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Preface 

This book came to being in a way that was not u n li ke the stories of ad-hoc, i nformal ,  
i ncrementa l ,  and yet p u rposefu l actions that you a re a bout to read. In 2007, Isami 
Kinoshita and  I p ut tog ether a panel ,  titled "Variations on the Publ ic Rea lm ,"  at the 
6th Conference of the Pacific Rim Com m u n ity Desig n  Network, which p roduced 
the i nitia l  set of working papers. The Pacific Rim Commun ity Desig n Network is  
a loosely con nected g roup of com m u n ity-based activists and scho lars around the 
Pacific Rim who meet every two yea rs or  so to exchange and debate the practice of 
com m u nity desig n .  Conceived by Taich i  Goto, with support fro m  Ra ndy Hester, the 
network was fo rma l ly l aunched in 1998 at a working conference at the U niversity 
of Ca liforn ia ,  Berkeley, fo l lowed by consequent meet ings in Japan,  Ta iwan ,  Hong 
Kong, Seatt le, a nd Ch ina .  I am i ndebted to my co l leagues from the  network for 
the inspi rations and  lessons over the yea rs in engaging  citizens and  commu nities i n  
g rassroots p l ann i ng a n d  des ign. The d i scourse of insurgent pub lic space cou ld  not 
have emerged without the generous  sha ring  and exchanges of ideas a mong those 
with in  the network. Specific thanks go to Dan Abramso n fo r spearhead ing the 
organization of the 2007 conference i n  Quanzhou that snowba l led i nto this project. 

Fo l lowing the 2007 co nference, I was i nvited by M i n  Jay Ka ng a nd other 
co l leag ues at the Orga nization for U rba n Re-s (OU Rs) to lead a worki ng g roup as 
part of the "Do-It-You rself, Desig n in Yangminshan  Charrette" in Taipei, Taiwa n .  
The design  charrette brought together ten facu lty mem bers and  over fifty students 
from d ifferent u n iversities in Ta iwa n and  the U niversity of Wash ington. The five
day-workshop exa m ined ways to transform the former America n mi l ita ry housing 
q u a rters i n  Sa nzihou, one of  the l ast g reen spaces i n  the dense metropo l is, i nto a 
space fo r com m u nities and  citizens. The experimentation and d iscussio n duri ng the 
charrette that centered on  the making of Do-It-You rself (DIY) u rban spaces so l id ified 
the co ncept of i nsurgent p u bl i c  space and the motivation to turn the i nit ia l  set of 
2007 conference papers i nto a book. 

To expand the scope of the book, I i n it iated a ca l l  for papers to those outside 
the network, severa l of who m in  turn i ntroduced others to jo i n  th is  co l laborative 
effort. My sincere tha n ks go to B la ine  Merker and  David Hohenschau ,  whom I got to 
know respectively at the Design Activism symposiu m  at Berkeley orga n ized by Ra ndy 
Hester and the 5th Conference of the Pacific R im Co mmu nity Desig n  Network that 
I organ ized in Seattle. Both put me in  touch with thei r  respective co l l eagues in Sa n 
Francisco a nd Vancouver. The add itiona l  contributors have i m mensely widened the 
breadth and perspectives of th is p roject. With each new a utho r  and new chapter 
that te l l s  a story fro m  a d ifferent socia l and  cu ltu ra l context, we fu rther a rticu late 
and  captu re the wide-ra ng ing i nsta nces of i nsu rgent pu b lic space in the increasing ly 
i nterco n nected g lobal  vi l l ag es. I a m  g ratefu l to the contributing  a uthors, whose 
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i ntense passion and i nterest i n  the wo rk of i nsurgent pub lic space has kept this 
p roject going .  I hope this book is on ly the beg inn i ng  of o u r  col l aboration .  

There are many other i ndividua ls a n d  i nstitutions that were a l so c ritica l  i n  making 
this book a rea l ity. Specifica l ly, the book cou ld  not have been completed without 
the Joh nston/Hastings Pub l ication Support from the Col lege of Bu i l t  Environments 
at the U niversity of Wash ington in Seattle. I than k  Dean Dan iel Friedman for his 
generos ity and  support of this project. I am a lso i ndebted to Mark Francis and  
Serg io Pa l leron i  who assisted me ea rly o n  i n  seeking  funding  support for this  p roject. 
Du ring  the many years of teach ing  at the U niversity of Wash ington ,  my co l leagues 
i n  the Department of Landscape Architectu re have p rovided me with a n  engag ing  
and supportive envi ronment that  enables me to p u rsue th i s  work. Thank  you ,  
JoAn ne Edwa rds, K ristina  H i l l ,  J u l ie  Joh nson ,  Lynne Manzo,  Kel ley Pagano, Vicky 
Reyes, l a i n  Robertson ,  Na ncy Rottle, Lua n ne Smith, Ben Spencer, David Streatfield, 
N hon  Troung ,  Fritz Wag ner, Tha i sa Way, Dan iel Winterbottom,  and  Ken Yocom .  

The i n itia l  manuscript o f  this book was completed d u ring  m y  sabbatica l  leave i n  
Taiwan i n  fa l l  2008. I am g ratefu l to Professor ChaO-Ch ing  Yu for host ing m e  in  the 
Department of Landscape Arch itecture at the Chung-Yua n  U niversity. Specia l  than ks 
a lso go to Sheng l i n  E lijah  Chang a nd Jingyong Wu at Nationa l  Ta iwa n U niversity for 
sharing with me their office (a nd humor) where I ed ited many of the chapters - a 
much needed rel ief from having  to work on c rowded p lanes, tra i ns, buses, subways, 
and  other forms of true and pseudo pub l ic spaces d u ring my travel . Im mense than ks 
go to Alex Ho l l i ngsworth, my editor at Routledge, and  the a nonymous reviewers for 
recogn iz ing the va l ue  of th is work. Upon retu rn ing  to Seattle, my research assista nt 
Sa rah  Ferreter was i nstru menta l in assem bling the fina l  manuscript a nd in  bringing  
the  p roject to the  fi n ish li ne. For my own chapter i n  this book, I a m  g ratefu l to 
Ste l la  Chao and Joyce P isnanont for the opportu n ity and  rewa rding  experience of 
working  with the youths of the WILD program in  Seattle's I nternationa l  D istrict a nd 
in making  me a part of the co m m u n ity. 

This book is a col l ective effort. It is a space for us to share our  stories, lessons, 
ideas, and critica l  perspectives. With th is book and its many na rratives, we i ntend to 
inform, instigate, and  enab le other i nsta nces of i nsu rgent p lacemaki n g .  

Jeffrey Hou ,  Seattle 

CHAPTER 1 

(Not) your everyday public space 

Jeffrey Hou 

With a sixteen-foot statue of Vlad im i r  Lenin stand ing  i n  a street corner, a sa lvaged 
rocket sitt ing on top of a bui ld ing ,  a car-eating tro l l  c rawling u nder a bridge, 
Fremont is u ndou bted ly one of the most eccentric neig hborhoods i n  Seattle. O ne 
day i n  200 1 ,  the neig hborhood (a.k .a .  the Center of the U niverse) welcomed yet 
another add ition to its treasu red co l lection - a n  eight-foot-Iong meta l p ig that was 
anonymously p lanted o n  a sidewa l k  overnight .  

The pig became a n  instant celebrity. Neighbors wondered who left it  there. The 
local  p ress fo l lowed the news fo r months - trying to identify the i nstigator(s), how 
the pig was erected without permission ,  and  then why it mysteriously vanished two 
months later, just one day before it was to be moved to a new location fo l lowi ng 
complaints by several business owners .  It tu rned out that the p ig  was the work of 
two a nonymous a rtists . The a rtwork was mea nt as an a nti-consu merism statement, 
mocking the officia l  "P igs o n  Parade, "  a n  a rt and  fu ndra is ing event that featu red 
decorated pig scu lptu res in ma l l s  a nd streets of Seattle. 

Pla nted on a pub lic s idewa l k, Fremont's pig was not on ly a socia l  and a rtistic 
statement, but a l so an attack on the offic ia l  pub lic sphere in the contempora ry 
c ity. Although the pig d id not phys ica l ly a lter the space except fo r its footprints, its 
unauthorized presence cha l lenged the norms of pub l ic space by defying the city's 
requirement for a deposit to put a rt on a s idewa lk. Although its actua l  prod uction 
d id  not i nvolve the so-ca l l ed pub l ic process, the work engaged the pub l ic th rough 
the med ia and  everyday conversation. Th rough the space it occupied and the 
debates i t  engendered a mong neighbors, citizens, and  the media,  the p ig renewed 
the d i scu rsive i nstru menta l ity of pub l ic space as a fo ru m for open d iscussion .  It g ives 
mean i ngs to the fu l l  notion of pUb licity i n  a pub lic space. 

In cities a round the world, acts such as the pig i n sta l lation in Fremo nt rep resent 
sma l l  yet persistent cha l lenges aga inst the i nc reasi ng ly regu lated, p rivatized , and  
diminishing forms of  pub lic space. In  Portland ,  Oregon ,  activists from the  group 
City Repai r  painted street i ntersections i n  bright co lors a nd patterns, a nd i nvolved 
neighbo rs i n  converting  them i nto neighbo rhood gathering p laces. In Ta ipei, 
citizens frustrated with rocketing housi ng  costs staged a "sleep-in"  in the streets 
of the most expensive d istrict in the city to protest the government i naction .  In  
London,  Space Hijackers, a g roup of self-proc lai med "anarchitects, " has performed 
nu merous acts of "space hijacking , "  fro m  "Guerri l la Benching"  - insta l l i ng benches 
in empty pub l ic space - to the "Ci rc le  Line  Party" i n- Londo n 's U ndergro u nd (ti l l  they 
were stopped by the po l ice) . 

Rather than iso lated instances, these acts of i nsurgency transcend geographic 



2 Hou 

bou ndaries and  reflect the respective socia l  sett ings and  issues .  In cities from 
Europe to Asia,  resid ua l  u rba n sites a nd industria l  l ands have been occu pied and 
converted i nto new uses by  citizens and  com m u n ities. From coast to  coast i n  North 
America ,  u rba n and su burban landscapes have been adapted and transformed by 
new immig ra nt g roups to su pport new fu nctions and  activities. In Japan,  su burban 
private homes have been tra nsformed i nto "th i rd p laces" for commun ity activities.1 
From Seattle to Shangha i ,  citizen actions ra ng ing from garden ing to dancing have 
permanently and  temporari ly ta ken over existi ng u rba n sites and  injected them with 
new fu nctions and mea n ings .  

T hese instances of self-made u rban spaces, recla i med and appropriated sites, 
tempora ry events, and  flash mobs, as wel l  as informa l gathering  places created by 
predominantly marg ina l ized com m u n ities, have provided new expressions of the 
col l ective rea lms i n  the contempora ry city. No longer confi ned to the a rchetypal  
categories of neighborhood parks, publ ic  plaza, and  civic a rch itecture, these 
insurgent public spaces chal lenge the conventiona l ,  cod ified notion of pu bl ic  a nd 
the making of space. 

What can we lea rn from these acts of everyday and not-so-everyday resistance? 
What do they reveal a bout the l im itations and poss ib i l ities of pub l ic  rea lm  in  our  
contempora ry city? How do these insta nces of  insurgency cha l lenge the conventiona l  
understand ing  and making of pu bl ic space? How a re these spaces a nd activities 
redefin ing  and expa nd ing the ro les, fu nctions, a nd mea n ings of the pub l ic  a nd the 
production of space? These a re the q u estions we i ntend to add ress i n  this book. 

Public space: democracy, exclusion, and 
political control 

Pu bl ic  space has been a n  importa nt facet of cities and  u rban cu ltu re. I n  cities 
a round the world ,  u rban spaces such as p lazas, markets, streets, tem ples, a nd 
u rba n parks have long been the centers of civic l ife for urban dwel lers . They provide 
opportun ities for gathering ,  socia l iz ing,  recreation,  festiva ls, as wel l  as protests 
and demonstrations .  As parks a nd plazas, u rban open spaces provide rel ief from 
dense u rba n districts and  structu red everyday l ife . As civic a rch itectu re, they become 
col lective expressions of a city as  wel l  as depositories of persona l  memories. As 
places where importa nt h istorica l events tend to u nfold ,  pub l ic  spaces a re imbued 
with im portant, col lective mea n ings - both officia l  and  u noffici a l .  

Servi ng  as a veh icle of  socia l  relationsh ips, pu bl ic  d iscou rses, and  pol itica l 
expressions, pu bl ic space is not on ly a physica l bou ndary and materia l  setting .  Henaff 
and  Strong (200 1 : 3 5) note that pu bl ic  space "desig nates an ensem ble of socia l 
connections, pol itica l i nstitutions, a nd jud icia l  practices." Bri l l  ( 1 989: 8) writes that 
pub l ic  space comes to represent the pub l ic  sphere and  publ ic  l ife, "a foru m,  a g roup  
action,  school for socia l lea rn ing ,  and  common g round ." In  the  Western trad ition ,  
pub l ic  space has had a positive con notation that  evokes the practice of democracy, 
openness, and  pub l icity of debate s ince the t ime of the Greek agora .  Henaff a nd 
Strong (200 1 )  fu rther a rgue  that the very idea of democracy is i nsepara ble from 
that of publ ic  space. "Pu bl ic  space means  s imu lta neously: open to a l l , wel l known 
by a l l ,  and acknowledged by a l l  . . . .  It stands in opposition to private space of 

your space 

specia l  i nterests" (Henaff a nd Strong 200 1 : 3 5) .  Landsca pe a rch itecture schola r  
Mark Francis ( 1 989: 1 49) writes, "Pu bl ic  space i s  the  com mon g round where civi l ity 
a nd ou r col lective sense of what may be cal led ' pu bl icness' a re developed and 
expressed ." Fraser ( 1 990) a rgues that, as  a pu b l ic  sphere, publ i c  space is a n  a rena 
of citizen d i scou rse and association . Fu rthermore, I .  M. Young (2002) sees pub l ic  
space i n  a city as accessi b le to everyone and thus reflecti ng and embodying  the 
d iversity i n  the city. 

However, contra ry to the rhetoric of open ness and  i nclusiveness, the actua l  
maki ng and practice o f  pub l ic  space often reflect a d ifferent pol it ica l rea l ity a n d  
socia l  b iases. Agacinski (200 1 : 1 33) notes that, before t h e  French Revo lut ion, "the 
publ ic" i n  the Western trad it ion referred to the " l i terate and educated" a nd "was 
never thought to be the same as the peop le." Even in recent Western h istory, some 
have a rgued that, "despite the rhetoric of  pub l icity a nd accessib i l i ty," the off icia l  
pub l ic sphere rests on a number of sign ificant exclusions, based on gender, class, 
a nd race (Fraser 1 990:  59). The gender d ivis ion of pu bl ic a nd private, i n  particu la r, 
has been a powerfu l i nstru ment of exclusion as it relegates women to the private 
sphere a nd prevents them from fu l ly participating  in the pub l ic  rea lm  (Drucker 
and  Gumpert 1 997) .  By del i neati ng what constitutes pub l ic and  private and by 
desig nating membersh ip  to specific socia l  g rou ps, the offic ia l  pub l i c  space has 
long been exclusiona ry, contra ry to You ng's  (2002) notion of a publ ic space that 
em bod ies d ifferences a nd diversity. 

Aside from the practice of exc lus ion,  pu bl ic  space has a lso been both a n  
expression o f  power and a su bject of pol it ica l contro l .  Under med ieva l monarchy 
i n  the West, pub l ic  space was where pol itica l power was staged, d isp layed, and  
leg itim ized (Henaff and  Strong 200 1 ) . I n  the  tota l ita rian societies of  recent times, 
l a rge pub l ic spaces serve as m i l itary pa rade g rounds - a raw d isp lay of power to 
impress citizens as wel l  as enemies .  In modern democracies, as the power has 
sh ifted to the people, pub l ic  spaces have at l ast provided a leg it imate space for 
protests and  demonstrations - a n  expression of the freedom of speech . But such 
freedom has never come without considera ble strugg les and vig i la nce. In the 
post-9/1 1 world of hyper-security and su rvei l l ance, new forms of control i n  publ ic 
space have curta i led freedom of movement and expression and g reatly l im ited the 
activities and  mean i ngs of contemporary pub l ic  space (see Low and Smith 2005).  

Across the d ifferent cu ltura l  trad itions, the fu nctions and  mean i ngs of pub l ic  
space have va ried s ign ificantly, i l l ustrating  the varying means  and degrees of socia l  
and  pol itica l contro l .  I n  recent Western democracies, pu bl ic  space and t h e  formation 
of pub l ic  op in ion have been i mportant components of the democratic process. 
Through opportu n ities of assembly and  pub l ic  d i scou rses, pol itica l expressions i n  
the  pu bl ic  space a re im portant i n  ho ld ing the  state accou nta ble to  its citizens. This 
d isti nction between the publ ic and  the state has been a n  important i ngred ient in 
democratic pol itics. By contrast, i n  cou ntries i nfl uenced by Confucia n ism i n  the East, 
socia l  a nd ind ividua l  l ife is d ictated predominantly by obl igations to state a nd fami ly, 
with l ittle in between .  T he officia l  pu bl ic space is trad itiona l ly either non-existent or  
tig htly contro l led by  the state. 

A usefu l i l l u stration is Edo-era Tokyo . Under the ru le of the Tokugawa shogu nate, 
the city was spatia l ly d ivided between Yamanote (consisti ng  of l a rge private estates 
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Figure 1.1 Popular 

with tourists today, the 

Asakusa temple district 

was once one of Edo-era 

Tokyo's pleasure grounds 

that lay outside the city 

quarters. Photograph by 

Jeffrey Hou. 

Hem 

occu pied by ran king officia l s  in the u pland) and  Shitamachi (the compact a nd tig htly 
regu lated qua rters for the com moners in the flatland) .  In Sh itamachi, gated streets 
a nd waterfront markets served as the on ly recogn izable form of publ ic  gathering  
space . To  esca pe from the  gated q u a rters and  regi mented pattern of  everyday l ife, 
one had to go to the p leasure g rounds that lay outside the officia l  quarters of the 
city (Figure 1 . 1 ) . 

I n  many Asian cities, pub l ic space has been synonymous with spaces that 
a re representing a nd control l ed by the state. In contrast the everyday and more 
vibra nt u rban l i fe tends to occur  i n  the back streets and  a l l eyways, away from the 
offic ia l  publ ic doma i n .  Seou l 's Pimago/ CAvoid-Horse-Streer), na rrow a l l eys that 
para l le l  the citls h istoric main road Jong-ro, serve as  a n  exa m ple (Figu re 1 .2 ) .  To 
avoid repeated ly bowing to the noble-class people rid ing on horses on Jong-ro, a 
req u i rement back in the days of feuda l  power, the com moners tu rned to the back 
a l leys, away from the ma in  road .  Over time, restau ra nts and shops began  to occupy 
the back a l leys, wh ich beca me a para l l el u n iverse and a n  i mporta nt part of the 
vibra nt everyday l ife i n  the city. 

The development and  des ign of pub l ic  pa rks i n  America provides yet a nother 
i l l ustration, showi ng how pu bl ic  space has long been a n  ideolog ica l ly b iased a nd 
regu lated enterprise contra ry to the rhetoric of openness. I n  the U n ited States, Cra nz 
( 1 982 : 3 , 5) a rgues that early parks were bu i lt from lIa n  anti:-u rban idea l  that dwelt 
on the trad it ional  prescription for rel ief from the evi l s  of the city-to the cou ntry.1I 

T he emergence of reform pa rks in the U n ited States fu rther demonstrated this b ias .  
Located i n  mostly dense, immigra nt and  worki ng c lass neighborhoods, they were 
des igned to move ch i ldren and adu lts from the streets (Cra nz 1 982) . With the goa l 
of socia l  a nd cultura l  i ntegration, and  provis ions for organ ized p lay, the pa rks a nd 

space 

pa lyg rou nds were a lso designed to assi m i late i mmigra nts i nto the mainstr
.
eam 

American cu ltu re (Cranz 1 982) . Today, a lthough mu lticu ltu ra l ism is more Widely 

acknowledged, the h i storic bias conti nues, as Low, Tap l in, and Scheid (2005 :  4) 

fou nd that II restrictive management of l a rge  parks has created an i ncreasing ly 

i nhospitable envi ronment for immigra nts, loca l eth n ic g roups, and  cu ltura l ly d iverse 

behaviors .1I Observing  how different cultu ra l  g roups use the nei g hborhood pa rks 

i n  Los Angeles, Lou ka itou-Sideris ( 1 995 :  90) wr�tes that, contra ry to the notion 

of inc lus iveness, the "contempora ry America n neighborhood pa rk does not a lways 

meet the needs of a l l  segments of the pu bl ic.1I 
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Figure 1.2 Seoul's 

disappearing Pimagol 

was once an important 

passage and gathering 

space for commoners 

and the city's 

unofficial public space. 

Photograph by Jeffrey 

Hou. 
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Erosion of public space and public life 

I n  the literature on publ ic rea l m  i n  recent decades, the eros ion and  dec l ine of publ ic 
space and publ ic  l ife have been a predominant theme. I n  The Fall of Public Man, 
Sennet (1992/1978) a rgues that pub l i c  l ife has become a matter of formal ob l igation 
i n  modern t imes.  More importantly, the private a nd persona l  have ta ken precedence 
over the pu bl ic and  impersona l, as society became less i nterested i n  pub l ic  matters 
and  more d riven by private interests and  persona l  des ires. He further states, the 
"unba la nced persona l  l ife and empty pu b l ic l i fe" a re man ifested i n the dead pu b l ic 
space of modern a rchitectu re, with few opportu n ities for socia l  i nteractions (Sen net 
1 992/ 1 978 :  1 6) .  More recently, P utnam ( 1 995) uses the metaphor of "bowl i ng  
a lone" to  characterize the  decl ine  of  civic engagement i n  American society. 
Using evidences i n  decreased voter turnout, attendance i n  pub l i c  meetings, and  
membersh ips i n  trad itiona l  civic organ izations, inclu d ing  la bor u nions and  chu rch 
g roups, he a rg ues that such decl ine  u ndermines the working of democracy (Putnam 
1 995) . 

I n  the last few decades, a n u mber of practices have further cha l l enged what is 
left of pub l i c  space i n  both its physica l and pol itica l d imensions.  Most notably, the 
g rowing privatization of pu bl ic space has become a common pattern and experience 
in ma ny parts of the world where downtown d istricts as wel l  as suburban lands 
a re tra nsformed i nto themed ma lls and  so-ca l led festiva l marketplaces. To emu late 
successfu l u rba n spaces of the past, neo-trad ition a l  streetscapes and town squares 
a re reproduced but segregated from the rest of the city to create a supposed safe 
haven for shoppers and  bus inesses. Whereas the physica l form and appearance of 
the spaces may look fami l i a r  to the trad itiona l  publ ic  space in the past their pub l ic 
fu nctions and  mean i ngs have become h igh ly l i m ited . 

I ncreas ing ly, to spur  economic development, pub l ic funds a re used to su bsidize 
development of private venues, whi le developers a re generous ly rewa rded for 
provid ing spaces with l i m ited pu b l ic use. As streets, neigh borhoods, and  parks 
become ma l ls, gated commun ities, and  corporate ven ues, publ ic space becomes 
su bjected to new forms of ownersh ip, com mod ification, and  contro l .  Davis ( 1 992: 
1 55) observes, "The 'publ ic' space of the new megastructures and  su perma lls 
have supp la nted trad itiona l  streets and  d iscip l i ned their spontaneity." Louka itou
S ideris and  Banerjee ( 1 998: 278) further write, "American downtown is a product 
of pu rposefu l des ign actions that have effectively sought to mold space accord ing 
to the needs of a corporatist economy and to su bord inate urba n  form to the log ic 
of profit." 

The control of pub l ic space is now a worldwide phenomenon that shows how 
form fol lows ca pita l .  From Los Angeles's Bunker Hil l  to Sandton in Joha nnesbu rg, 
private i nterests have created fortified downtowns and  u rban su b-centers, 
protecting a n  i ncreasing a rray of pseudo-pu bl ic and  private p roperties aga inst the 
possib le i ntrusion of the "u ndes i ra b les" (Whyte 1 980) . In add it ion to the l im ited 
pub l ic fu nctions, the privatization of pub l ic space has importa nt imp l ications for 
the pol itica l sphere of contempora ry cities. Koh n  (2004: 2) writes, "When private 
spaces rep lace pub l ic  gathering space, the opportu n ities for pol itica l conversation 
a re d im in ished." M itchel l  (2003: 34) a lso a rgues that, " in  a world defined by p rivate 
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property, the formation of pub l ic  sphere that is at a l l  robust a nd i nc lusive of a variety 
of d ifferent publ ics is exceed ing ly d ifficu lt." Barber (200 1 : 203) notes that 

.
the 

privatization and commercia l ization of space have turned our  "comp lex, �u ltl use 
publ ic  space i nto a one-d imensiona l  venue for consum�t ion." He fu

.
rther ':":Ites, :he 

"mai l ing of  America has someti mes enta i l ed the mau ling of  American Civi l society 
and  its pub l ic" (Barber 200 1 :  20 1 ) .  

Insurgent public space: momentary ruptures and 
everyday struggles 

Given a l l  the h i storic l im itations and  contempora ry setbacks, is it sti l l  poss ib le to 
i mag ine a pub l ic  space that is open and i nc lusive? M itchel l (2003) offers an i mportant 
a rgu ment that the maki ng of pub l i c  space and its associated freedom and openness 
a lways req u i res vig i la nce a nd actions .  He writes, "[The idea of pub l ic  space] has 
never been guara nteed . It has on ly been won through concerted strugg le" (M itchel l 
2003 : 5) .  Sim i la rly, Watson (2006: 7) a rg ues, "pub l ic space is a lways i n  some sense, 
i n  a state of emergence, never complete and a lways contested ." M itche l l  (2003 : 5) 
fu rther a rgues that strugg le  " is  the on ly way that the right to pub l ic  space can be 
ma inta i ned and on ly way that socia l  justice ca n be adva nced ." To h im, it is through 
the actions and  pu rposefu l occu pation of  a space that  it becomes publ ic .  

Today, even as more and more pu bl ic spaces have become heavi ly regu lated and 
privatized, there a re attempts by ind ividua ls  and  comm u n ities at greater freed�m .  
These acts, despite their momenta ry natu re, defy what Sorkin ( 1 992) characterizes 
as the "end of pub l ic space." In San Francisco, throngs of cyclists form Critica l Mass 
to recla im  pub l ic  streets from cars. The movement now has a presence in over 300 
cities a round the world where cyclists engage in regu l a r  acts of civi l d isru ption .  I n  
Beij ing (where cyclists once i nsp i red their counterparts i n  San Francisco), even after 
the crackdown on the pro-democracy movement in T iananmen Squa re, the square 
rema ins a tense pol itica l stage, ru ptured periodica l ly by i nd ividua l  acts of d issent 
that reca l l  the massacre of 1 989 and the continued pol itica l oppress ion .  In Ta ipei, 
students demonstrat ing aga inst pol ice brutal ity u nder the Kuomintang government 
d ur ing a recent protest cam ped out i n  the city's Liberty Square i n  2008. To show 
thei r  determination to stay a nd to demand a government response, the students 
began bu i ld ing  a vi l lage on the square, com plete with a kitchen, c lassrooms, a 
vegeta b le garden, a webcast station, and  tents for sleep ing (Figures 1 .3 and  1 .4) . 
I n  Hong Kong, F i l ip ina  guest workers occupy the g round floor of Norman Foster's 
sig natu re HSBC bu i ld ing  (an icon of g loba l ca pita l) every sun?ay, and  �ransform 
it from an anonymous corporate entra nce to a l ively com m u nity gathering space 
where migra nt workers picnic, chat, and  reu n ite (Figure 1 . 5) .  

. On a d ifferent front, whi le  new technolog ies in telecomm u n ication and media 
have u ndermined the i mportance of p lace-based pub l ic space, they have a lso 
enab led new types of actions and  mea ns of pu b l ic  d issent. S i nce 1 994, the Zapatista 
Army of Nationa l L iberation has bu i l t  strong i nternationa l  support

. 
for

. 
its strug

.
g le 

aga inst the Mexica n state, us ing the I nternet as a means  of comm u nication .  Startl
.
ng 

with the a nti-WT O protest i n  Seattle  i n  2000, a nti-g loba l ization activists have relied 
on g loba l ized technology to com m u n icate with each other a round the world 
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Figure 1.3 Students of 
the Wild Strawberries 
Movement occupied 

the Liberty Square in 
Taipei to protest against 
police brutality and a 

law that restricts the 

freedom of assembly 

and demonstration. 

Photograph by Jeffrey 

Hou. 

Figure 1.4 A temporary 

memorial built by the 

students to mourn 

the loss of democracy, 

mocking the memorial 

of the former Nationalist 
Chinese dictator 

Chiang Kai-Shek in the 

background. Photograph 

by Jeffrey Hou. 

Half 

a nd stage protests at the gatheri ngs of world leaders and  i nternationa l  fi nancia l  
i nstitutions .  More recently, i n  the coasta l  Ch inese city of Xiamen, text messag ing 
enabled thousa nds of  citizens to gather i n stanta neously i n  a street protest aga inst 
the bu i ld ing of a chemica l  complex. The large turnout forced the loca l government 
to reject the development. Lately, soc ia l  networking tools such as Twitter have 
been l i nked to mass mobi l ization  a nd commun ication i n  protest events in I ra n  a nd 
Moldova (Cohen 2009). Together, these exa mples testify to M itchel l 's a rgu ment that 
the end of pub l ic  space a rg u ment i s  "overly s imp l istic i n  that it does not necessari ly 
a ppreciate how new ki nds of spaces have developed" (M itchel l  2003 : 8) . 

On a more everyday level, citizen i n itiatives and  informal  activities have created 
other new uses and  forms of pu bl ic  space. They inc lude spontaneous events, 
u n intended uses, and  a variety of activities that defy or esca pe exist ing ru les and  
regu lations. These everyday practices transform u rban spaces i nto what Watson 
(2006: 1 9) ca l l s, "a site of potentia l ity, d ifference, and  del ightfu l encounters." A 
case in point is the commun ity ga rden movement in North America and  elsewhere 
in which h u ndreds and  thousa nds of vacant or a bandoned sites (i nc lud ing both 
pub l ic  and private properties) have been transformed i nto prod uctive plots and as 
p laces for cultivation, recreation, gatheri ng, and ed ucation by com m u n ities (Lawson 
2005, Francis et al . 1 984; Figu re 1 . 6) . These and other forms of com m u n ity open 
spaces have emerged as an a lternative park system in cities a nd towns (Fra ncis 
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Figure 1.5 Every 

Sunday, Filipina workers 

transform the ground 

floor of the HSBC 

building in Hong Kong 

into a community 

gathering place. 

Photograph by Jeffrey 

Hou. 
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Figure 1.6 Community 

gardens such as the 

Danny Woo Garden in 

Seattle's International 

District were created 

by residents and 

community organizers 

and are distinct formally 

and socially from the 

typical public open 

space. Photograph by 

Jeffrey Hou. 

Hou 

et al. 1984) . Through person a l  a nd col lective uses that provide both p rivate and 
pub l i c  benefits, these commu n ity ga rdens fu nction as  "hybrid pub l ic spaces" that 
a re d isti nct from their convention a l  and officia l cou nterpart (Hou et al. 2 009). 

Although these everyday expressions of pub l ic  space activism m ight not have the 
appearance of rad ica l insurgency, it should be noted that many of the outcomes 
wou ld  not have been possib le without extensive g rassroots strugg le .  For i nstance, in 
the M o u nt Baker ne ighborhood of Seatt le, ga rdeners and  com m u nity activists jo ined, 
to defend a wel l-used com m u n ity ga rden from being sold by the city for p rivate rea l 
estate development. Tea ming  u p  with supporters and  open space advocates a round 
the city, they petit ioned the City Counci l  to pass a n  ord inance that  requ i res the city 
to compensate sa le of park property with an equ iva lent a mo u nt of open space i n  

your 

the sa me neighborhood.  The ord ina nce effectively saved not on ly their garden p lots 
but a lso a l l  other s im i la r  park properties in the city (Hou et at. 2009). Across the 
Pacific, i n  the Sh i l i n  N ig ht Ma rket i n  Ta ipei, one of the la rgest a nd most popu la r  
even ing ma rkets i n  the  city, i l l ega l  vendors fi nd ways every n ight to  escape pol ice 
enforcement. The vendors develop their own monitoring protocols, ma ke-shift 
a pparatus, a nd tempora ry storage sites so that, when the pol icemen a pproach the 
market from a d istance, they ca n easi ly detect them, s igna l  each other, d isappea r i n  
a matter of  seconds, a nd then converge aga in  once the  cops go away (F igu re 1 .7). 
The i nforma l  mecha n ism and the d ra ma that u nfolds severa l t imes in  a n ight enable 
the vendors to create one of the l ivel iest and  most dynamic marketplaces in  the city, 
bypass ing regu lations and  enforcement. 
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Figure 1.7 Vendors 

in Taipei's Shilin Night 

Market can disappear 

with their merchandise 

in a matter of seconds to 

escape law enforcement, 

adding drama to the 

already colorful night 

market. Photograph by 

Jeffrey Hou. 
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This book 

This book is a n  attempt to better u nderstand such everyday and not-so-everyday 
making of pub lic space that defies the conventiona l  ru les, regu lations, a n d  
wisdom.  I t  focuses on a lternative spaces, activities, expressions, and  relationships 
that have emerged i n  response to opportu nities, constraints, and tra nsformation 
i n  contempora ry society. The ru bric of  "insurgent pu blic space" provides a way 
for us to define a nd a rticu late these expressions of a lternative socia l  and  spatia l  
relationships. Rather than bemoa ning  the erosion of  pub lic  rea lm ,  this col lective 
body of work focuses on the new possibilities of pub lic space and pub lic rea l m  in  
support of a more diverse, just, and  democratic society. 

This edited volume represents the voices of individua ls who have been active 
in realizing  such possibi lities through thei r  practice, research, teaching,  and  civic 
i nvolvement. They a re a nthropologists, commu nication schola rs, and  geogra phers, 
as wel l  as a rchitects, a rtists, com m unity organizers, landscape a rchitects, and  
p lanners . A l l  of the  essays focus on actua l  strugg les and  examples. They offer 
lessons and explore f u rther possibi lities based on experiences and  encou nters on 
the g round .  To provide a comparison of  the para l le l  and  widespread occu rrences 
a round  the world, this book ta kes on a deliberately cross-cu ltu ra l  a pproach and 
i ncludes diverse cases from the different geogra p hic regions and  socia l  contexts. 

Some recent pub lications have add ressed or i nformed aspects of our  investigation . 
The phenomenon of u nintended uses of u rban pub lic space in particu la r  is a subject 
of growing academic interest represented by the pUblication of Loose Space 

(Franck and  Stevens 2 006) and  Everyday Urbanism (Chase et al. 1 999) . Fra nck and  
Stevens (2006: 4 )  a rgue  that u nintended uses " have the  a bi lity to  loosen u p  the 
dominant meanings of specific sites that give rise to new perceptions, attitudes, 
and  behaviors." They define loose space as "a space a pa rt f rom the aesthetica l ly 
and  behaviora l ly control led and homogenous 'theme' environment of leisu re and  
consumption where nothing  u n predictable must occur" (Fra nck and Stevens 2006: 
3) .  I n  Everyday Urbanism, Crawford ( 1 999) presents a simil a r  concept. She writes, 
"everyday space stands in contrast to the ca refu l ly p lanned, officia l ly d esig nated and  
often u nderused pub lic space that ca n be found  i n  most America n  cities" (Crawford 
1 999: 9) . It represents "a zone of socia l transition and  possibility in the potentia l for 
new socia l  a rrangement and forms of imagination" (Crawford 1 999: 9) . 

I n  The Ludic City Stevens (2007: 1 96) exp lores the playfu l  uses of u rba n spaces 
that a re often "non-instru menta l ,  active, unexpected, and  risky." Yet they provide 
new experiences and  prod uce new socia l  relations (Stevens 2007: 1 96) . Simi la rly, 
in City Publics, Watson (2006: 7) focuses on "margina l ,  u npretentious, hidden and  
symbolic spaces" and "often forgotten subjects. II I n  The Informal City, Laguerre 
( 1 994: 2) explores u rban i nforma lity lias site of power in relation to externa l 
discip line a n d  contro l power. II I n  contrast to the forma lized spaces and  practices, 
"u rban i nforma lity is the expression of the f reedom of the su bject" (Laguerre 1 994: 
24) .  In the field of design a nd p la n ning ,  a n u m ber of recent pub lications reflect the 
resurging practice of design  activism (see Architecture for Humanity 2 006, Bel l  2003, 
Bel l  and  Wakeford 2008, Bloom and  Brom berg 2004, Pa l l eroni 2004) . The work 
often i nvolves professionals working with citizens and  com m unities in transforming 
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spaces for community and  pub lic  use. I n  Design for Ecological Democracy, Hester 
(2006) envisions the human  stewardship of an even g reater pub lic  space - the p lanet 
and its socia l and  eco logica l systems. Fina l ly ou r  conceptua lization of insu rgent 
pub lic space is indebted to the notion of "insu rgent citizenship" or  "insurgent 
space of citizenship" f rom Joh n Holston ( 1 998: 39) .  Simi la r  to the opposition to the 
state's legitimization of the notion of citizenship, the i nsu rgent pub lic  space is in 
opposition to the kind of pub lic space that is regu lated, contro l led ,  and maintained 
solely by the state. 

This volume seeks to bui ld u pon  these investigations and  i nterp retations of 
a lternative u rban practices and forms of activism to i magine a different mode 
of production in the maki ng of pub lic  space, a pub lic  and a space that a re 
heterogeneous, f l uid, a nd dynamic. 

The stories 

The book is orga nized a round a typology of actions and  p ractices that shape 
the different stories of resistance. This typology is not mea nt to be exhaustive or  
categorica l but  rather is a way to  hig h light the  specific cha racters and  pu rposefu lness 
of the actions. 

Appropriating represents actions and manners through which the meaning,  
ownership, and  structure of  officia l  pub lic space can be tempora ri ly or permanently 
suspended . Here, th ree case studies examine  ways through  which  citizens transform 
the pub lic rea l m  by repurposing the existing u rban l andscapes. From Beijing ,  
Caroline  Chen examines how loca l residents cope with rapid u rbanization and  make 
use of existing  u rban i nfrastructu re a nd residua l  spaces for thei r  everyday recreation 
a nd socia lization .  From Los Angeles, James Rojas examin es how Latino immigra nts 
improvise and  reinvent the notion a nd p ractice of p ublic space in the city throug h  
new use of streets, sidewa l ks, vacant lots, and  other spaces. From San Francisco, 
Blaine Merker describes how the a rtist a nd desig ner g roup  Rebar h as identified 
"niche spaces" within the framework of p ublic and  q uasi-pub lic spaces and  claimed 
them as sites for socia l  and  a rtistic discou rses. 

Reclaiming describes the ada ptation and reuse of a ba ndoned or u nderutilized 
u rba n spaces for new and col lective fu nctions and  instru menta lity. From Berlin ,  
Michael LaFond describes the  work of eXperi mentcity, which tu rns vacant lots i n  
the  city i nto ven ues fo r  cooperative, ecologica l housing,  and  youth projects. From 
Tokyo, Shin  Aiba and Osamu  Nishida present work f rom thei r  Re-city p roject which 
reutilizes the existing  buildi ng stocks in the Kanda district and  transforms them 
into new neighborhood pub lic spaces. From Vancouver, E rick Vi l lagomez exa mines 
strategies to i ncrementa l ly enhance and diversify the existing u rban fa bric through  
the  exploitation of  residua l  and  neg lected spaces. 

Pluralizing refers to how specific eth nic g roups transform the mea ning  and 
functions of pub lic space, which resu lts in a more heterogeneous pub lic sphere. 
Michael Rios considers the prospects for a distinctive Latino  U rbanism in the United 
States and the different ways Latinos m a ke claims to pu b lic spaces in the city. 
Jeffrey Hou examines how the making of a Nig ht Market i n  Seattle's Chinatown
I nternationa l  District has engendered a physica l ,  socia l ,  and  cultu ra l  reconstruction 
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of the public realm in the neighborhood . From Ta iwan, H u n g-Ying  Chen and J ia-He 
Lin examine  how Southeast Asian  immigra nts negotiate their identities and  place 
through the making  of thei r  own col l ective space. Us ing ChungShan as a case study, 
Pina Wu exami nes how F i l i p i no guest workers i n  Tai pei f i nd  refuge in the streets, 
alleys, shops, resta u ra nts, and  off ices of a n  a l ienating city. 

Transgressing represents the i nf ri ngement or  cross ing of offic ia l bou ndaries 
between the private and pub l ic  domains  through tempora ry occu pation as wel l  as 
production of new mea n ings a nd relationsh ips .  Here, three case stud ies f rom Japan 
explore the potentia l ity of a new publ ic space that stradd les the pub l ic  and  p rivate 
rea l ms.  Us ing cases in the Setagaya Ward of Tokyo, Yasuyosh i Hayash i  considers 
the network of comm u n ity-based non-prof it orga n izations as the basis of a "new 
pub l ic" i n  Japa n .  Isami  Ki nosh ita examines how the concept of niwa-roju (Ga rden 
Street Trees) transforms the bou ndaries between private properties and the pub l ic  
streets and  the socia l  relationsh ips ins ide the com m u n ity. Sawa ko Ono, Ryoko Sato, 
and M ima  N ish iya ma describe the conversion of private farmhouses both for new 
q uasi-pub l i c uses and as a n  i ntermediary between city and  cou ntry. 

Uncovering refers to the making and red iscovery of pub l ic  space through active 
reinterpretation of h idden or l atent mea nings  and  memories in the u rban landscapes. 
From Seattle, I r ina Gendel man, Tom Dobrowolsky, and G iorg ia Aiel lo  of U rban 
Arch ives present how their project uses the city as a laboratory to research d iverse 
and 

.
ofte� u nconventiona l  forms of u rba n expression that add ress the com plex 

relationships of power. Jea n nene P rzyblyski p resents three projects by the San 
Fra ncisco Bu reau of U rban  Secrets that engage citizens to experience cities as "sites 
of recovered memory and a repository of com peting h i stories ." From Ta ipei, Annie 
Ch iu  exami nes how a movement to p reserve a brothel as a city h istoric l andmark 
challenges the mainstrea m h istoric preservation d iscou rse and conservative socia l  
va l ues, as wel l as the bou ndaries between private sites/bod ies and  publ ic  memories. 
Also f rom Ta ipei, M i n  Jay Kang investigates the potentia l ity of fa l low or  u nderused 
spaces for a d ifferent imag inat ion in the making of an u rban  l andscape. 

Fi�a l ly, with Contesting, the book returns to the theme of strugg le over r ights, 
mea nings, and  identities i n  the pu bl ic  rea l m .  From Canada, And rew Pask looks at 
how growth of pub l ic  space activism has u nfolded in Va ncouver a nd Toronto to 
cha l lenge the privatization and su rvei l l a nce of pu bl ic  space. Teresa Mares a nd Devon 
Pena examine  two cases of u rban farms in the U n ited States, as i l l u strations of the 
insurgent uses of pub l ic  space for food prod uction and com m u n ity organ iz ing .  I n  
East S t .  Lou is, Laura Lawson a nd Jan n i  Sorensen describe t h e  long-term strugg les 
that the com m u n ity has to end ure to reuti l ize a ba ndoned vaca nt l and to address 
f loodi ng, expand comm u n ity services, and  spur  economic development. 

Guerrilla urbanism: towards smaller yet grander 
urban public space 

The stories in th is book represent strugg les by commun ities a nd ind ivid ua ls to f ind 
the i r  p lace and expressions i n  the contempora ry city and  i n  do ing so redef ine the 
bou ndaries, mea n ings, and  instrumenta l ity of  pu bl ic  sphere. The ind ividua ls and  
groups i nc lude  activists, a rch itects and l a ndscape a rchitects, com m u n ity organ izers, 
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graffiti a rtists, homeowners, immig ra nts, parents, p lanners, sex workers, sq uatters, 
students, teachers, and  u rban fa rmers .  The l i st goes on .  As the variety of cases i n  
th i s  col lection suggests, there a re d iverse mea ns throug h  which i nd ivid ua ls  and  
groups ca n engage actively i n  the  contestation a nd remaking of pub l ic  space, and  
the  city by  extension .  From conversion of private homes i nto com mun ity th i rd places 
to the occupation of streets for a lternative uses, each of these acts may seem sma l l  
a nd ins ig n if icant. But, precisely because these acts d o  n o t  requ ire overbu rden ing 
i nvestment or i nf rastructu re, they enable ind ividua ls  and  often sma l l  g roups to effect 
changes in the otherwise hegemonic u rban landscapes. Although the actions may 
be i nformal and erratic, they have hel ped desta b i l ize the structu re a nd relationsh ips 
in the off ic ia l  pub l ic  space a nd release possib i l it ies for new i nteractions, functions, 
and mea n i ngs.  

Because of the sca le and  mode of prod uction, the making of th is  a lternative 
pub l ic  space is more participatory and spontaneous, a nd therefore more open and 
i nc lusive . The  insurgent pub l ic  space that they have created is therefore both a 
smal ler a nd a g ra nder pub l ic  space. These sma l ler yet g ra nder pu bl ic spaces reflect 
the su bjectivity of its mu lti p le actors and  the broader i nstrumenta l ity of space as  
a veh icle for  a wider va riety of  i nd ivid ua l  and  col lective actions.  Althoug h these 
ind ividua ls and g roups do not al l f it the l i kely descri ptions of what Fraser (1 990: 67) 
ca l ls the "su ba ltern cou nterpu bl ics," by resist ing aga inst the hegemon ic  regu lations 
of the contem pora ry pub l ic  space a nd the notion of an u nd ifferentiated pub l ic  they 
become active participa nts in "a widen ing of d iscu rs ive contestation" in the pub l ic  
space and pu bl ic  sphere of the contempora ry society. 

The making of insu rgent pub l ic  space suggests a mode of city making that is 
d ifferent f rom the institutiona l ized notion of u rban ism a nd its association with 
master p lann ing  a nd pol icy making .  U n l ike the conventiona l  practice of urban 
p lann ing, which tends to be dominated by professiona ls  a nd experts, the i nstances 
of insurgent pu bl ic space as presented in th is book suggest the ab i l ity of citizen 
g roups and ind ivid ua ls  to p lay a d i sti nct role in shap ing the contempora ry u rban 
envi ronment i n  def iance of  the off icia l  ru les and  reg ulations.  Rather tha n bei ng 
su bjected to p lanning reg u lations or the often l im ited partici patory opportu n ities, 
citizens and  citizen g roups can u ndertake in it iatives on their own to effect changes. 
The instances of self-he lp and def iance a re best characterized as a practice of 
guerri l l a  u rba nism that recogn izes both the a bi l ity of citizens a nd opportu n ities i n  
the existi ng u rban cond it ions for rad ica l a nd everyday changes aga i nst t h e  dominant 
forces in the society. 

As cities and  their socia l, economic and  pol itica l d i mensions have conti n ued to 
change, the functions, mea n i ngs, and  prod uction of pub l ic  space have a lso evolved 
over t ime. As u rban popu lations a nd cu ltu res become more heterogeneous, a 
g rowing p resence and recog n it ion of cu ltu ra l  and  socia l  d ifferences have made 
the production and use of pub l ic  space a h igh ly contested process . Ref lecting the 
cu rrent cu ltu ra l, economic, and spatia l  changes of cities, i nsu rgent publ ic space 
represents a g rowing  variety of actions a nd practices that enable and empower such 
contestation .  If publ ic space is where identities, mea n ings, and socia l relat ionships 
i n  cities a re produced, cod if ied, and  ma inta i ned, it i s  through i nsu rgent publ ic space 
that a lternative identities, mea n i ngs, and relationsh ips can be n u rtu red, a rticu lated, 
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and enacted . Through  the variety of actions a n d  p ractices, i ns u rgent public s pace 
enables the participation and  actions of i ndividuals and  g roups in renewing  the 
city as an a rena of civic exch a nges and debates. Through  conti nued expressions 
and contestation, the presence and  making  of i nsu rgent public space serves as 
barometer of the democratic well-being and  inclusiveness of our  p resent society. 

Note 

The concept of "third place" was introduced by Ray Oldenburg (1 989) to describe 
the places that anchor community life between home and work place. 
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Commun ity ga rdens create stron g  socia l  networks a nd rei nforce fami ly va lues by 

a l lowing  mu lt igenerat iona l  garden ing between parents/gra n d pa rents and  t he i r  

ch i ldren and g ra ndchi ld ren . 
The fourteen-acre Sout h  Cent ra l Farm, which is now closed, was a model for 

the type of open g reen space that Los Angeles needs to meet the demands of LAs 
g rowing Lat ino popu lat ion .  P rojecto Jard i n  is a med ici ne comm u nity garden located 
in a very u rban neighborhood . The garden a lso serves as an open-a i r  c lassroom for 
users and nea rby residents. 

Conclusion 

The March 2 5, 2006, Gra n  Marcha i m m ig ra nt ra l ly i n  downtown Los Angeles d rew 
more than ha lf a mi l lion immigra nts and  the i r  a l l ies to protest aga inst legis lation 
that wou ld have i ncreased pena lt ies for enter ing the US  i l l ega l ly and for assist ing  
or  h i ring  u ndocumented workers. Whereas for years people have l amented how LA 

lacks a center or pu bl ic  space, within  a few hours pub lic space was created out of 
aspha lt streets of downtown Los Angeles .  People and vendors were roa ming freely 
in the streets. In a city that is increas ing ly dense a nd i ncreasi ng ly Latino, downtown 
remains the center for t his commun ity. The G ra n  Marcha i l l ust rates how Latinos a re 
retrofitting the u rban/su burba n form of LA on both a micro a nd macro leve l .  

Los Angeles's growi ng Latino popu lation is t ransforming t he a uto-oriented bui lt 
form into pedestria n-oriented p laces. F rom wa lking, biki ng, ridi ng t ransit, street 
vend i ng, a nd hanging out in the streets, Lat i nos retrofit the  bu i lt envi ronment to 
promote these activities. Without the help of government or forma l  a rch itectu ra l  
i ntervent ions, t h e  do-it-yourself u rba n desig ners construct front ya rd fences, 
paint mu ra ls, a nd add porches to homes. Al l these i nterventions tu rn streets i nto 
p lazas rich i n  socia l  neighborhood activity. Lat ino g rowth is occu rring at a t ime 
when Ca lifornia is conf licted between two u rban development models :  developing 
compact cities and  preserving u ndeveloped spaces, or increas ing u rban sprawl a nd 
s l ums.  Lat ino u rbanism offers a model for u rba n improvisat ion and  rei nvention that 
add resses the issues of sustainabi lity, pu blic life, socia l  j u st ice, and  the economic 
needs of the diverse u rban dwel lers and  em braces the  everyday acts of individua ls, 
fami l ies, and communities . It suggests i n novative ways for sustai nably retrofitting  
our  cities and  suburbs f rom the g round up .  
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CHAPTER 4 

Taking place 
Rebar's absurd tactics in generous urbanism 

Blaine Merker 

On a sunny October day i n  2005, Rebar, the San Fra ncisco-based col lective of 
a rt ists, activists, a nd des igners, paid a curbside parking meter i n  downtown San 
Francisco and bu i lt a tempora ry park with i n  the white l i nes of  the parking space 
- com plete with lawn, a l a rge shade tree, and a park bench (Figure 4.1). For the 
l ega l  d uration of  our  "Iease," we reprogra mmed the  pub lic right-of-way: no longer 
a space ded icated to the movement a nd storage of private a utomobi les, for two 
hours this seven by twenty-two feet of street beca me a p lace for rest, relaxation, and  
socia liz i ng i n  a n  area of downtown San Fra ncisco previously underserved by  pu blic 
open space.1 At fi rst, passersby reacted with a mix of i ndifference and curiosity. 
Eventua l ly several people ventu red -i nto the  "pa rk," found a p lace to sit a nd took 
advantage of the novelty of cool g rass and shade. Some of the st rangers enjoyed 

Figure 4.1 This 

image of Rebar's first 

experiment in Park(ing) 
quickly circulated 

through the blogosphere 

and became a readily 

transmittable meme. 

Source: Rebar. 
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some u np lanned soc ia l  i nteraction by exchang ing a few words with each other; 
others took the occas ion to rest or read. After two hours and  having generated 
24,000 "square foot-minutes" of pub l ic open space, Reba r d isma ntled the pa rk a nd 
returned the space to its normative fu nction. Al l  that remai ned of the i ncident were 
the photos and video footage shot. We posted these on ou r  website as a record of 
the experiment. 

With in severa l weeks a sem ina l  photo had a ppeared i n  dozens of references 
on the I nternet and news stories. Within s ix months Rebar had received hund reds 
of inqu i ries a bout the project, which we d u bbed Park(ing), from ind ividua ls a nd 
g roups arou nd the world. The combination of the icon ic image of pa rking-space-as
park a nd its accompa nying descriptive name c reated a "sticky" idea that transm itted 
read i ly across electron ic media. Without muc h  exp lanation, other g roups d isposed 
to g uerri l l a  intervention q uickly grasped the basic tactic. Sti l l, the a mount of i nterest 
Rebar received warra nted some codification of the idea, so we posted a short "how
to" manua l  on our  website to he lp others get sta rted. The essence of the tactic was 
to lega l ly c laim a parking space us ing materia ls that were sym bol ica l ly associated 
with parks :  trees, lawn, and  a bench. Rebar treated the idea itself as open source 
a nd a ppl ied a Creative Com mons l icense: as long as it was not used for profi( we 
encou raged people to replicate and  reinterpret iU 

The fol lowing  year, Reba r organ ized a one-day, g loba l event in which  pa rticipa nts 
- mostly i n  San Francisco but now jo ined by g roups in other cities a round the U nited 
States and Eu rope - bu i lt tempora ry pa rks in parking spaces, in a coord inated effort 
to produce a g reater c ritica l  mass a nd to demonstrate solidarity with the effort to 
reprogram u rban parking spaces . In each of the forty-seven cities where Park(ing) Day 
took p lace in 2006, d ifferent lega l  codes had to be negotiated by the partic ipants :  
the  traffic codes i n  San Franc isco were different from those i n  London, New York, 
or Eau Cla i re, Wisconsin. Nowhere, however, d id partic i pa nts meet with s ig nifica nt 
oppos it ion to their i nsta l lations, whic h  ranged from a do-it-you rself lemonade stand 
through stormwater demonstration gard ens to a seed giveaway (Figu re 4.2). 

The event effectively operated within an u nderva l ued niche space and successfu l ly 
exp loited a lega l  loophole - a tactic at once rad ica l  but superficia l ly u nthreaten ing 
to the system of  spatia l  commodification i t  c ritiqued.3 Although the space we 
col lectively a l locate to pa rking  - how much, where, for whom, and  at what cost 
- is usua l ly hotly contested, Park(ing) Day operated with in  a discrete u nit of that 
contested terra i n, neutra l izi ng  potentia l  backlash with a sense of h u mor and the 
honest a pp lication of a simple a nd u ncontested market ru le: j ust as it is completely 
within  the rights of i nd ividua ls to buy up sha res of a pub lic ly traded compa ny, 
Park(ing) Day participants paid meters a nd exercised their option to do something 
other tha n pa rk cars i n  rea l estate that they, for the momen( owned . 

I n  2007,  ongoing widespread i nterest in Park(ing), concentrated in San Fra ncisco 
but a lso now coming from Eu rope and other American c ities, led us to organ ize 
an even la rger sca le  event when people a round the world wou ld  tempora ri ly turn 
parking spaces i nto parks. With he lp from pa rtner organ izations such as The Trust 
for Pu blic La nd and P u bl ic Arch itectu re, Rebar set a d ate for the event and  facilitated 
the partic ipation of hu ndreds of volu nteers by holding commu nity organizing 

sess ions i n  San Fra ncisco and d istributi ng how-to i nformation on the web. Reba r 
itself bu i lt the Parkcyc/e (Figure 4. 3), a h u ma n-powered "pa rk" that could deploy 
2 50 square feet of g reen open space at the whim of its pi lots, and  we took the day 
to vis it some of the fifty-eight pa rking space pa rks built a round San Francisco. 

In a l l, more than 200 pa rks were constructed on Septem ber 21, 2007 - enti rely 
by vol u nteers - in over fifty cities worldwide. The i nsta l lations ranged from d i nner 
pa rties to croquet courses, dog pa rks to massage par lors, comm u nity hea lth c l i nics 
to u rban micro-farms. Some participants d id  i ns i nuate advertis ing a nd bus iness 
promotion i nto thei r i nsta l lations (i n F lorida, for examp le, a Sta rbucks set up  a park). 
But what most of the Park(ing) i nsta l lat ions had in common was a sense of h umor 
a nd the promotion of some kind  of a rtistic, ecologica l, socia l, or c u ltural agenda 
(Figure 4.4). The p layfu l  yet passionate tone of the event fi rst set in 2005 continues 
to resonate each yea r. 

What, exactly, had taken p lace in these p layfu l  acts of transg ression i n  the broader 
context and construction of u rba n landscape a nd the so-ca l led pub lic rea lm?  How 
can we beg i n  to a rticu late these actions and events as ways a nd maneuvers for 
repurposing the landscapes of our  contempora ry city? Ca n the tactica l  maneuver 
on the part of Rebar and  the specific i nstances possibly becoming a turning point 
that could lead to la rger changes i n  the way pub l ic spaces a re used and perceived? 

This chapter exp lores these q u estions by exam ining some core themes i n  Rebar's 
projects, i nclud ing Park(ing) a nd other a rtistic work. Specifica l ly, the chapter 
add resses these q u estions by relating the projects to the p roblems we have g rapp led 
with i n  our  own u nderstanding of pub l ic space and our  agency within it. 
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Figure 4.2 Early 

grassroots Park(ing) 

installations explored 

creative new uses of 

spaces previously given 

over to the doxa of 

automobile use. T his 

park from 2006 offered 

lemon trees and presses 

for do-it-yourself 

lemonade. Source: 

Rebar. 
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Figure 4.3 T he 

Parkcyc/e incorporated 

a water-storing skin 

and solar panels to 

power the brakes and 

lights, and used almost 

all recycled materials. 

Although pedal

powered, it used no 

bicycle parts. Source: 

Rebar. 

Figure 4.4 T his park 

built by volunteers/ 

participants in San 

Francisco in 2007 
explored a theme 

common to many 

installations: an 

interactive element 

(in this case, a library) 

to encourage social 

exchange. Source: Rebar. 

B laine Merker 

Niche spaces 

The evo lving  Park(ing) project is typ ica l  of the med i u m  in which  Rebar works :  
"n iche spaces" a re u nderva lued, or va lued i na ppropriately for the  range of  potentia l  
activities with in  them. We bel ieve that suc h  n iches - once identified - can be 
opened up to reva luation through creative acts. Park(ing) identified the metered 
pa rking space as j ust such a n iche with i n  the u rban landsca pe, a nd redefined it as 
a ferti le  terra i n  for c reative socia l, pol itica l, a nd a rtistic experimentation .  It was on ly 
throug h  the rep l ication of th is tactic and  its adoption by others that a new kind of 
u rban space was measu ra bly produced, as it was in the two years fo l lowing Rebar's 
fi rst Park(ing) experiment. With Rebar provid ing others with "permiss ion" to act, 
new users rushed i nto th is n iche, cha l leng ing the exist ing va l u e  system encoded 
with i n  th is h u m ble, everyday space.  The pa rking space became a zone of potentia l, 
a surface onto which the i ntentions of a ny n umber of pol itica l, soc ia l  or cu ltura l  
agendas cou ld be projected . B y  provid ing a new venue for any ki nd o f  u n met need, 
reva lued parking spaces became i nstru mental in redefi n i ng  "necessity." Thus the 
creative act l itera l ly "ta kes" p lace - that is, it c la ims a new phys ica l  a nd cu ltura l  
territory for the soc ia l  a n d  a rtistic rea l m .  

As a rtists, t h e  Park(ing) phenomenon ign ited o u r  cu riosity a bout t h e  street. We 
saw that the street cou ld be defi ned as a territory i nscribed by a g reater n u m ber 
of i nterests than the l andsca pe has room to accom modate. It is on ly by the tac it 
undervaluing of certa i n  activities (such as, say, p lay or eating  or soc ia l iz ing) that other 
activities (such as parking and d riving) ca n thrive. Park(ing) set up an operationa l  
precedent for i nterven ing i n  suc h  a contested, va lue- laden space and propos ing a 
new system of va l uation .  Em bedded with in  th is a pproach a re what have emerged 
as three core stra nds of our  practice so fa r: tactics, generosity, and  a bsu rd ity. 

Tactical urbanism 

Rebar defi nes tactica l  u rba n is m  as the use of modest or tempora ry revis ions to 
urban space to seed structura l  envi ron menta l change. Our  use of tactics is based 
on a bel ief that deep organiz ing structu res (socia l, c u ltu ra l, economic, and other) 
have a two-way relationsh ip  with the phys ica l  envi ronment: they both produce the 
envi ron ment a nd a re reprod uced by it. Rebar has been cons istently i nterested i n  the 
socio log ist P ierre Bou rd ieu's notion of the doxa and habitus as ways of exp la in ing 
how we perceive th is h ig h ly coded la ndscape. Accord ing  to Bou rd ieu, "every 
estab l ished order tends to prod uce (to very d ifferent degrees and with very d ifferent 
mea ns) the natural ization of its own a rbitrar iness" (Bou rd ieu 1 977 : 1 64) . These 
doxa are deep, self-evident bel iefs that not on ly exp la in  the way the world works 
but a re rei nforced by the physica l  envi ronment a nd our  ways of operating with in  
i t  - that is, habitus . "The ha bitus is  the u n iversa l iz ing mediation whic h  causes an 
ind ividua l  agent's practices, without either exp l icit reason or  s ign ifying i ntent, to be 
nonetheless 'sens ib le' and  ' reason ab le' " (Bourd ieu 1 977 : 79) .  Doxa favor the power 
relationsh ips of the status quo  because it is those relationsh ips that have prod uced 
the landsca pe itself. The l andsca pe's a pparent neutra lity requ i res j ustification :  
the  doxa .  Thus, when Reba r cons iders a parking space, the a l location of  space to 
s idewa lk  or ut i l it ies, an enc losed corporate atri u m, or the vocabu lary of materia ls 
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and sym bols in the c ity, we th ink  of these th ings as engaging in a d ia logue with 
the doxa. The envi ronment and habitus a re locked in  a mutua l ly rei nforc ing and 
self-referentia l  cyc le .  This i s  the  f ie ld i n  which tactica l  u rba n ism, as  a n  i nterru ption 
of habitus, operates. 

There a re a lso ways i n  whic h  i nstitut ions a nd other actors, suc h  as government 
and corporations, actively reinforce the doxa .  M ichel  de Certeau contrasts two ways 
that power is exercised i n  s pace: strategies and tactics. Strateg ies "concea l beneath 
their objective ca lcu lations thei r  connection with the power that susta i ns them from 
with i n  the  stronghold of its own ' proper' p lace or i nstitution"  (de Certeau 1 984: 
x ix) . Artifacts of strateg ies, for examp le, a re the pa inted markings i n  the roadway, 
the i nvis ib le  boundaries of property, or the zon ing  laws that control whethe� a 
neigh borhood is made u p  of houses, factories, or brothels . I n  other words, strategy 
is power working  at a d ista nce u pon the landsca pe. Th is power in turn shapes 
the doxa and reinforces our  perception  of the "neutra l l andscape." Because it 
both projects power and obscu res its sou rce, strategy depends on contrivi ng a 
convinc ing ly self-evident envi ron ment. 

In contrast, tactics "are iso lated actions or events that ta ke adva ntage of 
opportun ities offered by the gaps with in  a g iven strategic system . . . Tactics 
cut across a strategic f ie ld, explo itin g  gaps i n  it to generate novel and  i nventive 
outcomes"  (Wiki ped ia 2009b). A tactic (deployed, for i nsta nce, in an u rba n n iche 
space) " i ns inuates itself i nto the [strategy's] p lace, f rag mentari ly, without taking i t  
over i n  its entirety, without bei ng ab le  to keep i t  at a d istance" (de Certeau 1 984: 
x ix) .  Dep loying a tactic mea ns one "m ust vig i la ntly make use of the cracks that . . .  
open i n  the su rvei l l ance of the proprietary powers. It poaches i n  them. It c reates 
su rprises in them " (de Certeau 1 984: 37) .  I n  doing so, the tactic d is ru pts the doxa 
and tempora ri ly projects a new set of va lues onto a space. Reba r's choice tactic has 
been to remix envi ron menta l s igns a nd symbols, often with in  the off ic ia l vocabu lary 
that g ives doxa its force and  mea n ing .  

Generous urbanism 

Contemporary industria l ized societies have genera l ly accepted the ba n ish ment of 
u nscripted, generous exchange i n  the pub l ic rea lm  i n  favor of a hyper-commerc ia l  
a lternative. I n  th is preferred mode of relationsh ip-bu i ld ing  between stra ngers 
in pu b l ic space, generos ity's converse is omn ipresent in the s igns and  a rtifacts 
of economic transaction .  When the transaction is complete, the vol untary bond 
between buyer and sel ler is severed; both go their separate ways without ob l igation .  
I n  the North American  c ity, pub l ic behaviors u n related to commerc ia l  exchange or 
economic production fa l l  i nto two bas ic categories :  lo iteri n g  or  other i l lega l  a nd 
d is ru ptive activity; and  assem bly, celebration, and  cu ltura l  spectacle, whic h  a re 
heavi ly scripted and conta i ned by permits and  other off icia l permiss ions. ("Leisu re" 
pursu its a re a nother poss ib le  exception, but do not necessari ly i nvolve relat ionsh ip:" 
bu i ld ing  between strangers . ) When a n  u n reg u lated act of generosity is i nterjected 
i nto th is envi ron ment of commerc ia l  consensus, the resu lt is a cogn itive d isruption 
- a " b low aga inst the empire" (Pu rves 2005: 2 2-44). Offeri ng  the pub l ic someth ing 

without expectation of a nyth ing i n  return is at once s u bversive, suspicious - a nd 
potenti a l ly p rofound and  tra nsformative. Stri pped of commercia l  adornment, the 
"generous" publ ic act foregrounds its own assumptions :  it says, this is possible, and 

it need not be bought or sold. 

Rebar def ines generous urbanism as the creation of pub l ic s ituations between 
strangers that produce new cu ltu ra l va l u e, without commercia l tra nsaction. This 
is n't to say that money does n 't p lay a rol e  i n  the execution, s ince materia ls may sti l l  
be bought, and  g ra nts or commissions d istributed . However, the  . u ltimate va lue  is 
produced independently of commerce. I t's poss ible  to ca l l  th is activity a rt production 
("art" bei ng a convenient category for cu ltura l  goods that a re ends in themselves), 
but there a re no a bsol ute "consu mers"  or "producers"  for this type of a rt, o n ly 
partic ipants with varying  levels of respons ibi l i ty for i nstigating the situation .  Th is 
kind of cu ltu ra l  practice has a n  estab l ished ped igree i n  San Fra nc isco, and  i nc ludes 
activities of g roups suc h  as the Diggers, the F ree Stores movement, and  even the 
more recent free summer b lueg rass festiva l in Golden Gate Pa rk. A notab le exa mple  
of generous u rban is m  is  Critica l  Mass, wh ich  began as  a spontaneous group b ike 
ride and has swel led, i n  the last f ifteen years, to a month ly g loba l  event. There is 
a lways the danger a mong the more successfu l  forms of generous situations that 
they wi l l  be absorbed by the dominant cu ltura l  m i l ieu a nd, once a bsorbed, thei r 
critica l d i mension d im in ished as they jo in  fami l i a r, accepta b le, and  potentia l ly 
com merc ia l  categories of festival a nd spectac le. 

Rebar's second major u rba n project, Commonspace, employed a generous 
u rban is m  by crafti ng eig ht experi menta l interventions in Sa n Fra ncisco's privately 
owned pub l ic open spaces (or "POPOS") .  With s l ight pres u m ption, we guessed that 
a certa i n  tolera nce for generous u rba n ism was the acid test for true publ ic space, 
a nd set forth to d iscover just how public POPOS were (F igure 4 .5) .  The eighteen
month project began  with a physica l  and soc ia l  mapping of the spaces prod uced 
as a resu lt of Section 1 38 of the San F ra ncisco P lann ing  Code. The code requ i res 
that new downtown developments make 2 percent of their a rea ava i l ab le " i n  order 
to meet the pub l ic need for open space and recreationa l  uses" (San Fra ncisco 
M u n ic ipa l  Code Sec . 1 38). The spaces ta ke the form of rooftop terraces, corporate 
atri u ms, p lazas a nd breezeways, and  even some oddly shaped sn ippets connected 
to pu b l ic streets where the "pu b l ic "  seems to be neither aware of POPOS nor  i n  
g reat need of them . We loosely positioned our  approach with in  the  Situation ist 
trad it ion of detournment, the creative repu rpos ing of fami l i a r  elements to produce 
new mea n i ng (wh ic h  is not that d ifferent f rom the remix ing  we'd been do ing to 
date) . 

Working from our  web-based survey of the p hys ica l  and  psychogeograph ic 
terra i n  of the spaces, we lau nched a series of events in them : pub l ic tou rs, rooftop 
kite f lying, an i nteractive game of "Assass in, "  a "Nappen ing"  for u nders lept office 
workers and  other accidenta l pa rtic ipants (F ig u re 4.6), a game of "countervei l l ance" 
in  response to secu rity cameras, and a pu bl ic workshop for teach ing  Ba l i nese 
monkey cha nt, or Kecak (F ig u re 4 .7).  In each insta nce, pub l ic partic ipation was 
encou raged through outreach before and d u ri ng- the event. We saw the events 
as opportu n ities to recast spaces that had often become, by virtue of thei r l itera l 
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Figure 4.5 This papas 

in the headquarters 

of the C-Net building 
provides indoor seating 

in a corporate lobby. T he 

privilege of public use 

comes with a caveat, 

though: Big Brother is 

watching. Source: Rebar. 

Figure 4.6 Rebar 

advertised the 

Nappening on the 

street and by flyering 

the offices of the law 

firms above the pOPOS. 

The free event quickly 

"sold out," and many 

participants inquired if 

it could be a permanent 

service. Source: Rebar. 
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enc losu re in corporate space, de  facto private rea l ms .  By deploying generous acts 
that fu lfi l led various u n met needs we had identified in ou r  mapping (such as the 
need for rest, p lay or  community), we created a "ruptu re between the expected and 
the unex pected" where partici pants might experience " not j ust the su bject of the 
dissent, but a lso the structu re that supports the world and worldview that contai ns 
both the dissent and  the status quo" (Pu rves 2005 : 28) .  

This active, generous a pproach to u rbanism contrasts with t h e  paterna listic 
"generosity" imp lied in the wording  of the p laque posted outsid e  the POPOS at 235  
Second Street: 

The p laza and i nside seating a rea of this bui lding  is provided and  maintained 
for the enjoyment of the pub lic . The i nterior seating a rea is open to the pub lic 
Monday-Friday 8am-6pm.  Wa rning .  This bui lding uti lizes video su rvei l l ance. 
Any person entering the premises is subject to bei ng monitored a nd recorded . 

We discovered that some POPOS indeed warra nted recent c ritiques of 
"institutiona lized generosity on an u n precedented sca le" that " revea l [s]  that when 
the act of giving is not on ly enforced but completely rationa lized, the resu l t  is 
nothing more than a representation of the pub lic sphere." Al l  a re hig h ly socia l ly 
codified spaces, a nd many seemed steeped i n  doxic expectation that "nothing  
i s  supposed to  ha ppen, a pa rt from perhaps ponderi ng the phi losophy of  a l l  the 
contortionist formats modern life makes us fit into" (Fowle and Larsen 2 005 :  23). 

However, we eventua l ly fou nd the socia l  dynamics of POPOS to be as complex 
a nd varied as the governance structu res and  pub lics that operated i n  each of them.4 
Most a re overseen by private secu rity employed by the bui lding management, and  
i t  was with these actors that we  most often came i nto contact when trying  to  reach 
out to the "pub lic." We rea lized that they indeed were a part of the pub lic we were 
trying to engage. Whereas some were suspicious of our  activities a nd even u naware 
of thei r  ob ligation to provide a n  open space to the pu blic, others responded 
positively to the generous spi rit of the activities we i nitiated . I n  fact, it seemed that 
frami ng ou r activities as a "free" gift was so u nexpected that it g radua l ly overcame 
the i nstitutiona l  resistance by the management overseers to non-commercia l  acts 
in commercia l  space. 

Reba r has benefited from the level of a uthenticity and street c red that the 
fra mework of generous u rbanism impa rts on a creative act, but to be motivated 
by the knowledge that generosity is a powerfu l a nd tra nsformative tactic is not to 
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Figure 4.7 Rebar held 

Kecak workshops in 

papas where the public 

had been discouraged 
from lingering by private 

security. Legal observers 

from the American Civil 

Liberties Union also 

watched the event. 

Source: Rebar. 
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Figure 4.8 Rebar's 

Matthew Passmore 

inspects the contents 

of the Cabinet National 

Library, which includes 

a guest book, snack 

bar, and all back issues 

of Cabinet magazine. 

Source: Rebar. 

Blaine Merker 

say that we use it cynical ly. Most of what Rebar does takes p lace outside ga l leries 
and  outside trad itiona l  va luation systems for a rt, des ign, and  u rban i nf rastructu re. 
We "give away" ou r work (that is, set up situations for people to use and enjoy, or 
to fu lfi l l  an u nmet need) for a nyone nea rby enough to experience it because that 
is the on ly way we can do ou r work. The primary recipients a re the i nhabita nts of 
the pub lic rea lm, but there a re many more who wi l l  experience this non-com merc ia l  
transaction through images a nd descriptions of the work. This secondary, mediated 
experience is probably more important to the goa ls we a re trying  to achieve. Sim ply 
by commu nicating that such an exchange took p lace, the work i nf luences people's 
notions of what is poss ib le and acceptab le  i n  public space, far  beyond what was 
commu nicated at the moment the work is made. If generosity is the med ium of 
th is kind of work, then the medium does become the message.  Recently, other 
actors have taken u p  thei r  own explorations of papas based on the g roundwork 
laid by Rebar: the Sa n Fra nc isco U rban Research Association  (SP U R) is engaged i n  
a n  extensive eva luation of the  spaces and  is hosting  pub lic foru ms on their p lace 
in the downtown pub l ic space network, and  severa l other individua ls  and g roups 
have l aunched their own generous repurpos ing of pa pas, rang ing  from l unch-hour  
picn ics to  free figu re-d rawing  classes. 

Absurd urbanism 

Rebar holds that deep with in  every rationa l  system hold i ng societies together a re 
assumptions that, if taken to their logica l  conc lusion, tend toward a bsu rdity. As 
such, they a re h igh ly ferti le terra i n  for a rtistic exploration . P roperty ownership, 
a rgua bly the mother of a bsurd ideas, served as the jump ing-off point for Reba r's 
first project, the Cabinet National Library. For its Spring 2003 issue on "Property, " 
Cabinet magazine, a non-prof it a rt and  cu ltu re quarterly, pu rchased a ha lf-acre of 
land site u nseen for $300 on  eBay. The land was part of a fai led 1 960s residentia l 
development ca l led the Sunsh ine Va l ley Ranchettes, now a desolate tract of desert 
scru b land outside Deming, New Mexico.  Cabinet dubbed their new purchase 
Ca bi netlandia and d ivided it i nto manageable sectors: Readerl and ia, Ed itorland ia, 
Nepotismia, and  so forth .  Magazine-sized parcels were offered to readers for a 
penny for a 99-year lease. 

U pon ou r read ing the Ca binetla nd ia  a rticle, it occu rred to us that Cabinetla nd ia 
would obviously req u i re a Cabinet National Library (i .e., a li bra ry containing a l l  and  
on ly back issues of Cabinet). What better way to  establish a c ivi lization than to  create 
a repository for its orga niz ing documents (Figu re 4.8)7  Fortu nately, we were the first 
to propose the idea to the magazine.  The ed itors pub l ished our  l i bra ry proposa l a nd 
a sketch in I ssue 1 2  (Winter 2003-2004) . From the outset, it was pa ra mount to us  
that the  project be a n  actua l, usab le  libra ry, as ide  f rom (or i n  add it ion to) being an  
odd spectac le and  a p lay on words. M oreover, it was c rucia l  that  the  p roject express 
its l i bra ry-ness down to the last m i n ute deta i l ; this idea g uided the project at every 
stage of its development. The Cabinet National Library is built f rom a three-d rawer 
f i le  cabi net and  is laid out thus :  

top d rawer - the Card Cata log, Guestbook, and  Guest Services. 
midd le d rawer - the Col lection : back issues of Cabinet . 

bottom d rawer - the Snack Ba r. 

Among the stra nds of Rebar's practice, a bsurdism often acts as the l i ghtn ing 
rod;  since its  construction, the Library has attracted i ts  share of pi lgr ims, detractors 
and  even pi l l agers. 5 

I n  the su mmer of 2006 Rebar made its first foray onto the ra rif ied world of the 
institutiona l  a rt ga l lery with its EnCanment project. EnCanment was a performance 
i nsta l lation i l')c luded i n  the "Between the Wa l ls" exh i bition at Sa n Fra ncisco's 
Southern Exposu re a rt ga l lery, a non-prof it a rt space with a th i rty-four-year h i story 
and reputation as a perenn ia l  ma instay on the cutting edge of the San Fra ncisco a rt 
scene. " Between the Wa l ls" was the fina l  show in 2006 before the ga l lery c losed for 
seismic retrof itti ng a nd, g iven th is, the ga l lery admin istration put the ent ire i nterior 
structu re of the ga l lery up for g ra bs:  the wa l ls, the f loor, the very space itself was 
offered up as an a rtistic med i um .  Pa rticipating a rtists were encouraged to consider 
ideas of mig ration, tra nsition, improvisation, and commu nity. 

I n  response to the concept of the exh ibition, . and i n  celebration of Southern 
Exposu re's rich history i n  this space, Reba r c reated a tem pora ry industria l  
can ning operation that ha rvested, processed, and  canned t h e  ga l lery itself . Reba r 
systematica l ly ma pped a nd cored sections of the ga l lery wa l l  a nd, utilizi ng  traditiona l  
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assembly- l ine technology, can ned the cores in meta l cans on site d u ring the opening  
and clos ing n ight events. Ca ns were then  labeled a nd sold to  support SoEx and  
Rebar. (EnCanment i s  situated i n  the h i storica l context of  the ga l lery, which occu pies 
a former industria l  site that once housed the American Can Com pa ny. The earl iest 
inca rnation of SoEx ca l led itself the IIAmerica n Can Col lective. II) 

I n  extend ing the commod itization of a rt objects to its logica l ly a bsurd conclus ion, 
Rebar sought to industria l ize the prod uction of ga l lery a rt, and  s imu ltaneously to 
i nvert the trad it ional  commercia l  a rt-world exchange:  in EnCanment, . the cu ltura l  
va lue embedded i n  the  ga l lery itself was offered as a com mercia l  a rt object, d ra ped 
though it was in the ba na l  trade d ress of a mass-prod uced , can ned good . And, 
sta nd ing i n  open revolt to a system that prizes mystique, u n moored va luation ,  a nd ,  
above a l l ,  u n restra ined consu mption, EnCanment was designed to  red uce the a rt 
ga l lery, qua i nstitution ,  to a fu ng ib le u n it of genera l  com merce. 

And here one may find  traces of a nascent i nsurgency. EnCanment sought, 
playfu l ly and a bsurd ly, to insert a sl iver of democracy i nto an otherwise deeply 
hegemonic system . Rebar harvested the ga l lery wa l l  together with its associated 
cu ltu ra l  va lue (and the insu lar  space it encloses), and  d istributed the wa l l  to the 
publ ic in a n  easi ly tra nsportab le, afford ab le  package: the ti n ca n .  As one pu rch aser 
rema rked, II l 've a lways wanted a show at Southern Exposu re. I ' m  host ing a n  
open stud io this weekend a n d  o n e  o f  m y  photog ra phs wi l l  b e  h u ng on a piece of 
Southern Exposu re procu red from the EnCanment project. My fi rst solo show i n  a n  
a rt ga l lery ! II 

Conclusion 

Although we've identified some of the key themes i n  our  work to d ate here, this 
is done win king ly ex post facto. We can 't pretend to have had a ny of th is in mind 
d u ring the work itself, except at the i ntu itive level fostered by the ki nd of l ate-n ight 
d iscussions that take p lace at Rebar's choice meeti ng spot, a pub i n  San Francisco's 
M ission  District .  Absu rd ity, generosity, and a tactica l a pproach have been the 
ha l lmarks of our projects thus fa r but hard ly the test of an idea's va l id ity prior to 
its execution .  In fact, what seems to have d riven our th i nki ng as m uch as a nyth ing  
else has  been the  sense of  niche, loophole, and opportunity. These tanta l izi ng gaps 
in the u rban structure - these necessary pieces of the u rba n structu re, as long as 
that structu re is generated by strateg ic forces seated i n  power and a uthority - a re 
what feed our  practice. As long as we have the right eyes to see them, the cracks 
in the system wi l l  continue to el icit our  curiosity. The l andsca pe itself is a field for 
experimentation and p lay a bout space but a lso a bout structu re, one where the fina l  
resu lts of  that  experiment can lead to broader conclusions.  

To conclude then, we come back to one of ou r early q u estions i n  th is  chapter: 
ca n the resu lt of this play become a tactica l tu rn i ng point in the structu re itself, 
more than a specific instance of a bsu rd ity in pub l i c  space? We cou ld judge this not 
by how many others engage in repeati ng a spatia l  meme, but by how poss ib le it 
becomes for a nyone to use the publ ic l andscape as a f ie ld of experimentation a nd 
p lay. The ru les of that game a re a n  open secret. 

Notes 

The San Francisco Planning Department's Downtown Plan, Recreation and Open 
Space, Map 3 - Major Open Spaces ind icates which areas of the city are considered 
deficient in open space. Rebar chose one of these areas in a h ig hly visible part of 
downtown as an ideal test site for its first Park(ing) i ntervention .  

2 Accord ing to Wikipedia (2009a), "Creative Commons has been described as being 
at the forefront of the 'copyleft' movement, which seeks to su pport the bui ld ing of 
a richer publ ic domain  . . .  [some] have credited Creative Commons with generating 
interest in the issue of i ntel lectual property and contributing to the re-th inking of 
the role of the 'commons' in the ' i nformation age' .  Beyond that Creative Commons 
has provided ' i nstitutional ,  practical and lega l  su pport for i ndividuals and groups 
wishing to experiment and communicate with cu ltu re more freely' . Creative 
Commons works to cou nter what the organization considers to be a dominant and 
increasingly restrictive permission cu ltu re. Accord ing to Lawrence Lessig ,  founder 
of Creative Commons, it is 'a cu lture in which creators get to create only with 
the perm ission of the powerfu l ,  or of creators from the past' . Lessig mainta ins 
that modern cu lture is dominated by traditional content distributors in order to 
mainta in  and strengthen thei r monopol ies on cu ltu ra l  products such as popu lar 
music and popu lar ci nema, and that Creative Commons can provide a lternatives to 
these restrictions. II 

3 In this and many other endeavors, we have been inspi red by other artists whose 
work engages interstitia l  urban space, in particular Gordon Matta-Clark's "Fake 
Estates" project. 

4 In other words, each papas has its own unique govern ing ecology to be uncovered , 
un l ike a "properly publ ic" city park in which the ru les are publ ic, codified, and 
relatively consistent (see Amoss 2007) . 

5 In spring 2007, art students from a jo int program of the University of New Mexico 
and the University of Texas launched an attack on the Cabinet National Library i n  
order to erect thei r own archive atop the site. They were repelled by a sudden storm, 
common in the area at that time of year. See Taylor (2007). In Ju ly 2009 Rebar 
returned to Cabinetlandia to repa i r  and expand the Library, which itself had suffered 
from storm damage, and added a drawer-sized white-wa l l  art gal lery (for itinerant 
exh ibitions) .  Rebar's 2009 exped ition to Cabinetlandia also i ncluded an experiment 
in projecting the dreamworld of the Library onto the upward-blown dust of the 
New Mexican desert at n ight: using a h igh-powered projector, fractured images 
of architectu ral specu lation were cast onto/into a churning miasma of wind-borne 
sand, evoking the eerie specter of weightless and ephemera l l ibraries of fantasy. 
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