The End of Public Space? People's Park, Definitions of the Public, and Democr acy STOR
Don Mitchell

Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Vol. 85, No. 1. (Mar., 1995), pp. 108-133.

Stable URL:
http:/links.jstor.org/sici ?si ci=0004-5608%28199503%2985%3A 1%3C108%3A TEOPSP%3E2.0.CO%3B2-M

Annals of the Association of American Geographersis currently published by Association of American Geographers.

Y our use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JISTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you have obtained
prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of ajournal or multiple copies of articles, and you may use content in
the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/journal s/aag.html.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

The JSTOR Archiveisatrusted digita repository providing for long-term preservation and access to |eading academic
journals and scholarly literature from around the world. The Archive is supported by libraries, scholarly societies, publishers,
and foundations. It isan initiative of JSTOR, a not-for-profit organization with a mission to help the scholarly community take
advantage of advances in technology. For more information regarding JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www.jstor.org
Tue Jan 15 08:12:04 2008


http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0004-5608%28199503%2985%3A1%3C108%3ATEOPSP%3E2.0.CO%3B2-M
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html
http://www.jstor.org/journals/aag.html

The End of Public Space?
People’s Park, Definitions of the
Public, and Democracy

Don Mitchell

Department of Geography, University of Calorado

Struggling over the
Nature of Public Space:
The Volleyball Riots

n the morning of August 1, 1991,

abaut twenty activists, hoping ta stap

a fjoint University of California (UC)
and City of Berkeley plan to develop People's
Park, were arrested as bulldozers cleared grass
and soil for two sand volleyball courts (Fig-
ure 1). By that evening, police and Park “de-
fenders” were battling in the streets over
whether work on Peaple’s Park could proceed.
Rioting around the Park continued for the bet-
ter part of a week. Police repeatedly fired
woaden and puity bullets into crowds and re-
ports of palice brutality were widespread {in-
cluding the witnessed beating of a member of
the Berkeley Palice Review Commission). But
neither did protesters refrain from violence,
heaving rocks and bottles filled with urine at
the police.!

The hulldozers {along with their police rein-
forcement) represented the first step in a UC
and City agreement that, many hoped, would
seftle canclusively the disposition of Peaple’s
Park, the site of more than twenty years of
continual conflict between the City, UC, local
activists, merchants, and hameless people. For
those wha sought to stop Park development,
Peaple's Park represented one of the last truly
public spaces in the city—"this nation's anly
liberated zone,” as the People's Park Defense
Union called it (Rivlin 1991a:3). Any attempt to
develop the land by either the University or
the City was seen as a threat to the public
nature of the Park.

To be sure, the public status of People’s Park
has always been in doubt. The property is
owned by UC, which had acquired the site
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through eminent domain in 1967, ostensibly to
build dormitories. Although lacking funds ta
construct the dormitories, the University
quickly demolished the houses on the prop-
erty. For the next two years, the land stood
vacant, save for usage as a muddy parking lot.
In 19649, an alliance of students, community
activists, and local merchants challenged the

Figure 1. The volleyball courts at People's Park,
Berkeley, California. The canstruction of these courts
was the proximate cause of several days of rioting in
August 1991. Source of phota: Don Mitchell,
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University and laid claim to the land. Their goal
was to create a user-controlled park in the
midst of a highly urbanized area that would
become a haven for those squeezed out by a
fully regulated urban environment (Mitchell
1992a). UC responded to the founding of Peo-
ple’s Park by erecting a fence around the Park
and excluding those who sought to use it. Ac-
tivists countered with mass protests that rapidly
escalated into the 1969 riots that for many have
come to symbolize Berkeley. Park founders ar-
gued forcefully and violently for resistance
against powerful governmental agencies, po-
lice forces, and the expansion of corporate
control over the fabric of cities {Mitchell 1992a}
(Figure 2). And, to a degree, they wan. The
police and the University were eventually van-
quished,? and their power over the parcel of
land known as Peaple’s Park has been minimal
ever since.

Nevertheless, the University has maintained
ownership of the land, frequently announcing

plans for its imminent “improvement.” The po-
litical reality has heen otherwise. People’s Park
represents for activists an important symbol of
political power {Mitchell 1992a), and they have
been able to maintain the Park as ariginally
envisioned: as a haven for persons evicted by
the dominant society (cf. Deutsche 1990), as a
place of political activism, and as a symbolic
stronghold in the on-going struggles between
university planners and city residents (Lyford
1982). But in 1989, the University, sensing a
changing political climate reflected in a2 mod-
eration of the Berkeley City Council and a re-
mission of activism by UC students during the
1980s, decided that it finally possessed the po-
litical strength to take firmer cantrol of the land.
Since neither the Berkeley City Council nor
Park activists would tolerate a complete elimi-
nation of the Park, the University entered into
negotiations with the City over plans to build
recreation facilities for student use, while re-
taining portions of the Park for community use.
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Figure 2. Detail of mural on Haste Street depicting the 1969 People’s Park riots. Despite the conflict over
Peaple's Park aver the past two decades, and despite large amounts of graffiti in the neighborhood, this mural
has rarely been defaced. Source of photo: Nora Mitchell.
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Throughout these negotiations, UC empha-
sized that it had every intention of maintaining
People’s Park as a park. But now it would be a
park in which inappropriate activities—“the
criminal element” in the University’s wards
{Boudreau 1991:A3}—would be removed to
make room for students and middle-class resi-
dents who, the University argued, had been
excluded as People’s Park became a haven for
“small-time drug dealers, street people, and the
homeless” (Lynch 1991b:A12}).

Ta accamplish this goal, the City and UC
agreed to a seemingly innocuous development
plan (Figure 3). UC agreed to lease the east and
west ends of the Park to the City for $1 per
year for five years {“on a trial basis”) for com-
munity use. Meanwhile, the central portion of
the Park (the large grassy area where many
homeless people slept and the traditional place
for concerts and paolitical organizing) (Figure 4)
would be canverted into a recreational area
replete with volleyball courts, pathways, public
restrooms, and security lights. In exchange for
the lease, the City would assume “primary re-
sponsibility far law enforcement on the prem-
ises.” The plan also called for the establishment
of a joint City-University “Use Standards and
Evaluation Advising Committee” designed to
“bring about a much-hoped-for truce, and re-
alization of the place as a park that everyone
can enjoy” {(Kahn 1991a:28). While these de-
velopments seemed modest, all agreed that
they portended much greater change. “To be
sure,” the suburban Contra Costa Times
{Boudreau 1491:A3) commented, “the one-of-
a-kind swath of untamed land will never he the
same. And to that extent, an era is ending.”

After moare than twenty vears of riot, debate,
contraversy, neglect, and broken pramises,
the end of the era marked by the City-UC
agreement seemed long overdue for many in
Berkeley and the Bay Area. To critics of the
Park in the city government and the university
administration as well as in the mainstream na-
tional and local press, the need for imprave-
ment in the Park was a comman theme. “To
some park neighbars and students, People’s
Park, owned by the university, is averrun with
squatters, drug dealers and the like” {Boudreau
1991:A3) (Figure 5). In the words of UC's Di-
rector of Community Affairs, Milton Fujii: “The
park is underutilized. Only a small group of
people use the park and they are nat repre-
sentative of the community” (New York Times

1991a:1.39). Similarly, UC spokesperson |esus
Mena declared: “We have no intention to kick
out the homeless. They will still be there when
the park changes, but without the criminal ele-
ment that gravitates toward the park”
{Boudreau 1991:A3). For these critics, the evi-
dent disorder of the Park invited criminality
and excluded legitimate, “representative” us-
ers. lllegitimate behavior, coupled with the
scruffy appearance of the Park, confirmed that
Peaple’s Park was a space that had to be re-
claimed and redefined for “an appropriate
public.”

For opponents of the UC-City development
plan, however, People’s Park constituted one
of the few areas in the San Francisca Bay Area
in which homeless people could live relatively
unmolested (Kahn 1991a:2). For them, People’s
Park was waorking as it should: as truly a public
space. [t was a political space that encouraged
unmediated interaction, a place where the
power of the state could be held at bay. Activ-
ists felt that the accord jeopardized some of
the Park institutions that had developed aver
the years: the grassy assembly area, the Free
Speech stage, and the Free Box (a claothes
drap-off and exchange) (see Figures 3 and 4).
Without these, they felt that People’s Park
would cease to exist. According to Michael
Delacour, one of the founders of the Park in
1969, the defense of People’s Park was “still
about free speech, about giving people a place
to go and just be, to say whatever they want”
{Lynch and Dietz 1991:A20). This aspect of the
Park—the ability for peaple “to go and just
be”—was inextricably connected to issues of
homelessness. For those opposed to the UC-
City plan, People’s Park since its inception had
been regarded as a refuge for the homeless
and other streetpeople. Activists feared that the
building of volleyball courts struck at the heart
of the Park’s traditional rale. Changes in the
Park that led to the removal of homeless peo-
ple, they surmised, were tantamount to an ero-
sion of public space.

Homeless residents in the Park agreed. In her
reply to a reparter who asked her about the
UC-City plans, Virginia, a hameless woman liv-
ing in the Park, voiced the fears of many home-
less peaple in the Park and of Park activists:
“You know what this is about as well as | do.
It's only a matter of time before they start lim-
iting the people able to come here to college
kids with an 1D.” When the reporter reminded
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figure 1. People’s Park, Berkeley, California. The map indicates changes implemented as part of the 1991
UC-City agreement for developing the Park. Source: author’s field notes.
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Figure 4. Central portian of Peaple’s Park before 1991. The people in the phatograph are near the Free Stage;
the Free Box is in the middle right. The shaded area is raughly where the volleyball caurts were built. Source
of phata: Don Mitchell.

Figure 5. A homeless encampment at the east end of People’s Park (in the city-controlled area) in 1993,
Numerous pecple still sleep in the park after the changes, but see the canclusion. Saurce of phato: Nora Mitchell.
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her that the University promised not to remove
the homeless, Virginia responded: “You look
smarter than that. A national moenument is be-
ing torn down” (Rivlin 1991a:27). Oakland
Homeless Union activist Andrew Jackson put
the struggles over People’s Park into a larger
context; “They're tearing up a dream. . . . Ever
since | remember this has been a place to
came. It's been a place for all peaple, not just
for some college kids to play volleyhall or the
white collar. It’s a place to lie down and sleep
when you're tired” (ibid). And for Duane, a
homeless man whoe lived in the Park, the 1991
riots were specifically about the rights of
homeless peaple: “This is ahout homelessness,
and joblessness, and fighting oppression”
(Koopman 1991:A13}.

Activists considered changes in the Park to
be related to changes on nearby Telegraph
Avenue, long a center of the “counterculture”
in the Bay Area. Activists feared that the Park
wauld become a beachhead for the wholesale
transformation of the surrounding neighbor-
hood. "The university says they’re nat against
homeless peaple,” commented homeless ac-
tivist Curtis Bray soon after the City-UC accord
was announced:

but all the rules and regulations that are coming
out for the park are regulations that anly affect the
homeless community and no one else. . . . They
don’t want their students to be faced on a daily
basis with what it is like to be poor and in poverty.
Once they get the cement courts in, they're going
to want to keep the homeless population out as
much as possible. {Kahn 1991a:2, 28}

Bray predicted that the agreement on People’s
Park was just the beginning. "Once People’s
Park is off-limits, the hemeless are going te ga
to [Telegraph] Avenue. The university will then
say the Avenue is a problem” (ibid). David
Nadle, another founder of the Park and an
owner of a world-beat dance club in Berkeley,
concurred. He denounced the City-UC agree-
ment as a final move toward the total com-
madification and control of space. “The corpo-
rate world is trying to take Berkeley. The park
is at the center of that struggle, because the
park represents a 22-year struggle over corpo-
rate expansion.” Berkeley, he claimed, had be-
come “yupped out” (Kahn 1991h:30).
Telegraph Avenue had, in the years since the
1969 People’s Park riots, experienced a series
of transformations. A popular gathering point
for Bay Area teens, the Telegraph Avenue-Peo-

ple's Park area experienced several street dis-
turbances during the latter part of the 1980s.
The twentieth anniversary of the 1969 riots, for
example, was marked by rock throwing and
window smashing (Llos Angeles Times
1989a:13; New York Times 1989a:1.26)., But the
Avenue also remained a vibrant shopping dis-
trict, catering to affluent students and young
praofessionals in the 1980s. By the mid-1980s,
corperate retail outlets had grown at the ex-
pense af locally owned-businesses.? And up-
scale hars and restaurants had begun to com-
pete with used boaokstores, coffee houses, and
businesses catering to students, Coffee bars
that appealed to the slumming suburban mid-
dle classes replaced the small restaurants and
*head” shops that marked an earlier era.
Graffiti- and poster-covered walls were par-
tially replaced with pastel colors and tasteful
nean.

Moreaver, as the boom times of the 19805
turned to the bust of the early 1990s, many
students in the South Campus area had little
time or patience for street spectacle or street
activism. Both the Park and Telegraph Avenue
reflected these changes in political and eco-
nomic climate. “In a city where protesting was
once as common as jogging,” wrote the San
Francisca  Chronicle (Lynch and Dietz
1991:A1), “there is little tolerance for upris-
ings.” As Park activist Michael Delacour ob-
served, “[tlhe students have changed. They
know times are tough and they want to sur-
vive" {Lynch and Dietz 1991:A20). Time was
scarce for activism and the community in-
volvement that make spaces like People’s Park
possible.* Many students simply avoided the
“untamed land” of Pecple’s Park.

In the early 1990s, some of the chain stores
maved out of Telegraph Avenue (Figure 5}, and
an air of dilapidation permeated this business
strip (May 1993:6). While many Avenue mer-
chants attributed decline to the continual haz-
ards posed by People's Park, officials of the
Telegraph Avenue Merchants Association con-
ceded that the Park's image was more threat-
ening to business than the realities of rioting
and homeless populations. One official, after-
affirming that crime was not more prevalent in
and around the Park than elsewhere in the city,
quickly added that perception was much more
impaortant than actuality. “If the majority of peo-
ple think it's unsafe, unclean, why do they
think that? Isn’t it based on some sort of real-
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’7 ity?” (Kahn 1991a:28). For this official, such per-
ceptions were manifested in the declining
traffic of what the merchants considered the
neighborhcod’s legitimate public: the shop-
pers, the students, and the housed.

In their efforts to reverse these perceptions,
the City and the University eventually resorted
to violence in early August of 1991; Park pra-
testers responded in kind (Figure 6). The pa-
pers of that week are filled with reports of
street skirmishes, strategic advances by heavily
armed police, and the rage felt by many pro-
testers. Police were accused of beating by-
standers, roughing-up homeless residents of
the Park, and using wood and putty bullets
needlessly. Protesters threw rocks and bottles,
smashed windows, and lit street fires. By Au-
gust 6, eight formal complaints of police bru-
tality had been filed with the Police Review
Commission and six with the police depart-
ment itself. A Police Commission member had
received fifty statements alleging police abuse
and the Commission received another twenty-

five calls of complaint. In addition, an unknown
number of police were injured in the rioting
(Rivlin 1991b:18).

“We offered to negotiate,” club owner David
Nadle claimed, “but this is what we got. Mili-
tarily, they have commandeered that part of
the park”—the center zone with the Free
Speech area, the stage, the human services,
and the free boxes (Kahn 1991c:11). The oc-
cupation had succeeded. Rioting had all but
subsided by Saturday night, and Park defend-
ers canceded defeat. At a rally of protestors in
the Park on August 4, Park founder and activist
Michael Delacour declared: “Basically we've
got no choice over what happens in this park
anyway” (Auchard 1991:23).

Four days later, the first volleyball games
were played in People’s Park. Seeking to ce-
ment what one Park defender earlier called
“*dominion, impaosing solutions for ather peo-
ple's own good” (New York Times 1991c:A8),
university officials released student employees
from their jobs pravided that they would play

Figure 6. This storefront farmerly housed Miller’s Qutpaost, a clothing store which nicely represents the changes
experienced on Telegraph Avenue in the last two decades. Miller’s Qutpost was one of the earliest chain stores
to move onto Telegraph and was a frequent target of rioters and loaters in the various People’s Park and Telegraph
Avenue disturbances. Miller’s Outpost weathered these many battles, but it finally closed in 1992, a symbal of
the steady decline of the Avenue in the past few years. Source of photo: Don Mitchell.
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volleyball in the Park. One of the players, a
Berkeley junior and housing office employee,
told the San Francisco Chronicle (Lynch
1991c:A20): “At first, | thought ‘OK, let’s go
play volleyball.” But then [ realized there is
more at stake and | got a little scared. But |
came out here because | want to see this hap-
pen and show my support. People’s Park
needs to change. ['ve only been here once
hefore—mast people think this place isn’t safe.”
That evening at 7 p.m., despite the ahsence of
"disturbances” since the previous Saturday, po-
lice arrested sixteen people for trespassing af-
ter the Park-—which the University asserted
they planned to retain as “open space”—was
closed {ibid).

Envisioning Public Space

The Berkeley housing employee was right.
There was a lot more at stake in People's Park
than volleyball. Two opposed, and perhaps ir-
reconcilable, ideological visions of the nature
and purpoase of public space were evident in
the words of homeless people, activists, mer-
chants, and city and university officials as they
sought to explain the long and sometimes vio-
lent struggles over People’s Park. Activists and
the homeless people who used the Park pro-
moted a vision of a space marked by free in-
teraction and the absence of coercion by pow-
erful institutions. For them, public space was
an unconstrained space within which palitical
movements can organize and expand into
wider arenas (Mitchell 1992a; Smith 1992a;
1993). The vision of representatives of the Uni-
versity {not to mention planners in many cities}
was guite different. Theirs was one of open
space far recreation and entertainment, sub-
ject to usage by an appropriate public that is
aflowed in, Public space thus constituted a con-
tralled and orderly retreat where a properly
behaved public might experience the specta-
cle of the city. In the first of these visions,
public space is taken and remade by political
actors; it is politicized at its very core; and it
tolerates the risks of disorder (including recidi-
vist political movements) as central to its func-
tioning. In the second vision, puhlic space is
planned, arderly, and safe. Users of this space
must be made to feel comfortable, and they
should not be driven away by unsightly home-
less people or unsolicited political activity.

These visions, of course, are not unique to
Berkeley; they are in fact the predominant
ways of seeing public space in contemporary
cities.’

These two visions of public space corre-
spond more or less with Lefebvre's distinction
hetween representational space (appropriated,
lived space; space-in-use) and representations
of space (planned, controlled, ordered space).®
Public space often, though not always, origi-
nates as a representation of space, as for ex-
ample a court-house square, a monumental
plaza, a public park, or a pedestrian shopping
district (Harvey 1993; Hershkovitz 1993). But
as people use these spaces, they also become
representational spaces, appropriated in use.
This standard chronology was reversed, how-
ever, in the case of People’s Park. It began as
a representational space, one that had been
taken and appropriated from the outset. What-
ever the arigins of any public space, its status
as “public” is created and maintained through
the ongoing opposition of visions that have
been held, on the one hand, by those who
seek order and control and, on the other, by
those who seek places for oppaositional political
activity and unmediated interaction.

Yet public spaces are also, and very impor-
tantly, spaces for representation, That is, public
space is a place within which a political move-
ment can stake out the space that allows it to
be seen. In public space, political organizations
can represent themselves to a larger popula-
tion. By claiming space in public, by creating
public spaces, social groups themselves be-
come public. Only in public spaces can the
homeless, for example, represent themselves
as a legitimate part of “the public.” Insofar as
homeless people or other marginalized groups
remain invisible to society, they fail to be
counted as legitimate members of the polity.
And in this sense, public spaces are ahsolutely
essential to the functioning of demaocratic poli-
tics (Fraser 1990). Public space is the product
of competing ideas about what constitutes that
space—order and cantrol or free, and perhaps
dangerous, interaction—and who caonstitutes
“the public.” These are not merely questions
of idealogy, of course. They are rather ques-
tions about the very spaces that make political
activities possible. To understand, therefore,
why the struggles over People’s Park turned
violent, why people can be so passionate
about spaces like these, we need to re-exam-
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ine the normative ideals that drive palitical ac-
tivity and the nature of the spaces we call “pub-
lic* in democratic societies.

The Importance of Public Space
in Democratic Societies

Public space occupies an important ideologi-
cal position in democratic societies. The notion
of urban public space can be traced back at
least to the Greek agora and its function as:
“the place of citizenship, an open space where
public affairs and legal disputes were con-
ducted . . . it was also a marketplace, a place
of pleasurable jostling, where citizens’ bodies,
words, actions, and produce were all literally
on mutual display, and where judgements, de-
cisions, and hargains were made” (Hartley
1992:29-30). Politics, commerce, and specta-
cle were juxtaposed and intermingled in the
public space of the agora. It provided a meet-
ing place for strangers, whether citizens, buy-
ers, or sellers, and the ideal of public space in
the agora encouraged nearly unmediated inter-
action—the first vision of public space noted
ahove. In such “open and accessible public
spaces and forums,” as Young {1990:119} has
put it, “one should expect to encounter and
hear from thase who are different, whose so-
cial perspectives, experience and affiliations
are different.”

Young's definition represents more nearly a
normative ideal for public space than an em-
pirical description of the ways that public
spaces have functioned in “actuality existing
democracies” (Fraser 1990). This normative
public space reflects Habermas' (1989) discus-
sion of the aspatial and normative public
sphere in which the public sphere is best imag-
ined as the suite of institutions and activities
that mediate the relations between society and
the state (see Howell 1993). In this normative
sense, the public sphere is where “the public”
is organized and represented {(or imagined)
(Hartley 1992). The ideal of a public sphere is
normative, Habermas (1989) theorizes, be-
cause it is in this sphere that all manner of
social formations should find access to the
structures of power within a society. As part of
the public sphere, according to many theorists
(Fraser 1990; Hartley 1992; Howell 1993), pub-
lic space represents the material location

where the social interactions and political ac-
tivities of all members of “the public* occur.

Greek agora, Roman forums, and eventually
American parks, commans, marketplaces, and
squares were never simply places of free, un-
mediated interaction, however; they were just
as often places of exclusion (Fraser 1990; Har-
tley 1992). The public that met in these spaces
was carefully selected and- homogenous in
composition. It consisted of those with power,
standing, and respectahility. Here then are the
roots of the second vision of public space. [n
Greek democracy, for example, citizenship
was a right that was awarded to free, non-for-
eign men and denied to slaves, women, and
foreigners. The latter had no standing in the
public spaces of Greek cities; they were not
included in “the public.” Although women,
slaves, and foreigners may have worked in the
agora, they were formally excluded from the
palitical activities of this public space.

Nor has “the public” always been defined
expansively in American history. Inclusion of
more and varied groups of people into the
public sphere has only been won through con-
stant social struggle. Notions of “the public”
and public democracy played off and devel-
oped dialectically with notions of private prop-
erty and private spheres. The ability for citizens
to move between private property and public
space determined the nature of public interac-
tion in the developing demaocracy of the
United States (Fraser 1990; Habhermas 1989;
Marston 1990). In modern capitalist democra-
cies like the United States, “owners of private
property freely join tagether to create a public,
which forms the critical functional element of
the political realm* (Marston 1990:445). To be
public implies access to the sphere of private
property.

Each of these spheres, of course, has heen
canstrained by, inter alia, gender, class, and
race. By the end of the eighteenth century:

The line drawn between public and private was
essentially one on which the claims of civility—
epitomized by cosmaopalitan, public behavior—
were balanced against the claims of nature—epito-
mized by the family. . . . [While man made himself
in public, he realized his nature in the private
realm, above all in his experiences within the fam-
ily. (Sennett 1992:18-19; emphasis in the original).

The private sphere was the home and refuge,
the place froam which white propertied men
ventured aut into the democratic arena of pub-
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lic space.” The public sphere of American (and
ather capitalist) demaocracies is thus under-
stoad as a voluntary community of private (and
usually propertied) citizens. By “nature” (as also
by custom, franchise, and economics),
women, non-white men, and the propertyless
were denied access to the public sphere in
everyday life.? Built an exclusions, the public
sphere was thus a “profoundly problematic
construction” (Marston 199%0:457).

For the historian Edmund Morgan {(1988:15),
the popular sovereignty that arose from this
split between publicity and privacy was a
fiction in which citizens “wilfingly suspended
dishelief* as to the improbability of a total pub-
lic sphere. The normative ideal of the public
sphere holds out hope that a representative
public can meet, that all can claim repre-
sentation within “the public” (Hartley 1992).
The reality of public space and the public
sphere is that Morgan's “fiction” is less an
agreeable acquiescence to representation and
more “an exercise in ideological construction
with respect to who belongs to the national
community and the relationship of ‘the people’
to formal governance” (Marston 1990:450).

As ideological constructions, however, ideals
like “the public,” public space, and the public
sphere take on double importance. Their very
articulation implies a notion of inclusiveness
that becomes a rallying point for successive
waves of political activity. Over time, such po-
litical activity has broadened definitions of “the
public” to include, at least formally, women,
people of color, and the propertyless (but not
yet fareigners).? In turn, redefinitions of citi-
zenship accomplished through struggles for in-
clusion have reinfarced the normative ideals
incarporated in notions of public spheres and
public spaces. By calling on the rhetoric of in-
clusion and interaction that the public sphere
and public space are meant to represent, ex-
cluded groups have been able to argue for
their rights as part of the active public. And
each (partially) successful struggle for inclusion
in “the public" conveys to other marginalized
graups the importance of the ideal as a point
of political struggle.

In these struggles for inclusion, the distinc-
tions between the public sphere and public
space assume considerable importance. The
public sphere in Habermas’ sense is a universal,
abstract realm in which demaocracy occurs.
The materiality of this sphere is, so to speak,

immaterial to its functioning. Public space,
meanwhile, is material. It constitutes an actual
site, a place, a ground within and fram which
palitical activity flows.™ This distinction is cru-
cial, for it is “in the context of real public
spaces” that alternative mavements may arise
and contest issues of citizenship and democ-
racy (Howell 1993:318).

If contemparary trends signal a progressive
erasion of the first vision of public space as the
second becomes more prominent (Crilley
1993; Davis 1990; Goss 1992; 1993: Lefebvre
1991; Sennett 1992; Sorkin 1992}, then public
spaces like People's Park become, in Arendt's
words, “small hidden islands of freedom,” is-
lands of opposition surrounded by “Foucault's
carceral archipelago” (Howell 1993:313)." In
these hidden islands, space is taken by margi-
nalized groups in order to press claims for their
rights. And that was precisely the argument
made by many of the Peaple’s Park activists
and homeless residents. As the East Bay Ex-
press (Kahn 1991c¢:11) observed: "Ultimately,
they claim, this is still a fight over territory. It is
not just two volleyball courts; it's the whole
issue of who has rightful claim to the land.”
Michael Delacour argued that People’s Park
was still about free speech, and homeless ac-
tivist Curtis Bray claimed: "they are trying to
take the power away from the peaple” (New
York Times 1991a:1.39). Far these activists,
People’s Park was a place where the rights of
citizenship could be expanded to the most dis-
enfranchised segment of contemporary Ameri-
can democracy: the homeless. People’s Park
provided the space for representing the legiti-
macy of homeless people within “the public.”

The Position of the Homeless in
Public Space and as Part of “The
Public”

People’s Park has been recognized as a ref-

“uge for homeless people since its founding,

even as elsewhere in Berkeley, the City has
actively removed squatters and hameless peo-
ple from the streets (sometimes rehousing
them in a disused city landfilll (Dorgan
1985:B12; Harris 1988:B12; Levine 1987:C1;
Los Angeles Times 1388:13; Mitchell 1992a:165;
Stern 1987:010). Consequently, the Park had
become a relatively safe place for the hameless
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to congregate—ane of the few such spots in
an increasingly hostile Bay Area (Los Angeles
Times 1990:A1). Around the Bay, the home-
less had been cleaned out of San francisco’s
United Mations' Plaza near City Hall and Gold-
en Gate Park; in Oakland, loitering was ac-
tively discouraged in most parks (Los Angeles
Times 1989b:3; 1990:A1; New York Times
1988b:A14).

In part, the desire to sweep the homeless
from visibility responds to the central contra-
diction of homelessness in a democracy com-
posed of private individuals (see Deutsche
1992; Mair 1986; Marcuse 1988; Ruddick
1990; Smith 1989}). The contradiction turns on
publicity: the homeless are all too visible. Al-
though homeless peaple are nearly always in
public, they are rarely counted as part of the
public. Homeless people are in a double bind.
For them, socially legitimated private space
does not exist, and they are denied access to
public space and public activity by capitalist
society which is anchored in private property
and privacy. For those who are always in the
public, private activities must necessarily be
carried out publicly. When public space thus
becomes a place of seemingly illegitimate be-
havior, our notions about what public space is

supposed to be are thrown into doubt. Now

less a [ocation for the “pleasurable jostling of
bodies” and the political discourse imagined as
the appropriate activities of public space in a
demacracy, public parks and streets begin to
take on aspects of the home; they become
places to go to the bathroom, sleep, drink, or
make [ove—all socially legitimate activities
when done in private, but seemingly illegiti-
mate when carried out in public. As impor-
tantly, since citizenship in modern democracy
{at least ideologically) rests on a foundation of
voluntary association, and since homeless peo-
ple are involuntarily public, homeless people
cannot be, by definition, legitimate citizens.!?
Consequently, “[hlomeless people prove
threatening to. the free exercise of rights”
{Mitchell 1992h:494}; they threaten the exist-
ence of a “legitimate”—i.e,, a voluntary—public.

The existence of homeless people in public
thus undermines the ideological order of mod-
ern societies. George Will {1987} speaks for
many when he argues that: “Society needs or-
der, and hence has a right to a minimally civi-
lized ambience in public spaces. Regarding the
homeless, this is not merely for aesthetic rea-

sons because the aesthetic is not merely unap-
pealing. It presents a spectacle of disorder and
decay that becomes contagion.”’? For reasons
of arder, then, the homeless have been elimi-
nated from most definitions of “the public.”
They have instead become something of an
“indicator species” to much of society, diag-
nostic of the presumed ill-health of public
space, and of the need to gain caontrol, to
privatize, and to rationalize public spaces in
urban places. Whether in New York City
(Smith 1989; 1992a; 1992b), Berkeley (Mitchell
1992a), or Columbus, OChia {(Mair 1986), the
presence of homeless people in public spaces
suggests in the popular mind an irrational and
uncontrolled society in which the distinctions
between appropriate public and private behav-
ior are muddled. Hence, those who are intent
on rationalizing “public” space in the post-
industrial city have necessarily sought to re-
maove the homeless—to banish them to the in-
terstices and margins of civic space—in order
to make room for legitimate public activities
(Mair 1986; see also Marcuse 1988; Lefebvre
1991:373).

When, as in Berkeley’s Peaple’s Park or New
York's Tompkins Square, actions are taken
against park users by closing public space or
exercising greater social control over park
space, the press explains these actions by say-
ing that “the park is currently a haven for drug
users and the homeless” {Los Angefes Times
1991h:A10; see also Boudreau 1991:A3; Koop-
man T991:A13; Los Angeles Times 1991a:A3;
1992:A3; New York Times 1988a:A31). Such
statements pointedly ignore any “public”
standing that homeless people may have, just
as they ignare the possibility that homeless
people’s usage of a park for palitical, social,
econamic, and residential purposes may con-
stitute for them legitimate and necessary uses
of public space (Mitchell 1992a:153). When
UC officials claimed that the homeless resi-
dents of People’s Park were not “represen-
tative of the community” {Boudreau 1991:A3},
they in essence denied social legitimacy to
homeless people and their {perhaps necessary)
behaviors. By transforming the Park, UC hoped
that illegitimate activity would be discouraged.
That is to say that the homeless could stay as
long as they behaved appropriately—and as
long as the historical, normative, ideological
boundary between public and private was well
patrolled.
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Public Space in the
Contemporary City

Failure to recognize the homeless as part of the
urban public; disregard of the fact that new public
spaces and homelessness are both producis of re-
development; the refusal to raise questions about
exclusions while invoking the concept of an inclu-
sionary public space: these acts ratify the relations
-of domination that close the borders of public
places no matter how much these places are
touted as “apen and freely accessible to the public
for 12 ar more hours daily.” (Deutsche 1992:38,
emphasis in the ariginafl)'*

.. fiberty engenders contradictions which are
also spatial contradictions. Whareas businesses
tend toward a totalitarian form of social organiza-
tion, authaoritarian and prane to fascism, urban
conditions, either despite or by virtue af vialence,
tend to uphold at least a measure of democracy.
{Lefebvre 1991:319)

As a secular space, the public space of the
maodern city has always been a hybrid of poli-
tics and commerce (Sennett 1992:21-22).15
Ideally, the anarchy of the market meets the
anarchy of politics in public space to create an
interactive, democratic public. In the twentieth
century, however, markets have been increas-
ingly severed from politics: The once expan-
sive notion of public space that guided early
American democratic ideology and the exten-
sion, however partial, of public rights to
women, people of color, and the propertyless
have been jeopardized by countervailing so-
cial, paolitical, and economic trends, trends that
have caused many to recoil against any exer-
cise of demacratic social power that poses a
threat to dominant social and economic inter-
ests (Fraser 1990Q; Harvey 1992).

These trends have led to the constriction of
public space. Interactive, discursive politics
have been effectively banned from the gather-
ing points of the city. Corporate and state plan-
ners have created environments that are based
on desires for security rather than interaction,
for entertainment rather than {perhaps divisive)
politics (Crilley 1993; Garreau 1991; Goss
1992; 1993; Soarkin 1992}, One of the results of
planning has been the growth of what Sennett
(1992} calls “dead public spaces”—the barren
plazas that surround so many modern office
towers. A second result has been the develop-
ment of festive spaces that encourage con-
sumption—downtown redevelopment areas,
malls, and festival marketplaces. Though seem-

ingly so different, both “dead” and “festive”
spaces are premised on a perceived need for
order, surveillance, and control over the he-
havior of the public. As Goss (1993:29-30) re-
minds us, we are often complicit in the sever-
ing of market and political functions. He paints
to the case of the pseudo-public space of the
contemporary shopping mall:

Some of us are . . . disquieted by the constant
reminders of surveillance in the sweep of cameras
and the patrols of security personnel [in mallsj. Yat
thase of us for whom it is designed are willing to
suspand the privileges of public urban space to its
relative benevolent autharity, for our dasire is such
that we will readily accept nostalgia as a substitute
far experience, ahsence for presence, and repre-
sentation for authenticity.

This nostalgic desire for the market Goss
(1993:28) calls “agoraphilia”—a yearning for “an
immediate relationship.between producer and
consumer” {see also Hartley 1992).

‘Such nostalgia is rarely “innocent,” however
{see Lowenthal 1985}. It is rather a highly con-
structed, corporatized image of a market quite
unlike the idealization of the agora as a place
of commerce and politics (Hartley 1992). In the
name of comfort, safety, and profit, political
activity is replaced in these spaces by a highly
commodified spectacle designed ta sell (Boyer
1992; Crawford 1992; Garreau 1991:48-52}
Planners of pseudo-public spaces like malls
and corporate plazas have found that control-
led diversity is mare profitable than uncon-
strained social differences (Crawford 1992;
Goss 1993; Kowinski 1985: A, Wilson 1992;
Zukin 1991). Hence even as new groups are
claiming greater access to the rights of society,
homogenization of *the public® continues
apace.

This homogenization typically has advanced
by “disneyfying” space and place—creating
landscapes in which every interaction is care-
fully planned {Sorkin 1992; A, Wilson 1992;
Zukin 1997}). Market and design considerations
thus displace the idiosyncratic and extempora-
neous interactions of engaged peoples in the
determination of the shape of urban space in
the contemporary world (Crilley 1993:137;
Zukin 1991). Designed-and-contrived diversity
creates marketable landscapes, as opposed to
uncontrolled sacial interaction which creates
places that may threaten exchange value. The
“disneyfication” of space consequently implies
increasing alienation of people from the possi-
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bilities of unmediated social interaction and in-
creasing control by powerful economic and
social actors over the production and use of
space.

Impaosing [imits and controls on spatial inter-
action has been one of the principal aims of
urban and corporate planners during this cen-
tury (Davis 1990; Harvey 1989; Lefebvre 1991},
The territorial segregation created through the
expression of sacial difference has increasingly
been replaced by a celebration of constrained
diversity.’® The diversity represented in shop-
ping centers, “megastructures,” corporate pla-
zas, and (increasingly) in public parks is care-
fully constructed (Boyer 1992). Mareoaver, the
expansion of a planning and marketing ethos
into all manner of public gathering places has
created a “space of social practice” that sorts
and divides social groups (Lefebvre 1991:375)
according to the dictates of comfort and order
rather than to those of political struggle. But as
Lefebvre (1991:375) suggests, this is no acci-
dent. The strategies of urban and corporate
planners, he claims, classify and “distribute
various social strata and classes {other than the
one that exercises hegemony) across the avail-
able territory, keeping them separate and pro-
hibiting all contacts—these being replaced by
signs {or images} of contact.”

This reliance on images and signs—or repre-
sentations—entails the recognition that a “pub-
lic* that cannot exist as such is continually
made to exist in the pictures of democracy we
carry in our heads: “The public in its entirety
has never met at all . . ."; yet “the public [is]
still ta be found, large as life, in the media”
(Hartley 1992:1). Hence: “Contemporary poli-
tics is representative in both senses of the
term; citizens are represented by a chosen
few, and politics is represented to the public
via the various media of communication. Rep-
resentative political space is literally made of
pictures—they constitute the public domain®
(Hartley 1992:35; emphasis in the original}. |
will return to this theme of symbolic politics
and resistance to it in the material spaces of the
city; for now, it is sufficient 1o note that the
politics of symbolism, imaging, and repre-
sentation increasingly stand in the stead of a
demaocratic ideal of direct, less-mediated, sa-
cial interaction in public spaces. In other
words, contemporary designers of urban
“public” space increasingly accept signs and
images of contact as maore natural and desirable
than contact itself,

Public and pseudo-public spaces assume
new functions in a political and social system
in which controlled representation is regarded
as natural and desirable. The overriding pur-
pose of public space becomes the creation of
a “public realm deliberately shaped as theater”
{Crilley 1993:153; see also Glazer 1992).
“Significantly, it is theater in which a pacified
public basks in the grandeur of a carefully
orchestrated corporate  spectacle”  (Crilley
1993:147)."7 That is the purpose of the carefully
controlled “public” spaces such as the corpo-
rate plazas, library grounds, and suburban
streets critiqued by Davis (1990:223-263) and
the festive marketplaces, underground pedes-
trian districts, and theme parks analyzed by the
contributors to Sorkin (1992). It is certainly the
goal of mall builders (Garreau 1991; Goss 1993;
Kowinski 1985; A. Wilson 1992).

These spaces of controlled spectacle narrow
the list of eligibles for “the public.” Public
spaces of spectacle, theater, and consumption
create images that define the public, and these
images exclude as “undesirable” the hameless
and the political activist. Thus excluded from
these public and pseudo-public spaces, their
legitimacy as members of the public is put in
doubt. And thus unrepresented in our images
of “the public,” they are banished to a realm
outside politics because they are banished
from the gathering places of the city.

How “the public” is defined and imaged (as
a space, as a social entity, and as an ideal)
is a matter of some importance. As Crilley
(1993:153) shows, corporate producers of
space tend to define the public as passive, re-
ceptive, and “refined.” They foster the “illusion
of a homogenized public” by filtering out “the
social heterogeneity of the urban crowd, [and]
substituting in its place a flawless fabric of
white middle class work, play, and cansump-
tion . . . with minimal expasure to the harrify-
ing level of homelessness and racialized pov-
erty that characterizes [the] street environ-
ment” (Crilley 1993:154). And, by blurring dis-
tinctions between private property and public
space, they create a public that is narrowly
prescrihed. The elision of carefully controlled
spaces (such as Disneyland, Baston’s Fanueil
Hall, or New York’s World Financial Center)
with notions of public space “conspires to hide
from us the widespread privatization of the
public realm and its reduction to the status of
commodity” {Crilley 1993:153). The irony is, of
course, that this privatization of public space is
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lauded by all levels of government (e.g.,
through public-private redevelopment partner-
ships} at the same time as the privatization of
public space by homeless people (their use of
public space for what we consider to be pri-
vate activities) is excoriated by urban planners,
politicians, and social critics alike.

The End of Public Space?

Have we reached, then, the *end of public
space” (Sorkin 1992)? Has the dual (though so
different] privatization of public space by capi-
tal and by homeless people created a world in
which designed diversity has so thoroughly re-
placed the free interaction of strangers that the
ideal of an unmediated political public space is
wholly unrealistic? Have we created a society
that expects and desires only private interac-
tions, private communications, and private
politics, that reserves public spaces solely for
commodified recreation and spectacle? Many
cultural critics on the left believe 50, as do
mainstream commentators such as Garreau
{1991) and conservatives like Glazer {1992).
Public spaces are, for these writers, an artifact
of a past age, an age with different sensihilities
and different ideas about public order and
safety, when public spaces were stable, well-
defined, and accessible to all. But these images
of past public spaces and past public spheres
are highly idealized; as we have seen, the pub-
lic sphere in the American past was anything
but inclusive—and public space was always a
site for and a source of conflict. Definitions of
public space and “the public” are not universal
and enduring; they are produced rather
thraugh constant struggile in the past and in the
present. And, in People’s Park as in so many
other places, that struggle continues.

But these kinds of spaces are dwindling, de-
spite the fact that many cities are increasing
their stocks of parks, bicycle and hiking corri-
dors, natural areas, and similar places that are
owned or operated in the name of the public.
That is certainly the case in Boulder, Colorado,
where the preservation of open spaces in and
around urbanized areas is one of the most
strongly supported city and county initiatives
(Cornett 1993:A9). Mountain parks, prairie-
lands, small city blocks, farmiands, and wet-
lands have all been set aside. But are these
public spaces in the political sense?

During the period of rapid suburbanization

and urban renewal in the decades after World
War I, North American cities: “vastly increased
‘open’ space, but its primary purpose was dif-
ferent [than public spaces with civic functions],
i.e., to separate functions, open up distance
between buildings, allow for the penetration of
sunlight and greenery, not to provide places
for extensive social contact” (Greenberg
1990:324). There are many reasons for the
growth of open space-—preserving ecologically
sensitive areas; maintaining property values by
establishing an undevelopahle greenbelt; pro-
viding places for recreation; removing flood
plains from development; and so on. But in
each case open space serves functional and
ideolagical roles that differ from political public
spaces. It is rare that open spaces such as these
are designed or appropriated to fulfill the mar-
ket and civic functions that mark the public
space of the city. More typically, these apen
spaces share certain characteristics with
pseudo-public spaces. Restrictions on behavior
and activities are taken-for-granted; preminent
signs designate appropriate uses and outline
rules concerning where ane may walk, ride, or
gather. These are highly regulated spaces.

In Berkeley, UC officials recognized this dis-
tinction between open space and public space.
During various Peaple’s Park debates, speakers
far the University never referred to the Park as
public space, though they frequently reiterated
their commitment to maintaining the Park as
open space {Beudreau 1991:A3). Berkeley City
Council member Alan Goldfarb, an accasional
critic of University plans, also traded on the
differences between public and open space.
Speaking of People’s Park, he celebrated the
virtues of public space and then undermined
them:

s a symbol for the police versus the homeless,
the have-nots versus the haves, progress versus
turmoil, development versus nondevelopment, all
of the undercurrents maost troubling in the city.
You've got pan-handling gaing on, the businass
caommunity nearby, the town-gown tensions. You
have anarchists and traditionalists. Peoples Park
becomes a live stage for all these actors. For many
people around the world, Berkeley is People’s
Park. (Kahn 1991a:28; emphasis in the original)

But if “[tJhese things are real and important,”
he continued, it is more important to make
People’s Park “a viable open space” that would
pravide a bit of green in a highly urbanized
neighborhoaod (fbid).
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New Public Spaces?

There is an even stronger argument for the
end of public space than the one that is based
on the growth of open space. Many analysts
suggest that the very nature of space has been
transformed by developments in communica-
tions technology. They maintain that the elec-
tronic space of the media and computer net-
works has opened a new frontier of public
space in which material public spaces in the
city are superseded by the fora of television,
radic talk shows, and computer bulletin
boards. For many scholars {not to mention en-
trepreneurs), modern communications tech-
nology now provides the primary site for dis-
cursive public activity in general and politics in
particular. Defining electronic bulletin boards
and networks, fax machines, talk radio, and
television as public space stretches our tradi-
tional assumptions about the materiality of
space and replaces them with celebrations of
television as a global village and disquisitions
on “the creation of the first cyberspace nation”
{Roberts 1994:C1). With these technologies,
citizenship no longer requires the dichotomy
between public and private geographies; ac-
cess to a television set, radio, or computer with
a madem is sufficient.

Perhaps the maost optimistic view of elec-
tronic space as public space is taken by the
Mass Media Group (MMG) of the Committee
for Cultural Studies at CUNY Graduate Schoal.
They challenge the second part of the “un-
questionable truism” that “the media today is
the public sphere, and this is the reason for the
degradation of public life if not its disappear-
ance” {Carpignano et al. 1990:33; emphasis in
the original). The MMG argues instead that the
evolution of television talk shows has trans-
formed “the public” from an audience for mass
politics and entertainment into a discursive, in-
teractive entity. TV talk shows “constitute a
‘contested space’ in which new discursive
practices are developed in contrast to the tra-
ditional modes of palitical and ideological rep-
resentation” {Carpignano et al. 1990:35).

For the MMG, talk shows are now “commaon
places” that produce *common sense” in a
manner analagous to idealized town meetings
of times past: “Common sense could also be
defined [within these shows] as a praduct of
an electronically defined common place

which, by virtue of being electronically repro-
duced, can be considered a public space. In its
most elementary form, going public today
means going an the air” (Carpignana et al.
1990:50). MTV put it even more bluntly after
the 1992 presidential campaign. On November
9, 1992, the network ran full-page advertise-
ments in newspapers across the nation “sa-
lutling] the 17 million 18-29 year olds who
stood up, turned out and voted.” The adver-
tisements carried the logo: *“MTV, the commu-
nity of the future.” As with MTV’s vote-drive
campaign, the advertisements were “pre-
sented by AT&T, The Fard Motor Company,
and yaur local cable company.” MTV’s cam-
paign tempers the MMG's aptimistic assess-
ment of the power of electronic media “in the
age of chatter”: corparate sponsorship makes
public space possible.

The similarities hetween the “therapeutic”
discursive practices {Carpignano et al. 1990:
51; see also Sennett 1992:12, 269-293) of the
talk show and the privatization and control of
public space are readily apparent. In both
cases, the material structure of the medium
closes off political possibilities and opportuni-
ties. The “public” gathering in the “pubiic
space” of the afternocn talk show (contra the
MMG’s claim that it is unmediated) is a se-
lected audience that is scripted in advance.
Members of the audience are expected to be
articulate, to stake out controversial positions,
and to add to the spectacie without completely
alienating spansors or viewers. MTV's structur-
ing of the community of the future, along with
the Mass Media Group’s assessment of con-
temporary public space, thus fits well with
scholarly conclusions about the commaodifica-
tion and elimination of more traditional public
space (Crilley 1993; Davis 1990; Sorkin 1992;
Zukin 1991).

Hence, the migration of the public sphere
into electronic media further forecloses the
uses of material space for demacratic politics.
If the MMG is carrect, then politics will hence-
forth be passible only through the media, oniy
through highly structured and dominated
“spaces,” anly by “going on the air.” The MMG
puts the best face on this situation by suggest-
ing that the nature of the talk-show format, its
compromise between confrontation and
shock, “becomes an opening for the empow-
erment of an alternative discursive practice”
(Carpignano et al. 1990:52). Yet this empower-
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ment is almost exclusively a private, solipsistic
empowerment of therapy, and one which has
little to say abaut alternative political prajects.®
These shows, like “disneyfied” city spaces,
create a certain kind of “public*—ane in which
individuals are allowed to get angry, albeit in
their place and in a highly controlled manner,
but ane which is ultimately nan-threatening to
established structures of order. The spectacle
of “the public” dissalves into public spectacie.
On another front, the prospects for a com-
puter “superhighway” or a public “cyberspace
nation” are mixed. The United States' govern-
ment’s desire to privatize most parts of the
Internet seems to suggest that electronic net-
warks are not viewed primarily as public and
political spaces. Indeed, just the opposite
seems to be the case as anxious telecommuni-
cations companies line up to receive the prop-
erty rights to various parts of the now public
networks.'® As impartantly, electronic commu-
nication embodies a different ideal than that
embodied in the agora, and it responds to a
different set of desires within society. “What
society expects, and [cyberspace] exemplifies,
is to conduct itself via a privatized ethic of
fransmissive cammunication” (Hillis 1994:1971),
and electronic networks are becoming the
perfect technology for this desire. This raises,
once again, the problem of representation in
public spaces. A fully electronic public space
renders marginalized groups such as the
homeless even more invisible to the working
of palitics {Hillis 1994). Leaving aside the trou-
blesome First Amendment issues posed by pri-
vate networks operators such as Prodigy or
Compuserve (Naughton 1992; Schlachter
1993}, there is literally no roam in Internet’s
“public space” for a homeless person to live.
Naor can their needs, desires, and political rep-
resentations ever be seen in the manner that
they can he seen in the spaces of the city.

The Necessity of Material Public
Spaces

The Universal consequence of the crusade to se-
cure the city is the destruction of any truly demo-
cratic space. (Davis 1992:155)

This vision of an electronic future—and of its
meanings for public space—has not gone un-
contested. Oppenents maintain  that social

mavements must, and do, occupy and re-
configure material public spaces in the city. In-
deed, these movements are premised on the
notion that democratic (and certainly revolu-
tionary) politics are impossible without the si-
multaneous creation and control of materiaf
space. The collective protest in Tiananmen
Square in May 1989 offers a case in point.
Although Tiananmen underlines the impor-
tance of television and other electronic media
far revalutionary mavements, it was above all
else an occupation of material public space.
Electronic communication played an important
role in organizing the protest, but the uprising
truly began with the transformation of the
Square itself from a monumental and official
space “into a genuine place of political dis-
course” (Calhoun 1989: 57). Students and
other activists “met in small groups of friends
for discussion, large audiences for speeches
and even mare or less representative council
for debating their collective strategy and carry-
ing out seif-government” (ibid). The public ap-
propriation of Tiananmen Square is incisive
“evidence of the extraordinary power of ap-
parently ‘placeless’ movements to create and
transform space in new and authentically revo-
lutionary ways” (Hershkavitz 1993:417).2¢ This
place-centered struggle was then captured by
the media. The Square became a place for rep-
resentation—in this case the representation of
a powerful popular movement opposed to the
state. Spaces such as Tiananmen Square, or
People’s Park, enable opposition to be ex-
tended to wider scales. Affer space is taken,
oppositional representations expand beyond
the confines of the local struggle. Withaut oc-
cupation of material space, however, the kinds
of pratest that came to a point at Tiananmen
or People’s Park would have remained invis-
ible.

For this reason, reliance on the media as the
entreé into the public sphere is dangerous
(Fraser 1990). Media in the “bhourgeois public
sphere” (that is, the public sphere as described
by Habermas and developed during the great
hourgeois upheavals of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries} “are privately owned and
operated for profit. Consequently, subordi-
nated social groups lack equal access to the
material means of equal participation” (Fraser
1990:64-65). To overcome the problem of ac-
cess, “subaltern counter publics” create “paral-
lel discursive arenas where members of subor-
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dinated groups invent and circulate counterdis-
courses, which in turn permit them to formu-
late oppaositional interpretations of their identi-
ties, interests and needs” {Fraser 1990:67). In
these arenas and spaces, counterpublics can
he seen by other factions of the public. With-
out these spaces, “the public” is balkanized.
Occupation of public space, then, “militates in
the long run against separatism because it as-
sumes an orientation that is publficist. Insofar as
these arenas are publics they are by definition
not enclaves--which is not to say that they are
not often involuntarily enclaved” (ibid; empha-
sis in the original).?’

While television has an important role to play
in political movements and revolution, there
has never been a revolution conducted exclu-
sively in electronic space. Revolutions entail a
taking to the streets and a taking of public
space. They require the creation of disorder in
places formerly marked by order {for revolu-
tion is also a pictorial event—it must be repre-
sented}). Palitical movements must create the
space in which they can be represented. While
Lefebvre (1991} may theorize the continual
production of representations of space and
representational spaces, public sacial move-
ments understand that they must create spaces
for representation. Consider the “maothers’
movements” in the Southern Cone states of
Scuth America (Scarpaci and Frazier 1993).
Mothers of the *disappeared” publicly pro-
claimed their cause by appropriating public
squares and monuments. Their accupations of
public space forced their cause to he “aired.”
In the absence of these spaces, the mothers’
cause could not have been conveyed to the
rest of the city, the region, the nation, or,
through the eye of television, the world.

This pattern has heen repeated elsewhere:
in Eastern Europe and China in 1989 and in the
Soviet Union soan thereafter. Similar strategic
occupations of public space were effected by
the Industrial Warkers of the World in its strug-
gles for Free Speech around 1910 {(Foner 1965;
Dubofsky 1988), and by the Civil Rights, Farm
Warkers’, and anti-war movements of the
1960s. The pattern also held true for the fascist
movements in [taly and Germany in the
1930s—a reminder that when social move-
ments liberate space, the results are not always
“progressive.” The creation and maintenance
of public space thus entails risks te democracy
itself, which makes public space an inherently
dangerous thing.

The opponents of public, unmediated, and
thoroughly politicized spaces have responded
to this danger with an “enclasure” of public
space. Fearful of disorder and violence in pub-
lic space, some developers, planners, and city
officials advocate taming space by circumscrib-
ing activities within it. Powerful processes of
exclusion are thus arrayed against the play of
assertive, uncontrolled difference within and
necessary to public spaces. As Lefebvre
(1991:373) has argued, difference threatens so-
cial order and hence must be absorbed by
hegemonic pawers:

Differences arise on the margins of the homage-
nized realm, either in the form of resistances or in
the form of externalities. . . . What is different is,
to hegin with, what is excluded: the edges of the
city, shanty towns, the spaces of forhidden games,
of guerrilla war, of war. Soaner ar later, however,
the existing centre and the forces of homogeniza-
tion must seek to absarh all such differences, and
they will succeed if these retain a defensive pos-
ture and no counterattack is mounted from their
side. [n the latter event, centrality and normality
will be tested to the limits of their power to inte-
grate, to recuperate, or to destroy whatever has
transgressed. temphasis in the original)

Whether challenged from the [eft or the right,
the established power of the state and capital
are threatened by the exercise of public rights
within public spaces.

The cenflicting desires for order and for
rights and representation structured the 1991
tiots at People’s Park. Activists in Berkeley
fought on behalf of expansion and oppasition:
the power of the state and corpgrate capital-
ism, they felt, had to be opposed by (re)taking
space. Only by taking and maintaining control
aver People’s Park could appositional political
activity be represented and advanced. For ac-
tivists such as David Nadle, the precedent was
clear. The struggle in People’s Park was another
“Tiananmen Square” in which Park activists
and homeless people together would halt the
expansion of the corporate state (Kahn
1991b:30).

Conclusion: The End of People’s
Park as Public Space?

The University seemed just as clear in its use
of precedents. According to an unnamed Uni-
versity employee, Berkeley Chancellor Cheng-
Lin Tien “personally rejected” the possibility of
further negotiations with activists during the
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riots “on the grounds that he wanted violence
and canfrontation to show the regents he is
tough. He alluded to Bush’s actions in the Per-
sian Gulf; vou don‘t negotiate, you simply at-

‘tack” (Kahn 1991¢:13). Attack was necessary

hecause the occupation of People’s Park by
homeless peaple and activists was illegal and
illegitimate, and because that occupation had
excluded the majority fram the Park. Berkeley
City Manager Michael Brown promised the
City would da all that was necessary to ensure
implementation of a more orderly vision of
public space. Referring to the homeless resi-
dents and activists, Brown tcld the New York
Times (1991c:A8): “If they obstruct the majarity
opinian in a demaocracy, the city, the university,
the county, and the state will apply whatever
farce is necessary to carry out the law.” Brawn
kept his word. In the midst of the battle be-
tween protesters and police, Brown told the
press: “We have a serious situation out there.
Peaple think this is about volleyball at the park
but it is not. It's about a group of peaple who
think they can use violence to force their will
on a community, and we won't accept that”
(Lynch 1991a:A21). “We almost lost the city,”
he added later (Kahn 1991¢:13); the police and
governing institutians of the city, according to
Brown, were nearly incapable of quieting the
disorderly politics of the street {ibid).

The long-simmering, and sometimes white-
hot, controversies over People’s Park in
Berkeley are paradigmatic of the struggles that
define the nature of “the public” and public
space. Activists see places like the Park as
spaces for represenfation. By faking public
space, sacial mgvements represent themselves
to larger audiences. Caonversely, repre-
sentatives of mainstream institutions argue that
public spaces must be orderly and safe in order
ta function properly. These fundamentally op-
posed visions of public space clashed in the
riots over People’s Park in August T1991.
Though the “public” status of Peaple’s Park re-
mains amhiguous {given UC’s legal title to the
land), the political importance of the Park as
public space rests on its status as a taken space.
By wresting control of People’s Park from the
state, Park activists held at bay issues of con-
tral, order, and state power. But for many oth-
ers, the Park’s parallel history as a refuge for
the hameless suggested that People’s Park had
become unmanageable, that large segments of
the public felt threatened by the Park’s rela-
tively large resident population, and that the

City and University needed to exercise more
control over the Park. For more than two dec-
ades, these visions of the Park as a public space
collided as UC sought to reclaim the Park and
to define the Park’s apprapriate public and
what counted as appropriate behavior there,

As the history of People's Park has unfolded,
the homeless have bhecome rather icono-
graphic. One of the issues raised by the strug-
gles over People’s Park (and one that | have
not completely answered), is the degree to
which “safe havens” like People’s Park address
the needs of hemeless people themselves,??
Certainly the provision of “free spaces” for the
homeless in cities does nothing to address the
structural production of homelessness in capi-
talist societies. Nor da these “havens” neces-
sarily provide safety for homeless people (cf.
Vaness 1993). But, as | have argued, spaces like
People’s Park are also political spaces. For
homeless people, these spaces are more than
just “homes.” They serve as sites within which
homeless pecple can be seen and repre-
sented, as places within which™ activism on
homelessness can arise and expand outward.
On the stages of these spaces, homeless pea-
ple and others may insist upon puklic repre-
sentation and recognition in ways that are not
possible in the vacuous spaces of the elec-
tronic frontier or the highly controlled pseudo-
public spaces of the mall and the festival mar-
ketplace.

Peaple’s Park represents therefare an impor-
tant instance in the on-going struggles aver the
nature of public space in America (and else-
where). The riots that accurred there invite us
to focus attention on appropriate uses of public
space, the definitions of legitimate publics, and
the nature of democratic discourse and politi-
cal action. By listening to various actors as they
assessed their motives in People’s Park, we
have seen that struggles over public space are
struggles over appaosing ideolagies, over the
ways in which members of society conceptu-
alize public space. These public utterances
reflect divergent ideoclogical positions, adher-
ing more ot less to one of two poles in dis-
course about public space: public space as a
place of unmediated paolitical interaction, and
public space as a place of arder, controlled
recreation, and spectacle. Arguments in behalf
of the thesis of “the end of public space” sug-
gest that an orderly, controlled vision of public
space in the city is squeezing out other ways
of imagining public spaces. The recent history
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Figure 7. The restrooms (top) and equipment shed {(bottom) built as part of the 1991 UC-City agreement.
According to Park residents, the equipment shed doubles as a police substation. Source of phota: Don Mitchell.
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of People’s Park suggests that these arguments
are, if profoundly important, too simple. Op-
positional movements continually strive to as-
sure the currency of more expansive visions of
public space. Still, to the degree that the “dis-
neyfication” of public space advances and po-
litical movements are shut out of public space,
appositional movemerts lose the spaces
where they may be represented (or may rep-
resent themselves) as legitimate parts of “the
public.” As the words and actions of the pro-
tagaonists in Berkeley suggest, the stakes are
high and the struggles over them might very
well be bloody. But that is at once the promise
and the danger of public space.

Coda

As for now, an uneasy truce has settled over
Peaple’s Park. On a sunny but cold Sunday
morning in January 1993, some thirty to fifty
homeless people sleep, sit on benches, and
chat in small groups. The unnetted volleyball

courts are idle. The baskethall court is also va-
cant. A new building, already covered with
graffiti, houses toilets with no doors on the
stalls, During the schooal term, students may
borrow volleyballs and baskethalls from a room
in this building that looks out over the large
grassy center of the Park. According to some
Park residents, this room doubles as a police
substation. On this particular morning, the
shutters are pulled down (Figure 7). Same of
the graffiti appears to be gang or individual
“tags," but most depicts events of the 1969 and
1991 riots (Figure 8). There are also painted
references to Rosebud DeNovo, the Park regu-
lar who was killed by police after she broke
into the UC Chancellor’s house wielding a
large cleaver (Fimrite and Wilson 1992:A1;
Snider 1992:A1}. Police patrol the Park, but on
this morning they attract little notice from the

“homeless peopie.

By nine in the morning, the arrival of a small
group of women for the day’s protest serves
as a reminder that Park activists continue to use
the Park as a staging ground (Figure 9). But

Figure 8, Symbols of conflict and power on the bathraom wall at People’s Park. Activists have sought to reclaim
this space by depicting the various activities and riots associated with the Park. These murals seem less able to
withstand random graffiti than does the mural of the 1969 riots down the street. Saurce of photo: Dan Mitchell.

127




128

Mitchell

Figure 9. A typical symbolic protest at People’s Park.
This sign appears frequently at the edge of the vol-
leyball courts along Dwight Avenue to remind pas-
sers-hy of the issues behind the recent changes in
the Park. Source of phota: Nara Mitchell.

their descriptions of political activities are now
peppered with tales of police abuse and ru-
mors of homeless women raped by police.
While | cannot confirm the truth of these ac-
counts, that they are told at all speaks vividly
of the enduring animasity and uneasiness that
rules this space. What is certainly true is that
UC has brought a series of suits against Park
protesters and activists for alleged damages
during the 1991 riots. In early 1993, UC offered
to settle with the defendants in exchange for a
payment of $10,000 and their acquiescence to
a permanent injunction that barred them from
acts of vandalism and vialence against the Uni-
versity and from “interfering with construction
on the park.” Averring that UC was seeking to
silence criticism, the defendants refused the
settlement and filed a countersuit claiming that
they were victims of a Strategic Lawsuit Against
Puhblic Participation {(SLAPP) (Stallane 1993:9).

On a beautiful Sunday marning like this ane,
such matters seem remote to me, but not to

the women with whom | speak. They are de-
fendants in the University’s suit. As we talk the
paolice spend more and more time watching
our activities. The Free Stage and Free Box still
stand, but so too do the bright security lights
that blaze through the night, illuminating most
of the Park. Is this the public space that Park
activists envisioned? Is it the open space the
University wanted? | am not sure; what | do
know is that these issues are far from resolved
and that so long as we live in a society which
so efficiently produces hamelessness, spaces
like these will be—indeed must be—always at
the center of social struggle. For it is by strug-
gling over and within space that the natures of
“the public® and of democracy are defined.
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Notes

1. The best reparting of the riots is in the weekly
Fast Bay FExpress {(Auchard 1991:1ff; Kahn
1997c:1ff; Rivlin 1991b:1ff) which details inci-
dents of police abuse and the actions of protest-
ers.

2. The details of the 1969 riats are less impaortant
here than their effects and meaning. Interested
readers may find more detailad descriptions in
Mitchell {1992a); Rarabaugh (1989); and Scheer
{1969).

3.In the August 1991 riots, the first target for win-
dow smashers and looters was Miller's Outpost
outlet an Telegraph. Miller's Qutpost was one of
the earliest corporate chains to expand into the
Telegraph shopping district {Auchard 1991:19).

4. The response in Berkeley has been to pioneer a
“liberal” anti-homeless campaign. Shoppers ard
residents are asked to give panhandlers 25¢
vouchers rather than cash. These vouchers may
then be exchanged for food or laundry services,
They may nat be used for alcohal or tobacco. *|
dont know that we will discourage panhan-
dling,” says Jeffrey Leiter, President of the Down-
town Berkeley Assaciation, "but we will encour-
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10.

11.

12.

13.

age goad panhandling.” The value of the pro-
gram for a merchant along Shattuck street is that
“the truly homeless peaple will apprave, The
streetpeaple wha are just hustling may object.
We hope this will help them move on” {Bishop
1991:A10). This program has now heen copied
in numergus other cities. In each case, the hope
that vouchers will separate the “deserving” from
the “undeserving” poor is paramount. Marylin
Haas, the Director of Downtown Boulder Inc.,
wonders if vouchers “will make those people
[panhandlers] leave. | don't know. But | think this
is worth a try, and the timing is good” (George
1993:B4).

.| recognize that there are potentially many more

than two visions of the nature and purpose of
public space, and that many people will hold a
middle tand perhaps a wavering} ground be-
tween them. But these, as we will see, are the
predominant ways of seeing public space acrass
a variety of sacieties and historical periods. | sug-
gest in what follows that by examining these vi-
sions, we can begin to see how public space is
produced through their dialectical interaction.

. Lefebvra (1991:39) claims that representational

space is “passively experienced” by its users, yet
his thesis will not withstand scrutiny. People ac-
tively transform their spaces, appropriating them
{or not} strategically.

. At least this is how the separation of spheres was

posited, even if in actuality these divisions never
precisely existed.

.Public women in the city, as E. Wilson (1991}

suggests, have historically been viewed as suspi-
cious, as prostitutes, deranged, or uncontrolled.
Alternatively, stylized reprasentations of women
in public—the hergine on the barricades—have
often proven ideologically important in political
struggles aver space.

.Of course, widening the franchise has never

been a guarantee of full political participation—
and still is not. Nonetheless, many of the neces-
sary political and legal structures are now in place
to guarantee to many traditionally excluded
groups at least a fulcrum in the sphere of the
public with which to leverage further political
advances.

This definition of space has been challenged by
those who see electronic media assuming the
rale of public space in modern democracies; see
below,

“The great difference between Arendt and Haber-
mas,” Howell {1993:314) writes, *. . . is that, for
Arendt, public space, as distinct fram the public
sphere, has not lost its geographical sig-
nificance.”

Legal definitions of the homeless in English juris-
prudence can be traced in Ripton-Turner (1887).
Far an American example of how citizenship is-
sues and homelessness interact in legal dis-
course, see Commonwealth of Pennsylvania
{1890}

This attitude has certainly grown in the years
since Will commented on the celebrated Joyce
Brown case in New York. This is precisely the
type of rhetoric that proved sa useful in the re-

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

cent mayoral campaigns in New York, San Fran-
cisco, Las Angeles, and elsewhere. It has guided
new laws such as those in Seattle that prohibit
sitting or lying down on sidewalks between 7:00
am. and 9:00 pm; and it intrudes in San Fran-
cisco’s debate aver the size of the “bubble”
within which homeless people will be prohibited
from standing near automatic teller machines. For
a more recent celebration of the need for order
in cities, see Lea (1994; also New York Times
1989b:A14; 19910:81; 1992a:1.40).

The quotation fraom the end of Deutsche’s com-
ments is from a Vancouver, BC, Social Planning
Department document that defined public space
as places open and accessible for twelve or more
hours a day. Obviously, in this rendering, public
space has a temporal dimension as well: public
spaces can be closed.

Public spaces have alkko been places of religious
activity in many cities. In the American context,
however, the formal relegation of religion o the
private sphere—separate from a secular state—
has meant that the role of religion has been rela-
tively weak.

I am indehted to Neil Smith for helping me to see
the distinctions hetween sacially produced *dif-
ference” {largely a praduct of sacial struggle} and
constrained diversity (largely a product of de-
sign).

Compare Wallace (1989) who argues that the
presentation of spectacle in place of history and
society fits well with prevailing corporate con-
ceptions of progress and "democracy.”

For an analysis of the dangers of the narcissistic
empowerment. implied in what MMG  cele-
brates, see Sennett (1992).

Far example, the National Science Foundation has
begun to franchise netwaork-access points to re-
gional telephone companies which may begin
charging for electronic transmissions and data
transfer. The metaphars we use to describe elec-
tronic “space” are very important. Metaphaors of
public space imply rights for citizens. Highway
metaphors, on the other hand, bespeak of a
need for regulation and paolicing. Rather than rais-
ing questions of rights, highway metaphors sug-
gest that, like driving, electronic communication
is a privilege.

Hershkovitz is arguing against de Certeau’s {1984)
notion that movements of political resistance are
inherently placeless. Hagemonic powers, ac-
carding to de Certeau {1984:xix), have a monop-
oly an place and space, and resistance can only
occur in the interstices—no place.

There is, of course, a danger of arguing for “safe
havens” for discourse or just for everyday life—
especially in the case of homeless people. To the
degree that People's Park became an oasis for a
homeless counterpublic, was it also possible to
ghettoize the social and political production of
homelessness to these areas? That is certainly a
problem, but as Fraser {1990:67) points out, the
creation of subaltern counter-public spaces al-
lows paolitical actors “to disseminate one's dis-
course into ever widening arenas.” Places like
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Peaple’s Park become staging grounds for wider
political movements (Mitchell 1992a).

22.In November 1992, a judge in Miami declared
that Dade County woukl have to establish “safe
havens” for homeless people. In these havens,
police harassment of aid workers, panhandlers,
ar those “sleeping rough® would nat be talerated
hy the court. The court-ordered creation of pub-
lic space in this instance stands in stark contrast
to the dominant trend of closing space to the
ilegitimate (New York Times 1992b:A10; on clas-
ing public space to the homeless, see the map
and report in the New York Times 1989¢:ES).

23, An Alameda County Judge has granted a tempo-
rary injunction similar to the permanent order
sought by UC.
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The nature of public space in contemporary society is changing. This paper uses the turmaoil
over People's Park in Berkeley, California, as a means for exploring changing ideas about and
practices in public space. | argue that as public space is increasingly privatized or otherwise
hrought under greater contral, possibilities for democratic action are minimized. To make this
claim, | provide a brief outline of the raots of the August 1991 riots at People’s Park. | then
examine the role that public space plays in modern demaocracies, and how ideas about public
space have developed dialectically with definitions of who counts as “the public.” In American
democracy, “the public® is constituted by private individuals. In this paper, | suggest that the
presence of homeless people in public spaces raises important conwadictions at the heart of
this definition of “the public.” Many commentators suggest that these contradictions have led
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to “the end of public space” in contemporary cities, or at the very least, the removal of its
political functions to the "space” of electronic communication. | examine what this move means
for democratic action in the city and show that material public spaces remain a necessity far
{particularly) oppositional palitical movements. This returns us to People’s Park, as these were
precisely the issues that structured the riots in 1991. | conclude the paper with a sketch of where
People’s Park and the issues raised by the riots now stand. Key Words: demacracy, electronic
space, homelessness, People's Park, political representation, public space, rights, social move-
ments.
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