
Public and Private 

Urban Culture and Society (185) 



What is your favorite city 
park, plaza or street? 

What is it like? 







William H. Whyte 
“The Design of Spaces” 
1988 

◦ Context? 

◦ Methods? 

◦ Key findings? 



People will sit where there are places to sit… 
◦ Water 

◦ Air 

◦ Greenery 

◦ Food 

◦ Contexts 

Do these insights inform BMC |HC campus 

planning?  How about in your hometown? 

What else did Whyte find? 
-Gender differences 



 
 

William H.  
Whyte 

 
Film: The Social Life of  
Small  Urban Spaces (1980) 

 
 

Min. 24 



PROJECT FOR 
PUBLIC SPACES 

Whyte’s Heritage stays alive not 
only in Gehl and 
Jacobs but in active engagement 
in place-making: 
 
https://www.pps.org/ 



https://gehlpeople.com/	

Who is Jan Gehl? 



Retail Frontage Quality 



Detailing & Articulation 
Traditional:	Extensive	 Modern:	Limited	



Articulation & Rhythm 



Sense of Enclosure 

Traditional:	“Outdoor	Room”	 Modernist:	No	Enclosure	



Enclosure: Ratio of Height to Width 

Accessed 2/19/07 at http://sccplugins.sheffield.gov.uk/urban_design/strategic_guidance_urban_creating.htm



Public - Private Layers 

Public and private is not 
an either / or 
 
There is a spectrum of  
fully public to fully 
private 



Highrise in a 
park 
 
Has only fully 
public or fully 
private space, 
nothing in 
between 



Traditional streets and 
buildings 
 
A full range of  public-
private spaces: 
•  Fully public streets  
•  Semi-public sidewalks 
•  Semi-private front yards, front 

steps, and porches 
•  Fully private building interiors 



Figure - Ground 

“The figure/ground 
relationship is a fundamental 
principle of perception. Figures 
are the elements within a field 
or ground. Ground is typically 
the background or the space 
within which the elements 
reside.”   

Accessed 2/13/07 at http://www.jour.unr.edu/
trumbo/VCsite/gestalt.html. 

http://www.urbanphoto.net/wrigley/figure-
ground.gif; Accessed 2/13/07. 



Figure - Ground 

Solids can be either figure 
(object) or ground. 

Holston. The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique 
of Brasilia. 



Traditional Space 

Differentiated public and 
private buildings 
 
Private buildings provide 
background fabric 
 
Public buildings are objects 
 
Majority is solid 

Holston. The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique 
of Brasilia. 



Traditional Space 



Anti-Space: Modernist 

No hierarchy of  buildings 
 
No background buildings 
– all object buildings 
 
Majority is void 

Holston. The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique 
of Brasilia. 



http://www.brynmawr.edu/iconog/uphp/indnoll2/
IMAGES/1939%20large.jpg; Accessed 2/13/07

Independence Mall Area  
Philadelphia 
1910 - 1939 

https://images.app.goo.gl/gTwQjW62ACXtjg6B6	



http://www.brynmawr.edu/iconog/uphp/indnoll2/
IMAGES/2004%20large.jpg; Accessed 2/13/07

Independence  
Mall Area  

Philadelphia 
2004 



http://www.brynmawr.edu/iconog/uphp/indnoll2/
IMAGES/2004%20large.jpg; Accessed 2/13/07

http://www.brynmawr.edu/iconog/uphp/indnoll2/
IMAGES/1939%20large.jpg; Accessed 2/13/07



Role of Public Space in the City 

Leon Krer





800–year legal battleground  

Statute of  Merton 1236 
Granted lords the right to enclose 
common fields and pastures 

https://www.thelandmagazine.org.uk/articles/
short-history-enclosure-britain	

Enclosures 



Industrial Revolution 

Parliamentary acts of  enclosure 
hit their peak 
 
Emigration to colonies took off  

Late 18th century 





Land ownership in 
favelas and colonias 

The Americas

Brazil Slum Dwellers Shun
Home Ownership, Fearing
Gentrification
February 03, 2017 06:00 PM

RIO DE JANEIRO - Mauricio Hora's family has lived in Rio de Janeiro's

oldest favela for generations but despite his deep roots, the artist-activist

has no interest in formally owning his home.

Contrary to the views of many economists, he doesn't believe residents of

informal settlements like his native Morro de Providencia should hold

official property deeds.

"When people have formal titles, they can sell their homes - it's a form of

cleansing the favela," Hora told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. "Titles

make it easier to remove people... there are no advantages to regularizing

these titles."

More than 20 percent of Rio de Janeiro's population live in favelas but most

lack formal property rights, a setup common in many big Brazilian cities.

Instead, they rely on networks of family, friends and community

organizations to buy or sell homes which are not recorded on government

registries.

https://www.voanews.com/americas/brazil-slum-dwellers-shun-home-ownership-fearing-gentrification

WORLD NEWS MAY 18,  2016 / 9:19 AM / UPDATED 4 YEARS AGO

Meet the Brazilian man who sells
property nobody owns

By Chris Arsenault, Thomson Reuters Foundation 8  M I N  R E A D

RIO DE JANEIRO (Thomson Reuters Foundation) - Brazilian lawyer

Aluisio Cantalice has an interesting job: brokering sales for real estate

that nobody officially owns.

Sitting shirtless and surrounded by untidy stacks of papers, Cantalice

works from a sweltering office inside the sprawling favela of Rio das

Pedras, on the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro.

The shanty town is home to an estimated 170,000 people and when

someone decides they want to move, buy or sell their home, even if it

was built illegally, the lawyer is their go-to man.

“Most of the property trading is informal - between individuals in the

community,” Cantalice told the Thomson Reuters Foundation during

an interview in his office.

Directory of sites Login Contact Support

Business Markets World Politics TV More

Discover Thomson Reuters

LIVE: California Governor Newsom gives an update after surveying damage fro…

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-landrights/meet-the-brazilian-man-who-sells-property-nobody-owns-idUSKCN0Y91R0



Which of these spaces are public? Which are private? 
How do you know? 





A space is rarely either public or private but  
rather multi-layered and often disputed. 

Privately-owned public spaces (POPs) illustrate that…. 



Tensions between 
public  and private in 
malls 
In what sense? 
◦ Private space in a legal sense but  

assumes functions of  traditional  
public spaces (e.g. town square) 

◦ Owners can ban “undesired” 
activities and people 
◦ Examples? 
◦ Anything that interferes with  

consumption 



Staeheli & Mitchell 
(2008) Privately Public 

“it remains the case that public property 
is  the only place where homeless people,  
who otherwise have no other place over  
which they have property rights, can live 
or  act autonomously” (p. 55) 
 
 
How has downtown redevelopment 
in  San Diego transformed property  
regimes and the very nature of  what  
public means? 



But is this a “mall”? 

Downtown	Kendall,	Miami,	plan	by	Dover	Kohl	Partners	



Other public space tensions . . .  

What and who gets to be memorialized? 
 
Who gets to occupy public space? 
 
Whose behavior is surveilled and policed in public space? 
 
And who makes these judgment calls? 



What is now private was not always private . . .  
 
What looks public may not be . . .  
 
What is public may not be for everyone . . . 
 
Private buildings shape our public space . . . 
 
Public space shapes our private possibilities . . .  


