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Pseudo-Public Space  
of an Adolescent City

We all test on ourselves not 
only our online present time, 
but also the new conditions  
of the physical experience  
of public space. We are living 
at a time when new conditions 
for the transition from analogue 
to digital society are being 
established. And it is these 
very conditions that in terms 
of public space are at this 
moment being changed into 
general consensus, if indeed 
that has not already happened 
without us being aware of it.

Our cities, planned as they are by the state from the 
perspective of control, place their participants in the position 
of adolescents, as the phenomenon was defined by the US 
sociologist Richard Sennett. According to him, a certain type 
of natural disorder must be present for a person to develop 
into an adult individual. Sennett draws on an analysis of 
the historical development of urban planning, which in his 
account has since the 19th century followed from “a group 
of assumptions of terrible simplicity”.3 His misgivings stem 
from the rise of technocratism rooted in grand-scale planning 
in the style of Baron Haussmann and his concept of urban 
planning for Paris as the transformation of a medieval town into 
a modern-day metropolis with broad boulevards and avenues. 

This 150 year-old concept, the product of the Newtonian 
and Cartesian notions of science resulted in the hegemony 
of expert knowledge over the actual needs and desires 
of the inhabitants. It remains even today the most 
frequent vision which big cities and the fastest-growing 

agglomerations rush to make reality, 
regardless of its side effects, such as 
segregation, unaffordable housing, the 
mushrooming of slum neighborhoods, 
civic unrest, etc. The precedent 
forged by Haussmann in terms of the 
conception of public space (broad 
boulevards to facilitate the movement 
of troops, class stratification by district, 
etc.) represents a tool of control 
and conflict prevention. In addition, 
new priorities which appeared in the 
second half of the 20th century, such as 
automobile traffic, systems of utilitarian 
prefabricated units, infrastructure for 
electricity distribution and so on, gave 
rise in turn to an order where the human 
dimension is lost. From there also follows 
an absence of room for change and the 
organic functioning of society.

City dwellers and visitors find themselves in 
a position that offers no solution or way out. 
For the authoritative concept of city planning 
denies two fundamental attributes of adulthood – 
freedom and responsibility. Pascal Gielen notes 
the system’s efforts to keep people in the position 
of adolescents, prevented from testing their 
identity, becoming self-reliant and growing up 
by maintaining their ego in safe homogeneous 
comfort zones. In this respect it is important 
to note that the rules of public space in this 
way disregard the identity of its users. The 
city, as with adolescents, places a stress on 
homogeneity, ensuring a structure that is easy 
to survey, and thus facilitating control.

Since the 1970s and increasingly since 
the 1990s, the Western world has 
seen the weakening of the role of the 
state and the merger of the private 
and state sector, with the economy 
in general becoming more abstract. 
The environment is friendly to the real 
estate market and developers, whose 
projects thus easily attain space. The 
late 1990s saw an increased focus on 
the creative class (legitimized by the 
controversial theses of Richard Florida, 
criticized for favoring gentrification and 
social elitism). As Gielen points out, 
control escalates into repression, and 
as he puts it, we are witnessing the rise 
of the “creative-repressive city”.4



Gielen sees the tools of control in direct connection 
with an interpretation of global political trends such as 
rampant neoliberalism and the rise of neo-nationalism. 
Encounters with the unknown or otherness are eliminated 
as purposeless. Inhabitants of neighborhoods segmented 
on the basis of social class have little need for shared 
public space or participation in community politics. Where 
it is not necessary to question and defend one’s identity 
on a daily basis, there is little desire or will to contribute 
to events in the public arena. As a result, such functionally 
segregated cities push politics out of their streets, limiting 
it to participation in elections. Public space thus becomes 
entirely depoliticized. One cannot but agree with Gielen, 
noting that in the former Eastern Block countries the 
depoliticized nature of public space in terms of the active 
assertion of civic freedoms was caused by the Communist 
regime, but that even after the re-establishment of the 
democratic-capitalist system little has changed.

Exclusion of the Non-Consumer 
Pedestrian

The development of urban public space is shaped 
by global political and economic interests. The 
consequence is that public space becomes prey to 
consumerism, commercial exploitation and restrictive 
security measures. Since the 1980s, Western Europe 
has seen a rise in private ownership of public space, 
a phenomenon attendant with neoliberal municipal 
policies. These consist of a long-term tendency 
of the rise in investment in the commercial sector 
and its influence, and inversely a decrease in state 
or public investment in public space. The resultant 
phenomenon of POPS – privately owned public 
spaces – presents a situation by definition prey 
to a fundamental conflict regarding their purposes 
and the services they are expected to provide.

This inherent conflict of interests is evident 
not only in looking at the globalized and 
homogeneous appearance of such places, but 
also their functioning, designed to encourage 
consumerist behavior. The most frequent 
criticism notes the rules they impose, which 
apart from protecting private property by 
imposing dominant tools of control via private 
security agencies, also implicitly call for the 
exclusion of certain social groups, not to speak 
of other questionable issues such as bans on 
assembly and public performance, which in 
extreme cases can border on violating basic 
human rights. Restrictions are also caused by 
so-called hostile architecture (or defensive 

architecture), designed to discourage certain 
groups of people from dwelling in a given 
area, via a sophisticated morphology of 
uncomfortable design and psychological means 
of discouragement. The exclusion of risk groups 
and the marked preference for the use of public 
space by potential consumers corresponds 
with a situation where the market and public 
space are globally controlled by the interests 
of a narrow minority of investors.

In the introduction to the catalogue 
Skulptur Projekte Münster (2017), Claire 
Bishop describes the phenomenon 
of POPS as spaces owned by private 
persons, yet public in character 
(city squares, lobbies, or parks). 
The paradox of these spaces lies 
in the fact that they are even more 
thoroughly monitored under the social 
choreography of neo-liberal space, 
which advantages the individual who 
is in line with the consumerist ideal 
over everyone else, thus causing 
further alienation of socially excluded 
groups.5 This exclusion is a serious 
issue, affecting as it does not only 
certain groups of people, but also the 
very notion of freedom of decision 
regarding one’s behavior in an arena 
which ambiguously defines itself as 
a privately owned public space. What 
this ultimately does is stifle public 
interests by manipulating people for 
the purpose of generating profit.
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