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The Modern City: Platforms and 
Smart Solutions
Optimizing the City
In the 1950s, cities began to be seen as problems to be solved with data (Mattern 
2021, chapter 2), demonstrating how technology and control coalesce. This proliferation 
of what Rob Kitchin (2017) describes as data-driven urbanism represents how a city’s 
success is now determined by its ability to collect and mobilize data according to a 
pragmatic framework that prioritizes efficiency. In order to achieve efficient solutions, 
technology was embedded into everyday interactions, often through sensors, cameras 
and dashboards (Andrejevic and Burdon 2015). Urban centres were infused with 
methods of mass data collection to fulfill a promise of endless optimization as a solution 
to key issues. However, with the rise of neoliberalism, the traditional model of state- 
or city-driven infrastructure development was disrupted, and the city began to be 
viewed as a business venture with interests to be purchased, analyzed and controlled 
(Frug 1999). As a result, tech-based data collection systems were provided by private 

Key Points

	• Cities are now increasingly digitalized through a variety of processes including both 
physical infrastructure (sensors and cameras) and platforms (such as Uber, Airbnb and 
Google Maps). These technological developments represent the desire to see the city 
as an optimization and efficiency problem that can be addressed through increasing 
datafication and privatization. The increased role of private sector tech development 
in cities has led to significant harms, including data exploitation, surveillance and 
discrimination.

	• As an alternative to top-down technocratic approaches, commons-based governance 
frameworks propose that resources can be collectively governed. Digital commons 
have emerged as ways to promote collective control and ownership of data, maintaining 
that decentralized rules in accordance with location, accountability, ownership and 
participation lead to ethical outcomes.

	• However, commons-based approaches often fail to represent the intersectional 
impacts of digital governance. By combining commons-based governance with feminist 
principles, this working paper outlines the need for an approach to governing urban 
digital resources according to principles of justice and equity. 

	• To operationalize the feminist urban digital commons, two pillars are explored. First, 
meaningful participation offers sustained and committed engagement with impacted 
communities. Second, accountable ownership ensures that this participation results in 
meaningful outcomes for residents, disrupting exploitative practices of data extraction. 

	• This paper concludes by recommending that these pillars can be achieved through a 
tri-fold process of funding, thorough participation processes and ownership structures 
that are reinforced by local government resources.
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developers (Plantin et al. 2018), rendering smart city ideals as persistent  
private-driven partnerships.1 

Within the past two decades, platforms have played an increasingly important role in 
reshaping how residents interact with their environment (Rosenblat 2018). “Platform 
urbanism” represents both the discipline of digital geography that analyzes the 
changing relationship between cities and the technologies that sustain them, as well 
as a disciplinary shift that discusses the power that platforms hold (Sadowski 2020). 
In comparison to other “smart” city endeavours, platforms are as unique as they are 
“simultaneously embedded and disembedded from the space-times they mediate” 
(Graham 2020, 2). In the platformed city, investors, corporate actors and government 
agencies alike promote platform urbanism as innovative and progressive projects that 
provide universal benefits such as flexibility, accessibility and mobility (Bauriedl and 
Strüver 2020), making technology appear as both neutral and necessary to the  
urban landscape. 

While acting as urban intermediaries, these platforms are simultaneously taking on 
the role of “regulatory entrepreneurs” (Tzur 2019), making policy changes integral to 
their business model. This enables platforms to grow their infrastructural power while 
extracting data that is marketed back to consumers and other businesses (Powell 2021, 
54–79). The development of this platforms-as-infrastructure model of cities not only 
contributes to a lack of competition but also subjects marginalized residents to the 
biases of automated decision making on the basis of race, gender, class and ability 
(Bauriedl and Strüver 2020; Safransky 2020). 

The Perils of the Platform: A Technocratic Status Quo
The increased privatization of digital infrastructure within platformed cities has created 
significant consequences. In Canada, digital infrastructures have experienced numerous 
crossroads and questions, from the breaches of privacy related to the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police’s use of Clearview AI, the telecommunications outage for millions of 
Rogers customers and the proposal of a smart neighbourhood for Toronto’s Waterfront.2 
Each of these cases demonstrated how using one-size-fits-all tools to “solve” urban 
issues often produces broader concerns. Beyond Canada, platforms are taking centre 
stage in cities as infrastructural intermediaries, service providers and employers, with 
significant consequences. Platforms, including Uber and Airbnb, have been criticized 
for their roles in facilitating gentrification (Wachsmuth and Weisler 2018); controlling 
workers through opaque algorithms (Eyert, Irgmaier and Ulbricht 2020); and lobbying 
international governments with deceptive and exploitative tactics (Freedberg et al. 
2022). In 2022, reporters from The Guardian and the International Consortium of 
Investigative Journalists reported on a series of company communications from Uber, 

1	 Here, the term “private-driven” partnerships is used rather than “public-private” partnerships to reflect the ways in which 
private organizations hold a significant level of power and expertise in their systems. In this position, cities often procure 
the technology as clients, rendering them less powerful to understand the inner workings and outcomes of the tech.

2	 In 2020, Sidewalk Labs announced that it would not pursue the Quayside Project in Toronto. This came after significant 
concerns from Torontonians regarding the lack of privacy and top-down, private-driven development approach being 
promoted by Sidewalk Labs (Jacobs 2022). In 2021, it was found that police services across Canada had used Clearview 
AI to scrape the images of millions of social media users without their consent (Office of the Privacy Commissioner 
of Canada 2021). In July 2022, a mass outage of Rogers’ telecommunications services left millions of individuals and 
businesses without connectivity (Saba 2024).
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in which executives developed close relationships with government officials to engage 
in under-the-table lobbying while deploying technical tactics to hinder investigation 
into their activity (ibid.). These detrimental impacts of platforms highlight the risks of 
incorporating private sector technology into public spaces. The problem at hand not 
only involves the potential misuse of technology, but also the consequences of allowing 
the few who hold positions in the tech elite to define the solutions to be implemented in 
cities for the many. The following section discusses how approaches of commons-based 
digital governance are actively working to reshape and challenge this imbalance. 

Reallocating Power: Commons-
Based Urban Tech Governance
Elinor Ostrom: Navigating the Tragedy of the Commons
The idea of shared resources as “commons” has long been explored within public policy 
discourses. In 1968, Garret Hardin described the “tragedy of the commons,” in which 
a universally available resource is depleted as a result of self-interest, demonstrating 
the need for top-down regulation (Hardin 1968). This perspective of inevitable 
depletion, however, is countered in Elinor Ostrom’s work, which demonstrates how 
the tragedy does not reflect the practices of many self-sustaining groups that act not 
with consideration for short-term individual gain, but rather with a goal of maximizing 
long-term community output (Ostrom 1990). Ostrom’s research is based on eight central 
principles (see Figure 1) that provide the baseline agreements that groups must adhere 
to when governing common resources. While each of the principles contain different 
strategies and approaches, they are united in their understanding that collective 
governance is not an impossibility.  

Figure 1: Ostrom’s Eight Principles

Ostrom’s Principles

Clearly defined boundaries

Appropriate rules

Rulemaking processes

Monitoring

Sanctions

Conflict-resolution mechanisms

Right to self-governance

Nestedness/interoperability

Source: Author, based on Ostrom (1990).



4

Digital Commons: Feminist Futures and Participatory Urban Governance  

Ostrom’s Vision in the Digital Age: Data Commons
Many early discussions of commons-based governance focused on tangible resources. 
However, the emergence of data and artificial intelligence (AI) has renewed a focus on 
how collective governance structures might provide both benefits and barriers when 
applied to digital resources. This is emphasized by Bianca Wylie and Sean McDonald 
(2018), who argue that despite an increase in data governance, mechanisms for public 
participation have become stagnant, limiting the potential for those impacted by the 
rules to participate in modifying them. This becomes essential when discussing urban 
technology, as the infrastructure that makes up the platformed city — the cloud, data 
centres and networks — is dominated by a small monopoly of corporate actors with 
a substantial amount of political power (Luitse 2024; Benzina 2019). Focusing on the 
development of collective solutions to combat the corporate platformed city must, 
therefore, involve infrastructural control and accountability. Geographers regularly 
demonstrate that infrastructure is an interplay of power, social meaning and materiality 
(Collier, Mizes and von Schnitzler 2016). As such, infrastructures that are developed to 
facilitate everyday interactions within the city simultaneously define and redefine its 
meaning. 

Commons-based digital governance therefore involves these questions of control, 
meaning and accountability. Work from the Mozilla Foundation identifies a data 
commons as “a system of stewardship through which data resources are managed 
involving processes of sustainable and ethical production, use, re-use, and 
redistribution — and governed through collaboration among stakeholding users and/or 
data producers” (Ruhaak et al. 2021). They position community data as a resource that is 
often exploited, demonstrating the value of Ostrom’s principles as a guiding structure 
for community data stewardship that is based in self-governance. For Jan Krewer and 
Zuzanna Warso (2024), digital commons should adhere to three protocols: they must 
govern resources that can be broken down into source code; the resource must be 
collectively managed; and there must be established rules related to access and sharing. 
This notion has been extended into the AI space, as Joana Varon, Sasha Costanza-Chock 
and Timnit Gebru (2024) call for the development of an AI commons ecosystem based on 
community co-design, where task-specific models are developed by and for community 
needs. In addition to emphasizing the role of collaboration among practitioners, 
regulators and community members, they highlight how the development of common 
AI infrastructure requires significant and sustained funding and collaboration. These 
commons-based approaches emphasize the role of participation and agency,  
while disrupting big tech’s “one-size-fits-all” model through specialized and 
decentralized rules. 

Feminist Visions of Commons-Based Digital Governance
Many approaches to commons-based governance, however, do not acknowledge that 
formal equality does not necessarily lead to equitable outcomes. While they disrupt 
the bedrock of top-down technological innovation and governance, developing a 
commons-based system without consideration for the roles of power, history and justice 
will not limit the marginalization experienced by groups in cities. An intersectional, 
justice-based approach to commons-based digital governance can combat the 
platformed city by encouraging development with communities who will use them. 
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Leslie Kern (2021) argues that a feminist city prioritizes the needs of those often under-
represented by design, as infrastructure has often acted to directly disadvantage 
those who are not cisgender, white heterosexual men. In order to utilize technology 
as a community tool, we must acknowledge that it is universally applicable. Rather, 
the historical desire to count, identify and control populations through the collection 
of data and deployment of AI systems (Mattern 2021, chapter 2; D’Ignazio and Klein 
2020) demonstrates that technology is a political tool. A justice-based approach to 
constructing a feminist digital urban commons can combat the platformed city by 
encouraging technological development that is designed by and for the communities 
that will use them. The final section provides a potential framework that can be used to 
operationalize a feminist digital urban commons (see Figure 2). This framework draws 
from the strengths of local government while encouraging stronger resident-centred 
accountability measures using two pillars: participation and accountability. 

Participation
It is clear that the current strategies of data and AI governance are not working as 
intended. The two main influential pieces of Canadian digital legislation — the Privacy 
Act and the Personal Information Protection and Electronic Documents Act (PIPEDA) — 

Figure 2: Framework to Implement a Feminist Digital Urban Commons

Guiding Principle: Equity and Justice-Based Design

Participation Accountable Ownership

Commons must be designed to highlight how technology
has intersectional impacts based on histories and lived

experiences with urban governance and tech.

Commons must include
standards for ongoing and
meaningful participation that
fosters digital citizenship and
includes citizens as
collaborators and co-designers.

Commons must ensure that the
public is a beneficiary — 
approval must be required 
before implementing any new 
project, with revenue reinvested 
intothe community.

• Include provisions for: mini
      publics, citizensʼ juries,
      participatory budgets.
• Release ongoing reports 
      and assessments of 
      participation methods.

• Introduce data trusts and
      ownership structures.
• Reinvest revenue back into 
      the community for
      community projects, literacy
      initiatives and collaborations.

Source: Author.

Note: The framework identifies how the guiding principle of feminist digital commons governance relates to the two  

pillars for operationalizing it. The framework provides the descriptions of each pillar, as well as examples of actionable 

strategies that can be used to accomplish each pillar.
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are not only outdated,3 but also reiterate individualized notions of privacy and digital 
rights that do not account for the collective rights of groups who are harmed by 
discriminatory practices in AI development. In cities, multitudes of residents coexist 
with one another; however, not all coexistence is made equal. Rather, marginalized 
residents of cities often face the first instances of experimental technology, making 
them significantly hit by associated harms. For example, Toronto Police Service’s (TPS’s) 
introduction of algorithmic policing technology has been critiqued for its potential to 
exacerbate existing racial biases within the TPS.4 Furthermore, the under-resourced 
structures of municipal bureaucracies often mean that those harmed by technologies 
are unable to learn about and access their digital rights. Thus, a more proactive, equity-
based framework for urban governance is not only a novel alternative, but also a pivotal 
one that could combine citizen participation with a revitalized approach to municipal 
governance. 

In theory, as residents of a city, we elect representatives who will work to protect 
our community’s interests and foster solidarity and growth. Rather than expecting 
individuals to become experts on every aspect of their city, we encourage councillors 
and representatives to serve as experts within the governance realm. Within the digital 
rights sphere, no digital citizen can be realistically expected to become an expert on 
their own privacy (Solove 2013; Obar 2015). Rather, as Daniel J. Solove (2013) argues, we 
often rely on trusted experts to provide parameters for safety on a variety of products, 
including food and vehicles. Jonathan A. Obar (2015) presents representative data 
management as an alternative strategy that relies on expert-driven intermediaries, 
releasing individuals from the “unattainable ideal” of privacy self-management. 
However, in the most neutral case, the experts within the platformed city are tech 
executives who are not elected. In the worst-case scenario — as was seen with Sidewalk 
Labs’ Quayside Project on Toronto’s Waterfront — unelected experts often leverage 
their technical knowledge and desire for increased data and profit to steer governance 
in a way that does not represent these democratic ideals. Due to these risks, digital 
governance must still commit to fostering strong public participation protocols through 
literacy and sustained contribution. 

Understanding meaningful engagement means distinctly integrating questions of power, 
timing, control and influence into conversations surrounding city building to combat the 
inequalities associated with tokenizing participation (Adu-Daako and Sieber 2022, 6–8). 
Engaging in meaningful participation therefore involves seeing solution building as 
a collaborative approach, where consent is an active process between communities 
and developers, rather than a single-instance approval or initial consultation. This 
bottom-up ongoing approach is exemplified by strategies such as grassroots digital 
urbanism, which sees participation as an ongoing phenomenon in which users are 

3	 Daniel Konikoff (2023) argues that both PIPEDA and Canada’s Privacy Act, as well as new efforts to revitalize these 
legislations, do not account for the clear risks of facial recognition technology, and do not guarantee our rights in the 
digital age. Critiques of PIPEDA and the Privacy Act note that it is outdated. Similarly, Teresa Scassa (2020) argues 
that PIPEDA, which was developed in 2000, has not been developed to adequately represent the impacts of the data 
economy.

4	 An Ontario Human Rights Commission (2020) report found that the TPS displayed significant instances of anti-Black 
biases. As the introduction of algorithmic policing can present several impacts that violate the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms and associated human rights, the Montréal Society and Artificial Intelligence Collective released comments 
addressing the clear risks that the TPS’s use of AI could result in marginalization for those who are Black, Indigenous and 
people of colour in Toronto (Brandusescu et al. 2021).
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directly involved in the technologies that form the foundations of their lives (Vadiati 
2022). Methods for integrating participation can go beyond the standard consultation 
model, and include approaches such as citizen juries, assemblies, permanent mini 
publics, community technology and participatory budgeting (Data Justice Lab 2021). 
Examining the “meaningfulness” of participatory governance involves working 
beyond consultation mechanisms and, instead, sees residents as active contributors 
and key partners, with recommendations being enacted within an accountable policy 
structure. A feminist digital urban commons must consider the histories and lived 
experiences of communities, as they are formative in shaping how communities engage 
with technologies. As such, there must be a precedent for ongoing civic participation 
in relation to how data is shared, which projects are taken on and how community 
members will benefit from these projects. 

Accountable Ownership
In order to ensure that participation is meaningful, it must be accompanied with a 
commitment to structural change through accountable ownership. Participation is not 
a universal fix for marginalization, both within AI development (Birhane et al. 2022) and 
broader areas of public policy (Polletta 2002; Táíwò 2020; Freeman 1970). In the 1970s, 
Jo Freeman (1970) argued that without proper accountability structures, advocacy 
groups that promote decentralized participation through “structurelessness” emerge 
with hidden power structures on the basis of social power, influence and charisma. This 
is reiterated by Francesca Polletta (2002), who demonstrated that radical democracy 
is a double-edged sword when conducted without accountability structures and an 
acknowledgement of power imbalances. For Olúfémi O. Táíwò (2020), this manifests 
as “being in the room privilege,” where marginalized groups are invited to consult, but 
only if they conform to expected conditions of leadership. This does not result in the 
dismantling of power structures, but a form of elite capture in which the status quo is 
reaffirmed through symbolic gestures. Táíwò reiterates the need to move not just toward 
inclusion, but to actual disruption of power structures.

A focus on accountable ownership recognizes this need to disrupt power structures 
that are found in top-down solution-building frameworks. With big tech maintaining 
control over how these systems are developed, urban tech infrastructure therefore 
reflects a deeper set of politics and concentrated ownership (Star 1999). As a result 
of these infrastructural conditions, the focus has shifted not only to participation in 
development and deployment, but also to alternative models of ownership in revenue 
and data collection. Accountable ownership involves cultivating and strengthening what 
local government does well, while providing residents with the robust literacy programs 
and ownership structures to develop systems that truly benefit their communities. In 
this regard, the public — especially those harmed by urban AI — should not only be a 
central collaborator in project development, but also a main beneficiary. In controlling 
access to data rights and authorization over the implementation of new technology, as 
well as ensuring that revenue is reinvested into the community, a feminist digital urban 
commons can promote a mode of ownership that is sustainable. This concept is not 
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limited to AI and big data, as urban mesh networks5 and community land trusts govern 
infrastructure from the bottom up.

Data trusts provide one option for accountable ownership within a commons-based 
governance structure. Data trusts help to provide a legal architecture for data to be 
treated as a public utility, while promoting digital rights for those who are in control 
of the trust — in this case, community members (Digital Public 2020). While they can 
be adapted for a variety of purposes, a civic data trust could provide the structure for 
collective data to be treated as a public resource. Alongside (or alternative to) trusts, 
approaches that emphasize citizens as rights holders, such as participatory data 
stewardship (Ada Lovelace Institute 2021) and collective data rights (Tennison 2024), can 
reinforce accountable ownership. 

In addition to developing new ownership structures, there is a need to ensure that these 
structures can be upheld within the broader urban environment. Bianca Wylie and 
Zahra Ebrahim (2021) argue that the evolution of local government involves learning 
from people’s needs and developing ways to address these requests, a practice that 
has existed long before the advent of big data. Building from this pinnacle of municipal 
bureaucracy — its foundation in community needs — therefore provides the structures 
necessary to ensure that residents are given the rights and access needed to not only 
participate in development but also to hold a stake in its success. This may involve 
integrating collaborative funding opportunities, providing third-party mediators or 
assisting with the development of legal contracts and permit-seeking processes. 

Conclusion
Amid new approaches to regulating emerging technologies and integrating these 
technologies into cities, there is a need for frameworks that challenge power 
structures and encourage agency. As demonstrated by the Torontonians who worked 
collaboratively to resist the unreliable and inequitable governance framework for the 
Sidewalk Labs Quayside Project, we are facing a pivotal moment where policy needs 
to adapt to protect the rights of residents. If corporate entities are given the power to 
establish new rules and regulatory frameworks, there is a risk that those who will be 
most impacted by these systems will be unable to participate. In developing a feminist 
digital urban commons, this research seeks to establish next steps for public policy that 
prioritize the interests and needs of community members.

Recommendations
•	 Recommendation 1: Public governing bodies must provide direct, sustained and 

multifaceted funding to support commons-based technological development. This 
funding must adhere to the need for substantial literacy, involvement and governance 
frameworks and associated costs, including infrastructure development, legal costs, 
meeting space and educational tools. 

5	 Mesh networks are alternatives to corporate internet infrastructures. They are often locally managed and collaboratively 
governed through a set of access rules and restrictions. These networks exist in Toronto (https://tomesh.net/), Berlin 
(https://berlin.freifunk.net/en/) and the Catalan region of Spain (https://guifi.net/en).

https://tomesh.net/
https://berlin.freifunk.net/en/
https://guifi.net/en


9

Laine McCrory

•	 Recommendation 2: The processes of procurement, deliberation and implementation 
of new technologies in urban areas must not proceed without thorough and 
meaningful participation from impacted communities. These processes should be made 
publicly available for those who are unable to participate and should extend beyond 
one-time consultation processes and formats.

•	 Recommendation 3: Any new urban innovation projects must ensure that the public 
is a majority beneficiary. This means that they have control over data rights and that 
revenue is reinvested into the community. This can be assisted by building from the 
strengths of local government, promoting a partnership between communities and 
local bureaucracy.
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