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  The importance of technology in public space became most evident to me while examining the building of Central Park. The creation of New York’s most famous public space was, of course, a tremendous public works project, turning land that had previously been home to some sixteen hundred people, and which held churches, schools, farms, and villages, into the 843 acre green space in the center of Manhattan. Not only stonecutters, dynamites, and landscapers, but the latest in road building technology, extensive drainage plans, and new innovations in publicly financed land acquisition were all required to create the space.1 Like the technology deployed in constructing the gardens of Versailles, where the state-of-the art in water pumping and hydrology (borrowed from the mining and milling industries), horticulture, military technology and other specialties were marshaled to physically manifest the power of the royal French state2, such processes makes clear how technological developments make possible the public spaces built and maintained today.  

Whereas Mukerji uses space and spatial practices as material evidence of elite power relations, I will examine how such technology is used by those who design and control space to shape space to serve their own ends: space not as a representation of power, but a tool in the ongoing use, consolidation, and expression of power. To the degree that public space is organized by a narrow interest group, the resultant spaces are designed to fill only a narrow range of the broad potential of public spaces. Contemporary technology makes possible the control and privatization of public space by private, corporate interests who play an increasing role in the creation and management of public space in the United States. Just as David Henkin illustrates the importance of written communication in the modernization of New York, refined techniques of segregation, surveillance, sales, free speech limits, and finance are used to create spaces uniquely suited to contemporary social and economic relations, spaces that promote retail consumption and the isolated, segregated, controlled existence of contemporary capitalism.3 

In the eighteenth-century gardens of Versailles, writes Chandra Mukerji, "a new relationship between land and social life was always under construction."4 In public spaces, it is the social relationships themselves that are being constructed. Analysis of contemporary public space technology through a reading of the critical literature and writing on public space for designers, as well as observations from New York public spaces, illustrates the ends to which elites design and use public space today. It also makes a strong argument for more inclusive planning, and for an understanding of the popular technologies that create very different, more public spaces.  

Public Space 

Though the term is only thirty years old, the definitions of public space are as varied, shifting, imprecise and contradictory as any.5 Steven Carr and the authors of Public Space provide a comprehensive definition of pure public space as "responsive, democratic and meaningful" places that  

protect the rights of user groups. They are accessible to all groups and provide for freedom of action but also for temporary claim and ownership. A public space can be a place to act more freely… Ultimately, public space can be changed by public action, because it is owned by all… In public space, people can learn to live together.6

Idealistic as it sounds, Carr outlines both the characteristics and the social importance of public space. This description also avoids legalistic definitions of public space (that dwell on government ownership and explicitly established public access) that are too narrow to be useful in an era of public-private partnerships, and that would simply eliminate from consideration a "public" space whose management or ownership transferred into private hands, rather than prompt questions about how such changes affected the space. To avoid as well the limitations of Carr’s idealistic definition, I simply consider public space as places in which a wide range of people can interact with other people they don’t necessarily know, and in which they can engage in a range of public and private activities—though both the users and the uses are always limited. I’ll consider most closely malls, parks, and plaza built around retail space—no small portion of the whole of urban public space.  

The value of public space is an equally expansive topic, about which I will mention only one narrow aspect: its value to adolescents. In 1970, Richard Sennett warned that "Where modern community life can be said to fail the young is in its inability to lead them into a social matrix where they will have to learn to deal with other people.… Emotionally, then, they have failed to become adults." The interaction with that is provided in public space is necessary, Sennett argued, for adolescents to mature into adults who participate in society. After the mass murder by two teens in a Colorado high school, a similar conclusion was reached. The New York Times, searching for a cause of teenage alienation and violence, found adolescents need space to interact with peers as well larger communities:  

Though teen-agers tend to resist advice and choose their own turf as a territorial issue of establishing self-identity, most experts interviewed say that design could constructively anticipate and accommodate anxieties of adolescence. They agreed that teen-agers need a place to congregate and to call their own; it is a critical aspect of relieving the awkward loneliness of adolescence.7

These places, the experts agreed, needed to be public spaces. But architecture professor Peter Lang argued that not all public spaces are sufficient—specifically that shopping malls, commercially designed to be places of consumption, are "controlled space" that "are not places for free expression or hanging out."8 

Lively, varied public space is vital to society—not only for its democratic value as an incubator of tolerance for difference and as a stage for political action, but in its everyday role as a site for the kind of social interaction that permits individuals to conceive of their participation in a society.  

Technologies 

Given the gradual rate of change of public spaces and our historical ignorance of their development, it is easy to overlook the role of technological change—driven, of course, by select actors—in shaping public space. Consider, as one example, the shopping mall, which didn’t fall fully formed onto paved suburban lots, but developed incrementally, each new space consolidating the technological innovations of its predecessors. It was in 1925, for instance, that Sears Roebuck decided that its large stores would henceforth be located in low-density areas with cheap real estate, banking on the presumption that such outer locations would nonetheless be accessible to shoppers because of rising rates of automobile ownership.9 At first these stores were isolated from other shops. The Country Club Plaza, built in Kansas City, Missouri in 1922, is generally credited as the first regional mall, but idea of turnings stores in towards each other, and away from the street, wasn’t applied until Dallas’s Highland Park Shopping Village of 1931. Other technological innovations were yet to come (like the practice of grading the parking lot so that half the drivers enter the mall on the second floor, half on the first, thus making the commercial spaces on both floors equally valuable), so that the first example of a contemporary mall, Shoppers World, in Framingham Massachusetts, didn’t appear until 1951, though even Shoppers World was not fully enclosed until later (an innovation introduced in Minneapolis in 1956). The result of these technological innovations was a public space more and more efficiently and exclusively designed as a space of consumption.  

Failing to understand the technologies that have made possible considerable change and sophistication in the design of such spaces, theorists and activists engaged with public space issues have fallen behind. This "knowledge gap" leaves private and corporate developers (who increasingly call the shots in the allocation and design of public space) with much more advanced technology in the battle for real public space. For instance, developers can today provide space that meets city planners’ and public advocates’ demands for space that is attractive, popular, and that doesn’t explicitly exclude users or popular uses, that nonetheless functions effectively not as a public space, but as a filter, funnel and conveyor belt that selects a preferred group of people, draws them into retail locations, and limits their roles to those of shoppers and consumers. Masquerading such processes—and others—as public space is accomplished through the application of advanced technologies of surveillance, segregation, sales, free speech limitation, and financing.  

Surveillance 

In December 1998, The New York Civil Liberties Union found and mapped almost 2,400 cameras trained on public spaces in Manhattan alone. (This number excluded those used in private spaces, like the interiors of office and apartment buildings, and was only the first part of a project to map public space cameras in all five boroughs).10 Four hundred of those were publicly operated, prompting Mayor Rudolph Giuliani to contradictorily claim first that "The fact is that we use cameras very modestly," and then to argue that video surveillance was an overwhelmingly popular crime-fighting tool that people wanted more of.11 Such technology (characterized by Steven Flusty as "jittery," for its effect on users), has become considerably more sophisticated in recent decades.  

Surveillance of public space is not just limited to video cameras. The guards at Rockefeller Center, built in the 1930s, suggest the approach of an earlier era: standing outside nearly every building is a guard in a stiff, intimidating uniform from the era of the Keystone Cops. Even today, private security firms employ twice as many people as police departments, and outspend public law enforcement by 73 percent.12 But significant labor costs and the falling cost of video technology have played a substantial role in the increased use of cameras; the intermediate stage of surveillance can be seen in a later portion of Rockefeller Center, built in the 1960s and ’70s. Here, rather than guards surveying the plaza, bronze "trees" topped with a thicket of video cameras overlook the space. But this approach is almost as heavy-handed as its predecessor, suggesting to users a lack of trust and a lack of security.  

Surveillance technology no longer need be as bluntly and roughly applied. Mayor Giuliani’s administration seems well aware of the different ways, and different effects to which police, for instance, can be deployed. At a sizable march across the Brooklyn Bridge to protest the police assassination of Amadou Diallo, the visible police presence was surprisingly understated: a relatively small number of officers, dressed not in uniforms but in comfortable clothes with bright blue windbreakers that read "Community Affairs," accomplished the task of policing and directing the procession, without creating a confrontational mood or provoking the reaction that a phalanx of riot squad officers no doubt would have.13 The fact that the protesters—who had come explicitly to express their anger and anguish at police behavior—did not direct their emotions at these officers shows how effective this deployment was. This technology did not exist before police departments assessed their strategies after the often violent confrontations of the 1960s and developed means of improving "community relations" at such events. Nor is it a technique that is applied without careful prior consideration: the breezy windbreakers conflict not only with the horse-mounted, baton wielding riot police of earlier eras, but with the battle-ready, helmet wearing police and low-flying helicopters deployed in a much more confrontational display of police surveillance at the Million Youth March, held seven months earlier, during which most observers felt the Mayor was using the police to provoke a confrontation.  

In the realm of everyday public space surveillance, human, electronic and design elements have been integrated as an alternative to the heavy-handed approaches of riot cops at every protest and video cameras glaring down on abandoned plazas. Planners borrow a small number of the old Rockefeller Center’s guards (dressing them, less obtrusively, like contemporary policemen); add some video cameras, particularly to less-used areas; and rely, as will be seen in the next section, on design to do much of the work that, for a time, was undertaken in a way that made even desired users feel insecure. The same goals are achieved, but with fewer negative consequences, less disruption, and often at lower cost. Part of the success of the latest surveillance technology relies on using the design of public space to exclude "undesirables" in a way that is unnoticed by "desired" users.  

Segregation 

Segregation refers to a range of controversial and contested policies in public space involving the exclusion of groups of people from a space. Segregation may be a question of reclaiming a park from drug dealers, so that a much broader section of the public can use it in a wide variety of ways. Historically it has meant restricting users on the basis of race, religion, ethnicity, or sex. And it can also mean weeding out potential users, so that space is only used by those with "real or apparent ability to pay," a situation Steven Flusty, writing in Building Paranoia, finds characteristic of contemporary public spaces in Los Angeles.  

Consider the astonishing array of tactics that shopping malls have developed to attract just the "right" demographic, and it becomes clear that the technology of segregation has undergone some of the most extensive development in the past thirty years of all public space technology.  

Much discussion of public space today considers the type of segregation described by Flusty: the subtle, unwritten but very effective ways in which groups are excluded from nominally public space, those "most successful" forms of segregation that, according to David Harvey (quoting Bourdieu), "have no words, and ask no more than complicitous silence."14 Segregation technologies complement surveillance and more traditional policing strategies, and have been consciously developed in coordination with them. Mike Davis explains that in the Los Angeles that Flusty studies, "The LAPD [Los Angeles Police Department] have become central players in the Downtown design process. No major project now breaks ground without their participation."15 The results are spaces designed to segregate, and to facilitate and pre-empt policing and surveillance. But how far the LAPD’s successful opposition to public restrooms ("crime scenes") and street vendors ("lookouts for drug dealers") goes beyond restricting disruptive and illegal uses to excluding legitimate users and activities illustrates the dangers of segregation planning by groups representing the interests of only some potential users of public space.  

But before considering these deceptive technologies, it is important to consider that they were developed after cruder, de jure segregation was no longer an option. Flusty dates the birth of paranoid spaces (and the subtler segregation they engender) to the early 1970s, a time when it would no longer do to hang signs in public spaces listing the ethnic and racial groups that were not allowed to enter. Jim Crow, like riot police at every protest, was a crude and outdated technology. But to the extent that racism continued to thrive, and elitism and other forms of exclusion were reproduced, social control, which could no longer be achieved through signs posted at the entrance, was maintained by other means. Women also strengthened their position in public space during the postwar period, and capital, still in control of public space, worked to establish new roles for women. One such role was that of the suburban shopper. Not only did women play a significant role in the production side of the economy, surpassing wartime workplace participation rates by 1955, but women also played a central consumer role in Western consumer capitalism. Consideration of contemporary technologies of segregation (and selective inclusion) should take place with a consciousness that they originated, in part, as a refinement of the technologies of segregation rendered obsolete in the United States by the civil rights movement.  

New Segregation of Undesirables 

William Whyte made considerable contributions to the technology of segregation. This is by no means to suggest that Whyte was a segregationist. To the contrary, Whyte generally thought people’s "preoccupation" with those they categorized as "undesirables," was a sign of their lack of familiarity with public space. Corporate executives most concerned with undesirables had "surprisingly little acquaintance with the life of [the city’s] streets and open spaces." For them, "it is not muggers, dope dealers, or truly dangerous people that obsess them. It is the winos… a symbol, perhaps, of the man one might become but for the grace of fate."16 But Whyte’s recognition of the vital power of lively public spaces resulted in an important advance for the technologies of segregating public space. One of Whyte’s most famous insights was that "the best way to deal with undesirables was not to bring in more police officers but to make the area in question as attractive to as many other people as possible." In a description of Whyte’s application of his principle, he also illustrates why more sophisticated technologies of surveillance than those used in the 1960s and ’70s were needed:  

Places that are designed primarily for security worsen it.…About ten years ago [ie, in 1978] a corporation with a well-used small park was alarmed to note that some dope dealers were working the place at lunchtime. The management panicked. It took away half the benches. Then it had steel-bar fences put up along the two open sides of the park. These moves sharply cut down the number of people using the park—much to the delight of the dope dealers, who now had the place much more to themselves and their customers. Management decided to reverse course. Applying the recommendations [technology] of the Project for Public Spaces, it redid the park: it put in new food kiosks and chairs and tables and scheduled a series of musical events. The park has been doing well ever since.18

This technology may be the main reason that public officials and building owners are no longer as frightened of successful public spaces as Whyte once found them to be: they understand that, far from a liability that attracts undesirables, popular public spaces are an innovation that, as Whyte has demonstrated, segregates out "undesirables." This insight has driven many of the technological innovations in segregation since then, as planners recognized that to be successful, public spaces couldn’t just keep people out (a strategy as clumsy as riot cops keeping the peace at an anti–police-violence rally); instead planners had to devise ways to filter: to draw in large numbers of the designated "desirables," while still segregating out the unwanted.  

Interdictory Space 

Steven Fusty provides the most detailed examination of the result, which he labels "interdictory space." In addition to jittery space (which uses surveillance technology), four different techniques, or types of space (in Flusty’s terminology) are used to create interdictory spaces that "intercept and repel or filter would-be users."19 

Stealthy space is hidden from view, often obscured behind impediments, buildings, or changes in grade. The recently constructed park along the waterfront at Battery Park City is stealthy: though it is open to the public, its presence is not advertised, and it is not visible from anywhere else in the city. While thousands of people use it each day, it is reached by skirting along a narrow walkway between a building and the Hudson River to the North, down uninviting dead end streets, or through a mall that itself is hard to notice. The effect is that business people (including some 200,000 from the World Trade Center across the mall and bridge), local residents, and rollerbladers and bikers who come down the Hudson (most often from the affluent areas just north of Battery Park) know of the park, but it remains hidden from other potential users who are not in the know.20 "The project essentially turns its back to the city," conceded Stanton Eckstut, one of the main architects of the 1979 master plan of Battery Park City (though he blamed the outcome on earlier plans to build a highway where West Street now is).21 Flusty finds ample examples of hidden spaces in Los Angeles; it is likely that New York’s nineteenth-century design of small, pedestrian blocks makes stealthy space more difficult to create.  

Access to the Battery Park City mall makes use of slippery space, which "cannot be reached, due to contorted, protracted or missing paths of approach." In particular, the mall is best accessed not by the street, from which it is barely visible, but across a pedestrian bridge from the World Trade Center. In turn, access to the plaza of the World Trade Center is slippery as well. At the entrance to the pedestrian bridge, it is well above street level, and access is most easily found a block or more still further east. The bridge and the mall are the direct path that World Trade Center workers take to ferries docked next to the park, making a daily entry into the mall almost unavoidable for the 13,000 people who ride the boats each day,22 but entry by others less likely. Of course, West Street was inhospitable before the mall was built; and Flusty notes that the considerable cost of the bridges and barriers of slippery spaces can be justified because it "provides public relations benefits in that it may be blamed on pre-existent topographical constraints as a means of defraying criticism."  

Before the entrance to the bridge, the World Trade Center plaza exhibits crusty space, which is blocked by walls, gates, and checkpoints. Currently, the entire plaza is crusty, blocked off by barriers and planters for renovation. (It is unclear if this is simply a maintenance project or if it bears similarities to nearby City Hall Park, closed for "renovations" to meet the mayor’s desire to have the park sealed, gated, and secured against "terrorists"; a move that in the case of City Hall Park is transparently directed against use of the space for legitimate protests.23) Unlike stealthy and slippery space, there is little sophistication to the technology of walling and gating space against casual public users. While effective in its end, total exclusion creates the situation William Whyte warns against: places designed primarily for security that worsen it. While selective entry can be more effective (as it has been in Gramercy Park), this is not common in New York today, though Flusty observes a proliferation of private, gated communities in the affluent reaches of Los Angeles. Overall, however, crusty space has the disadvantage of seriously disrupting the intended as well as the unintended uses of a space. Crusty space is typically a temporary installation, until somewhat less obtrusive means of segregation can be installed.  

Finally, prickly space, which is uncomfortable to occupy because of design elements like spikes on sitting ledges, is almost as blunt as gating but has successfully filtered out certain uses (like sitting, or loitering, or sleeping on benches) without driving away large numbers of "desired" users (except those that might want to sit on a ledge to eat lunch). Prickly space technology has the advantages of being easily retrofitted onto existing spaces, and of representing an unambiguous message of control to potential users. Unlike stealthy or slippery space, there is nothing subtle about spikes on a ledge, but there is generally no getting around them, either. Such elements, if applied carefully, have little effect on the number of users of a space, even if their behavior is effectively controlled. And while the components of prickly space technology may be obvious in older spaces—a crude wooden divider installed on a bench to prevent sleeping across its length—in newer spaces, prickliness can be achieved almost invisibly: by not installing benches in the first place or, in the case of the mall at Battery Park, by using love-seat length benches that are attractive and free of barriers, but are simply too short to lie down on.  

Interdictory space is clearly a leading technology in the refinement of control and organization of public spaces. And while the gates of crusty space are venerable features of the urban landscape, the long access corridors of stealthy, slippery spaces—like the bridges of Battery Park City—are new. Rockefeller Center, for instance, is, like Battery Park City a mixed-use commercial development with retail stores, very much concerned with attracting the right, upscale clientele. Rather than feeling like an extended walk through an airport metal detector, like the pedestrian bridge, Rockefeller Center’s Fifth Avenue promenade is inviting, and announces, rather than conceals, what is within and how to get there. At the time of its construction, in the 1930s, the urban planning technology did not exist that allowed designers to physically isolate a space and still make it well-populated. As evidence, the underground mall at Rockefeller Center is substantially less cut off than Battery Park City is from the surrounding urban fabric, yet that space is in the midst of substantial renovation because the Center’s management was unable to draw people to the underground shops. Presumably, the application of contemporary innovations will allow the managers of the subterranean space to draw in more people, even while filtering out some. The selectively permeable quality of interdictory spaces, and their innocuousness to most intended users, is a considerable refinement in the technology used to control space, users and uses.  

Sales 

In cases like Battery Park City, interdictory technology is used to filter users for the benefit of stores and restaurants leasing space in the mall. An array of techniques are used to make public space work more efficiently, and more exclusively, for the benefit of retail tenants. Sales technologies encourage consumption and restrict—again, often in very subtle way—other uses.  

Such technology is most frequently employed in privately owned, privately developed spaces, and unlike interdictory spaces, Rockefeller Center exhibits quite sophisticated methods that were employed in the 1930s. Far from idle decoration, the center’s ice rink and promenade were designed to increase shopping, and to funnel people toward consumption as much as any mall. The promenade and the plaza "drew on planners’ understanding of the laws of physics and human nature." The "pleasant pathway" of the promenade is designed to draw people off Fifth Avenue. The promenade then slopes downward, "so that the force of gravity would make people want to continue walking." The plants in the middle of the promenade "lead eyes to the plaza and… create two lanes to keep people near shop fronts" on either side. Steps lead down into the plaza on the East side, but not back out on the West, so that walkers would look for another exit, and enter the underground mall.24 A nearly identical process unfolds in Battery Park City. Just as the promenade draws in shoppers and slides them down a flight of stairs into an open area surrounded by shops, so the World Trade Center worker is drawn across the pedestrian bridge (perhaps intrigued by the large, round, incongruous glass atrium visible from the office buildings surrounding Battery Park City), slid down a broad expanse of stairs (drawn in this case by the illuminated view of the water and sun behind the exotic palm trees of the mall’s glass atrium) until they are surrounded by shops and restaurants, and in no particular mood to go up the now-imposing height of stairs. As in the submerged plaza of Rockefeller Center, they head for the side passages, lined with shops.  

Whyte and others recognized the significance of such mundane details as the width of a promenade like Rockefeller Center’s, and how filling the center with plants creates a feeling of openness while keeping pedestrians near the storefronts and displays. A similar effect is achieved in shopping malls, which feel broad and open but, thanks to cut-outs on the upper-level floors and plantings on the ground floor, keep walkways narrow enough that pedestrians never stray far from the stores. (The widths of new mall walkways contracted, over time, from sixty feet to thirty.) After James Rouse, the leading developer of city-revitalizing "festival marketplaces," was forced to use walkways only eleven feet wide in Boston’s Faneuil Hall Marketplace (because the mall was in a historic building with columns that limited the width of the walkways), he found that "the very narrowness would prove a virtue." Indeed, when Rouse and Company later designed Baltimore’s Harborplace from scratch, they made the walkways even narrower. As Whyte observes, "One is never very far from the merchandise at Harborplace." In addition, narrower corridors make the space more interesting and productive by bringing stores on opposite sides close enough to create exciting densities.  

Such technologies are obviously not new, and have become widespread. They are most easily applied to public spaces designed by retailers or developers of retail space. The problem with this approach is that such one-sided design results in spaces that don’t have the capacity for many activities common for public space, just as a park designed for baseball fanatics wouldn’t have enough shade trees or garden promenades. Narrow walkways rarely have room for sitting, discourage people from stopping to talk, don’t provide room for cyclists or rollerbladers, or sometimes even baby strollers, wheelchairs, or dogs walkers. Conceived of as conveyor belts to draw people along and into stores, there is little room to stop and use the space for other purposes. The predominance of retail interests, like any other single group, in the design of public space, makes for more sterile space capable of supporting fewer uses that it could otherwise, and points to the need for public spaces to be designed with genuine, aggressive input from a wider range of potential constituents.  

Free Speech Limits 

Of course, participatory planning is hard to imagine in the increasing number of public spaces, like Rockefeller Center, much of Battery Park City, and proliferating shopping malls, that are privately owned. But private ownership is itself a technological innovation, and one that was given new power with the Supreme Court’s 1972 decision in PruneYard Shopping Center v. Robins, in which the Court ruled that the US Constitution did not give citizens the right to distribute handbills in privately owned malls.25 (The court did allow states to interpret their own constitutions as providing those rights, however, and several, including California and New Jersey, give wider protection to speech in shopping malls.) Private ownership of the "Main Street" along which shops were located had had other advantages before: the corridor could be roofed over, and developers could impose design standards on tenants (essentially another restriction of speech that dictated how and what store signs would say, and how facades could be designed.)  

Whyte observes that this power has, in practice, been extended to urban plazas and expanded beyond speech. Most plazas are built by developers to meet zoning incentives that allow, for instance, taller buildings in exchange for public space in front of the site. In New York, such spaces "must be accessible to the public at all times." But Whyte has observed considerable restrictions on use (having been hustled away when trying to measure the height of the ledge in front of the General Motors Building), including prohibitions against entertainers, leafleters and people giving speeches. Apartment building managers have even shooed away everyone but residents. Whyte concludes his chapter on "undesirables," in fact, with an argument not for exclusion but on the need for democratic inclusion:  

This is a flagrant violation of the zoning intent, but to date no one has gone to court on it.  

The public’s right in urban plazas would seem clear. Not only are plazas used as public spaces; in most cases the owner has been specifically, and richly, rewarded for providing them. He has not been given license to allow only those public activities he happens to approve of.…A stiff, clarifying test is in order.26

The current interpretation and application of free speech restrictions does considerable damage to the social value of public spaces. While activities prohibited by such rulings occur only occasionally, they are nonetheless an irreplaceable prerequisite to democratic participation, and vital tools to activists of every stripe. To combat interdictory spaces, bridges can be crossed, hidden spaces found. But the restriction of legitimate public activities by a shortsighted decision in favor of private property rights over free speech rights needs to be challenged directly. This remains to be done in many states, and to my knowledge, no case of the sort proposed by Whyte has been undertaken. The value of public space would be increased considerably were traditional public uses not so restricted within it.  

Financing 

In 1853, during the battle over where Central Park would be located, Senator James Beekman worried that "The great objection to be overcome is this: A park is not of sufficient public necessity to justify its being taken by the State in opposition to the wish of the owners by the violent exercise of eminent domain. Cemeteries [then also used for leisurely strolls] are never taken by this method—always by voluntary sale."27 Though eminent domain had been employed to build the Croton aqueduct, it was not clear to Beekman or his contemporaries that the state could use its powers to collect property for something other than a public works project—particularly since Central Park was, from the beginning, intended to increase the value of property to either side of the park. There was no clear precedent for the exercise of eminent domain, and public expenditure, for private gain. Eventually, the property was not confiscated, but taken through a judicial process that included assessment of costs and benefits for property owners (though not for those who leased the property).  

In the intervening century and a half, economic technologies for private-public partnerships have proliferated, including economic development corporations and business improvement districts. Such organizations have greatly facilitated the development of public space in the interest of commercial property owners, with considerably less popular involvement than is found even in the operation of large municipal governments. The characteristics of finance technology used to develop public space today illustrate the unequal representation of business interests in the design of public space.  

Battery Park City, built on land created by dumping the fill and rubble of the World Trade Center excavation onto old piers,28 is being developed by the Battery Park City Authority, created by the state, and run by executives appointed by the governor. The authority is charged with the dual responsibilities of developing Battery Park City into a lively attraction with diverse and desirable neighborhoods, and maximizing income from the development of the sites in the area.29 At present, the authority doesn’t sell land, but leases it to tenants, and collects both rent and "payments in lieu of real estate taxes" which help finance further development.30 One quarter of the authority’s $21 million operating budget will be spent maintaining the public park, an investment the authority’s chief financial officer describes as "leverage money" to draw in more investment. As popular as the park has become, this raises questions. As a New York Times architectural critic observed, "at a time of dwindling government support for affordable housing, there is something acutely imbalanced about the lavish amenities bestowed on what is, after all, a public sponsored luxury housing development."31 The authority, lead by nonelected executives, operates with an insulated budget of what is basically tax revenue to provide services and public space to a largely upper-class constituency, at a time when the city government—charged with doing the same, and using the same resources—is retreating from providing the same to the residents of the rest of the city. Tax-increment financing plans and the other financial technology that makes the authority possible, refined in the era of downtown Rouse mall revitalizations, creates bubbles in which attractive space can be built and maintained for a fortunate, select "public." Evidence of the nonrepresentative governance of the authority is seen in the provision of public space in the city.  

Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) serve a similar, if more limited role in spaces that have already been constructed. State legislation allows a BID to collect assessments from commercial property owners in a delineated area (though these are payments in addition to, not directly in lieu of, conventional taxes). BIDs then use the money to provide "supplementary" services to improve the business climate of the neighborhood. BIDs typically provide sidewalk cleaning, supplemental trash pickup, colorful signs and banners along commercial strips, and private security. New York’s thirty-three BIDs cover some 550 blocks of the city, and have begun to generate concern that their operation—with minimal oversight and decreasing involvement of the property owners whose assessments they spend—oversteps BIDs’ charter. In addition to occurrences of financial mismanagement, Speaker Peter Vallone’s report on BIDs pointed out that three BID managers in the City are more highly paid than the mayor, and administrative costs can run to over 50 percent. Most property owners knew little about their BID and did not think their assessment was a good investment.32 Despite claims to have cleaned up and beautified areas like Times Square and the blocks around Grand Central Station, the effect of BIDs on public space is checkered. Not only have private security guards been used to force homeless people out of BID neighborhoods, but the Grand Central Partnership paid illegal, subminimum wages to homeless people who performed janitorial services for the BID, and who were even employed to evict other homeless people from the BID. As Vallone’s report reveals, the Grand Central organization had been the subject of two $5 million lawsuits in 1990 and 1992 for assaulting homeless people (including one that the BID settled for $27,500 in which a man was thrown through a window and spent a week in the hospital). But because of minimal oversight, no changes were made, and in the spring of 1995, former homeless outreach workers testified that the BID operated "goon squads" that assaulted homeless people to force them from the business improvement district. The danger of a perpetually funded, unaccountable agency representing only the interests of commercial property owners, and its effect on public space, could not be clearer. Vallone’s report, not surprisingly, made strong recommendations for the democratization of such structures. BIDs and economic development corporations like the Battery Park Authority have been celebrated for developing and maintaining public space. But because high-quality public space represents some balance of the interests of its users, private, nonparticipatory development and management of public space creates lopsided spaces.  

The efforts to control public space are not scattered improvisations by designers, but form a body of technology refined and communicated among planners and developers. Books like the Project for Public Space’s Managing Downtown Public Space provide straightforward recommendations for security technology, maintenance, and more subtle techniques for making safe spaces, like programming activities and reviewing tenants’ building plans. But ultimately, a top-down approach to public space, unchecked by popular participation, creates unbalanced public spaces that primarily serve the needs of commercial and corporate users of the space. Managing Downtown Public Space, for instance, encourages, laudably, developers to create exciting spaces with festivals and live performers, but recommends that "street entertainers are auditioned and granted permits by the management [of an urban ‘festival marketplace,’]" meaning that performers are not actually free to present their work to the public for evaluation, but are vetted by private, corporate managers before they enter "public" space.33 Without a combination of genuine public involvement in the design of public space and alternative technologies that make room for noncorporate, noncommercial activities, public space will remain public only in name, too one-sided to fulfill its vital role.  

Alternative Public Space Technologies 

Public involvement in the design of public space is relatively straightforward: activists and community members need to continue getting involved in the planning process from the beginning, show up when their not expected, demand that their comments be acted upon rather than, as one planner observed, lost in an appendix. They may also begin to identify and articulate instances of jittery, stealthy, slipper, crusty, and prickly space, rendering the unspoken explicit and challenging the prerogatives of exclusive, overly segregating planners. There are, of course, obstacles to popular participation in public space, whether they are limited recognition of free speech rights, or the absence of democratic controls on BIDs and economic development corporations. But the methods and strategies for increasing legal recognition of rights and public participation in these bodies are no different than those used in movements for increased community involvement in public schools, zoning, or budget planning. Less clear is the second part of the response to the commercialization of public space: what technologies public space advocates will use to develop positive alternatives to privatized, corporatized space. The alternatives come not from the imagination of public space theorists, filled as they are with amphitheaters, soap boxes and band shells that would likely go unused. Like the technology of private control, alternatives are developed incrementally and consciously through experience with real spaces, through groups’ activities and their relations to the spaces.  

Community gardens are one such technology. Particularly appropriate in a city of limited backyards like New York, gardens were passionately defended in recent years against the Mayor’s plans to sell the plots to apartment building developers. Politicized garden defenders, who sprang up in the Lower East Side, where the first gardens were slated for destruction, and have since blossomed around the city, offer a long list of benefits such gardens provide to the community and the city, and compare them to libraries and parks.34 Steven Flusty offers a similar endorsement of spaces that bring neighbors together, give them a place to tend the earth and grow some of their own food, and create central spaces for community activities, celebrations, and meetings. He also recommends swap meets, which involve similar public interactions, foster alternative economic opportunities, and encourage craft production and the reuse of surplus goods.35 As spaces that are collectively organized and controlled, offer a model of nonalienated production as an alternative to the rapid consumption promoted in corporate public spaces, and create a situation for neighbors to interact and cooperate, community gardens, flea markets, and related gatherings are an important alternative technology.  

The battle over public space also takes place on facades. David Harvey sees an increased value for facades and surfaces in the postmodern city, particularly because they create symbolic capital even while surface appearances are "deployed to conceal… the real basis of economic distinctions."36 In opposition, graffiti artist claim facades (if not for the public, at least for themselves). Explains one artist, "If you get up [meaning paint] on a building, you own it—it’s yours."37 Similar technology has been used to advertise public events, and New York transportation activists have begun using spraypaint stencils to mark the corners where pedestrians and cyclists have been killed by cars. Other noncorporate communication in public space has traditionally been accomplished with posters, but one public space activists reports that "numerous friends of mine have gotten fined for wheatpasting signs for political events and art openings."38 She and others see this as an attempt to silence noncommerical voices in public space, but it remains a widely used alternative medium. The contestation over control of various facades continues, while alternative technologies and forums are always being developed.  

In a related vein, activists have creatively contested First Amendment restrictions on speech in privately owned public spaces. One organization, in planning protests against a retail chain, recommended protesters overcome such restrictions in a variety of ways: by driving protest caravans through parking lots, by renting a (surprisingly affordable) plane-towed sky banner, by using human billboards along the public roads leading to the privately owned space, by protesting on private space until they were asked to leave, and by handing out leaflets in suburban parking lots (rather than near the doors of the store, where they would be immediately noticed by management) because, "Since their parking lots are enormous, it will probably take a long time before any… employees notice you."39 A combination of creative evasion of free speech restrictions and sustained legal challenges to such limitations is likely to create more space for expression in public space.  

In all, there are wide array of technologies deployed in opposition to the privatization of public space. But corporate planners and managers of such spaces still enjoy a technological advantage. For some time, developers have used refined technologies to define public space much as the Woolworth Building’s architect described skyscrapers: as "A machine that makes the land pay."40 The technologies in the decades immediately following the demise of de jure segregation to secure, surveil, and segregate a corporate plaza were clumsy, obtrusive and noticeably interfered with other activities in the space. Only after the contributions of dedicated new urbanists like William Whyte were recognized and interpreted to serve private, rather than public ends could those techniques be hybridized and complemented with space design. Similarly, the types of subtle economic technologies that provide tax revenue for private projects were only developed in the last round of urban revitalization. People who use public spaces create technologies to resist these developments, whether individually, by laying cardboard over metal ridges intended to prevent sitting, or collectively. Gardens and flea markets are two examples of noncorporate activities that take place in spaces not organized, designed, or carefully controlled by corporate interests in a public-private partnership. Posters and stencils communicate information not found in Battery Park City, and people continue to speak out on private property and in public meetings to regain input into the design and purpose of the city’s public spaces. Changing the balance of power in public space requires the involvement of a large, animated public, but good public space always does.  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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