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Geography 640 

Publics / Space 
 

Eugene McCann* 
Class meetings:  Thursday 3.30-6.30pm, Harbour Centre Room 2290 
Office:  RCB 6229 (Burnaby); Office hours: By appointment; Email: emccann@sfu.ca 
 

From the streets of Hong Kong, Barcelona, Beirut, and Santiago to the parks and alleys of 
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, urban public space currently holds our attention as a 
constitutive context of political expression, everyday survival, and future-oriented politics.  
These examples are simply the most recent iterations of the longstanding and ever-changing 
relationship between urban space, publics, and the political.  Literatures that have explored this 
nexus have conceptualized public space in relation to the political theory of the public sphere, 
to various forms of (in)justice, and to the social constructivist concept of spatiality.  Thus, they 
have critically explored the liberal ideal of parks, plazas, streets, alleys, beaches, bikeways, 
transit systems, libraries, pop-up art shows, playgrounds, municipal buildings, etc. as sites that 
are equally accessible to all.  In turn, these literatures have also critically considered public 
spaces in relations to questions of: memory, ceremony, and commemoration; order and 
diversity; identity and difference; neoliberalization and privatization; securitization and 
militarization; occupation, ‘commoning,’ rights claims; artistic production; and the formation of 
publics and counterpublics, among other themes.  Yet, despite the proliferation of literatures 
on public space over at least the last thirty years, there remain numerous opportunities for 
further exploration and conversation. 

This discussion-based graduate course will explore literatures that critically engage with 
questions of public space and the political in fields including geography, sociology, urban 
studies, and political theory. It will provide a context for discussions of how we might 
conceptualize and research the publics/space nexus.  It will be guided, but not limited, by 
questions including:  How are publicness and the political conceptualized in urban studies, 
sociology and political/social theory?  How does politics operate in and through the everyday 
use and experience of public spaces, tensions between use(r)s, design & governance 
institutions/innovations, and rights / justice claims?  How are publics and counter-publics 
constituted in reference to privatized spaces, networks, and corporations?  What roles do 
references to ideal futures, past politics, & ‘best practice’ models from other cities play in 
shaping the politics of public space?   

  

 
* Syllabus developed in collaboration with Friederike Landau, Lise Mahieus, & Baharak Yousefi. 
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Evaluation 

Students will be evaluated on:  

• Thorough reading of the weekly assignments & conscientious participation in all class 
discussions and activities, including leading discussion of some readings (25%). 

• Submission, via Canvas, by 9am on Thursdays each week, of two responses to the 
readings, each 250-500 words long, engaging critically with, making connections among, 
and asking questions based on the arguments in the texts (25%). *Note: These will be 
shared with all participants and are a requirement of participation even for those 
auditing or sitting in on the course.  Responses are not required in the first week. 

• Writing a substantial paper of journal article style and length (c. 6,000 – 8,500 words, 
including references), based on the themes of the course and presentation of an in-
progress summary and a final version to the class (50%). 

 

Expectations  

Graduate reading and discussion-based courses are valuable because they provide 
opportunities to read widely and deeply, to engage with ideas and theories, to think creatively, 
and to discuss ideas with peers.  This course is designed to allow this sort of ‘big thinking’ 
around its central themes.  It is framed by a generally critical perspective – one that balances 
critique of how the world is and how we understand it with a commitment to generating ideas 
and approaches that better explain it and maybe even aid in changing it for the better. 

Most of us are geographers and most of the readings will have a geographical element 
to them. But this is an interdisciplinary group and geography is an ‘interdisciplinary discipline.’  
So we don’t limit ourselves to work from the discipline of geography. But we limit ourselves to 
literatures that build on critical social theory perspectives of one form or another. 

Each of us has the opportunity to refine our own understanding of the material, to help 
others think through questions, and to practice valuable analytic and communication skills. The 
course will work best if we all approach it with a willingness to engage in open and respectful 
discussion.  By participating in the course, we all agree to the following principles:  We will be 
welcoming to all.  We will listen more than we talk, we won’t hog the floor when we are 
speaking, and we won’t interrupt or disparage others. 
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Discussion topics & readings (tentative) 
Jan 9 Introduction 

• Cody, F. (2011). Publics and politics. Annual Review of Anthropology, 40, 37-52. 
• Bodnar, J. (2015). Reclaiming public space. Urban Studies, 52(12), 2090-2104. 

 
Jan 16 
 

Theorizing public space in the 1990s 
• Lefebvre, H. (1991 [1974]) The Production of Space.  Blackwell, 46-59. 
• Davis, M. (1990) Ch. 4: Fortress LA.  In City of Quartz. Verso, 223-263 
• Mitchell, D. (1995). The end of public space? People’s Park, definitions of the 

public, and democracy. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 85(1), 
108–133. 

• Staeheli, L. A. (1996). Publicity, privacy, and women's political action. Environment 
and Planning D: Society and Space, 14(5), 601-619. 

• Bondi, L. (1998). Gender, class, and urban space: Public and private space in 
contemporary urban landscapes. Urban Geography, 19(2), 160-185. 

Optional: 
• McCann, E. J. (1999). Race, protest, and public space: Contextualizing Lefebvre in 

the US city. Antipode, 31(2), 163–184. 
 

Jan 23 
 

Political theories of publics & public spheres 
• Arendt, H. (1958). Section II: The public & the private realm. The Human Condition. 

Chicago, 22-78. 
• Habermas, J. (1989 [1962]). Chapters 1-5.  The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society.  MIT Press, 1-42. 
• Fraser, N. (1990). Rethinking the public sphere: A contribution to the critique of 

actually existing democracy. Social Text, (25/26), 56-80. 
• Benhabib, S. (1992). Models of Public Space: Hannah Arendt, the Liberal Tradition 

and Jürgen Habermas.  In Situating the Self: Gender, Community and 
Postmodernism in Contemporary Ethics. Cambridge, England: Polity Press, 89-120. 

Optional: 
• Staeheli, L. A., & Mitchell, D. (2007). Locating the public in research and practice. 

Progress in Human Geography, 31(6), 792-811. 
 

Jan 30 
 

The expanding discussion of public space 
• Namaste, K. (1996). Genderbashing: Sexuality, gender, and the regulation of public 

space. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 14(2), 221–240. 
• Drummond, L. B. (2000). Street scenes: Practices of public and private space in 

urban Vietnam. Urban Studies, 37(12), 2377–2391. 
• Law, L. (2002). Defying disappearance: cosmopolitan public spaces in Hong Kong. 

Urban Studies, 39(9), 1625-1645. 
• Allen, J. (2006). Ambient power: Berlin's Potsdamer Platz and the seductive logic of 

public spaces. Urban Studies, 43(2), 441-455. 
• Madden, D. J. (2010). Revisiting the end of public space: assembling the public in 

an urban park. City & Community, 9(2), 187-207. 
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Feb 6 The ‘being together of strangers’?  Publics, space, & the politics of difference 
• Young, I. M. (1986). The ideal of community and the politics of difference. Social 

theory and practice, 12(1), 1-26. 
• Iveson, K., Fincher, R., & Gleeson, B. (2018). Iris Marion Young and urban 

geographies of difference. Geografiska Annaler B, 100(3), 287-293. 
• Blomley, N. (2012). 2011 Urban geography plenary lecture.  Colored rabbits, 

dangerous trees, and public sitting: Sidewalks, police, and the city. Urban 
Geography, 33(7), 917-935. 

• Martin, D. G. (2012). Response to Blomley: Police, urban space, politics, and 
responsibility. Urban Geography, 33(7), 936-939. 

• Koch, R., & Latham, A. (2012). Rethinking urban public space: accounts from a 
junction in West London. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 
37(4), 515-529. 

• Buser, M. (2018). Machinic assemblages of publicness. International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research, 42(5), 769-784. 

 
Feb 13 A ‘resurgent debate’ two decades later: Theme issue of EPA: Economy & Space: 

Problems, Publicity and Public Space 
• Vigneswaran, D., Iveson, K., & Low, S. (2017). Introduction – Problems, publicity 

and public space: A resurgent debate. Environment and Planning A: Economy and 
Space, 49(3), 496-502. 

• Mitchell, D. (2017). People’s Park again: on the end and ends of public space. 
Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 49(3), 503-518. 

• Terzi, C., & Tonnelat, S. (2017). The publicization of public space. Environment and 
Planning A: Economy and Space, 49(3), 519-536. 

• Iveson, K. (2017). ‘Making space public’ through occupation: The Aboriginal Tent 
Embassy, Canberra. Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 49(3), 537-
554. 

• Houssay-Holzschuch, M., & Thébault, E. (2017). Dis-locating public space: Occupy 
Rondebosch Common, Cape Town. Environment and Planning A: Economy and 
Space, 49(3), 555-571. 

 
Feb 20 ~Reading break.  No class meeting.~ 

 
Feb 27 Counterpublics & counterspaces 

• Anderson, B. (2006 [1983]). Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and 
spread of nationalism. Verso books, 1-8 (Introduction) & 39-48 (Ch. 3). 

• Warner, M. (2002). Publics and counterpublics. Public culture, 14(1), 49-90. 
• Butler, J. (2015). Ch. 2: Bodies in Alliance and the Politics of the Street, in Notes 

toward a performative theory of assembly. Harvard University Press, 66-98. 
Each student will read two of the following: 
• Gruszczynska, A. (2009). Sowing the seeds of solidarity in public space: Case study 

of the Poznan March of Equality. Sexualities, 12(3), 312-333. 
• Cassegård, C. (2014). Contestation and Bracketing: The Relation between Public 

Space and the Public Sphere. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 
32(4), 689–703. 
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• Cheng, E. W., & Chan, W. Y. (2017). Explaining spontaneous occupation: 
Antecedents, contingencies and spaces in the Umbrella Movement. Social 
Movement Studies, 16(2), 222-239. 

• Willems, W. (2019). ‘The politics of things’: digital media, urban space, and the 
materiality of publics. Media, Culture & Society, 0163443719831594. 
 
~DUE:  Students writing a paper for the course will submit a two-page summary 
by the beginning of class today and present an oral summary to the class~ 
 

Mar 5 Agonism, memorialization, & public art 
• Mouffe, C. (2007): Art as an Agonistic Intervention in Public Space. Art as a Public 

Issue. In: Art and Democracy 2007, pp. 1–7 
• Landau, F. (Forthcoming): [Un]Grounding Agonistic Public Space – Approaching 

Mouffe’s Spatial Theory via Museums. In Landau, F., Pohl, L., & Roskamm, N. 
(eds.): [Un]Grounding – Post-Foundational Interventions in Space. 

• Burk, A. L. (2006). Beneath and before: continuums of publicness in public art. 
Social & Cultural Geography, 7(6), 949-964. 

• Reed, T. (2019). Introduction & Ch. 4: Revolutionary walls: Chicano/a/x murals, 
Chicano/a/x movements. The Art of Protest: Culture & Activism, xi-xxvi & 115-142. 

• Ramírez, M. M. (2019). City as borderland: Gentrification and the policing of Black 
and Latinx geographies in Oakland. Environment and Planning D: Society and 
Space, 0263775819843924. 
 

Mar 12 Publics/space & the ‘cosmopolitan canopy’ 
• Anderson, E. (2004). The cosmopolitan canopy. The Annals of the American 

Academy of Political and Social Science, 595(1), 14-31. 
• Squires, C. R. (2002). Rethinking the black public sphere: An alternative vocabulary 

for multiple public spheres. Communication theory, 12(4), 446-468.  
• Manalansan, M. F. (2005). Race, violence, and neoliberal spatial politics in the 

global city. Social Text, 23(3-4 (84-85)), 141-155. 
• Eckert, S., Metzger-Riftkin, J., Kolhoff, S., & O’Shay-Wallace, S. (2019). A hyper 

differential counterpublic: Muslim social media users and Islamophobia during the 
2016 US presidential election. New Media & Society, 1461444819892283. 

• Hardy, A., & Whaanga, H. (2019). Using the Stars to Indigenize the Public Sphere: 
Matariki over New Zealand. Religions, 10(7), 431. 
 

Mar 19 Publics/Space Potluck I (Readings to be chosen by course participants) 
• Bookchin, M. (1992). Introduction & Ch. 1 in Urbanization without cities: The Rise 

and Decline of Citizenship, Black Rose, xiii-xxvi & 1-14. 
• Dávila, A. (2016). Inside the Class-Stratified Mall. In El Mall: The Spatial and Class 

Politics of Shopping Malls in Latin America (pp. 93-112). University of California 
Press. 

• Ye, J. (2019). Re-orienting geographies of urban diversity and coexistence: 
Analyzing inclusion and difference in public space. Progress in human geography, 
43(3), 478-495. 

• Young, A. (2012). Criminal images: The affective judgment of graffiti and street art. 
Crime, Media, Culture, 8(3), 297-314. 
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• Wright, W.J., & Herman, C.K. (2018). No “Blank Canvas”: Public Art and 
Gentrification in Houston's Third Ward. City & Society, 30(1), 89-116. 

 
Mar 26 Publics/Space Potluck I (Readings to be chosen by course participants) 

• Moten, F., & Harney, S. (2004). The university and the undercommons: Seven 
theses. Social Text, 22(2), 101-115. 

• Sheller, M. (2004). Mobile publics: beyond the network perspective. Environment 
and Planning D: Society and Space, 22(1), 39-52. 

• Mattern, S. (2014). Library as infrastructure. Places Journal, 188-198. 
• Goh, K. (2018). Safe cities and queer spaces: the urban politics of radical LGBT 

activism. Annals of the American Association of Geographers, 108(2), 463-477. 
• Wathne, M.W. and Kjærås, K. (2020). In conversation with Erik. Swyngedouw.  

Parallel, 1, 9-47. ISBN: 978-82-691834-0-5 
 

Apr 2 
 

No class meeting (SFU Geography external review) 
 

Apr 9 Presentations 
• Students writing a paper for the course will give a 15 min conference-style 

presentation in class.  Time will be allotted for comments and questions. 
 

Apr 20 ~DUE: Final papers, via Canvas, by 5pm~ 
 


