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Relax 
Recreate
Retreat 
Reconnect
Remember
Revive
Religious celebration
Reinforce social ties
Reconstruct community
Real estate value



• Symbolic center of civic 
life

• Forum for discussion and 
democratic practices

• Recognition of cultural 
and racial diversity

• Circulation of information 
• Recognition of publics 

and counter-publics
• Expansion of the public 

sphere





There is a 12,000 year history of societies using public 
space for social interaction of strangers, communication 
of values and ideals, commerce and exchange, military 
displays and governance (Low 2000, M. E. Smith 2010). 

The construction and use of public space is tied to the earliest forms of 
sociality (Fleischer 2014). 

The History of Public Space



Songo Mnara, Tanzania pre-500 AD Swahili town





Taino Ceremonial Plaza, Caguana, Puerto Rico 1000-1100 AD



Tenochtitlán, Mexico 1300 AD as drawn by Cortés, 1524













Zocalo, Mexico City Protest for Indigenous Rights



• Public space provides the potential for civic life by  offering 
physical and virtual sites for people to come together in a 
safe forum for discussion, cooperation and at times, 
conflict.

• Civic life in a “just city” is based on diversity, equity and 
inclusion and the recognition  of people’s right to the city. 

• Based on 30 years of public space research the PSRG has 
found that there are social processes, power dynamics and 
design and planning decisions that influence whether this 
happens or not.



•Policing
•Surveillance
•Barriers as well as 

bollards
•Racial and cultural 

profiling

•Unfair distribution of 
space

•Lack of procedural justice 
•Lack of recognition of 

differences
•Lack of interactional 

justice by authorities

•Economic incentives for 
funding and design

•Controlled access
•Over regulation
•Financialized moral 

geography

•Erasure of local history 
• Loss of cultural symbols
• Restoration without 

social functions
•Inadequate  territories for 

desired activities 

Lack of 
representation Privatization

SecuritizationSocial injustice
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•Erasure of local history 
• Loss of cultural  symbols
• Restoration without social functions
•Inadequate  territories for desired 
activities 

INDEPENDENCE NATIONAL HISTORICAL 
PARK, Philadelphia



•Erasure of local history 
• Loss of cultural  symbols
• Restoration without social functions
•Inadequate  territories for desired 
activities 

PELHAM BAY PARK:  Bronx, NY



•Erasure of local history 
• Loss of cultural  symbols
• Restoration without social functions
•Inadequate  territories for desired 
activities 

PROSPECT PARK:  Brooklyn, NY



•Erasure of local history 
• Loss of cultural  symbols
• Restoration without social functions
•Inadequate  territories for desired 
activities 

JACOB RIIS PARK: Gateway National 
Recreation Area, Far Rockaway, New York



Lack of 
representation Privatization
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•Community policing
•People watching
• Flexible and porous 

borders
•Respect and 

understanding 

•Fair distribution of space
•Procedural justice 
•Social and political 

recognition 
• Interactional justice for 

all

•Open access
•Free events and activities
•Limited regulation
•Cooperation and 

collaboration

•Evidence of local history 
• Retain cultural symbols
• Restoration with social 

functions
• Adequate territories for 

desired activities 

Lack of 
representation Privatization

SecuritizationSocial injustice



Distributive justice: fairness and equity of outcomes

Procedural justice: fairness of the decision-making process

Interactional justice: quality of social interaction and implementation 

– Informational justice: truthfulness and adequacy of decisions 
and explanations given

– Interpersonal justice: respect and propriety of communication

Recognition of difference: respect of diversity in norms of behavior

Ethic of care and repair: prosocial behavior of care of others and 
repair of the environment 



Distributive justice: How can public space be distributed fairly? What does spatial justice look 
like at the site and city-wide levels?

Procedural justice: How can we ensure that the allocation and use of public space is fair? 
How can we include community members in our procedures of allocation and 
use?

Interactional justice: How can we improve the social relations of residents, users and those 
who govern public space and use conflict as the beginning of a co-production 
process?

– Informational justice: How can we ensure that communications are truthful and adequate?
– Interpersonal justice: How do we create a social environment of respect and dignity for all?

Recognition of difference: How do we expand our norms of behavior to accommodate the 
diversity of behaviors and users of public space?

Ethic of care and repair: How can we promote more prosocial behavior of care of others 
and repair of the environment and stop destroying the care relationships that 
might already exist?


