Flemish Land
Agency (VLM)—serves as a key case. WLS aims to address water-
related challenges in rural areas by convening farmers, experts, and
citizens around shared environmental objectives.

Despite their participatory ambitions, such initiatives remain
situated within conventional institutional frameworks that reflect
what would be classified as environmental democracy. Prelimi-
nary research suggests that they often fall into an overarching
framework of (human) rationality and linear policymaking, where
existing power hierarchies and institutional backing largely define
the decision-making trajectory. Moreover, while “nature” occupies
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a central rhetorical position in these initiatives, the actual con-
sideration of more-than-human (MTH) subjectivities in decision-
making remains minimal. The waterscapes—being the focus of
my work—that form the very core of these processes are often
treated as mere resources (objects), and rarely as relational enti-
ties (subjects), capable of shaping governance themselves. This
observation underpins the broader motivation of my PhD and leads
to the following research questions: How do the existing logics
and structures of environmental governance foreclose more critical,
ecocentric approaches to ecological democracy? And what forms
of design practices—be those generative, participatory, or political—
might contribute to the emergence and negotiation of ecological
democracy in practice?

Ecological democracy is not merely about incorporating envi-
ronmental concerns into democratic processes; it is built on en-
gaged and open participation in decision-making by both human
and nonhuman actors [29]. This requires a profound ontological
shift, one that design, thanks to its long-standing relationship with
democracy, has the power to mediate. Design, in its capacity to
see relationships between humans and nonhumans as themselves
‘objects’ of design [34], can reconfigure the conditions of demo-
cratic participation itself. My research thus unfolds as an inquiry
into how design can re-democratize environmental governance and
cultivate the coexistence of diverse agencies (human and MTH)
within decision-making processes.

2 Design, Democracy, and the Politics of
Participation

Participatory Design (PD) has long negotiated the space between
design and democracy. Emerging from Scandinavian labor move-
ments in the 1970s, PD positioned design as a political practice—an
instrument for empowerment and collective agency. Yet, over time,
its democratic promise has been strained by managerial appro-
priation and institutionalization, particularly in the public realm.
Participation is now frequently deployed as a procedural mecha-
nism of legitimacy rather than a means of political transformation.
Against this backdrop, my work revisits the historical and theoreti-
cal relationship between design and democracy, aiming to locate
design not only within democratic institutions but also against
them, where it may act politically.

The political potential of design has long been recognized. Pa-
panek’s “Design for the Real World” [28] and the experiments of
the Global Tools movement in Italy aimed to redefine design as a
socially and ecologically responsible practice. Arnstein’s [2] “lad-
der of participation” gave form to the power dynamics inherent
in participatory processes. Later, scholars such as Winner [36]
explored the political qualities of designed objects and systems,
while Buchanan [5] articulated design as a form of political rhetoric
capable of co-shaping societies and grounding principles for new
actions, framing the designer as a “speaker who fashions a world”
Dominguez Rubio and Fogué [9] argue that at the rise of these
theories, the discipline was still primarily seen through its capacity
to “prescribe politics” into matters of design, such as things, mate-
rials, environments, or bodies. By the 21st century, however, the
focus had shifted toward the politics of design itself, acknowledging
design as a key actor in the broader “cosmos of the political” [9].
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In examining democracy, Saward [32] draws a distinction be-
tween its required principles—freedom, equality, rights—and its
ordering principles, such as participation, deliberation, or represen-
tation. Democratic design, he argues, operates most fruitfully in
the latter space: it enacts democracy rather than defines it. Simi-
larly, Warren [35] frames democracy as a continual striving toward
empowered inclusion, emphasizing the processes through which
collective will and capacity are formed. My research draws from
these accounts, focusing less on the ‘what’ of democracy and more
on the ‘why’: why and for whom democracy is enacted, and how
design might intervene in this enactment.

Several design theorists have explored this intersection from
different angles. Bonsiepe [4] urged design to take a critical stance
toward centers of power, recognizing democracy as a site of contes-
tation rather than consensus. Fry [13] identified design’s complicity
in the systemic “unsustainability” of modernity, calling to “make
design a politics” Margolin [21], later with Manzini [20], elaborated
on the role of design in democratic structures, proposing frame-
works such as “design for democracy” and “design as democracy”
Yet, as DiSalvo [6-8] has argued, the truly political capacity of
design lies not in supporting existing governance but in generating
spaces of agonistic pluralism [23].

DiSalvo’s distinction between design for politics and political
design remains instructive. The former serves established policy
aims, while the latter seeks to expose contradictions, create contes-
tation, and make visible the conflicts inherent in democratic life.
Likewise, Richardson et al. [30] differentiate between design acting
for, with, or against policy. Acting against policy, in particular,
opens generative space for critique—repositioning design as a prac-
tice capable of unsettling dominant institutional rationalities and
surfacing alternative modes of knowing and governing.

My research resonates strongly with these perspectives. It in-
vestigates how design might simultaneously collaborate with [16]
and challenge institutional systems—how it might be for politics
and political at once. To do so, I draw upon Erlhoff’s [10] notion of
provocation as a critical design attitude: a way of opening institu-
tional processes to contradiction and inviting democratic reinter-
pretation. By engaging with participatory and political design in
this sense, my doctoral research examines whether and how design
can reinstate agonism—the productive presence of dissent—within
public environmental governance.

3 Role of Design in Enacting Ecological
Democracy

Environmental governance, as a domain of practice, is often marked
by what I refer to as ‘dryness’: a rationalized, depoliticized mode
of decision-making that privileges technocratic efficiency over af-
fective and relational engagement. This dryness is symptomatic
of a broader “post-political” condition in which environmental is-
sues are treated as managerial rather than political challenges. To
counter this, several scholars, including Mouffe [25] and Machin
[19], have suggested that agonistic theory might be extended to en-
vironmental politics—re-politicizing the realm by reintroducing the
necessary friction of democratic condition into ecological discourse.

Agonistic theory aligns closely with the principles of ecolog-
ical democracy [29], which calls for decision-making processes
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that are both open and ecocentric, ensuring that nonhuman enti-
ties and future generations are represented within governance.
Ecological democracy demands an expanded understanding of
participation—one that accounts for the agencies, dependencies,
and intelligences of the MTH world. Yet, such inclusion cannot rely
solely on metaphorical representation, as it requires new forms of
institutional practices capable of translating ecological interdepen-
dence into democratic expression [38].

Design is particularly suited to this task. Its methods of material
exploration and relational mediation can be mobilized to prototype
new democratic modes of political representation. By material-
izing ecological relations—through cultural probes, participatory
sessions, speculative artifacts, or performative encounters—design
can help reframe current understanding of the role of MTH actors
in governance. In my work, I further tweak these design approaches
with more provocative, agonistic, and generative features that can
challenge the anthropocentric rationalities that dominate environ-
mental governance, especially in the context of water policymaking
in Flanders.

4 Conflict, Power, and More-Than-Human
Participation in the WLS Project

To ground these theoretical explorations, my empirical research
engages with participatory governance projects in Flanders, using
water management as a lens through which to study the politics
of MTH participation. Central among them is the Water-Land-
Scape (WLS) program. Conceived in 2017 by the Open Space Plat-
form and the Flemish Minister for Environment and Agriculture,
WLS responds to an urgent need to unite regional policymakers
around environmental issues, foster resilient water, agricultural,
and landscape systems, and rebuild trust with local communities
[41, 42]. Under the guidance of the Flemish Land Agency (VLM), 29
local coalitions—comprising policy actors, experts, and local stake-
holders such as farmers—co-create strategies to address specific
water-related challenges. The initiative gained additional relevance
after the “water bomb” of 2021, one of Belgium’s most disastrous
environmental events, which revealed the fragility not only of river
systems, but also that of sectorized governance infrastructures [39].

Waterscapes and waterbodies—the declared protagonists of the
WLS program—emerge as sites of intertwined ecological, social, and
political conflicts. These tensions extend across a dense network of
actors, human and non-human, institutional and non, whose inter-
actions shape the project’s everyday operations. In Mouffe’s [23]
terms, such conflicts are not aberrations but the very “raison d’étre
of politics,” and their suppression in the name of consensus risks
depoliticizing the democratic condition [24]. Analyzing the roots
of conflict and the distribution of roles within WLS thus enables
a deeper understanding of the dynamics between diverse actors,
explicitly addressing the role (or absence) of MTH subjectivities
within participatory governance.

Over the past months, I have been conducting a series of par-
ticipatory sessions with members of the WLS coordination team
and several coalition groups. For this inquiry, I designed a par-
ticipatory activity that revisits Mendelow’s [22] power—interest
matrix, integrating it with Yaneva and Heaphy’s [37] urban contro-
versies method. Mendelow’s framework enables the positioning of
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relevant actors according to their perceived influence and level of
engagement. Controversy mapping, on the other hand, facilitates
the visualization of the governance landscape through actors and
their agencies, while simultaneously tracing the origins of ongoing
conflicts and relational tensions.

The activity revolves around a printed impact matrix accompa-
nied by symbolic shapes representing various actors: individuals
(human and non-human), organized groups, non-profits, private
enterprises, and governmental bodies. Participants assemble these
representations, situating them across project phases and linking
them through relations of influence, cooperation, and conflict.

These preliminary observation sessions, repeated three times
to date, have already provided insight into how institutional ac-
tors perceive the distribution of power and relational dynamics
within the initiative. MTH entities (waterbodies, soils, or land-
scapes) rarely appear unless I explicitly introduce them, and even
then, they are rarely treated as political subjects. This confirms
my initial hypothesis regarding the limited recognition of MTH
actors within participatory policy frameworks. Subsequent itera-
tions will broaden participation, incorporate field visits to gain a
more grounded understanding of the context, and compare map-
pings across different project phases—from coalition formation to
solution implementation—to trace how power relations evolve and
whether they allow for MTH subjectivities.

5 Material Engagement with Water

While the previous section explained the institutional configura-
tions of power and participation within one of my cases, I will
now turn to the material agencies of waterbodies themselves. This
strand explores the materiality of water and my positioning in rela-
tion to it: specifically, what it means to engage with water not as
an object of governance but as a site of knowing?

Drawing on new materialism [3] and relational theories from
the blue humanities, posthumanism, and MTH design, I recognize
the importance of building a relationship with local waterbodies
[26, 27]. Relational ontologies help reimagine water as an active
participant not only in ecological, but also in social life, capable
of mediating forms of MTH connection and stimulating practices
of planetary caretaking. The blue humanities challenge inherited
paradigms of water ecologies that sustain “chronically exploita-
tive relationships” [12] with the MTH world, drawing attention to
water’s cultural and affective presence as well as its often underes-
timated political agency. At the same time, a MTH turn in design is
also a demonstration of a shift in the focus from a human-centered
perspective to one that reconsiders politics itself by allowing more
ontologies—or relational ways of making the world—to be part of
it [1, 11, 15, 17, 31].

My engagement with Flemish waterscapes builds on these
perspectives through situated material practices. The region’s
waterbodies—be those canals, reservoirs, or artificial lakes—are
highly anthropogenic, embodying long histories of strategic engi-
neering and management. Working with these waters exposes why
a culture of control is so deeply rooted in Northern Belgium.

One experiment has been to explore open-water swimming as a
form of agonistic practice of relating to water. Although generally
prohibited, many people still reclaim the right to swim in fresh
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Figure 1: Getting to know local waterbodies: view from the Lys River in Kortrijk. Photograph by the Author.

waters. In Flanders, swimming is not a simple recreational activity,
but a political claim, as it asserts that water and nature cannot be
fully controlled, regulated, or separated from human life. These em-
bodied encounters that I experience now through my engagement
with waterbodies will, hopefully, inform future research collabo-
rations at the institutional level. Those might include bringing in
perspectives from the water or getting “wet” together with poli-
cymakers to engage bodily with the matters of their governance,
thereby unsettling technocratic approaches to governance through
MTH participation.

6 Looking ahead

Navigating interdisciplinarity—encompassing both political and
design sciences—means facing conceptual, methodological, and
epistemological complexity. Design invites experimentation and
embodied engagement, while political science demands objectivity
and rigor. Additionally, working with political institutions as a
design researcher inevitably entails navigating hierarchies of legiti-
macy and accountability, where, as previously discussed, design is
often expected to deliver concrete solutions for politics, rather than
provoke political reflection. Engaging with policymakers entails
negotiating expectations of usefulness while sustaining a critical
stance, and balancing collaboration and provocation—being for pol-
itics and political at once—remains an ongoing negotiation that
defines my work.

At the same time, translating theoretical concepts like agonism
and ecological democracy—still poorly applied in practice—into
situated design actions that can actually thrive within institutional
constraints is another challenging task. What design approaches
best align with my ambition? What concrete actions can be adopted
to hold together positions that are in tension without collapsing into
the same limitations that de-politicized practices that I critique?

Methodologically, engaging with water, my primary MTH actor,
requires rethinking participation as a relational and attunement-
based process rather than a simple representation. This raises ethi-
cal questions: How can MTH entities be acknowledged as agents
in governance without being instrumentalized or symbolically ap-
propriated? What does it mean to design with water, to recognize
its agency while remaining accountable to human collectives and
institutional structures? These questions necessitate a reevaluation
of how participation and politics are understood, allowing me to
inhabit the conflict within my own work.

Looking ahead, the next phase of the PhD will build on the in-
sights gained from both the inquiry into regional water governance
initiatives and the material engagements with water. I plan to
develop a series of agonistic design experiments that explicitly con-
nect these institutional and material domains through collaborative
interventions with governance actors. These experiments will likely
take hybrid forms, including, but not limited to, speculative design-
driven workshops, performative and provocative activities (e.g.,
guerrilla swimming sessions), or collective encounters that bring
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policymakers, citizens, and waterbodies into an agonistic and affec-
tively rich dialogue. The aim is not to “solve” governance problems,
but to reveal their relational and ontological foundations—to materi-
alize, in practice, the idea of ecological democracy. Simultaneously,
I will continue to study design’s potential as both a political and
ecological practice, bringing together the agonistic commitments
of political design with MTH’s participatory methodologies.

My contribution to PD lies in extending its democratic project
beyond the human, demonstrating how design can act as a critical
mediator between institutional rationalities and ecological realities.
Aligned with the PDC 2026 theme of “Peace, Dialogue, Coexis-
tence,” I understand coexistence as the capacity to live with friction
[33]. This doctoral research thus positions design as a practice of
coexistence: politically and materially engaged, capable of trans-
forming governance through the slow, difficult, and necessary work
of designing for living together.
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