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Public spaces and social diversity. Editorial to the special issue

Elisabeth Biihler, Zurich

There is little agreement as to the precise meaning of
public space in the scientific debate (see STAEHFLI &
MirrcueLL 2007). The Babylonian confusion surround-
ing this concept (SELLE 2008) stems from at least three
causes: First, there is no clear distinction between the
terms public space and public sphere. Second, public
space is a normatively loaded term (BreLina 2005),
which in research not seldom clouds analytical vision
of the construction processes of public spaces. And
third, there is currently no consensus on the direction
of the changing function of public spaces. In the fol-
lowing, a closer look is taken at these three aspects.
The contributions in this special issue are then intro-
duced and positioned within the context of the discus-
sion.

On the relation between the terms public space and
public sphere: an attempt at clarification

For an understanding of the construction processes of
(public) spaces and also for distinguishing between the
terms public space and public sphere, sociologist MARr-
TINA LOw presented a useful theoretical conceptin her
book, Raumsoziologie [Sociology of Space] (2001).
Low views spaces as social structures and integrates
them in the proceedings of action. The specific qual-
ity of spatial structures as compared to other social
structures is their physical/material component. Low
defines spatial structures as relational configurations
of physical/material objects and persons, which are
reproduced recursively through the actions of actors.

Drawing a distinction between a public sphere and
a private sphere has been a constitutive principle of
civil/democratic societies since the Enlightenment
(ScuArERs 2003:15). According to Low (2001:168-172),
this fundamental societal structure, which is secured
through rules and resources, is formed through a
meshwork of various isolatable and recursively repro-
duced social structures. These are, for example, legal
structures that differentiate between private (or civil)
law and public law, economic structures with their dis-
tinction between (capitalist) private sector and public
sector of the economy, and property structures with
the distinction between private property and public
property. If we join Low in seeing spaces as recursively
reproduced societal structures, then public and private
spaces are in principle nothing more than a further
isolatable component in the structural interweaving
of public sphere/private sphere. From this perspective,
public spaces are to be understood as relational con-

figurations of physical/material objects and persons.
Concretely, public space refers to publicly accessible
squares, streets, sidewalks, green spaces or buildings.
In these spaces, other partial structures of the public
sphere may also be manifested, among them property
structures, economic structures and legal structures.

Public spaces as places of democratic participation

In Western civil societies there is a widespread con-
sensus that a space is «public» if it is accessible to all:
that is, if no one is fundamentally excluded a priori
from being in that space. From this it is obvious that
the rules and resources involved in the constitution of
public spaces must comply with democratic principles.
Conflicts of interest between different groups — a typi-
cal characteristic of socially diverse societies — are to
be negotiated democratically; if there are use conflicts
in public space, ideally consensus is to be striven for.
However, as is the case in public politics as well, this
is frequently not the case in public space, and major-
ity decisions are often made. Very topical at present in
Switzerland, for example, are the debates concerning
removal of beggars and young people excessively con-
suming alcohol from public spaces.

But in a democracy,
«majority opinions must be justifiable for the minorities
so as to be acceptable. That is why the democratic proc-
ess must be organized in such a way that minorities can
put forward their interests and arguments» (LEUENBERGER
2008: 15; translated).
From this perspective, young people consuming exces-
sively alcohol or persons engaging in begging can not
simply be expelled from the public space —understood
as a place of equal rights to participation —but instead,
as negotiation partners having equal rights, they must
be included in negotiations on forms of use of the
public space. The principles postulated by FiNncHER and
Iveson (2008): redistribution, recognition, and encoun-
ter, for instance, could serve as normative guidelines
for this type of negotiation in socially diverse and
unequal societies.

However, processes of exclusion from the public
space can also occur in a more subtle way. Up until
not too long ago in Western societies, for instance, it
was deemed unseemly for middle-class women to be in
public spaces at night without a male escort (BonDI &
Domosu 1998, Runne 2003). The reason given for these
rules was safety, but in fact the interest was control of
women members of society by fathers, husbands, and
brothers. While these rules no longer exist today, in
the predominant discourse in the media, public spaces,



Public spaces and social diversity. Editorial to the special issue Elisabeth Blhler 3

especially at night, continue to be depicted as poten-
tially dangerous places for women. As a consequence,
many women indeed feel considerably less safe than
men do in public space. And so they continue to have
themselves be accompanied, or they stay at home, or
they avoid specific public places at least temporarily.

The notion that public spaces were ever places where
all people had equal rights of participation has today
been unmasked by many researchers as a myth (among
others, Berina 2005; Bonot & Domosa 1998). Since
public spaces can be understood as a form of social
structure (see above), they too are shaped by power
and dominance relations. However, this theoretical/
analytical observation does not rule out that the nor-
mative logics of equal access can still hold valid for the
regulation of public spaces.

The changing function of public spaces
For some time now, a great deal of attention in the
media, politics, and research has been given to the
changing function of public spaces. There is currently
considerable disagreement as to the direction of this
change. Basically, two opposing positions can be iden-
tified:
«the position of the skeptics, who see the decline of public
spaces with exclusion of socially weaker groups in society,
and the position of the optimists, who observe a Renais-
sance of the public spaces also as a <stage> for new self-
portrayal by wider classes of society» (WisganpTt 2006: 7;
translated).
Privatization and commercialization are key words
that can be linked to the position of the skeptics, while
revitalization and reclaiming can be connected with
the optimists. However, catchphrases are not very
helpful simplifications of reality. It is much more valu-
able to gain a differentiated view of the use and acces-
sibility of public spaces by examining concrete exam-
ples. Careful examinations of this kind are what this
special issue is about.

The contributions in this special issue

The five articles in this special issue represent a (small)
selection of the contributions that were presented at
the Symposium on Sustainable Public Places of the
IGU Commission on Gender and Geography that was
held in Zurich, Switzerland, from June 1-3, 2007. All
abstracts of the symposium contributions are available
for download at http://www.geo.unizh.ch/nfp54/igu07/
index.html.

In the introductory and somewhat longer paper, «Cities
of <others>: public space and everyday practices», DiNa
Vatou and Ares KaraNDIDES take up some of the fun-
damental considerations on public spaces in socially
diverse democratic societies mentioned in this edito-
rial. They deepen the examination through various case

studies in Berlin and Athens and through critical dis-
cussion of central theoretical concepts of public sphere/
private sphere. The contribution by Hemp1 Kaspar and
EvmsaBera BUHLER, «Planning, design and use of the
public space Wahlenpark (Zurich, Switzerland): func-
tional, visual and semiotic openness», discusses pro-
cesses of inclusion and exclusion at a specific public
place under the lens of a relational spatial understand-
ing. Based on the same spatial theory, FRANK OSTER-
MaNN and SaBINE TiMPF use visual representation in
their contribution, «Use and appropriation of space
in urban public parks. GIS methods in social geogra-
phy» to show that at one and the same place, different
people (groups) produce different spaces. Public spaces
are very instructional «observatories» for teaching and
learning geography. Joos DrooGr.EEVER ForTUtN expli-
cates this argument through presentation of an interna-
tional comparative study in her contribution «Gender-
sensitive observations in public spaces as a teaching
tool». And the last contribution to this special issue,
«Intersections between public and private: community
gardens, community service and geographies of care in
the US City of Buffalo, NY», by LaDona KNIGGE criti-
cally examines the concepts of public space, citizenship,
gender, and race — this time looking at an example in
the United States.

Allin all, the contributions show that the dichotomous
categories public space/private space, particularly due
to their normative content, continue to be extremely
effective in everyday life in socially diverse societies.
But as analytical categories they are not very useful,
because the boundaries between public and private
are fuzzy and are crossed again and again. The same is
true of the dichotomies male/female, homosexual/het-
erosexual or local/foreigner, as explained in the contri-
bution by Valou and KALANDIDES.
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