
 
 

 

 

International PhD Seminar – Comparing Habitats 
Morges (VD) 12,13,14 June 2017 

 

 

CALL FOR PAPERS 

 

Issue 

The application of Comparison as scientific method for the understanding of social, geographical and 

civilizational phenomena, emerges with the association between travel and knowledge: Alexis de Tocqueville's 

“Democracy in America” (1835) has been considered – in this sense – a founding work for comparative studies, 

its purpose being the “explanation of social phenomena through the control of the conditions and causes of their 

variations” (Smelser 1976). In keeping with the positions of Emile Durkheim (Durkheim 1895), a similar 

purpose has also been - on several occasions - envisaged as the objective of Social Sciences tout court. 

The association between travel and knowledge was also at the basis of the Grand Tour, an initiatory experience 

for the wealthy classes, which, in the long term, would serve as inspiring model for the development of “foreign 

studies” as an important stage of education in both the Human and Engineering Sciences. In particular, the 

emergence of Urbanism as a discipline would take shape thanks to the development of a dense network of 

international exchanges that, to a certain extent, can be summarized in the formula of the “Atlantic Crossing” (T. 

Rodgers 1988). Through continuous Comparative “comings and goings”, Urbanism’s fundamental 

characteristics were forged as a mix of empiricism, technical experimentation and theory (Sutcliffe 1981). 

Specialized journals, technical bulletins, symposia, study tours and exhibitions were among the most powerful 

Comparative devices, able to sound out the very notion of “City”, to consider new themes/techniques of 

intervention, and to design alternative models and visions. During the Gross-Berlin Exhibition (1911), for 

example, the comparison of different projects for the same city served both to determine local socio-technical 

choices and to define more general models. The “Functional City” Theory, which determined the transformation 

of many cities during the twentieth century, had been consolidated through the comparison of a large number of 

different cities, representative of the different continents; this work would result in a Manifesto, the Athens 

Charter, and in a specific Comparative Tool, the so-called “CIAM grid”. In this perspective, the Comparative 

challenge was clearly addressed in the direction of a general and gradual standardization. In a symmetrical and 

opposite way, at the turn of the 21st century, the return to strength of the Comparative Approach, related to 

urban and territorial issues, falls within the critical perspective of postcolonial studies, focusing on the 



differentiation and critical reconstruction of global/local oscillations. Here Comparison returns to its central role, 

as the formula of “Comparative Urbanism” testifies (Robinson and McFarlane, 2012). 

Today, the variety of spatial forms that articulate infrastructures, built morphologies, bio-environmental systems, 

economies, and urban-rural relations, challenges simplistic oppositions such as center/periphery, 

city/countryside, nature/society and call for new alliances among disciplines. The issues of the contemporary 

architectural and urban project related to environmental and social equity/security, require a new, complex and 

responsible articulation between local resources and global interdependencies, often through a deep rethinking of 

technical knowledge and embedded traditions, and this beyond any principle of hierarchy or historical progress. 

As much in scientific – experimental and theoretical – as in professional practices, Comparison seems more 

essential than ever. 

 

Objectives and themes 

Comparing Habitats is a PhD Seminar addressed to doctoral students in the fields of Architecture, Urbanism, 

Human and Social Sciences, and Visual Studies, interested in the use of Comparison as a tool to tackle urban 

themes (the city, the territory and the ways in which we inhabit them). Scientific training in Comparative 

methods requires regular updating, in order to take into account, on the one hand, the rapid evolution of socio-

spatial realities under study, methods of data collection, and archiving, and on the other, the variety of languages, 

techniques, and scales involved in the description and analysis. 

The Seminar aims to discuss the actuality and the problems related to Comparison as a Scientific Method and its 

heuristic efficiency, while focusing on its devices, purposes and challenges. From the thematic point of view, the 

students are encouraged to position their contribution in relation to two ways (specific to the Comparative 

Approach) of orienting the play between differences and similarities: 

– The Idiographic Approach (tendency to specify) where the comparative effort is directed towards understand 

the meaning of contingent, unique, and often cultural or subjective phenomena – typical of the Humanities. 

– The Nomothetic Approach (tendency to generalize) where the comparative effort is directed towards the 

derivation of laws that explain types in general, where the pursuit of recurrences among different contexts is 

taken as a sign and proof of the same phenomenon – typical of the Natural Sciences. 

Inter alia, attention will be given to the process of case study selection; themes of recurrence and singularity; 

classification/description; conceptual, definitional and operational issues. Emphasis will be placed on the 

modalities, objectives and challenges of Comparison as a Research Tool, also with the aim of bringing out those 

conditions capable of strengthening trans-disciplinary and trans-linguistic implications.  
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Organisation 

Initiated by the EPFL Habitat Research Center, the Seminar is organised by the Laboratory of Urbanism (Lab-U, 

EPFL) and the Institute for Geography and Sustainability (IGD, UNIL) in the frame of Swissuniversities 

Program, for EPFL-EDAR. It will take place in the Maison d’Igor in Morges (VD) between June 12 and 14 and 

it will include: 2 Keynote Conferences; 1 Seminar; 3 doctoral students papers’ Presentation/Discussion Sessions. 

15 Doctoral students ony will be admitted to the Seminar that will give access to 3 credits. The Seminar’s 

official languages are English and French. For more information see: 

http://isa.epfl.ch/imoniteur_ISAP/!itffichecours.htm?ww_i_matiere=2211144074&ww_x_anneeAcad=2016-

2017&ww_i_section=984447&ww_i_niveau=&ww_c_langue=en 

 

Admission 

The 15 doctoral students attending the Seminar will be selected on the basis of the Abstract of their paper. 

Abstracts should be submitted by April the 3rd 2017 via email to elena.cogatolanza@epfl.ch. The selected 

papers (3500 words maximum) must reach the same address by May the 29 (midnight). The papers are expected 

to present a coherent piece of research or a dissertation chapter and to address methodological issues. Each 

student will present their own paper and will be involved in discussing the paper of one other participant. 

Following the seminar discussion, the revised version of the paper should be returned by June the 23rd.  

Enrolment Fees: 150 CHF/student (2 night hotels and lunches are included).  

 

Abstract’s guidelines 

PhD candidates interested in presenting a paper should submit an abstract of maximum 600 words. The 

Scientific Committee, taking into account the relation to the proposed topics and the quality of the abstract, will 

select 15 papers. Each abstract should include the following information (font Times New Roman, 10pt – 

otherwise as noted): - full name - affiliation - email address - thesis supervisor - date of thesis defense - working 

title of dissertation (12pt, bold) - abstract (600 words max, 11pt) - main bibliographic references (up to 5 - using 

Harvard reference system, 10pt).  

 

Important dates 

Call for Papers March 23rd, 2017 / Abstract deadline April 3rd, 2017 

Notification of acceptance April 13th, 2017 / Full paper due May 29th, 2017 

Seminar June 12-14th, 2017 / Final paper due June 23rd, 2017 

 

Scientific Committee 

Prof. Christian Arnsperger, Institute of Geography and Sustainability, UNIL 

Dr. Martina Barcelloni Corte, Laboratory of Urbanism, EPFL 

Dr. Elena Cogato Lanza, Laboratory of Urbanism, EPFL 

Dr. Florence Graezer Bideau, College of Humanities, EPFL 

Prof. Paola Viganò, Laboratory of Urbanism, Director of Habitat Research Center, EPFL  


