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Renewed interest in the potential and oppottunity that exists in urban environments
hasled to areinvestment in the public spaces of American cities. Thisreinvestment has
led to changesin thedesign, maintenance, security, and govenance of publc spaces
acrossthecounty. These physcal and administrative changesin public space largdy
reflect the competing ideas aboutwhat congitutes public space and who conditutes
public space (Mitchdl 1995115). Recent sodal science literature emphasizestha the
way in which public space is defined and controlled has significant consequences for
democratic opaationswithin thecity. For the pumposes of this pgper, theterm public
space will initially refer to the streets, sidewalks, parks, and plazas that are accessible and
open to theall people of thecity. Itistheintent of this pgper to review thesodal science
literature that discusses the importance of public space in democratic sodeties and
proceed to use tha discussion as a springboad to consder how public space mightbe
defined from an altruistic perspective.

Susan Bickford, political science professor at theUniversity of North Caroling offers
aclueasto why pubic space isimportant in democratic discourse: QVe can seetha it is
also significant as a space of attention orientation, a space that shapes citizensglsense of
what people, perspectives, and problems are present in the democratic publicO(Bickford
2000:356). Fromthediscussion of therole of puldic space in developing democratic
paticipaion, it is somewha naural to make thetrangtion to how public space mightbe
thoughtof from an altruistic or ther-regardingOperspective. It seems public space

plays arole in informing apotentially altruistic person as to whom Qhe otherOindudesin



her or his city and what the needs and desires of Ghe otherOmightbe. Thelogic behind
thisisfairly smple. Onecan only think aboutshowing concern for the other if one first,
realizes tha the other exists. Thus we might begin by thinking of atruistic pubiic space
as acommon area where every therOwould have the oppotunity to be seen or heard by
an altruistic person so tha theatruistic person would be able to recognize the various
others and determine how best to respondto ther nesds

In order to further develop theidea of atruistic public space, it seems appropriate to
turn to the soda science literature which andyzes the current condition of public space.
Theideals of what should take place in public space and who should make up the public
gpace are central to mog of the public space literature. The authors of the public space
literature used in thisreview largdy share smilar concernswhen it comesto theideals of
what and who congitutes the public spaces tha have materialized throughthe design and
redevelopment effortsin the past decades. It seemstha the consenausis tha mos
attempts to develop or redevelop public spaces have been characterized by attempts by
themiddle/uppe classes, busness owners, govenment, and plannas (those with
decision-making power) to promote biased views of who the GoublicOis and how public
gpaces should funaion. Theseideological visonsof public space promoted by the
domnant groupsof sodety have created public spaces tha excludecertain groupsfrom
fully accessing and usng the public spaces.

Indeed, thetrend has been for dominant groupsin sodety to take variousmeasures to
privatize public space as a meansof creating order, control, predictability, comfort,
sameness, and security in puldic spacesin order to promote recreationd, entertainment,

and shopping oppotunities (Bickford 2000;Crawford 1995;Davis 1992;Katz 2006;



Mitchdl 1995;Mitchdl and Staehdi 2006;Schdler and Modan 2005; Staehdi and
Thompson 1997) Privatizationis generally achieved throughthetrander of the
maintenance, security, or management rights of a space to a private entity like a business
assodation, development corporationsor homeowners assodation. When private
interests provide security or make rules for a public space, they can directly or indirectly
excludecertain groupsor types of people. Middle/uppe classes see order, comfort, and
security (as defined throughthar own experience) as critical to apropealy fundioning
public space and seek to excludethose groupswho do notfit with ther definitionsof
order, comfort, and security. Theliterature contains many examples of how privatizing
public space to create order and security dramatically reduces therights, oppotunities,
and visibility of many soda groupsand minarities, preventing such groupsfromusng
public spacesin ways tha are bendficial to their needs desires, and lifestyles. Here, |
will try to summarize some of themain problems with public space today and will end
with theliterature@ ideas of howto create truly democratic public space while attempting
to link those ideas to aworking conacept of what atruistic public space might entail.
Thehomeless are, perhgps the grouptha are mos harmed by the changing naure of
public space. Don Mitchdl deailsthefight between the homeless and the university
plannas at UC Berkley over People® Park, undeveloped land owned by the university
butleft undeveloped until 1991when volleybdl courts, public baths and security lights
wereingalled (Mitchdl 1995:110). At thistime, the park also began closng every night
at 7 p.m. and all trespassers (the homeless) were arrested for occupying the space at night
(115) From1969to 1991,the park had opeated as a user-controlled space tha provided

anhaven for those squeezed out by afully regulated urban environment®(109. Thepak



had a Free Speech stage, grassy assembly area, and a Free Box (a clothes drop-off). For
homeless activists, People@ Park Quas a place where the rights of citizenship could be
expanded to the mogt disenfranchised segment of contemporary American demoaracyO
(117). Mitchell argues tha the changes madeto People® Park were based onthe
University administration@ idea tha the homeless did not conditute a Qegitimate publiicO
since thar presence was contrary to an ordered and rationd sodety (118). Mitchdl
emphasizes that strict regulation of public spaces can be detrimental to theideaof atrue
democracy where every voiceisrepresented. When the homeless are removed fromthe
gahering places of thecity, they are Qunrepresented in ourimages of Ghe public,Cthey
are banished to arealm outside of politicsO(120).

Recently, Don Mitchdl and Lynn Staehdi examined the redevelopment at San
Diego® Horton Plaza Park, alongtime gathering place for thehomeless and elderly
poor. Thepak onaefeatured public toilets, arescue mission, benches, and served as a
sodal center and location for essential services for the homeless (Mitchdl 2006:147)
Yet, in 199Q it was decided that all benches were to beremoved fromthe pak and the
grass was replaced with prickly plants and flowers (156). Mitchdl and Staehdi define
propeaty as a set rules and practices tha determinehow the owner can excludeothers
(149). Tho=in chageof propaty have an influence over whoisexcluded. Thus
Mitchdl and Staehdi founda cause for concern when redevel opment initiatives gave a
private interest, the Downtown Partnership (a private organization funded by busness
and propety ownes), control over the maintenance and cleanliness of the park (162)
This made Horton Plaza Park a pseudo-private space; pseudo-private spaces are spaces

Qha are formally owned by the state, by the public, butthat are subject to the control and



regulation of private interestsO(153). The Downtown Partnership took further action
agang the homeless by hiring GCommunity AmbassadorsOdescribed by the president of
the Partnership as mean and roughlooking individuas who will Qyet in theface of the
homeless peopleO(164). These ambassadors have Gavery set idea of who bdongs and
who does notbdong,in the public spaces of thecityO(165) Mitchdl and Staehdi paint
outtha pseudo-privatization trandormsthe nature of wha is public since aprivate
corporation can choo® who bdongsand who does not (166). Throughthe
transormation of the public, Qhe homeless become pariah, at onae asymbol of al tha is
wrongwith the public sphere and an ongoing hindrance to redevel opment and thegoodit
bringsin theform of increased propaty valuesO(166).

Thecall for increased security in public spaces tendsto drastically limit the access
and oppotunities available to margindized groups Mike Davis extensvely describes
security measures designed to reduce the presence of the poa and homeless and separate
themiddle class from condtionsof poverty in thepublic spaces of LosAngdes. Davis
cites tha the moden obsession with security ruinsany chance for urban reform and
sodal integration since it has become aform of sodial warfare tha (pits the interests of
themiddle class againg thewelfare of the urban poor0(1992:155). Davis describes the
process of Garmoring the city agans the poorQ(includes rounda bum-prodf benches,
eliminaing public water sources and toilets, bag-lady-proof dunpgers, etc) in order to
deter the poorfrom occupying areas near theredeveloped areas of thedowntown. This
armoringis doneso tha themiddle and uppe classes will notbe deterred from living
within thecity (160-1). In areas where middle and lower classes may potentially cross

pahs, precautionsare taken to ensure thar separation (163) Davis describes parking



garages tha feature Qwenty-four hour, state-of-the-art securityOfor corporate parking
structures tha feature landscaped micro-paks, food courts, picnic areas, and a historical
exhibit, minimizing white-collar expoaure to the street (163) Clearly, this excluson and
segregationis detrimental to thefundioning of public space as a space where the people
and the problems of thecity can bewitnessed. A number of other security measures are
described in the article, but DavisOpoint is that truly democratic public spaces are
destroyed when city govenments and busnesses ingst on continudly upgrading the
security of thecity (159.

On top of affecting the oppotunities, rights, and well beng of the poa and homeless
adults, the privatization and deterioration of public space also affects the development
and presence of children in public space. Cindi Katz cites the Gill-out assault on the
sense of public responsbility for collective sodal lifeOtha has taken place since the
Reagan administration (2006:111). Privatization of pak management tendsto result in
uneven distribution of fundstha go toward theimprovement of public parks. The private
groupsin chargetendto putall ther money into the improvement of prominent parks of
thecity, but look past improving the parks and playgroundsin pooter neighboihoods
(117-8). Thisresultsin fewer qudity places for children to play. Katz addsthe problem
of Qerror talkOand the infatuation with keeping children safe in public environments.
After dismissing thethoughtthat publc environments pose a major threat to children
(abuse often occurs within the home), Katz cites some of the consequences of children@
restricted access to public space, induding log opportunities for developing spaial skills
or geographical knowledge(important to arangeof careers) andlos oppotunities to

develop sodal skillstha are learned best amongchildren playing onther own. Katzis



left wondeing what kind of citizensmightresult from children raised in highly restricted
(often sodaly homogenoug environments (115).

Another grouptha haslog full rights to public space could be characterized as
Qounter-cultural Oyouth (those who do not necessarily desire to bea part of the
maingream community). Lynn Staehdi and Albet Thompson describe theyouths
struggle to have access to Qhe HillOnear the University of Colorado. For the University
Hill Merchants Assodation, the city government, and the University Hill neighbors, the
youth tha occupied theHill posed athreat to the order and comfort of the area (Staehdi
1997:32-35). To bringorder and security, the government, merchants, and neéighbohood
increased police presence, and extended private control into the public space of theHill
throughthe use of fences and Gho loiteringOand no skateboadingOsigns(33,36). The
youth were not perceived as true citizens since the merchants and neghboss did notfeel
tha they were GesponsbleOmembers of the community even thoughall were legd
citizens (30, 37-8). Infact, theyouth did notwant to be members of the maingream
community since they had their own econony, soaa nomms, and system of justice (36).
Y et, theauthors take issue with therestriction of public space to any citizen regardless of
whether or notthey fit the mold of the dominant community (38).

Taking theissue of citizenship and public space rights onestep further, Margaret
Crawford describes theimmigrant street vendors of Los Angdes who engagein street
vending which isillegd (but unprosecuted) and are often undoamented, making them
Qloubly illegd O(19956-7). Thisraisesthequestionif puldic spaces should be restricted
to non-citizens Crawford points outtha thevendors contribute to the sodal and

econormic naratives of the city by offering heroic and hormrifying stories of ther fightto



cross theborder and use vending as a means of economic mobility (6-7). Even though
vending is crimindized, the vendors use the public space to fight harassment and defend
ther livelihoodas they become an econonic and political presence in thecity (7).

Agan, wha theliterature indicates is tha perceptionsof whom and what congitutes
public space differ greatly, butwhen onegrouphas decision making power, ther idesl
public spaceis created. Thisis best shown by Schaller and Modan@® study of how
different racial/ethnic and class groupsviewed thar neéighbohoodof MountPleasant in
Washington DC. TheVietnamese and Latina/o groupsviewed publiic space as olaces Go
hang outOand (neet friendDand low-income groups did not think spending money was
an important pat of sodalizingin public space (Schdler 2005:403. Meanwhile,
European-Americansassodate just Ganging outdin public space with suspicious
behavior and describe Gpeople entering stores, buying things having a purposeCas Gnore
comforting@(403) Thus it isno surprise tha the Euro-American and busness owner
domnaed NeighbohoodBusness Improvement District (NBID) has placed an emphasis
on Gan increased security force and more stringent loitering statutesOin Mount Pleasant@
public space (403).

Privatization and thedemand for order, comfort, and security does not only harm the
margindized classes and groupstha lose rights and a political voice; inded, the
excluson and segregation created by privatization ham the domnant sodetal groupsby
creating distorted views of the city, democracy, and civic virtue Susan Bickford
describes how racial and class segregation caused by gentrification creates a purified
expeience of the city where those wholive in purified areas are presented with an

inaccurate view of thecity and the people with in it (Bickford 2000:361, 363. QWe



endange thepossibility of democratic politics when we settle in these endosures,
paticularly when we become so accusomed to thewallstha we forget tha they are
there, for then we begin to imaginetha GheworldOcondsts only of those within our
gaesO(363). Here agan, we can make thelink between demoaracy and altruism that
was described at the beginning of the paper; onemight notbeatruealtruistina
community where sheor hedoes notrealize tha there are needy peoplein the
community. Bickford also describes how civic virtueis distorted in privatized
developments to simply mean Gnaintaining propaty valuesO(360). Further, Schaler and
Modan describe how BID@ (Busness Improvement Districts) turn néghbohoodsinto a
Ganitized econorric spaceOwhere the primary role of citizensas soda actorsisreduced
to tha of a consumer, which Qharrows the domein of interaction with the environment
and with fellow citizensO(Schaler 2005 396) Clearly, recent trendsin the treatment
and design of public space have created an environment that distorts human
intersubjectivity.

Yet, it isimportant to nate what agreements in theliterature might promote as a more
appropriate view of public space. Geneally, theauthors seek a view of public space tha
emphasizes interaction and debate between diverse groupsingead of economic exchange
or undtainable desires for security and comfort. Indeed, middle class notionsof order,
control, sameness, predictability, comfort, and security are to be doneaway with when
describing public space. Public space is an arenawhere margindized groupscan make
themselves known and protest injudice, even if tha meansallowing disorder and

discomfort (see paticularly Crawford 1995;Mitchdl 1995;Schaler 2005) GChange



multiplicity, and contestationN rather than condituting the failure of public spaceN may
in fact defineits very naureO(Crawford 1995.

It seems that theliterature@ definition of amore appropriate view of public space
may well coinddewith wha an altruistic public space mightbelike. Theliterature
revealed how privatization and demandsfor order, comfort, and security can be
destructive to democracy since they are based on excluson. From an atruistic point of
view, order, contort, and security do not seem to be other-regardingCet all; rather,
notionsof security, comfort, and order puttheinterests of the self ahead of any concerns
for theother. | think thisisapoint tha mus be emphasized because it seems tha current
attempts to build community (and presumably promote altruism and reciprodty) are still
plagueld by a desire to create a community tha is comfortable, consumption-based, and
free of al disorder and conflict. David Harvey examines the darker-side of community;
hefindstha Qhespirit of communityOhas historically been used as an antidote to threats
of sodal disorder or class warO(Harvey 1997:3). He criticizes New Urbanism for trying
to create an environment where the unexpected and conflicts will be Qightly controlled
and screened outwith big signstha say o deviant behavior acceptable hereQ(3*). We
livein asodety tha isunjug, so it at least seems tha altruistic public spaces should
avoid views of communities characterized by comfort and complete harmony. Thefocus
should beon alowing every other (especially those with great needs) to make ther
sufferingsand concernsknown so tha variouspeople can work togeher and employ an
altruism tha seeks common good. The beauty of such spaces would not befoundin the
neatly trimmed and watered landscaping and ordely and controlled interactions but

rather in the spontaneousinteraction and debae beween awide variety of sodal groups
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Thesuccess of dtruistic public space would begauged by the extent to which the city
would bring togeher diverse groupsand be able bring relief to the suffering of thoe in

need.
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