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Abstract
The article interrogates the concept of the urban in relation to digital platforms designed for citizen-based initiatives and
local projects. We must broaden our scope as urban scholars to include this vast undergrowth of ‘other’ platforms and
study how they intersect with the social and material fabric of cities. Drawing frommedia and internet studies, urban soci-
ology, and digital geography, I introduce the novel concept of ‘urban digital platform’ (UDP). I do so theoretically by using
a digital geography body of work and the level of abstractness proposed by Bratton (2016), in ‘the stack,’ which are entry
points to define any kind of digital platform. While global and for-profit digital platforms exploit density, size, and diversity,
extracting resources into a data-driven form of governance and computational production of space. UDPs benefit from the
urban as a front to (re)organise citizen-based, mutual-aid initiatives, and solidarity actions. The core of the UDP concept
lies in the ambiguity of the role of the urban government, media literacy, and techno-biases as basic requirements for
citizens to access the platform, its services, and goods. Those claims are supported by instances and empirical findings of
two analysed platforms in Milan and Amsterdam.
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1. Introduction

Digital platforms are affecting cities in myriad ways;
they impact both interurban connectivity and intraur-
ban functionality. The existing literature on digital plat-
forms defines them very broadly, namely as any digitally
hosted instrument to share or enable the exchange of
information or services at a global scale. Notions such
as ‘platform capitalism’ (Srnicek, 2017) and the emer-
gent concept in urban studies of ‘platform urbanism’
(Barns, 2019; Moore & Scott, 2018) capture one side
of the urban transformation that our cities are facing.
This one side mainly focuses on the increasingly central
role of data, conceived of as a commodity, where digital
platforms play a role as global capitalist forces in sourc-
ing data and monetising it (Rose, Raghuram, Watson,
& Wigley, 2020). In the concept of ‘platform urbanism,’
there is a specific urban character: Platforms that deal
with the urban tend to share initiatives, information and

knowledge, and be dependent on cities for their data,
service, and local networks. At the same time, there
is no critical eye on the differentiation between digital
platforms that commodify urban resources and anoth-
er subset of platforms, which digitally-mediate urban
experiences, such as citizen-based solidarity initiatives,
in which the local state might have a role not only as a
regulator but as an active promoter.

There is still little knowledge regarding not-for-profit
digital platforms which are designed for public participa-
tion, solidarity, and diverse transactions beyond those
that are exclusively economic. Public participation and
grassroots initiatives vary from civic crowdfunding and
complementary welfare platforms (i.e., time-banks) but
they also pertain to broader societal effects, such as soli-
darity, democratic control, and accountability. In particu-
lar, during the Covid-19 pandemic crisis, a crucial aspect
has emerged. On one side, global digital platforms such
as Airbnb and Uber are losing grip in cities; due to the cir-
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cumstances, they are adjusting their business model to
circumvent regulatory regimes and suit (again) the mar-
ket (Richardson, 2019). On the other side, new types of
digital platforms are gaining terrain in offering support:
mutual-aid and solidarity at a city-level. For instance, the
municipality of Amsterdam launched its own digital plat-
form ‘We Amsterdam’ storing both offline and online
civic initiatives to support citizens during the corona cri-
sis (Mos, 2020). Elsewhere, the Milanese municipality
opened another round of civic crowdfunding, offering
financial support to help vulnerable citizens during the
corona outbreak which severely hit Lombardy andMilan.
The questions on howdigital platforms affect urban geog-
raphy and governance arrangements, and vice versa, as
well as how cities affect digital platforms are not arbitrary
within urban studies.

Urban digital platforms (UDPs) are potential ways
to (re)organise the social economy, civic initiatives and
complementary welfare provision. Besides, UDPs neces-
sitate a revision of the role of the local government as
they enable new forms of social organisation as well
as new forms of both producing and delivering goods
and services. Hence, this article reflects upon urban plat-
forms as an alternative output form of grassroot and
entrepreneurial projects, community-oriented practices
and collective actions, in which the local state might
intervene to prevent or favour a particular kind of urban
development and production of urban space (Fisker,
Chiappini, Pugalis, & Bruzzese, 2019). UDPs are an alter-
native form of escape from the voracious and exploita-
tive global digital platforms. The core of my argument
is that certain digital platforms are urban a priori, i.e.,
platforms for the city, rather than platforms which feed
on it: where ‘the city’ is conceived as an urban com-
monwealth, not a growth pole. As summarised in Mark
Purcell’s (2008) Recapturing Democracy and in “Cities for
People, Not for Profit,” by Brenner, Marcuse, and Mayer
(2009), the UDP is a platform for people and not for prof-
it, aiming at recapturing accountability and democratic
principles.

In order to lend visibility to, and direct analytical
attention toward, a wider diversity of platforms, I intro-
duce an operationalised definition of the UDP. UDPs can
be an opportunity for solidarity-based ‘urban common-
wealth’ (Kohn, 2016), reimagining the city as an “innova-
tive form of collective cooperation and collective corpo-
ration” (Merrifield, 2014, p. 390). Citizens are not re-cast
in the role of consumers but rather as producers of space.
Different from smart city projects or platform urbanism
in which users are able to participate in mundane tac-
tics and everyday life activities, such as using a bike-
sharing service, UDPs offer the possibility to (re)create
urban commons and generate solidarity and collective
actions. Those observations derive from four years of
fieldwork in Milan and Amsterdam. The research is a
comparative perspective based on a match-pairing of
two UDPs which operate in both cities: civic crowdfund-
ing and Commonfare. The methods deployed are most-

ly qualitative, such as 20 interviews, participant obser-
vations, and mapping of projects within the abovemen-
tioned UDPs.

Both platforms represent potential alternatives for
local arrangements and citizen engagement, without
profiting from the urban or directly exploiting local
resources. The UDP term is an attempt to revitalise the
importance of the urban as a space of contestation and
potential political rearrangements towards alternative
production of space, rather than as a space for corporate-
led digital platforms. The need for the UDP as a new
concept is to broaden our scope to contrast the essen-
tial motive of platform capitalist firms in the collection
of huge masses of data. Large cities and metropolitan
areas, and in particular urban centres that have become
hegemons in the collective imagination, function as liv-
ing labs for key companies in western urban economies.
For ‘the newprophets of capital,’ as Nicole Aschoff (2015)
has called them in the latest book, global digital plat-
forms tend to present themselves as philanthropic while
conducting business in the name of the ‘common good’
(Rossi, 2019).

In pointing out the significance of the UDP as a
separate concept, platform urbanism is conceived of as
an emergent condition of the urban and a new field
of study in which the concept of the UDP resonates.
The proposed operationalised definition of the UDP is
to emphasise that is not-for-profit, designed for small-
scale and local initiatives in which the type of provision
is Peer-to-Peer (P2P; Benkler, 2006), and often requires
the intervention of the local state. With a proper con-
ceptualisation of the UDP, critical urban scholars can
start to shape social and economic relations in a differ-
ent way as opposed to reducing our role as researchers
to mapping the ‘impact’ or negative effects of digital
platforms. The attempt by Leszczynski (2020, p. 189) is
indeed “a counter-topographical minor theory of plat-
form urbanism,” which explores a more nuanced under-
standing of politics in platform urbanism that resonates
and intersects with the definitional work of UDP present-
ed in this article.

The article is structured as follows: The second
section revises the main contribution that digital plat-
forms, from an interdisciplinary perspective within
media and internet studies, have made to digital geogra-
phy. The third addresses the definition of the UDP with
particular attention to the two cities analysed,Milan and
Amsterdam, in which instances of UDPs are observed.
The fourth is a level of abstraction on how the concept
of ‘the stack,’ proposed by Bratton (2016), might engage
and enrich the definition of the UDP as a separate analyt-
ical category and a gloss to platform urbanism as a new
field of research.

2. From Digital Platforms to Digital Geography

According to Leszczynski (2017), digital platforms are dis-
rupting what has become established within the ‘field’

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 4, Pages 277–288 278

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


of long-standing geographical concerns, pushing for new
lines of inquiry. The digital turn in geography has called
for scholars to investigate how “geographies are pro-
duced through, produced by, and of the digital” (Ash,
Kitchin, & Leszczynski, 2018, p. 25, emphasis in origi-
nal). However, the epistemological approach from digital
geography does not address the diversity of global digital
platforms that operate in the urban context (and benefit
from the infra density in order to increase extraction of
value) versus the local solutions which support citizen-
based initiatives and small scale urban projects that are
unique to the place and social structure of that particu-
lar city.

2.1. Digital Platforms

Existing research within internet and digital media stud-
ies has generated a rich set of analytical categories on
the social implications of digital technologies, including
platforms (Pasquale, 2015, 2018). Those analytical cat-
egories offer a critical reading of the largely negative
social consequences of the various technologies that
increasingly shape the digital infrastructures of every-
day life (Greenfield, 2017; Hine, 2017; Kitchin & Dodge,
2011). Digital platforms havemultiple shapes: corporate,
commercial, non-profit, crowd-sourced, on-demand, all
bringing in a multitude of activities, services, exchanges,
forums, infrastructures, and ordinary practice (Langley &
Leyshon, 2017).

As Tarleton Gillespie (2010) argued, the term ‘plat-
form’ clearly does discursive work for commercial enti-
ties such as Facebook, Amazon, and Google. It allows
them to be variably (and often ambiguously) described
and imagined as technical platforms, platforms for
expression, or platforms of entrepreneurial opportuni-
ty. Following up on this, Gillespie (2018) described at
length how platforms actively curate, choose, and select
content. Grounded inmedia and communication studies,
Gillespie (2018) blends a political economy framework to
show how technologies shape conditions of public dis-
course and public values, with a hint of the normative
vision in the analysis of policies that deal with digital plat-
forms.Within this field, one of the attempts to define any
kind of digital platform is proposed by Gillespie (2018,
p. 207):

Platforms constitute a fundamentally new informa-
tion configuration, materially, institutionally, finan-
cially, and socially. While they echo and extend tra-
ditional forms of communication and exchange, they
do so by being, like computers themselves ‘univer-
sal machines’ for many different kinds of information
exchange…moderation, far from being occasional or
ancillary, is in fact an essential, constant, and defini-
tional part of what platforms do. I mean this literally:
moderation is the essence of platforms; it is the com-
modity they offer.

The current debate on digital platforms usually refers to
hyped discourses on the ‘sharing economy’ (cf. Botsman
& Rogers, 2010; Frenken & Schor, 2017; Richardson,
2019) and ‘gig economy’ (Woodcock & Graham, 2019),
as well as key firms in the sector such as Airbnb, Uber,
and Deliveroo. According to van Doorn (2019, p. 1), dig-
ital platforms such as Airbnb should be understood as
“new urban institutions transforming relations between
market, state, and civil society.” As van Dijck, Poell, and
de Waal (2018) indicate, digital platforms are indeed re-
shuffling public and private values, as well as democratic
processes. Schor (2016) insists on the fact that the type
of provider and the orientation of the platform is crucial
to understand their effect and impact on society. Table 1
showswhat iswidely discussed is the typeof provider and
the kind of platform orientation; some of the well-known
platforms are P2P and Business-to-Peer (B2P). Although
Airbnb, Uber, and Deliveroo are P2P, their corporative
and entrepreneurial character is confirmed by the type
of platform orientationwhich is clearly for-profit in which
the value is extracted by the production of relational
transactions. Yet, the relationship with the city is over-
looked and does not help to sharpen the distinction
between different digital platforms.

Anyone seeking commonalities between all these
entities faces a proliferation of terms to define them,
most of them loosely revolving around the idea of digi-
tal platforms serving as intermediaries. Unlike ordinary
websites and apps, platforms operate at a meta-level
because they bring together different players in which
the relations between the parties becomes the service
itself (Karatzogianni & Matthews, 2018). The primary
function of this structure is to enable the formation

Table 1. Platform orientation and type of provider. Source: Author, after Schor (2016).

Type of Provider
P2P B2P

Platform Orientation Non-profit Time Republick (time banks) Platform Coops (Smart.Be)
CommonFare
Civic Crowdfunding

For-Profit Airbnb SnappCar
Uber ShareToGo
Deliveroo
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of networks and ways of measuring and monetising
activity across these networks from which value is
extracted, resulting in the so-called ‘platform capitalism’
(Srnicek, 2017). This may result in uneven geographies in
which platforms reproduce, deepenor transformexisting
urban inequalities (Törnberg & Chiappini, 2020).

Most of the global digital platforms mentioned have
a significant urban dimension (Artioli, 2018). Without
cities and users/dwellers there is nothing to deliver,
nobody to accommodate, and no-one to pick up and
drive around the city. Whereas the operations of plat-
forms such as Airbnb, Uber, and Foodora are by no
means limited to cities, their business models are entire-
ly dependent on dense urban settings: there is no profit
without cities to operate in. However, it is not enough
to claim that digital platforms might be new urban insti-
tutions, structures, and infrastructures. This argumen-
tation ostensibly aligns with Scott and Storper’s (2015,
p. 12) more general argument that:

A viable urban theory should enable us to distinguish
between the dynamics of social life that are intrinsi-
cally urban from those that are more properly seen
as lying outside the strict sphere of the urban, even
when they can be detected as a matter of empirical
occurrence inside cities.

As a general statement, however, this espouses an urban
essentialism in which the two scholars conflate the
‘urban’ with the ‘city,’ or rather reduce it to their narrow
conception of the city.

What is needed, in order to understandwhat is inher-
ently urban in digital platforms, is to retain a distinc-
tion between ‘urban’ and ‘city.’ For instance, Angelo
and Wachsmuth (2015, p. 19) write: “Which is it?
Urbanization or the city: One is a process, the other a
site that is one (but not the only) outcome of that pro-
cess. Surely they are not the same thing.” It is then still
valid that cities are large and dense urban settlements—
outcomes of urban processes—and socially heteroge-
neous places. All digital platforms are entangled in the
process of urbanisation, but not all of them can be said
to be in, of, and for the city. This is also the reason why,
in the next session, I explain which are the significant
analytical reasons for practising this kind of sharp distinc-
tion when it comes to my study of UDPs. It is analogous
to Gramsci’s claim that the state and civil society can-
not be separated, only to then go ahead and separate
them anyway, because he finds it analytically necessary:
a reluctant conceptualisation (Gramsci, 1994). To do so,
I propose an operationalised definition of UDPs which
are parts of an urban commonwealth whereas global
digital platforms are part of an urban growth machine.
Conceived thisway, theUDPs don’t even have to be strict-
ly non-profit as long as they can be seen to contribute to
the production of cities for and by people.

Arguably, Airbnb, Uber, and Foodora are inherent-
ly spatial in their manifestations since those platforms

operate in different urban markets, such as mobili-
ty, accommodation, delivery. Any digital platforms that
intermingle with the city need an existing urban com-
munity (network effect), which eventually plays out as
a ‘community marketplace’ where social interaction is
commodified through the platform in an economic trans-
action (Celata, Hendrickson, & Sanna, 2017). Digital plat-
forms facilitate any type of socioeconomic activity and
mediate relations, as well as organise the exchange
of services, goods, capital, and labour (Artioli, 2018).
However, what I observe is that in the current litera-
ture there is a larger population of corporate global dig-
ital platforms and a subset of UDPs. Hence, relatively lit-
tle attention has been given to ‘other’ digital platforms
oriented to non-profit, cooperative and bottom-up prac-
tices, social economy, and common goods, such as plat-
forms for citizen participation, grassroot mobilisation,
and urban regeneration interventions.

At first sight, one can claim that bike or car-sharing
services are also urban per se. However, most of the
mobility firms who provide such service are third parties
or cloud platforms which collect an enormous amount
of data (see the example of the Chinese company for
bike-sharing, Glovo). To sharpen up the definition of UDP,
I observe that they relate also to the role of the local state
apparatus and material and immaterial resources which
are deployed within the platform, such as local knowl-
edge, funds, and citizens.

2.2. Geography and Its Digital Turn

The main contribution to digital platforms within media
and internet studies of the city layer highlights the
question of the relationship between digital networks
and territory. In political geography terms, the ten-
sion between territories and networks has been wide-
ly explored, in particular in relation to state power and
sovereignty (cf. Brenner, 2004; Kitchin, 2019). As Rodgers
and Moore (2018) claim, “[sovereignty] is neither gen-
eralized nor homogeneous: it manifests in geographi-
cally uneven intensities and extents.” In the same vein,
Painter (2010, p. 1090) analyses this tension, claiming
that “territory and network are not, as is often assumed,
incommensurable and rival principles of spatial organ-
isation, but are intimately connected.” Since they are
intimately connected, digital platforms rely on the ter-
ritory and its resources, along with the user-network
that uses those resources. In short, users are the active
components to make these platforms work within the
city layer.

Digital networks, territory, augmentation of space,
and diversity are discussed in the light of the digitali-
sation of urban geographies. Within this body of work,
the focus is onto digitally augmented nature of our
towns and cities (Graham, 2014), such as how a place,
a monument, a shop, or an event is represented and
defined online. Digital geography research often tackles
problems concerning urban knowledge and information
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about space which are digitally mediated by any kind
of technology, such as mapping, geo-localisation, and
social media activities. The body of literature from digital
geography has enriched our understanding of the rela-
tionship between digital platforms and their geography
(Leszczynski, 2017). The significance of this strand is to be
found in conceptual, methodological and empirical ques-
tions which address the ‘digital turn’ across geography’s
many sub-disciplines (Ash et al., 2018).

The question of networks in geography is not sole-
ly associated with accessibility to the territory in plan-
ning terms, but more about the ‘findability’ and the
precision of algorithms to offer an on-demand match,
geo-localised systems. Every kind of digital platform is
designed to enhance a layer in which users, information,
products and services meet, and—because the inter-
net makes everything easy—platforms do it differently
or faster. It is indisputable that global digital platforms
such as Airbnb and Uber extract resources, through geo-
localisation systems. For instance, when one is looking
for a ride on theUber app, themap geo-localises the user
and shows that there areUber drivers around you. In fact,
these cars might be quite far from you; as a result, when
one accepts the ride they vanish and the app displays the
real geo-localisation of the selected driver.

Uber and Airbnb exemplify that the design of such
platformsmight severely disrupt the urban fabric and the
labour market. As the internet-based services increas-
ingly evolve from being a digital network that we log
into, towards an assemblage of data and infrastructures
that permeate all aspects of everyday life, the questions
today revolve around what those changes mean for the
ways that urban environments and communities are gov-
erned, planned, lived in, and challenged. Platform-based
activities, ranging from Uber and Airbnb to grassroots
community activism, are spatially concentrated in cities
and build upon existing uneven geographies while feed-
ing into wider urbanisation dynamics of economic devel-
opment, environmental action, and everyday life (Evans,
in press).

Graham’s (2005, p. 571) work on software-sorted
geographies claims that “spaces which escape the
reach of regressive software-sorting systems do and will
remain. A politics of transgressing, resisting, and even
dismantling such increasingly inequitable systems is pos-
sible.” If in the past, the digital divide was measured
in terms of accessibility to the web, nowadays it is
seen more as the capability to escape from the algo-
rithmic regime. Conversely, the notion of a digital divide
obscures the fact that what divides the included from
the excluded is rarely access to the digital realm in itself:
nominal access does not automatically lead to inclusion
in the urban or access to services and goods. Isn’t the
digital divide expressed not in terms of access to tech-
nology vs. lack of access but how algorithms distribute
access differentially among people who nominally have
access? This seems at least as significant as the ability
to escape.

3. The Urban Digital Platform: An Operationalised
Definition

The proposed concept of UDP is positioned within the
digital geography field and associates directly to the
notion of platform urbanism. It complements the taxon-
omy (see Table 1) of global digital platforms, their cor-
porate or profit-oriented characters, with another type
of platform, operating exclusively in the urban realm
and with other motives. Hence, the article further analy-
ses how platforms for civic engagement and grassroots
initiatives might tackle different social issues, provid-
ing tools to strengthen urban communities. Conversely,
these initiatives might encounter limits and obstacles
related to the control of the local state, the availability
of financial resources, such as subsidies and grants, lack
of participation, techno-biases, media literacy, andmore.
Notwithstanding, digital platforms do seem to have con-
siderable implications, geographical as well as political.
In this emerging research field, the article explores, from
a geographical perspective, the relationship between dig-
ital platforms and urban conditions, starting from the
theoretical stance on how the urban might affect digital
platforms. In doing so, I analyse digital platforms which
are explicitly embedded in the city. For instance, the
whole array of projects analysed in the two platforms are
utterly embedded in the twometropolitan areas ofMilan
and Amsterdam (see Figures 1 and 2).

From a political perspective implication, within a non-
profit oriented platform, networks are decentralised and
data are open in terms of ownership. Data is not sold
to other businesses, and information and knowledge
exchange is not commodified through reviews or rep-
utation systems, but rather they are collective goods.
As Table 1 shows, UDPs are similar to co-ops which man-
age online platforms, in which the governance model
shares the ownership of content and data are perceived
as being a common good, not as a commodity for the
platform itself (Scholz, 2016). What is different from the
platform co-op model in the UDP is the role of the local
government and the type of motive behind it. Co-ops
can serve as protection for workers, such as Smart.Be
which serves as a trade union for gig-economy riders. For
instance, it is not based in cities, but it is a transnation-
al entity, therefore it is not considered as part of UDPs.
Besides, where UDPs are concerned, the role of urban
governments cannot be underestimated. Whether they
initiate and run platforms themselves or merely inter-
vene in an ecosystem of grassroots initiatives (or both),
the urban government is the single-most-important actor
in shaping the local landscape of UDPs. Understanding
the (dis)contents of their role (see the following inter-
view quotes) should be a top priority for research at the
intersection of digital geographies and the city. However,
civic crowdfunding platforms and platforms that enhance
grassroots efforts, such as Commonfare, require a closer
look to capture whether or not the urban government is
still crucial or if they can remain utterly self-organised.
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The tool-box that I propose conceptualises the UDP
and makes the definition operationalised for empirical
research: Firstly, a UDP operates at an urban scale and
uses/redistributes local resources, it is P2P in the provi-
sion of goods and services and offers citizen-based wel-
fare solutions, it constitutes networks which are decen-
tralised and whose data are open in terms of owner-
ship (not sold to other businesses). Finally, it consid-
ers information and knowledge as collective goods, aim-
ing to add social value and solidarity, and to contribute
to public and private civic initiatives. In order to delve
into these aspects and grasp the complex constellation
of actors in UDPs, it is necessary to observe non-profit
organisations more closely, political leaders, policymak-
ers, as well as community activists and software devel-
opers where empirical analysis is needed. Secondly, a
UDP might also need diverse actor constellations, such
as technical providers and experts, and social and com-
munity entrepreneurs. The role of the local state is
another important aspect. The next section explores
these aspects in greater depth, supported by quotes and
mapping of projects from my fieldwork based in Milan
and Amsterdam.

3.1. Instances of Urban Digital Platforms: Civic
Crowdfunding & Commonfare in Milan and Amsterdam

Although there are efforts to enrich the discourse around
platform urbanism, with ‘vignettes,’ such as the social
media campaign around the hashtag #deleteUber in the
US, which are defined by Leszczynski (2020) as ‘glitch,’
there are no attempts to describe a platformwhich oper-
ates exclusively in the urban, which directly involves
local resources and citizens. Therefore, I introduce the
concept of UDP as a supplement to platform urban-
ism stressing the possibilities for non-capitalistic, P2P,
and community-led platforms in global European cities,
whichmight represent the sameglobal capitalist accumu-
lation from a political economy perspective but a differ-
ent conception from US Western-based debates of the
urban in terms of themorphology and social structure of
a city.

Western geographical contexts and European glob-
al cities, such as Milan and Amsterdam, are prominent
cities inwhich platformurbanism is unfolding.Within the
two national contexts, Milan and Amsterdam are classi-
fied as two models which merged economic growth and
global competition (ability to intercept global funds for
urban development). Although this is not the main sub-
ject of the research, it is relevant to take this aspect into
consideration. For example, if one looks at the real estate
values, that is, the real estate prices in the two cities,
you can see that they are directly proportional to their
attractiveness. This dynamic is well illustrated by Hardt
and Negri in Commonwealth: in terms of positive exter-
nalities (as economists call them) the two cities attract
and concentrate innovative companies and prestigious
universities, dynamic governments and efficient services

in their metropolitan areas (Rossi, 2019). Furthermore,
rare business services operate in these cities, such as ter-
tiary services and financial hubs, as shown by the first
global city analysts back in the 1990s (from Saskia Sassen
to Peter Taylor). Corporate platforms, such as Airbnb and
Uber, surf the length of the wave, exacerbating the exist-
ing inequalities that already exist in the two cities. From
this point, there is the urge to point out that another sub-
set of platforms exists: those that do not directly follow
the same logic to attract global capital for urban devel-
opment, but which aim to strengthen urban communi-
ties and (re)create social ties. However, this is not taken
for granted.

A civic crowdfunding platform is a sub-type of crowd-
funding through which citizens, often in collaboration
with government, fund projects providing a communi-
ty service, with civic and spatial aims (Davies, 2015;
Gullino, Cerulli, Seetzen, & Pacchi, 2018; Pais & Pacchi,
2020). Commonfare is a welfare platform which offers
complementary services, such as sharing information
and knowledge and time-bank functions. For instance,
one can offer an hour of babysitting in exchange for
an hour of language teaching. Besides, Commonfare
allows users and members of the platform to have a
choice regarding privacy of their data. In these terms,
they can be considered alternatives to the for-profit plat-
forms which extract and sell their users’ data at a global
scale. UDPs are P2P in their type of provision of goods
and services, and their orientation is not-for-profit. Main
empirical findings of my research indicate that, instead
of comparing private, public, and grassroot actors and
bottom-up and top-down practices against each other,
we need to look at the ways these hybridise within UDPs.
The new proposal of UDPs is one way of enabling this.
UDPs present themselves with a clear standard design,
they are used to hold and distribute goods or services,
diverse kind of resources, and even more importantly,
social relationships. The local state is often engaged in
the promotion of these platforms, as these interview
quotes show:

Civic crowdfunding is a tool to fund ideas and projects
from the bottom, aimed at social inclusion and cohe-
sion….89% of the projects promoted by the net-
work and over 300,000 euros collected by web users
show that today it is possible, thanks to crowdfund-
ing, to speculate on different funding scenarios from
public support to support social projects and new
start-ups. Civic crowdfunding has been a sure bet.
By co-financing those projects that are able to receive
the first half of the initial funding from the bot-
tom, we have supported more projects and we have
been guided by the citizens in their choice. (Cristina
Tajani, Milan Municipality, personal communication,
October 2017, translation by the authors)

We come from a time of many hierarchical systems.
The government and the organizations around it are
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Figure 1. Civic crowdfunding realised projects in Milan, 2018. Source: Author.

very top-downorganized and I see that people around
me have the need to determinemore about their own
living environment. Platforms allow citizens to partici-
pate and foster bottom-up actions. (Juan-Carlos Goilo,
Municipality of Amsterdam, personal communication,
July 2018, translation by the authors)

If civic crowdfunding and welfare platforms become
important modes of coordination affecting cities, then
the way access to these platforms is organised obvious-
ly has a political dimension. UDPs are crucial drivers
of new socio-economic and local governance arrange-
ments. In my findings, the small scale of the two exam-
ples of civic crowdfunding and welfare platforms such
as Commonfare—all beingwithin themetropolitan areas
of Milan and Amsterdam—interfere with local arrange-
ments in terms of the redistribution of local resources
and oppose the extractive and exploitative nature of the
corporate global platforms.

In the analysis, UDPs are defined by two main princi-
ples. The first is that these digital platforms donot pursue
profit per se, rather, they are socially oriented. Revenues
are reinvested in projects presented within the platform,
just as we saw in the platform coop model mentioned
earlier. The second concerns the internal organisation,
which is open and decentralised, and, in particular the

ownership of data: Users own their data, they know
where it is stored, and they are involved in the decisions
about how revenues are reinvested in services within
urban communities. In contrast to corporate digital plat-
forms, they donot sell the data they produce, nor do they
extract value from users and exploit the commons for
individual benefit. In other words, the techno-social con-
figuration of platforms such as Commonfare allows users
and members of the platform to have a choice regard-
ing the privacy of their data. The techno-social configura-
tion means something a bit different: Here, platforms do
not ‘have’ techno-social configurations but become part
of them through use (Johansen & Fisker, 2020). In these
terms, they can be considered to be alternatives to the
for-profit platforms which extract and sell their users’
data and operate at a global scale.

However, clearly formal requirements with regard
to who is allowed to use the platform is an important
dimension of access. Nevertheless, access is framed in
many more often implicit ways. Besides the economic
capital, such as a computer and Internet access, social
and cultural capital will play a role as pre-conditions for
being able to access cloud platforms. The skills needed or
‘media literacy’ to be effective on a platform might vary
fromweb-design skills to using the appropriate language
of the particular community of that platform (Graham,
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Figure 2. Civic crowdfunding realised projects in Amsterdam, 2018. Source: Author.

2014). As this quote froman anonymous civic crowdfund-
ing project in Milan states:

It was very difficult for us running the campaign. We
do not have so many digital skills, so the online part
was an obstacle. We want to collect money offline,
you knowwe have a lot of elderly people around here
who do not know how to use the platform.

Yet, civic crowdfunding can be considered bottom-up in
the proposal of projects and initiatives from citizens, but
those bottom-up flows are often coordinated in a cen-
tralised system by the local state or a private technical
provider. The risk is the creation of new uneven geogra-
phies or the exacerbation of existing those that already
exist, as UDPs tend to mediate certain information and
represent certain spaces and social groups over others.
UDPs can also be not-profit yet still serve the platform
urbanism logic of extracting value and selling it to third
parties. What is crucial as a criterion is, for instance, the
ability for users and members of the platform to have a
choice regarding the privacy of their data (see example of
Commonfare, where data are treated as common goods).
The urban scale is also a potential space to reorganise
communities and resources, which shows ambivalence
and contradictions asmuch as the concept of urban com-

mons does. As Enright and Rossi (2018, p. 35) claim the
concept of urban commons shows contradictions that
shed light “not only on multiple and even competing
understandings and uses of the notion of the common(s),
but also on the more general ambivalence of contempo-
rary capitalism in its urban manifestation.”

The main contradictions are in the re-appropriation
of those resources. While the concept of platform urban-
ism is loose in describing the forms of urbanisation that
any kind of platforms contribute to, UDPs are already
framed and conceived as a contested terrain. They are
the site of experimentation which might entail cooper-
ative relations resulting in urban entrepreneurship and
both P2P and market-oriented projects (which are not
antithetical). The urban scale is not, and should not, be
utterly founded on centralisedmechanisms such as large-
scale projects or, as Bratton (2016) puts it, on ‘the stack.’
In the same vein, the concept of UDP serves as an ana-
lytical category to the contradictions that contemporary
capitalism shows in its form of platform urbanism. In this
ambivalence, UDPs rely on the challenge of different pat-
terns of urban futures.

However, UDPs can enrich the digital urban theory
which drawn both on the abstract level of the stack as
a point of departure and the urban realm as essential
pre-requisite to make those platform function. This is
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the main reason why UDPs are inherently urban: First,
they rely on the urban condition, such as the density
of social relations and physical proximity between users
and material resources (e.g., built environment, ameni-
ties). Secondly, UDPs often require the intervention of
the urban government (e.g., civic crowdfunding) or a
third sector as in the case of Commonfare. Lastly, the out-
put of UDPs enables a redistribution of local resources
and common goods and services, resulting in an alter-
native production of space (Fisker, Chiappini, Pugalis, &
Bruzzese, 2018).

4. ‘The Stack’ and Its ‘City Layer’

Elsewhere, digital platforms can also be understood as
complex infrastructures. Media theorist Bratton (2016)
refers to the ‘stack,’ a shorthand originating from pro-
gramming work, as a fundamental layer of what he
defines as planetary-scale computation based on cloud-
based platforms. Following Bratton’s reasoning, compu-
tational technologies such as smart grids, cloud plat-
forms, smart cities, the Internet of Things, and automa-
tion, are defined as accidental megastructures. The stack
is composed of six layers: earth, cloud, address, interface,
city, and user. One of the most important elements for
the conceptualisation of the UDP is the ‘city layer’:

It is [in the city layer] that The Stack becomes an appa-
ratus of inhabitation. Global urban networks situate
mobility and settlement, combining physical, infor-
mational and ecological infrastructures. These form
different envelopes from which architecturally-based
and software-based envelopes subdivide and enforce
different rights of access and circulation. (Bratton,
2016, p. 129)

Simultaneously, it has to be noticed that UDPs, or plat-
forms in general, rely on existing platforms. An app,
for example, that is used as a P2P crowdfunding (or
any non-profit oriented platform) still relies on: Google’s
Android or Apple’s iPhone, the cellular network (T-Mobile,
AT&T), cloud platforms (Amazon) that the app connects
to (which stores whatever central data is necessary), and
internet infrastructure. In his terms, Bratton attempts to
overcome the dualistic view of the relationship between
technologies and physical space, and more precisely
between virtual networks and territorial boundaries. He
implies that those levels are now mutually constitutive
elements of the city itself, as an extension of global digital
infrastructure and the city layer brings up the importance
of the relationship between territories and networks.

These theoretical axes are based on a potential new
form of ‘geopolitical sovereignty.’ The link here to Lynch’s
(2020) piece on technological sovereignty activism in
Barcelona is relevant to establish a clear connection with
the city layer and the digital rights implied. This ‘sovereign-
ty’ results in the management of networks which are
not strictly linked to formally recognised territorial bound-

aries, as a form of sovereignty which is at least partially
decoupled from thenation-state,which instigates a dialec-
tic view with Graham’s (2005, p. 571) work on software-
sorted geographies and the concept of UDP.

4.1. Platform Urbanism as a Proposition of a New Field
of Study for the concept of Urban Digital Platforms

The concept of ‘platform urbanism’ stems from the field
of digital geography and urban governance studies and
is gaining traction due to its ability to illustrate new
dynamics and spatial outcomes of global digital plat-
forms. Barns (2018, p. 23) defines platform urbanism as
such: “[It] concerns the reshaping of city infrastructures
and services through platform-driven business models.”
The dominant tendency of global digital platforms is to
impose a top-down governance model which heavily
affect important urban sectors, such as housing, mobil-
ity, and retail (Barns, 2015, 2019). In this notion, there
is a certain emphasis on data-driven forms of urbanism
and new constellations of platform governance, name-
ly different alliances of technical experts, politicians and
policymakers, citizens and businesses, as well as the fact
that it gives precedence to big corporate actors mostly
drawn on observations in the US and global cities (Barns,
2016). In these terms, cities are local markets for global
distributors. To be so, these platforms are fuelled with
local knowledge and therefore local data. Short term
rental platforms and food delivery platforms exploit den-
sity, size, and associated physical proximities that charac-
terise the urban agglomerations in which they operate.
Recently, Leszczynski (2020, p. 201) enriches the initial
definitional work by proposing a minor theory:

Platform urbanism as theorized from the minor via
the glitch reveals it to be a highly contingent, inde-
terminate, and necessarily incomplete phenomenon
where erratic/erroneous configurations of platforms
and cities are both the result of, and open to oppor-
tunities for, tactical manoeuvres rooted in everyday
digital praxes that remake, unmake, and make differ-
ently platform/city interfaces.

However, platform urbanism and UDPs are both inher-
ently sticky in place, UDPs contribute to this broader
urban phenomenon of platform urbanism. Thus, there
are two sequential forces that come into play: densi-
ty and proximity in the physical space for the critical
mass, viz. urban communities, which along with the dig-
ital infrastructure, viz. the platform, work in tandem in
the production of uneven and asymmetrical urban space,
viz. diversity. In both cases, information and knowledge
are targeted in a specific way, digital platforms list and
direct users to specific locations in the city via extensive
use of maps and geo-localises providers and users. They
do benefit from these elements and in fact, they depend
on them. Table 2 is an attempt to itemise different digital
platforms and show the diverse output.
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Table 2. Itemisation. Source: Author.

Platform Urbanism

UDPs Global Digital Platforms
(not-for-profit, grassroots) (corporate/business)

Civic crowdfunding Commonfare Airbnb
(local state intervention) (i.e., mutual aid, tokens, self-organised) Deliveroo

Uber

Output: Alternative, redistribution of local Output: Platform Capitalism, extraction of values
resources and common goods and services values and exploitation of resources

While platform urbanism is a new field of study and
broadly interrogates the platform-mediated urban condi-
tion (Rodgers &Moore, 2018), the UDPs feature the nov-
elty of the concept which emphasises the ‘urban’ as a
battleground for alternative strategies. In the same vein
of Fields, Bissell, and Macrorie (2020, p. 463), UDPs are
a new concept for “geographers concerned with the digi-
tal urban interface are working to think about the poten-
tial for a counter-politics that is not rooted exclusively in
resistance or antagonism.” Finally, the article does not
intend to set a false binary between platform urbanism
and UDPs, rather as a continuum between these rele-
vant concepts.

5. Conclusion

As a conclusion, UDPs such as Commonfare and exam-
ples of civic crowdfunding platforms are still certainly not
perfect in terms of minority use with respect to global
platforms. Yet they are very relevant in order to analyse
whether or not they will rework on urban communities
and existing inequalities and how they might be made
to co-exist in mutually beneficial ways along with neigh-
bourhood associations, solidarity, and social functions
in the city. In the end, this is not only a juxtaposition
between terms, I consider the advent of what I define
as UDPs as a moment to reflect upon the current histor-
ical conjunction, and the potential social and collective
actions that such platforms can support.

However, UDP are not necessarily forms of resis-
tance. In the two cases analysed, civic crowdfunding still
requires the intervention of the local state apparatus,
insofar as it is often involved as a regulator or co-founder
to develop local projects within the metropolitan areas
of the two cities. During the Covid-19 pandemic, the
Municipality of Amsterdam launched its own state-led
solidarity platform, and inMilan they decided to open up
another round of civic crowdfunding. Following empiri-
cal research, I observe that citizen-oriented practices pro-
moted on UDPs often reproduce a certain unevenness
in the distribution of goods and services, prioritizing cer-
tain areas of the city over others.While Commonfare rep-
resents an alternative, self-organised and autonomous
UDP, the obstacles are still evident.

A future research agendawithin this burgeoning field
might interrogate how and in what way can something
be truly non-profit/communal if at each underlying com-
ponent in the stack, data is being extracted for profit?
What communal possibilities exist despite the corporate
reliance, the tendency toward data surveillance, and the
ways in which each of them reinforce the non-communal
aspects of society? How do UDPs create opportunities
within these interstices for mundane tactics to escape
the algorithms and go ‘down the stack,’ to co-opt and
resist and counter the hegemonic discourse? Tokens and
cooperative relations are potential incentives, but as you
well know, it is not only about that.
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