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Abstract 

 

In cities around the world, the most iconic, memorable, and celebrated spaces are those 

where public lives converge for the purposes of political assembly. These are the places 

where public life and public space have a common goal. However, in many North 

American communities, the relationship between public life and public space is in 

disarray. In an effort to reboot that relationship, we examine the history and context of 

both the town square and the citizen through the common goal of politics. It becomes 

clear that people are inherently political, and that the town square functions in its 

highest capacity as the space where people can fulfil their political goals of daily life. 

The various lessons from the literature inform the creation of the Hearth Framework in 

the form of pillars aimed at redefining the town square as a highly relevant space of 

regular and active citizen engagement.   
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Were it useful to speak of 'the birth of the polis,' one might identify as the 

birthday of the polis of Athens that day on which a common hearth was 

consecrated over which no king presided. 

-Parker (1997, p.27) 
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Prologue 

 

 

On a dewy April morning in 2014, I boarded a train from Warsaw to Krakow. 

Upon emerging from the station in Krakow, I felt compelled to follow the clear and 

natural flow of people. It was perhaps the only time throughout all of my travels that I 

had observed such a phenomenon. People throughout the great European and North 

American cities had seemingly chaotic rhythms in comparison, as if constantly in a 

scramble to flee everything from all directions. In Krakow, I followed what might best be 

described as music, in John Steinbeck’s 1947 novella The Pearl:  

 

As he filled his basket the song was in Kino, and the beat of the song was his 

pounding heart as it ate the oxygen from his held breath, and the melody of 

the song was the gray-green water and the little scuttling animals and the 

clouds of fish that flitted by and were gone. But in the song there was a secret 

little inner song, hardly perceptible, but always there, sweet and secret and 

clinging, almost hiding in the counter-melody, and this was the Song of the 

Pearl That Might Be (p.17). 

 

And similar to the story of Kino finding his pearl by listening to the melodies of life 

around him, the melodies of Krakow took me to Rynek Główny, which literally translates 

to “grand market”. Yet, despite its name, Rynek Główny is much more than a grand 

market. I spent the next two days in Rynek Główny, observing and speculating on all of 
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the activity that I saw. In those two days I saw numerous pop up events, concerts and 

performances, protests and counter-protests, religious observations, educational 

events, and public art displays. I saw young students scurry around with books, couples 

cuddling under blankets on restaurant benches, dogs lounging at their owners feet, 

business class professionals meeting over lunch, teenagers picnicking in the outer ring 

park, elderly men drinking beer and singing together, horses patiently walking about, 

and many more spectacles to be sure. What was so profound about Rynek was that 

there was always something to see.  

 

Furthermore, people in Rynek weren’t focused on shopping or consuming, as the 

name suggests. Rather, Rynek was primarily a meeting place, offering opportunities to 

engage with other people in a variety of different contexts. Essentially, Rynek was the 

place where the activities of everyday life became public, and in doing so, offered an 

image of public life and public space that I had never seen before. Although I did not 

understand it at the time, this relationship, between the physical space of Rynek and all 

of the spectacles that took place inside of it, was the song that I brought home with me.   

 

Unfortunately, whenever I attempted to share my experience of Rynek with 

friends and family at home, I found it difficult to articulate what exactly Rynek was and 

why I had found it so fascinating. I found these few commonalities among my 

discussions: 

 

1. I was asked for a list of functions; for eating, for walking, for shopping, etc; 
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2. I was asked if it was public or private; 

3. I was told that we have parks instead of squares; 

4. I was told that we cannot have that type of space in North America 

because of our cultural differences. 

 

Often, the discussions had gone off topic. It was clear that I, like many of the people that 

I had talked to, lacked the perspective needed to make sense of Rynek. It was precisely 

my conviction to better understand and communicate my experience of Rynek which led 

me to study the town square. However, it is my hope of one day producing this 

experience here at home that led me to work toward developing this new perspective.  

 

Figure 1: Krakow’s busy town square. Retrieved from https://www.thetripmag.com/racconti-di-
viaggio/tour-a-piedi-per-cracovia/ 
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Chapter I: 

Introduction 

 

 

In 2013, Gehl and Svarre asserted that the rapid growth of urban communities 

starting from industrialization through modernization had seemingly forgotten to 

consider one crucial concept: the interplay between public space and public life. The 

problem is that public space and public life have become separated and out of sync with 

one another, creating a situation in which the political public has no space to exist 

(Benhabib, 1996). For instance, in terms of public space, Bodnar (2015) recognized that 

various writers had pronounced the “death” of public space around the year 1990. On 

the other hand, Gehl and Svarre recognized that “while architects and urban planners 

have been dealing with space, the other side of the coin – life – has often been 

forgotten” (2013, p.2). There are significant impacts of this mishap, for instance, stark 

decreases in community memberships leading to a lack of social support networks and 

trust within communities (Putnam, 2000); tasking ill-equipped governments to determine 

the public interest for citizens (Savoie, 2017); and the lack of citizen power in shaping 

their communities (Davidoff, 1965). These impacts stem from an unhealthy relationship 

between public life and public space, which is the root problem we address here.  

 

Indeed, this problem of separation of public life and public space is visible in 

many North American communities today. To be sure, many cities take pride in their 

public spaces such as active downtown street cores, iconic parks, and grand market 
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spaces. However, many of those public spaces are the result of “a strategic goal to 

create attractive cities for people in order to attract residents, tourists, investments and 

employees” (Gehl and Svarre, 2013, p.3). In essence, public space today is something 

of an advertisement meant to support economic interests at the conscious expense of 

social interests (Sorkin, 1992). What many public spaces communicate then, is that 

public life is centered around economics. However, public life, as difficult as it may be to 

define, is certainly much more “versatile and complex” (Gehl and Svarre, 2013, p.2) 

than that. Public life surely encompasses more than an economic function, which many 

of our current public spaces offer in abundance. Public space appears to have an 

economic goal, and public life has another, less understood goal.  

 

In examining the concepts regarding the relationship between public life and 

public space throughout history, what common principles emerge as considerations for 

building more relevant public spaces? In order to answer this question, we consider 

various concepts regarding the history of the relationship between public space and 

public life. We then consider the major themes that emerge out of that history to 

construct a framework which may be a useful tool in creating public spaces that are 

more relevant to public life.    

 

In order to work towards an understanding of public life and public space, we 

provide a common goal for public life and public space to achieve: to encourage and 

facilitate political engagement. The justification for why politics should be the shared 

goal of public space and public life stems from the literature which suggests that it is 
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human nature to flourish as an actively engaged member of a community. We explore 

the origin of the word “politics” through the Ancient Greek concept of the Polis from 

Aristotle. In this sense, politics is broadly understood as a civic responsibility to self-

determination through active relationship building in the public forum. With that 

understanding of politics, we focus our efforts on a uniquely capable form of public 

space which has traditionally supported that political goal of public life: the town square.  

 

In order to address public life, we take the advice of professor Peter Hall (2014) 

who asserts:   

 

In practice, the planning of cities merges almost imperceptibly into the 

problems of cities, and those into the economics and sociology and 

politics of cities, and those in turn into the entire socio - economic - 

political - cultural life of the time; there is no end, no boundary, to the 

relationships. Yet one - however arbitrary - must be set (p.5). 

 

We set the socio - economic - political - cultural stage in which citizens find themselves 

by discussing the major impacts on society from the period of the Enlightenment, 

through industrialization and into modernity. What ensues is an understanding of how it 

came to be that the modern citizen became removed from the political life of their 

community. In turn, this helps us understand the efforts of various urbanists who have 

sought ways to re-empower the citizen through engagement. With those goals set and 

those contexts in place, we then return to an examination of the political life of the town 
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square to assert its importance and relevance to life today. In doing so we trace how it 

came to be that the town square gave way to the market square, which became the 

model for many of North America’s public spaces, effectively removing the political 

aspirations of public life and public space.  

 

In recognizing the common goal of politics in defining the parameters of public 

life and public space, we assert that the relationship between public life and public 

space can be understood through the lens of politics. We conclude that the politically 

active town square is the form of public space which is most complimentary with the 

inherently political nature of public life. That is, in order to revive the relationship 

between public life and public space, a new political philosophy applied to the town 

square appears to be a strong starting point.  

 

Finally, in an effort to begin that process of reviving that relationship, and as a 

useful way of summarizing the lessons and arguments within the literature, we move 

beyond the theoretical argument by constructing a new political identity for the town 

square through the “Hearth Framework”. The Hearth Framework exists as a conceptual 

framework by presenting itself as pillars of considerations for creating this new type of 

town square which is harmonious with the political goal of public life: a hearth. The term 

“hearth” is used here according to its symbolic meaning of home and the more direct 

meaning of the fireplace of the home, where guests and family members gather to 

interact amid the warmth and spectacle of the dancing fire.  
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This thesis is an exercise in thinking creatively about public space by proposing a 

redefining of the parameters of the relationship between public space and public life. 

This creative approach culminates in a framework that proposes the clear and direct 

intent of increasing political engagement. In effect, it explores a specific perspective of 

the problematic relationship between public space and public life and translates that 

perspective into the beginnings of a practicable solution. It is the result of a new 

philosophy for town squares that places value on an actively engaged citizenry through 

recognizing the importance of public dialogue. It is our hope that this thesis acts as a 

precedent for further exercises in translating theories and perspectives into actionable 

prescriptions so that our North American public spaces may once again become 

celebrated and relevant spaces of daily urban life.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

6 
 

Chapter II:  

An Introduction to Public Space and Public Life 

 

 

The Square as Public Space 

 

There are many different types of public spaces, to be sure, however, there is 

one type which is often spoken of in terms of its importance to public life: the town 

square. Zucker (1959) argues that the space of a city finds “its most outspoken and 

characteristic form in the square, the plaza, the focal point in the organization of the 

town” (p.vii). To Zucker, the square is the “central formative element” at the “heart of the 

city” (p.1). In essence, “the openness and robustness of squares often make them the 

centre of city events and social nodes” (Zakariya et al., 2014, p.678). The town square, 

then, is a unique type of public space, compared to the park or the street, in that it 

marks the cultural, social, political, and spatial centre of the community.  

 

The town square emerges as a space representative of public life, in that “the 

unity of a city is the unity of its public life and public life cannot exist without public 

space” (Eden, 1946, p.96). In this realization, Eden values the shared views of 

community members as an indicator of a healthy public life. Furthermore, Eden asserts 

that the fundamental value of public space is that it allows public life to exist. To Eden, 

public space is for public life, which is how social cohesion is formed. The common 

layout and description of the town square as a centralized open space of cultural 
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importance indicates that it is the form of public space which best accommodates this 

understanding of public life. In this sense, it is a difficult task to separate the space of 

the town square from the public life which unfolds within it. As Gehl and Svarre (2013) 

noted, public life and public space have not always been taken as two separate 

concepts.  

 

Dr. Paul Zucker (1959), argues that the square has clear psychological 

importance in that it acts as a mental parking place which allows people to take a break 

from navigating busy urban streets. More importantly, though, is that this parking space 

allows people to gather, which has the effect of humanizing people through mutual 

contact, effectively developing one's sense of community out of shared experiences. 

This ability of the town square to accommodate assembly is significant because it has 

the greatest capacity to allow people to share experiences. For Zucker (1959) and Eden 

(1946) the fundamental power of the town square is its ability to take in individuals and 

turn them into communities with shared values and a shared sense of identity. 

 

How, then, do shared experiences create this sense of community, and why does 

it matter? Mansbridge (1999) suggests that a strong deliberative system allows the 

community to evaluate its own needs and understand how to act accordingly. 

Deliberation, to Mansbridge, is the type of shared experience “that democracies need if 

citizens are, in any sense, to rule themselves” (1999, p.211). Bodnar (2015) recognizes 

that public space is “in principle accessible to all, and thus profoundly democratic” 

(p.2091). The political theorist Hannah Arendt (1998) asserted that “in acting and 
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speaking, men show who they really are, reveal actively their unique personal identities 

and thus make their appearance in the human world” (p.179). Arendt thinks that 

engagement with others in the public forum is how individuals arrive at their own values 

and share them with their communities. Rousseau (1762/1950) claimed that this is how 

a general will is formed:  

 

We receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole. At once, in 

place of the individual personality of each contracting party, this act of 

association creates a moral and collective body [...] and receiving from this 

act its unity, its common identity, its life and its will. This public person, so 

formed by the union of all other persons formerly took the name of city 

(p.15). 

 

The city, for Rousseau, is defined by the active and common associations of community 

members which result in the formation of a “public person”. This public person is a 

metaphor for the collective goals, values, and strategies shared by a community. In a 

sense, this is important for Rousseau so that there are not many individual voices all 

competing for self-interests. Instead, individuals contribute their voices to the voice of 

their “public person” who speaks for a common good.  

 

To retrace our steps, the town square is a strong candidate for representing a 

type of public space that is intimately linked to public life. This is accomplished primarily 

through assembly, which is valuable because it is where community members share 
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experiences, thus where they build relationships with each other. This is done through 

acting and speaking in a public forum, which, in turn, is how communities work towards 

a common set of values. All of this culminates in a greater degree of self-determination, 

which, in turn, produces a sense of community which is where we locate the 

fundamental goal of public life. The town square, then, due to its cultural significance, 

openness, and centrality, emerges as the most relevant place for public life to unfold. 

This is the relationship between the public space and public life that we shall explore.   

 

Public Life in Aristotle's Polis 

  

 Perhaps the best way to refer to this relationship between the town square and 

public life is by using the term “politics”, which is derived from the Greek word “polis”. 

Here, we use politics to describe the activities in the public forum as a fulfillment of 

human nature as Aristotle did in the 4th century BCE. In his set of books The Politics 

Aristotle claims that human beings are political animals by nature, meaning that humans 

naturally thrive by living in a “polis”, a self-governing community (Aristotle, ca. 350 

B.C.E/ 2016). To Aristotle, the polis is the only place where problems can be solved 

through the use of the unique human gift of speaking and reasoning, as opposed to 

violence (Arendt, 1998). Aristotle asserts “he who by nature and not by mere accident is 

without a state, is either a bad man or above humanity; he is like the tribeless, lawless, 

hearthless one” (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E/2016, p.3). Aristotle implies that by living in a 

self-governed community, one has a sense of identity, a sense of morals, and a sense 

of home. What this translates to, for Aristotle, is that people are able to participate in 
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“the only framework within which man can fully realize his spiritual, moral, and 

intellectual capacities” (Kitto, 1962, p.78). To Aristotle, in order for the citizen to realize 

their full potential as a human being, they must live and contribute to the polis, a 

community which governs itself.  

 

To begin discussing how a polis governs itself it should be made clear what 

exactly is meant by the term “polis”: 

 

[It] was both a community and a sense of community that helped to define 

Greek city-dwellers’ relationship to their city and their fellow citizens, to the 

world at large, and to themselves [...] the polis was a reincarnation, in an 

urban context, of the face-to-face human relationships that characterized 

the pre-urban community of the neolithic village (LeGates and Stout, 2011, 

p.16). 

 

LeGates and Stout make a point of defining the polis as having two distinct parts: one’s 

relationship to the city, and one’s relationship to others. The polis is both a physical and 

mental manifestation of itself; it is a place reflective of a culture, and a culture reflective 

of a place. The authors also point out that the purpose of the polis was to define 

relationships through face-to-face engagements with fellow citizens. This increased civic 

engagement is valued because, according to Aristotle, it is human nature to flourish in 

this type of place. Simply put, living in a polis (the culture and place of increased face-

to-face interaction) fulfills the innate human need to be an active member of a 
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community. In doing so, each community member thrives, and the polis thrives with 

them. 

 

Aristotle extrapolates the idea of the polis as a vessel for humans to thrive within 

because he believes that public life is the natural path to further develop one’s qualities 

(Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E/2016). Another way of putting this is that if humans naturally 

seek and require relationships for their own well-being, then it is by nature that humans 

should thrive in an environment which encourages a great degree of interaction. It is 

precisely at this point that public life and public space are unified under the goal of 

regular civic engagement, which is referred to as politics. In effect, public life is political 

life.  

 

Aristotle recognized the limitations of increased public engagement. He 

“described the ideal city-state [polis] as one small enough so that a single citizen’s voice 

could be heard by all the assembled fellow citizens” (Legates & Stout, 2011, p.16). 

Aristotle does two profound things here. Firstly, he predicates the scale of the ideal polis 

on the act of public speaking, further cementing the importance of active face-to-face 

engagement. Secondly, he designates a physical place in the polis specifically for 

citizens to assemble. The polis requires a space of assembly so that speech can 

manage relationships. Together, these principles describe the ideal community as one 

which has a space of assembly that accommodates all attending citizens at once, but 

only so far as a voice can be heard. He imposes a space of assembly, and then limits it 

to the reach of face-to-face communication.   
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As Kitto (1962) points out, the polis is a place where virtue, through justice, is 

pursued whereby citizens address the polis and participate in the governmental 

processes (p.72). This is the fundamental mechanism by which the polis governs itself. 

Kitto concludes that the identity of the polis and the mechanism by which the polis 

operates, is predicated upon the active involvement of the entire citizenship. In other 

words, the polis is only a polis if all of the citizens can assemble and speak to one 

another about the decisions being made about their community. An early example of 

this self-governance through assembly comes during the Peloponesian war, where the 

Athenian leader Pericles defended his rule to an angry populous by calling an 

assembly:  

 

I have summoned the special Assembly to remind you of certain facts, 

and to protest against some of your errors. Remember, it is more 

important for the Polis to prosper than its individual members, for if the 

individual members prosper and the polis is ruined, then they are ruined 

with her, but if a citizen is unfortunate while the city is not, he has a much 

better hope of mending his fortunes (Kitto, 1962, p.142). 

 

From this account taken from the historian Thucydides (as quoted in Kitto), Pericles was 

successful in his defence, perhaps largely due to the fact that he appealed to both the 

physical and mental institution of the polis. First by using assembly to address the polis, 

then by reminding the Athenians of their civic responsibilities to the well-being of the 
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community as a whole and to the well-being of each other. In effect, the Athenians had 

recognized their duty to preserve the polis and maintain their mastery of it. The polis, 

then, was an ethos that made citizens the equal rulers of the State (Kotkin, 2005, p.21).  

 

From Pericles’ speech, Kitto recognizes that the polis symbolized a dramatic shift 

toward public life since the polis, in comparison to the home or the village, required a 

greater degree of communal effort in order to maintain its self-governing identity: 

 

In the winning of his livelihood he [a Greek citizen] was essentially 

individualist: in the filling of his life he was essentially “communist”. 

Religion, art, games, the discussion of things – all these were needs of life 

that could be fully satisfied only through the polis [...] Moreover, he wanted 

to play his own part in running the affairs of the community (Kitto, 1962, 

p.78). 

 

Here, Kitto recognizes that the Greek citizen of the polis felt responsible for the 

outcomes of their community. What Kitto points out here, is that the needs of life are not 

in themselves the practicing of religion, art, games, and discussion. Rather they are 

needs of life because they are communal activities which further develop relationships 

between citizens. Not only do these functions become part of public life by taking on a 

communal character, they also become indicative of success. There is, to a person 

living in the polis, a real sense in which things like art, games, and discussion begin to 

gain added value by being done out in the open. This added value is that citizens begin 
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to form and refine identities for themselves through those functions that facilitate 

interaction. By extension, those interactions inform how citizens decide to govern 

themselves. The polis benefits from the citizens’ communal effort by harvesting 

autonomy from those activities, further feeding into its own identity as a self-governing 

community.   

 

To briefly retrace our steps once more, human nature, to Aristotle, is to thrive as 

an active member of a self-governing community. That community governs itself 

through regular and active community engagement, thus human nature is to contribute 

to the self-governing capacity of their community. This engagement requires a suitable 

space of assembly. In terms of public space in the polis, LeGates & Stout (2011) 

observe: 

 

The physical form of the polis stressed public space. Private houses were 

low and turned away from the street. In contrast the Greeks emphasized 

public temples, stadiums, and the agora (a combined marketplace and 

public forum) [...] In a larger polis, like Athens, these public buildings were 

spacious and often beautifully constructed of marble. Even in the smaller 

ones the community devoted many of its resources to them (p.40). 

 

While public space in general was important, where public life and therefore, politics, 

are concerned, one structure in particular stands out: the public forum where assembly 

and speech take place. “The Greek cities had citadels such as the Acropolis of Athens, 
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to be sure, but for the Greek citizen, all aspects of public life were lived in the agora or 

[also referred to as] public marketplace” (p.16). It is clear that the polis as a whole 

stressed the importance of public space by making them available throughout the urban 

landscape and making regular use of them. Yet, still with all of that attention to public 

space, the need for a single space of assembly was not brushed aside by the ancient 

Greeks.  

 

Vasudevan (1995) describes the agora as the “central part of the ancient Greek 

city, used for religious, political, cultural, and social events” (p.66). So, while the agora 

serves many functions within the polis, it always serves primarily to facilitate public life. 

Mumford (1961) pays a great deal of attention to the agora. On the function of the 

agora, he states “the oldest and most persistent function was that of a communal 

meeting place” (p.148); by the 5th century BCE the agora increasingly served as a 

marketplace. Mumford considers this transformation as a natural “by-product of the 

coming together of consumers who had many other reasons for assembling than merely 

doing business” (p.149). The logic being that if people were going to spend a significant 

part of their day engaged with each other in the agora, a marketplace is a relevant way 

to further encourage and facilitate those engagements. To Mumford, the use of this 

inherently political space for commerce is not entirely separate, or a demotion from 

political assembly, rather, it is an indicator of success. He reminds us that the 

interchange of goods does not exclude the interchange of news and opinions as well. In 

fact, quite the opposite is true where the movement and interaction with goods requires 

the movement and interaction of people. With it, the interchange of ideas, opinions, and 
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news. Again, it is the face-to-face interactions in the agora which ultimately deliver to its 

citizens the power to self-govern.  

 

When writing about the agora, many authors, like Mumford (1961) and Kitto 

(1962) mentioned above, are quick to point out two major characteristics: 

multifunctionality and relevance. On multifunctionality, it seems that the agora serves 

many individual functions, but all for the single goal of facilitating interaction, what we 

call here “politics”. In that sense, the agora can be said to be the physical manifestation 

of the polis, or at the very least, the defining feature of it. This is the essence of the 

potential of the town square as a political space. On relevance, the agora was 

intentionally constructed in an area that ancient Greek citizens would be regularly 

engaged in during the course of their daily life. To be clear, the agora itself was not a 

single structure, rather, it was an area featuring and enclosed by regularly used 

structures. In the case of Athens, the Agora (figure 2) was delineated by monuments, 

statues, temples, altars, covered public walkways (stoas), council chambers 

(bouleuterion and tholos), a courthouse (heliaia), a library, and a latrine. These 

structures must have been highly relevant for daily life of the ancient Greek, or else the 

agora would have sat empty.  

 

This passive programming of the agora is likely the reason that people were 

attracted to it even if they had no specific business to conduct there. In essence, one 

would go there to find something to do, as others would as well. Thus, activity attracted 

more activity. This relevance to everyday life coupled with a culture that valued 
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participation in governance and face-to-face relationships, is likely what made the agora 

such an important place for the ancient Greeks.  

 

 

Figure 2: An artist’s reconstruction of the Athenian Agora labelled with structure names. Retrieved from 
http://greeceancientmodern.com/agora.html  

 

To Zucker (1959), the agora represents the city’s status as a polis, which he 

describes as the embracing of democracy. This is contrasted by what he calls the axis, 

which embraces the more “dictatorial concept of society” (p.31) which he attributes to 

the late Roman period. Then, the agora, as a stand in for the town square, is the 

fundamental physical feature of the community if democracy is to accurately represent 
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the community. The agora, then, is the space which functions as the physical 

recognition that the value of public life is that it clearly defines and represents the 

interests of citizens in governance and decision making. Again, public life is understood 

now as political life. Kohn (2004) affirms that “opportunities for political criticism, 

organization, and dissent are vital for a democratic polity” (p.2).  

 

Inscriptions in The Forum Romanum 

 

The Forum Romanum in Rome served the same purpose as the Greek Agora, 

“offering a meeting place used for merchandising, legislation, litigation, worship [... 

essentially…] all manner[s] of social activity” (Classe, 1995, p.577). While the agora and 

the forum functioned similarly, the ancient Romans famously used the forum as a place 

to inscribe identity from a more “top-down” approach. The Roman forum was an 

impressive feature, not only because of the expensive materials used to construct it, but 

also because it represented the Roman pride. As Gregor Kalas (2015) notes: 

 

The Forum represented those who had led the state. Details about both 

these leaders and Rome’s aristocrats emerge in the texts inscribed on the 

plinths, indicating that the displays upheld (or occasionally excised) the 

memories of both local sponsors and the emperors honored by the 

installations (p.75). 
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This is evident in the presence of triumphal columns (figure 3) and arches in the Roman 

forum, each depicting the triumphs of a Roman leader. For example, the Arch of 

Septimius Severus (figure 4) was “erected to celebrate this emperor’s victories against 

the Parthians and to establish the legitimacy of his new dynasty [...] with extremely 

lavish sculptural decoration” (Chilvers, 2004, p.177). Strong (1976) states “as a vehicle 

for imperial propaganda the arch of Septimius Severus was the biggest ‘billboard’ yet 

erected” (p.219). Similarly, Cartwright (2013) suggests that “it stands in the Forum 

Romanum as a lasting and imposing monument to Roman vanity” (para.1).  

 

   

Figure 3: A close up of the Column of Trajan in the Forum Romanum depicting emperor Trajan’s fleet 
departing for war in 113 C.E. Photo by Peter Reed. Retrieved from 
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ancient-art-civilizations/roman/early-empire/a/column-of-trajan 
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It is evident here that an element of pride in the public realm was carried over 

from the ancient Greek notion of the polis. However, instead of that pride being charged 

by desire to grow as a person by actively engaging with fellow citizens as equals, the 

Roman variant present in the forum could be said to be charged by an intent to inscribe 

a communal identity through symbolism. From that perspective, through the ornate 

triumphal monuments, the ancient Romans used the forum to provide a clear image of 

what it means to be Roman (figure 5). These images and dedications must have had 

the effect of instilling pride and motivation in the observers, to be sure, but it instills that 

identity in the forum, where individuals share that experience of being inscribed with 

each other. In that sense, just as the agora does, the forum encourages the face-to-face 

relationships that make communities out of a group of individuals (Zucker, 1959). In 

Walker’s introduction to Sitte (1889/1945), he asserts that symbolism is a powerful 

element of community building which is suited for a central space:  

 

Every community needs a symbol of its existence. Much of modern 

community frustration has come into being because a symbol of the visual 

reason for its life is missing. Because no symbol is found there is no 

center on which to focus life (p.viii). 

 

For the Romans, the Forum Romanum was a grand display of such symbols so that 

commonality became a shared visual experience. Sitte himself uses the forum to 

establish the relationship between the square and the city: “in brief, the place of the 

forum in cities corresponds to that of the principal room of a house. It is to the city, so to 
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speak, the principal hall” (1889/1945, p.5). This use of the town square for the display of 

symbols is then a legitimate strategy for encouraging the face-to-face relationships that 

produce more unified communities. In a sense, as the “principal hall”, the symbols of 

existence present in the Forum Romanum delivered a sense of identity to the Roman 

citizen.  

 

 

Figure 4: A 1583 print of the Arch of Septimius Severus depicting scenes from the 197 C.E Parthian war 
and an inscription (above) of dedication. Retrieved from 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/395100 
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Figure 5: An artist’s reconstruction of the ornate Roman forum. Retrieved from http://www.digitales-
forum-romanum.de/?lang=en 

 

There is, however, another use for what might be considered displays of public 

art in the square. In their detailed analysis of uses in the squares of New York, Whyte 

and Underhill (1988) observed: 

 

Standing patterns on the plazas are fairly regular. When people stop to 

talk they will generally do so athwart one of the main traffic flows, as they 

do on streets. They also show an inclination to station themselves near 

objects, such as a flagpole or a piece of sculpture. They like well-defined 

places, such as steps or the border of a pool. What they rarely choose is 

the middle of a large space (p.108). 
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Whether intentional or not, Whyte and Underhill would surely say that the presence of 

objects and well-defined spaces within the forum would have encouraged Romans to 

stop and talk to one another. This may explain why some squares with few or no 

features lay empty even though they may be in central locations and offer relevant 

functions.   

 
 

As noted previously, the town square is often defined by its centrality both in its 

central role in the fulfilment of public life, and its physical centrality which marks the 

centre of activity. In ancient Rome, this idea of centrality for the forum is quite literal:  

 

At the height of Roman influence, eight roads lead from European 

provinces directly to the center of the Forum, where distances from the 

capital to outlying replicas of the Forum were marked by columns of gold 

and marble (Classe, 1995, p.577). 

 

Even within the city itself, both the Forum Romanum and Greek agora physically existed 

in its centre (figures 6 and 7). Although both Athens and Rome have grown significantly 

since their historical debuts, they seemed to have recognized the value of a locally 

central location, as Whyte and Underhill (1988) did in their analysis of plazas in modern 

New York: 

 

Let us turn to the factors that make for such places. The most basic one is 

so obvious it is often overlooked: people. To draw them, a space should 

tap a strong flow of them. This means location, and, as the old adage has 
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it, location and location. The space should be in the heart of downtown, 

close to the 100 percent corner—preferably right on top of it...People 

ought to walk to it [...] within the core of downtown the effective radius of a 

good place is about three blocks. About 80 percent of the users will have 

come from a place within that area (p.108). 

 

Whyte and Underhill specify that the benefit of a centrally located forum is that it is 

highly accessible and catches the most people as they go about the city in their daily 

affairs. It is also wonderfully relevant that in both the Ancient centres and the dense 

urban core of modern-day New York, a primary mode of transportation remains the 

same: walking. In both cases, the square is largely the pedestrian’s central refuge 

where they invite other pedestrians to refuge with them.  
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Figure 6: A map of the ancient city of Rome with the Forum Romanum in the city centre indicated by the 
“VIII” region. Retrieved from https://romemap360.com/ancient-rome-map 

 



 

26 
 

 

Figure 7: A map of Ancient Athens with the Agora at the city centre. Retrieved from https://www.plato-
dialogues.org/tools/athensim.htm 

 

 

When considering why some cultures had developed grand squares and others 

had not, Zucker (1959) concludes that a “strong emphasis on domestic life” would likely 

prevent “any desire for public spatial expression” (p.5). Put another way, great public 

squares, such as the agora and the forum, require the public to place value on public 

life. Essentially, Zucker hints that the success and benefits of the politically active 

square, such as the agora and the forum, was predicated on the fact that the culture of 

the people using those squares gave them a reason to use it.  
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Conclusion to Chapter II 

 

 The town square, in the form of the agora and forum, has shown to be a place of 

prime importance throughout western history. In recognizing some of its strengths, such 

as openness, centrality, and relevance, we have traced how the square became 

inseparable from public life. At its core, the town square has historically been 

recognized for its capacity to accommodate assembly, from which all other benefits, 

both individual and communal, stem. We have also observed how the use of the town 

square developed a sense of public life, and vice versa. The purpose of this chapter has 

been to assert that in the interest of defining the broad problem of the relationship 

between public life and public space, the town square is a strong stand-in for public 

space, and the Aristotelian notion of politics is a strong stand-in for public life. Thus, our 

problem has been clarified, we are now looking at the relationship between the town 

square, and a life of relationship building: political life. With these values assigned to 

public space and public life, our task now is to observe political life and the town square 

in a modern context so that we may follow the developments of that relationship and 

better understand the problem of their separation.    
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Chapter III:  

A Western History of Political Life 

 

  

Introduction to Chapter III 

 

Since antiquity, the town square has shown to be a uniquely suited space for 

encouraging and facilitating interactions. However, we must now turn our attention to 

the other, more complex dimension of the politically active square: public life, which we 

may now more accurately call “political life”. For Gehl and Svarre (2013), political life “is 

everything we can go out and observe happening – far more than just street theatre and 

café life” (p.2). This definition of political life implies that there are other factors behind 

how public life is played out and how it is understood. In this chapter, we trace a brief 

history of political life to better understand what these factors are and to determine the 

point at which political life departs from the public realm. 

 

Now that we have a clearer understanding of the interplay between public space 

and public life in ancient times, we shall now ask how it came to be that the ancient 

value of political life has seemingly disappeared. Specifically, we mean to ask why, to 

the average citizen of a North American community, regular and active engagement 

with others in a public forum is not a priority in daily life. As Zakariya et al. (2014) 

observe, “the ‘life’ of squares evolves and changes according to the contemporary 

demands of the people” (p.678). This realization brings with it various significant 
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considerations worth exploring. For instance, we may now explore how the demands of 

the public have changed throughout history in the West, what happens when those 

demands are not met, and what influences those demands. With these questions in 

mind, we explore the western citizen in its various contexts to better understand the 

demands of the citizen of today. 

 

The Citizen of Economy 

 

 According to Arendt (1998), the civic republicanism of the ancient Greeks 

disappeared during the Enlightenment, a period of human history where science and 

reason became the primary tools of arriving at knowledge as opposed to theology and 

tradition. Throughout the Enlightenment, the role of the citizen and their interaction with 

the community and the State were heavily examined, and quickly renegotiated in light of 

fewer religious institutions and increasingly economic communities. She states that the 

various conclusions of scientists, economists, and philosophers throughout the 

Enlightenment had the problematic effect of getting people to view themselves as 

economic agents in contrast to Aristotle’s political agent.   

 

In 1690, John Locke theorized that a system of ownership through labour was 

how people should build their wealth. He asserted that, from birth each person owned 

their labour and that the fruits of their labour become their property:  
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Though men as a whole own the earth and all inferior creatures, every 

individual man has a property in his own person; this is something that 

nobody else has any right to. The labour of his body and the work of his 

hands, we may say, are strictly his. So when he takes something from the 

state that nature has provided and left it in, he mixes his labour with it, 

thus joining to it something that is his own; and in that way he makes it his 

property (1690/2017, p.11). 

 

From Arendt’s perspective, Locke’s work was the point at which people began to 

understand their place in society in terms of what they owned or created individually. As 

a result, people begin to focus on their own individual lives, and start to lose interest in 

communal political life. Later on, Adam Smith (1778) goes so far as to assert that 

property ownership is of such importance that the owner of any parcel of land is 

necessarily a citizen of the State in which their land is found and is taxed. This is 

because land holds within it the opportunity to create value through the labouring upon 

raw materials found on it. This, to Smith, is how the economies of nations are to 

succeed. Smith’s work represented the difficulty of speaking about the economy in 

isolation from governance and citizenship. 

 

 At this point, Arendt (1998) takes note of how difficult it becomes to speak of 

oneself without referring to some measure of economics. To Arendt, the Enlightenment 

had the effect of encouraging engagement in the political realm primarily as a tool for 

economic gains. Thanks to the works of the likes of Locke and Smith, a common 
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interest in growing a healthy economy becomes the primary concern for citizens. 

Increasingly, during this time, discussions in politics and government begin to revolve 

around trade, property ownership, and industry regulations. As a result, politics as a tool 

for arriving at values and identities becomes increasingly excluded from daily life. 

 

 Later, Arendt (1998) then turns her attention to Karl Marx, who in the late 1800s, 

although trying to theorize a way to free people from the chains of capitalism, gave 

people the tools to define themselves as labourers and in terms of economic class. In 

his 1884 manuscripts, Karl Marx warned that one profound result of capitalism is that it 

effectively alienates workers from their greater community (Meszaros, 1970). The basis 

of this argument is that when a worker uses their labour to create some object, that 

object made by their hand immediately becomes the property of another. The body of 

the worker then becomes an object by which other objects are made through labour 

(Patterson, 2009). Marx recognizes that humans have a natural desire to feel like an 

important part of a community, and when a person is reduced to the status of a cheap 

and replaceable worker, it deprives them of their natural communitarian desire. This 

concept of the self as an object extends out to social interactions as well: 

 

In effect, today we are dealing with a situation very similar to the one 

described by Marx, where social relationships are mediated uniquely by 

the commodity-form that permeates the entire social life. As Oscar Wilde 

wrote, “nowadays people know the price of everything and the value of 

nothing” (Borbone, 2013, p.105). 
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Borbone uses Marx’s theory of alienation through labour to make the point that a society 

of people who see themselves and the world around them through the lens of money 

are ill-equipped to understand and develop their own values. To Borbone, money taints 

social interactions by devaluating the human experience and putting a price on 

everything. What this amounts to is a culture of people for whom a great deal of their 

decisions, both in the public and private realm, are based on economic considerations. 

 

As a result, Arendt (1998) thinks that this had the effect of getting people to 

compete for the higher rungs of the socioeconomic ladder. In doing so, this created a 

society of increasingly individualistic, selfish, and apathetic citizens who lost the will to 

engage with each other outside of economic interests. Subsequently, people begin to 

lose the ability to arrive at values for themselves since political life as a method of 

communal relationship building had become less popular. In essence, people saw 

themselves locked in a cycle of working to survive, and surviving to work so that they 

could achieve a higher status on the socioeconomic ladder. This is in stark contrast to 

the tradition of the ancient Greeks who would survive and work for the end goal of 

engagement with their fellow community members. Essentially, since the ancient 

Greeks primarily saw themselves as animals of the collective and self-governing polis, 

and not repressed animals of class- and labour- based economics, they saw no 

compromise in caring about their community and fellow citizens. 
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The Middle-Class Citizen  

 

Jurgen Habermas (1962/1989) traced the history of how the role of the public 

sphere in a market-based society had changed from the middle ages to the late 1800s. 

In his own words, “tendencies pointing to the collapse of the public sphere are 

unmistakable, for while its scope is expanding impressively, its function has become 

progressively insignificant” (Habermas, 1962/1989, p.4). To Habermas, the public 

sphere originated throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as a mechanism 

of keeping the State in check by making the interests of society public. This was 

accomplished by regular and rational debates by educated middle class members of 

society done in the public view such as in salons and coffeehouses. Though, Habermas 

recognizes that what is called the “public sphere” is not absolutely public, rather it was 

public among citizens who had done well in their private affairs: 

 

However exclusive the public might be in any given instance, it could 

never close itself off entirely and become consolidated as a clique; for it 

always understood and found itself immersed within a more inclusive 

public of all private people, persons who - insofar as they were propertied 

and educated - as readers, listeners, and spectators could avail 

themselves via the market of the objects that were subject to discussion 

(p.37). 
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This requirement to be educated and propertied in order to take part in public 

discussions means that the public sphere had typically represented the interests of the 

middle class and presented them as everyone's common interests. 

 

What Habermas goes on to claim is that a profound transformation of the middle 

class public sphere took place in the late nineteenth century. The public sphere as a 

civilized restrictive mechanism of the State no longer existed as an identifiable sphere 

after that point. Rather, it was consumed by the State. In essence, as the State begins 

to take on the role of protecting and enhancing the public sphere through the liberal 

social-welfare State, the lines between public interests and State interests begin to blur. 

Habermas thinks this occurred because of the success of capitalism, which offered 

leisure through consumerism to the masses. Habermas uses the example of how 

discussions, debates, and the consumption of entertainment itself all become forms of 

socialization as opposed to contemplation (1962/1989, p.158). As a result, while the 

need for a public sphere may still be present in a certain sense, the role it plays and the 

value of it to the average middle class citizen begins to disintegrate. He even sees this 

transformation in the patterns of urban development:   

 

The arrangement of "blocks," which in former days, with their fronts toward 

the street and their backward-facing separate gardens and yards, made 

possible both a practical internal division of the dwelling and a meaningful 

ordering of the city as a whole. Today this arrangement has been 

overtaken, to mention just one factor, by changes in the function of streets 
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and squares due to the technical requirements of traffic flow. The resulting 

configuration does not afford a spatially protected private sphere, nor does 

it create free space for public contacts and communications that could 

bring private people together to form a public (Habermas, 1962/1989, 

p.158).  

 

Here, Habermas recognizes that the modern approach to development focuses on 

traffic flow, which compromises the ability of squares and streets to act as safe public 

spaces. As such, a significant element in the creation of the public sphere is effectively 

removed.  

 

 Of course, this is a major problem for Habermas, because this new State-created 

and controlled public sphere implies that the citizen has one less thing to worry about, 

and can now focus their energies on consumption. In effect, without the debates of 

educated middle class individuals in the public sphere to make the public will known and 

keep the State in check, the State is left to declare what the public interest is, and act 

accordingly. According to Savoie (2017), this is something governments are distinctly 

not very good at doing. Now, not only is the State free to act outside of a regulatory 

public sphere, it artificially creates a simulacrum of the public sphere in a manner which 

perpetuates the normalization of it: 

 

Although these quasi-official opinions can be addressed to a wide public, 

they do not fulfill the requirements of a public process of rational-critical 
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debate according to the liberal model. As institutionally authorized 

opinions, they are always privileged and achieve no mutual 

correspondence with the non organized mass of the "public" (Habermas, 

1962/1989, p.247). 

 

Habermas, like his peers Horkheimer and Adorno (1944/2002), points to the rise of 

mass media culture and technological advances in communications (Habermas, 

1962/1989). Through the modern developments of mass media and communications, 

industries such as advertising and public relations become the primary tools of 

spreading privileged opinions to the public instead of from the public. In essence, the 

opinions available to the public did not come from the public, in this way, the public does 

not truly have a well understood opinion of its own. Habermas concludes that the 

ultimate outcome of this has led to a situation in which the State, by providing a narrow 

set of opinions to the public, tells the public what to think, thus, forces people into 

consensus. 

 

For their part, Horkheimer and Adorno (1944/2002) asserted that citizenship was 

actively being suppressed in the capitalist economic States through the mass 

production of culture through what they called the “culture industry”. More specifically, 

the worker was no longer oppressed by the desire to survive, but the desire to consume 

enough during non-work hours that their attitude toward work becomes less hostile, and 

thus the worker had become complacent with their routines of constant work and 

survival. The duo theorize that the consumption lifestyle promises one thing and 
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delivers another. They expand to conclude that the culture industry is a mechanism of 

normalizing experiences, reproducing a certain type of citizen, and advertising ways of 

thought.  

 

The Misaligned Citizen 

 

To illustrate the problem with this situation described by Habermas, we should 

recall that Arendt recognized that from the grips of capitalism, people began to feel that 

the political, in the original sense of meaning “communal”, components of their lives 

were missing. Arendt (1951) in her theory about how the Nazi regime came to power 

through the early twentieth century, effectively drew a clear link between the value of 

social relationships offered in the political realm and the ripple effects it can have on 

greater society when that value is not realized: 

 

The truth is that the masses grew out of the fragments of a highly 

atomized society whose competitive structure and concomitant loneliness 

of the individual had been held in check only through membership in a 

class. The chief characteristic of the mass man is not brutality and 

backwardness, but his isolation and lack of normal social relationships 

(p.317). 

 

The problem with the citizen as an economic agent, to Arendt, is that it creates a type of 

citizen who in being focused on their private affairs, lacks the normal social relationships 
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that humans naturally rely on to develop a sense of empathy. Recall that for Arendt 

(1998), Rousseau (1762/1950), and Mansbridge (1999) among others, these 

relationships are managed in the public forum.  

 

While a rise in a totalitarian regime is indeed an extreme example, a lack of the 

ability to manage one’s relationships has manifested in other ways as well. This type of 

culture emerging from the capitalist system is what led Emile Durkheim (1897/2002) to 

study the question of why suicide rates were significantly higher in modernized 

economies. He ultimately concluded that all suicides were a form of social misalignment 

that all relate to the degree of integration the individual has with their community. To 

work through this theory, he examines the suicide rates of Catholics and Protestants, 

where Catholicism is determined to be a more collective experience of religion, and 

Protestantism is more individualistic. He concludes: 

 

The more numerous and strong these collective states of mind are, the 

stronger the integration of the religious community, and also the greater its 

preservative value. The details of dogmas and rites are secondary. The 

essential thing is that they be capable of supporting a sufficiently intense 

collective life. And because the Protestant church has less consistency 

than the others it has less moderating effect upon suicide (p.125). 

 

While being an atheist himself, Durkheim recognized that the collective experiences 

offered by religious communities was a highly valuable method of ensuring social 
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cohesion. Thus, having a sense of belonging to an identifiable group of people with 

whom one has had shared experiences greatly reduces the risk of social misalignment 

which may lead to suicide. Jones (1986) argues that Durkheim’s central thesis is that 

“when social conditions fail to provide people with the necessary social goals and/or 

rules at the appropriate levels of intensity their socio-psychological health is impaired, 

and the most vulnerable among them commit suicide” (p.111). In this case, a state of 

mind which sees the self as part of a collective has a clear preservative benefit. Yet 

again notes of Aristotle’s polis re-emerge in modernity.   

 

Today, this problem of the repressed citizen is still far from being solved. In 

Bowling Alone, Putnam (2000) remarked that people in American society are 

increasingly disconnected from one another. He uses the term “social capital” to 

encompass "the connections among individuals' social networks and the norms of 

reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them" (p.19). Putnam recognizes that 

memberships in formal special interest groups and informal community groups are 

declining in America. He thinks that this decline in formal and informal memberships 

indicates a general decline of the overall stock of social capital in society.  

 

The problem with the decrease of social capital, to Putnam (2000), is that it 

compromises people’s ability to make things happen, social capital is a mechanism 

which “translates aspirations into realities” (p.288). To Putnam, social capital does this 

in numerous ways: it creates trustful relationships, it makes problems and concerns 

highly visible, it creates an efficient network of information flows, and it fulfils the human 
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need for contact with others. As a whole, Putnam makes the case that social capital is a 

highly valuable resource because of its ability to set up supportive social networks and 

encourage the individual to think about the well-being of their broader communities. He, 

similar to Horkheimer and Adorno, recognizes that mass media, particularly in the form 

of television, “is the single most consistent predictor” (Putnam, 2000, p.231) of civic 

disengagement. 

 

A Brief Conclusion to Chapter III 

 

 In tracing the history of how the citizen in western history has become 

increasingly less political, we have discovered some important linkages worth clarifying. 

We have confirmed here that Gehl and Svarre (2013) were indeed correct when they 

said that what we call political life goes beyond what is observable. Specifically, we 

have seen how difficult it is to speak of the political life of the citizen without also 

understanding the effects of their economic environment. Which, in turn, affects how 

they interact with each other and with the State.  

 

From the perspectives of Arendt and Habermas, we have recognized the 

mechanisms by which the culture of capitalism has compromised the citizens’ capacity 

to be politically engaged. Furthermore, we have identified that the lack of political 

engagement in the public sphere has severe consequences worth considering. Among 

them are problems in representation in the case of the “mass man”, the preservative 

value of a sense of belonging, and the problem with government - rather than the public 
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- dictating the public interest. The value of political life, in this context which we have 

laid out here, is that a strong political life has the potential to create a citizen who makes 

decisions based on the well-being of their community, and in doing so, feels responsible 

for playing a role in creating the outcomes their community desires. Putnam (2000) has 

affirmed that this type of citizen has been in decline even in modern times, thus 

something must still be done. From this chapter, we understand the citizen of today as 

one who is still largely disconnected from their community and remains so due to a long 

history of the normalization of competition and individualism through the promises of the 

capitalist economy and the social-welfare state. 

 

While we have not spoken directly of the town square in this chapter, we have 

spoken of the public realm as a whole so that we may identify how the average modern 

citizen has become removed from political life outside of an economic interest. Our 

intent has been to show that the value of political life through deliberation leading to a 

sense of empathy and identity is deserving of a space which best encourages and 

facilitates that process. At its core, this chapter has argued that the political goals of 

public life are far from being met, and that the problems arising from that reality are 

indeed significant.   
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Chapter IV: 

Towards a New Context of The Citizen  

 

  

The Planner and the Citizen 

 

The context of the citizen through time as provided in chapter three is indeed, not 

a very hopeful one. This chapter, however, starting from the turn of the twentieth 

century, recognizes the efforts of urbanists in working towards a more hopeful context of 

citizenship. It is in this chapter that the planner emerges as something of a mediator 

between citizen and State, deciding carefully how best to wield the power of that 

responsibility. Here, in the story of the modern planner, the less than hopeful context of 

the citizens’ political life meets its spatial component again. The result is that the 

political problems of the citizen become understood through the use of space, and  

solutions which address both space and politics begin to arise. This is the chapter in 

which the town square, and elements of it, begin to make an appearance as an 

appropriate place for a new hopeful context of political life. 

 

In 1898, Ebenezer Howard famously wrote his iconic work To-morrow: A 

Peaceful Path to Real Reform to describe a model of urban development he called the 

“Garden City”. The Garden City concept was his response to the atrocious social and 

environmental ills in the rapidly industrializing English cities (figure 8). Frederick Engels 

(1845/1892) described the working-class slum of St. Giles in London:  
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Scarcely a whole window-pane can be found, the walls are crumbling, 

door-posts and window-frames loose and broken, doors of old boards 

nailed together, or altogether wanting in this thieves’ quarter, where no 

doors are needed, there being nothing to steal. Heaps of garbage and 

ashes lie in all directions, and the foul liquids emptied before the doors 

gather in stinking pools (Engels, 1845/1892, p.27). 

 

In other slums, Engels finds such problems as overcrowding, toxic chemicals from 

factories lingering in the air and flowing through streets, and people who have suffered 

deformations from malnutrition and disease.  

 

 

Figure 8: A graphic image of one of Victorian London’s dark and dirty slums. Retrieved from 
https://www.historyextra.com/period/victorian/life-in-19th-century-slums-victorian-londons-homes-from-
hell/ 
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The rural countryside of England was not spared from industrialization either. 

With agriculture being industrialized, the price of produce plummeted and farmers had 

less access to land, forcing them to look for work in the cities where they had to 

compete for increasingly low wages (Clark, 2003, p.88). In both the urban and rural 

contexts, there were positive and negative aspects which Howard sought to combine. 

To do this, he represented the push and pull factors of life in both the town and the 

country represented by magnets. He then adds a third magnet, called the “Town 

Country” magnet which combines the best aspects of both the town and country 

lifestyle. This third Town-Country magnet is his conceptual vision for the Garden City 

(figure 9).  
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Figure 9: Howard’s three magnet diagram combining the best of the town (top left) and country (top right) 
magnets to form the town-country magnet (bottom). Public Domain, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=48718453  

 

Howard’s Garden City solution is essentially to merge the clean and open natural 

landscape of the countryside with the economic and social viability of the town. In so 

doing, he forms the goal of the Garden City as a place which is socially and 

environmentally sustainable. First, to bring the country to the town he places a great 

deal of value on the presence of nature (figure 10):  
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The free gifts of Nature—fresh air, sunlight, breathing room and playing 

room—shall be still retained in all needed abundance, and by so 

employing the resources of modern science that Art may supplement 

Nature, and life may become an abiding joy and delight (Howard, 1902, 

p.113).  

 

 

Figure 10: A digital rendering of Howard’s garden city concept with a strong presence of natural features. 
Illustration by Timothy J. Renolds. Retrieved from https://foreignpolicy.com/2014/09/26/the-machine-is-a-
garden/ 

 

Then, he recognizes that although the poor conditions of urban life in England 

during this time were fueled by the profit seeking attitudes that capitalism rewards, there 

are potential benefits of living in the town. In response, Howard spends a considerable 
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part of his book outlining a system of governance and economics that ensures livable 

wages and social opportunities for growth. For instance, he describes a system of 

quasi-collective land ownership by trustees that lease property to the residents of the 

Garden City so that rents and future gains stay within the community (Howard, 1902, 

p.40).  

 

It is remarkable that Howard’s answer to the problem of crowded and dirty cities 

required serious social, political, and economic reformation as much as it did a spatial 

reformation. Howard’s Garden City takes the spatial form of concentric rings based on 

use, all intersected by a simple transportation system (figure 11). Right in the centre of 

the Garden City, in its heart, Howard places a garden, surrounded by a library, a 

hospital, a town hall, a theatre, a gallery, and a concert hall (figure 12). The ring around 

that central garden is a greenbelt, which is again enclosed by a ring of covered 

commercial space and gardens, called the “Crystal Palace”. Here, as his form of an 

agora, Howard creates his very own town square, though it is technically a circle, by 

recognizing the importance of beautiful and highly relevant central places.  
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Figure 11: The concentric layout of Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City and spatial separation of peripheral 
uses. Retrieved from http://www.gutenberg.org/files/46134/46134-h/images/ill_022ah.png 
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Figure 12: A section of Howard’s Garden City detailing concentric uses radiating from the city centre 
which features a variety of highly relevant functions resembling an agora. Retrieved from 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/46134/46134-h/images/ill_022ch.png 
  
 

 

It is from this point in history that, thanks to the precedent set by Howard, town planners 

emerge as the professionals who solve the problems of communities by considering the 

relationship between people and space. While Howard’s Garden City was never fully 

realized, a handful of cities around the world have used various aspects of the Garden 
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City in their plans, most of those aspects being spatial, the most notable among them in 

the form of greenbelts.  

 

The Rise of The Citizen 

 

Alexander Garvin (2002) recognizes that while elaborate plans like Howard’s 

vision of the Garden City was surely attractive to many people, there is a uniquely 

complex web of relationships that have to be navigated for plans to be actualized: 

 

By themselves, urban planners cannot accomplish very much. Improving 

cities requires the active participation of property owners, bankers, 

developers, architects, lawyers, contractors, and all sorts of people 

involved with real estate. It also requires the sanction of community 

groups, civic organizations, elected and appointed public officials, and 

municipal employees. Together they provide the financial and political 

means of bringing plans to fruition. Without them even the best plans will 

remain irrelevant dreams (p.2). 

 

Garvin directs our attention to the fact that plans are essentially irrelevant dreams. What 

translates those plans into any form of reality is the cooperation and activity of a whole 

community. This cooperation is what makes plans more relevant, and thus, brings them 

closer to fruition. 
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The classic example of this reality was the fight against the urban renewal 

projects in New York throughout the 1950s and 60s. When an expressway threatened 

the vibrant, historical, and diverse neighbourhoods of southern Manhattan, Jane Jacobs 

led and organized citizen groups in protest and made use of media outlets to voice the 

community’s opposition to the plan. This experience led Jacobs to write her 1961 

seminal book on cities The Death and Life of Great American Cities (Hall, 2014, p.279). 

As a whole, the book is Jacobs’ attempt to convince the reader that the greatest asset 

the city has, and indeed, what the city is defined by, is the people within it. She uses 

that argument to critique the traditional top-down and highly manipulative planning 

methods that New York City Planning Commissioner Robert Moses represented.  

 

On the subject of citizen participation in development project planning, Jacobs 

(1961) theorizes about a designated place for public servants and the public to 

interface:   

 

Administrative districts in a big city would promptly begin to act as political 

creatures, because they would possess real organs of information, 

recommendation, decision and action […] Citizens of big cities need 

fulcrum points where they can apply their pressures, and make their wills 

and their knowledge known and respected. Administrative districts would 

inevitably become such fulcrum points (p.422). 
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Jacobs recognizes that while streets and parks are great public places within the city, 

they lack a critical political function. There is, to Jacobs, an obvious benefit to having a 

specific type of public space where the citizens and administrators can share 

information, communicate their knowledge, and make their wills known. This function of 

the administrative district as a “political creature” bears a striking resemblance to the 

agora in Aristotle’s polis. 

  

In his analysis of Jacobs’ work, Stockard (2012) concludes that the type of 

planning Jacobs was advocating for was a people-oriented approach rather than 

project-oriented approach. Stockard observes that people-oriented planning is a much 

more demanding approach: 

 

It requires planners to spend much more time physically engaged in the 

neighbourhoods they are serving. It demands they study carefully how 

cities work and truly commit to learning about the part of the city their work 

will impact. It requires citizens to participate more actively in the change 

taking place in their part of the city and to learn more about how cities 

work and consider data that describes the changes that are taking place. It 

requires developers or others with proposals for change to be much more 

transparent in their process, much more open to altering their ideas and 

much more forthcoming with the information they are accustomed to 

keeping private (p.59). 
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Stockard realizes that people-oriented planning approaches like the one suggested by 

Jacobs requires a great deal of trust, effort, and transparency from many different 

parties, including the citizen. Stockard is rather pessimistic about this approach, noting 

that there is no clear indication that planners, citizens, and developers are willing to 

make the shift.   

  

Within the context of Jacobs and Moses and the reconsideration of top-down 

planning methods, Paul Davidoff (1965) sets up his argument for the concept of 

advocacy planning by recognizing that the planning profession is both reactionary and 

exclusionary. Davidoff suggests that citizen organizations should be the ones who 

actively formulate plans rather than critique plans from outside developers. The main 

problem, to Davidoff, is that the modern citizen can only communicate their dedication 

to the development of their community by reacting to something which comes from 

above:  

 

The fact that citizens’ organizations have not played a positive role in 

formulating plans is to some extent a result of both the enlarged role in 

society played by government bureaucracies and the historic weakness of 

municipal party politics. There is something very shameful to our society in 

the necessity to have organized “citizen participation.” Such participation 

should be the norm in an enlightened democracy. The formalization of 

citizen participation as a required practice in localities is similar in many 
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respects to totalitarian shows of loyalty to the state by citizen parades 

(1965, p.334). 

 

For Davidoff, the formal requirement of some degree of community engagement written 

into the legislation of the planning process is troublesome because it still reflects a 

situation in which the citizen responds to top-down planning. The problem with this is 

that the citizen still does not have any real self-determining power in the planning of 

their community. Instead, planners, developers, and government officials simply have a 

formal obligation to make the token gesture of allowing the citizen to take part in the 

process. He likens this formalized and disingenuous interaction between planner and 

citizen to the obligation to display one’s loyalty within a totalitarian regime.  

 

 His solution, then, is to restructure the planning process to be more inclusive:  

 

“Inclusion” means not only permitting the citizen to be heard. It also means 

that he be able to become well informed about the underlying reasons for 

planning proposals, and be able to respond to them in the technical 

language of professional planners (Davidoff, 1965, p.332). 

 

Davidoff asserts that inclusion is not only the opportunity for people to speak their minds 

in front of a crowd. Rather, it is also the ability to learn about the details and intent of the 

plans presented to them and then properly articulate their responses to it. Better yet, 

Davidoff proposes that the way to begin the process of restructuring planning to be 
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more inclusive is for planners to play a supportive role in activating citizen groups for the 

purposes of creating their own plans. In order to do this, Davidoff recognizes that 

planners are going to have to be more honest and transparent about their own values, 

since it will dictate what type of citizen groups those planners will choose to support. He 

affirms: “recognizing that ideological commitments will separate planners, there is 

tremendous need to train professionals who are competent to express their social 

objectives” (Davidoff, 1965, p.337). Here again, we see the importance of being able to 

forge one's sense of identity and set of values. 

 

Brooks (2002), in his analysis of Davidoff’s concept of advocacy planning, 

asserts that the grass roots neighbourhood level spirit of advocacy planning is alive and 

well today despite never having been fully adopted. He recognizes that even today, 

“many large-city planning departments devote some portion of their staff and other 

resources to neighborhood-level planning” (p.117). Another example of the tradition of 

Davidoff present today is Arnstein's famous “Ladder of Citizen Participation” model 

(figure 13) published in 1969. Arnstein (1969) describes citizenship participation as a 

form of redistributing power in decision making so that more citizens have a voice in 

determining their own outcomes: 

 

It is the strategy by which the have-nots join in determining how 

information is shared, goals and policies are set, tax resources are 

allocated, programs are operated, and benefits like contracts and 

patronage are parceled out. In short, it is the means by which they can 
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induce significant social reform which enables them to share in the 

benefits of the affluent society. (p.24) 

 

Arnstein effectively gives planners a tool to gauge how inclusive and proactive they are 

being. She places a greater value on the higher rungs of the ladder since they allow 

more people to play a role in the affairs of their community. The higher rungs are more 

likely to redistribute some degree of decision making power to the excluded, so that 

they may contribute to a more accurate representation of the community.  

 

 

Figure 13: Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation Model used to argue for more citizen control in 
planning decision making processes. Retrieved from http://citizenshandbook.org/arnsteinsladder.html 
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While advocacy planning surely sounded promising in Davidoff’s time, Brooks 

(2002) attributes the eventual failure of advocacy planning to the rise of free-market 

neoliberal policies associated with the Reagan and Thatcher era of the 1980s, which 

effectively rolled back the government's role in producing the social-welfare State: 

 

When the national mood shifted in the 1980s and federal funds for social 

programs dried up, advocacy planning lost what little financial support it 

had enjoyed in the previous two decades. Nor did the idea of plural plans 

ever take hold in American cities; political decisions continued to be made 

without them [advocacy planners] (2002, p.112). 

 

However, Brooks (2002) recognizes that the concept of advocacy planning was 

successful in “pulling planners away from the idea that planning’s primary purpose was 

to serve a unitary public interest” and underscoring “the importance of being 

introspective about what we are doing, and for whom we are doing it” (p.117). In effect, 

Davidoff’s ultimate contribution to planning was not what he intended it to be. According 

to Brooks, Davidoff’s real contribution was the realization that there are multiple 

interests within the public sphere, and that planners themselves are also citizens who 

harbour some of those interests over others. 

 

In his argument for politically sustainable communities, Fred Powell (2009) 

states:  
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The ideal of sustainable communities offers the opportunity of reviving the 

civic republican tradition of democracy (the Ancient Greek agora) as a 

metaphor for the public sphere in the conditions of late modern society [...] 

Today, concepts such as ‘participatory civility’ and ‘discursive democracy’ 

seek to revive these classical ideals, as the basis for building sustainable 

communities in a transforming modernity that searches for a new logic of 

development (p.141). 

 

Powell makes the claim that every time the concept of participation in community 

decision making comes up, there is an inherent value statement being made there. That 

value statement is that everyone should play an active role in public discourse so that 

the best possible outcome can be achieved. Powell traces that value back to the agora 

and the institution of the ancient Greek polis described by Aristotle. Furthermore, Powell 

swiftly points a finger at how development is done in modern times, and proceeds to ask 

the question: if so many are calling for better community engagement through 

participation and discussion, then why should we not reinstate into society the ideals of 

the ancient Greek polis?  

 

Powell goes on to evaluate how successful certain places have been in restoring 

political participation by installing communal public spaces such as cultural districts. He 

concludes that a return to the focus on the participation of the individual in their civic 

capacity is a significant element of building sustainable communities. Moreover, as 

others have suggested, there exists a significant appetite for it.  
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Conclusion to Chapter IV 

  

 In this chapter we have given purpose to the context of the citizen in chapter III, 

picking up at the part of the western citizen’s timeline where the social effects of 

capitalist economy were recognized. Here, it is clear that the relationship between 

public life and public space has not entirely been forgotten, so much as it has been 

suppressed. The call for increased citizen power has come in the form of spatial and 

political reform together. Many of the benefits of healthy political life discussed in earlier 

chapters have emerged through these urbanists-as-citizens empowerment. What this 

suggests, then, is that citizen empowerment seeks to remove the barriers that citizens 

face in attempting to act out their political lives. From this point, we recognize that the 

typical solution to mending the relationship between public life and public space is to 

give power back to the citizen. In this way, Aristotle’s notion of the citizen in the polis 

has made a resurgence through to post-modernity, as Powell (2009) pointed out.    

 

 In this chapter, efforts toward citizen empowerment have been recognized as the 

attempt to politicize public life once again, through spatial and political reform. It is also 

the recognition that the citizen of modernity faces significant challenges in being 

political. In essence, many of the urban issues facing society have been thought to be 

remedied by returning politics to public life through citizen empowerment. In doing so, it 

becomes unavoidable that the space of the town square emerges in the spatial aspects 

of those political reforms. 
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Chapter V: 

The Political Life of The Town Square 

 

 

A Brief Introduction 

 

Up to this point, we have focused on context, sometimes stopping where 

necessary to point out an important linkage. We have looked at the context of the 

ancient relationship between political life and the town square. Then we have explored 

the complex and troublesome context of the citizen through the rise of capitalism. In the 

previous chapter we recognize the efforts of planners and urbanists to change that 

troublesome context into a more hopeful, citizen oriented one through the reform of 

space and politics. Here, now, we focus on the context of the physical place of the town 

square. Again, the relationship between political life and the town square makes it a 

difficult task to separate one from the other. So again, we will pause where necessary to 

make the appropriate linkages, though the physical square remains the primary theme 

of this chapter.     

 

Today, words like agora and forum are not a popular part of the verbiage in North 

American community planning. Rather, words like plaza, square, place, market, park, 

and mall attempt to identify a space between places (Gehl and Svarre, 2013) for 

pedestrian refuge. This definition, akin to that of a “void space” (Zucker, 1959) makes 

no effort to define the square outside of its spatial parameters. Here, we apply a political 
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lens to the square to observe the story that unfolds. Now that the citizen has had their 

say, now too shall the square.  

 

Hosting Political Moments in History   

  

The public square as a uniquely political space is undoubtedly the single most 

important characteristic it has held since ancient times. King Louis XVI was publicly 

executed in 1793 in Revolution Square in Paris, marking a significant point in time for 

the French Revolution. Nelson Mandela delivered one of his most powerful speeches to 

an apartheid-torn South Africa after twenty-seven years of imprisonment at the Grand 

Parade square in 1990 (figure 14), calling for and leading the way toward social reform. 

It is in Tiananmen Square in 1989 that thousands of student-led pro-democracy 

advocates resisted the authoritarian regime and lost their lives. It is in Kim Il Sung 

Square in North Korea that the spectacle of the State’s power is shown and forcibly 

observed regularly. It is the National Mall in Washington D.C that the Lincoln Memorial 

resides (figure 15), and where the inauguration of Presidents is witnessed (Marron, 

2016). 
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Figure 14: Mandela giving a speech after being released from prison in 1990 at the Grand Parade in 
Cape Town. Photo by Chris Ledochowski https://giltedgeafrica.com/mandelas-south-africa/ 
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Figure 15: The 2009 inauguration concert of Barack Obama as seen from the World War II Memorial to 

the Lincoln Memorial in Washington DC. Photo by Karon Flage/Getty Images. Retrieved from  

https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/expect-donald-trumps-inauguration/story?id=44737678 

 

 

In her essay, Applebaum points to the political history of Red Square, in Moscow, 

Russia: 

 

From its earliest days, Red Square has had a political function. It began 

life as a shantytown, a cramped space where people excluded from the 

walled medieval city of the Kremlin could camp, beg, and trade. But at the 

end of the fifteenth century, the czar decided to clear the space of its 

inhabitants and set up a parade ground (2016, p.54). 

 

She continues to point to a series of events that have contributed to the political identity 

of Red Square. For instance, the execution of an imposter Czar in the square by angry 
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boyars; the placement of a tomb and monument for Lenin by the Bolsheviks; regular 

Soviet military parades; and, in 1941, an address by Stalin to rally his soldiers to march 

toward the Wehrmacht forces who were “less than fifty kilometers away from Moscow 

after hundreds of thousands of Soviet soldiers had already lost their lives” (Applebaum, 

2016, p.56). From these events, Red Square has become a space of worship, of 

symbolism, of ceremony, and of theatre for the social dramas to play out (Mumford, 

1938). Even today, Red Square is used for such symbolic demonstrations as the Victory 

Day parade (figure 16) which celebrates an important milestone in the Soviet Union’s 

efforts to defeat the Nazi Germans in World War II.   

 

 

Figure 16: Russian servicemen march at Red Square during the 2017 Victory Day military parade in 
Moscow. Russia marking the 72nd anniversary of the Soviet Union’s victory over Nazi Germany in World 
War II. Photo credit: Natalia Kolesnikova/Getty Images. Retrieved from https://live.firstnews.co.uk/ 
snapped/russian-servicemen-march-red-square-victory-day-military-parade-moscow/ 
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In Rome, Painter (2005) points out the importance of Rome’s old city centre 

under the fascist rule of Benito Mussolini (figure 17): 

 

In 1929, he [Mussolini] moved his office from the Palazzo Chigi to the 

Palazzo Venezia on the piazza adjacent to the national Victor Emmanuel 

II monument, symbol of Italian unity and the resting place of Italy’s 

Unknown Soldier. The balcony of the Palazzo Venezia provided him with 

his most famous podium from which to harangue the crowds who filled the 

vast space of the Piazza Venezia for the “oceanic” rallies that were the 

icon of Mussolini’s Rome. Mussolini had declared the center of Rome, this 

sacred space of the nation, to be the “heart” of the new fascist Italy (p.2). 

 

Painter (2005) goes on to trace how, only a few years later, Mussolini constructed a 

wide boulevard from the Colosseum to the Piazza Venezia where his headquarters 

were. In this sense, the square was recognized by Mussolini as the optimal host for 

political events, and subsequently physically altered to further facilitate and encourage 

that use. With his headquarters in the centre of Rome, the Piazza Venezia became the 

centre of a new political identity for the nation.  
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Figure 17: Benito Mussolini delivering a victory speech from the balcony of his headquarters in Palazzo 

Venezia in 1935. http://www.associazione-memento.org/knowledgebase/9-maggio-1936-mussolini- 

annuncia-la-fondazione-dellimpero-2/ 

 

In his essay, George Packer (2016) reflects on the aftermath of the September 

11th terrorist attacks in Manhattan:  

 

Without ever being so designated, Union Square became the focal point of 

the city’s grieving. People showed up spontaneously to tape pictures of 

missing loved ones to fences and statues; they brought flowers and lit 

candles, carried signs, chalked messages on the pavement, said prayers, 

and lingered for hours – because they wanted to be with others, with 

strangers, to whom they felt a sudden tie. An extreme moment returned the 
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city square to its central role in public life. Nothing else could take its place 

(p. 208). 

 

Here, Packer captures a snapshot of Union Square functioning to its single greatest 

capacity: the taking in of individuals, and releasing communities with a strong 

commonality. Packer also recognizes that this community forming characteristic is a 

central element in public life which could only be done in the square. Here in the most 

unfortunate of circumstances, the need for this type of spontaneous public assembly 

could only be accommodated by the square, not a street, shopping mall, or waterfront 

park. In this case, the coming together of community members to grieve and pray had 

the effect of turning complete strangers into a community. Union square became the 

canvas on which people shared stories, grieved with support, and shared the 

experience of witnessing the symbols of their collective loss. At its heart, this is what the 

town square does best. 

 

Packer uses this example to show that humans do not just have a passive need 

for regular congregation, but that those needs can be intensely activated at any time. In 

this case, the commonality of loss manifested in the square through the people 

experiencing it. In turn, they continually identify the square as a space that symbolizes 

that commonality (figure 18). This observation of commonality transforms the square 

annually for those who have lost, creating a regular event around its significance. There 

is now something of a tradition within that community of visiting Union Square on the 

anniversary of the event which brought them together so that they may show their 
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support to each other as they collectively and individually share in that memory. This 

case of regular political assembly to mark events is a prime example of the regular need 

to assemble to affirm and reaffirm commonality (Kimmelman, 2016, p.12). 

 

 
 

Figure 18: Union Square memorial to 9/11. Healing ten years after the tragedy. Photo by Gus Powell for 
New York Magazine. Retrieved from http://nymag.com/news/9-11/10th-anniversary/union-square/ 
 

The Citizen in The Square  

 

When Di Masso (2012) explores the relationship between public space and 

citizenship, he concludes that the fundamental value of public space is that it offers 

citizenship a physical space to be recognized: 
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Positive recognition and acceptance in the public sphere are core aspects 

of legitimacy shaping citizenship status. This becomes especially clear in 

public places, i.e., citizenship's spatial grounds. Public spaces can be 

conceived as the natural arena for the enactment of the right to the city, a 

fundamental citizens' right to freely access, use, appropriate, and transform 

the urban space […] Public space claims, demands, and conflicts may 

bring to the fore citizenship concerns, particularly contested matters which 

are both psychologically grounded and politically consequential (p.138). 

 

Here, Di Masso asserts that citizenship is best understood within the context of physical 

public space, which is practically the inseparable, spatial component of citizenship. This 

is because the right to use public space is afforded to legitimate citizens who have a 

common understanding of what is and is not socially acceptable in that space. Di Masso 

directs our attention to the idea that the simple act of using public space communicates 

active citizenship, and therefore, validates one's status as a legitimate member of the 

community. To Di Masso, public space functions as a place where individuals politically 

locate themselves by locating others. Di Masso thinks that this is done through conflict, 

which is the result of active citizenship. In turn, this conflict can be beneficial when it 

acts as a spark for greater dialogue.   

 

While Di Masso is cautious to use the term “public space”, we argue that the 

square is best suited for this task of locating others and the self politically. A modern 

example of this is from Nathan Phillips Square in Toronto after the death of Canada’s 
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New Democratic Party leader Jack Layton, in 2011. Following his death, “mourners 

transformed Toronto’s Nathan Phillips Square into a public memorial site. The surfaces 

of this urban space were quickly covered with chalk tributes” (Ross-Fichtner, 2013, p. 

209) (figure 19). To Ross-Fichtner, “the act of writing in chalk served to assert the 

presence of a plurality of voices from across the political spectrum within the city of 

Toronto and the wider Canadian state” (p. 209). In her chapter, Ross-Fichtner argues 

that while the memorial did facilitate interactions, the real success of the event as a 

political engagement was due to its high visibility, though she refers to it as 

“theatricality”. The memorial in the square can also be seen as a celebration, in fact, a 

majority of those written expressions were positive sentiments of hope and 

thankfulness.  
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Figure 19: Chalk messages written in Nathan Phillips Square in Toronto on August 23, 2011, following 
the death of NDP leader Jack Layton. Photo by Jackman Chiu. Retrieved from 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/lewolf011/6076393292/in/photostream/ 

 

Within the context of the conservative political climate that existed at the time, 

“the outdoor memorial on Nathan Phillips Square certainly served as a site for discourse 

on contemporary issues” (Ross-Fichtner, 2013, p. 215). This shared experience as 

political discourse, which Di Masso discussed in terms of “locating” others and the self, 

is evident here. Nicholson (2009) asserts that shared memories have the social function 

of “offering symbolic frameworks through which to interpret contemporary experiences” 

(p.269). In other words, by sharing their memories of Jack Layton, people in the square 

could share the experience of the memorial. In light of that realization, Ross-Fichtner 
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offers that the collective experience of remembering Jack Layton’s life ultimately had the 

effect of getting people to reflect on their own values, hopes, and commitments.  

 

While Ross-Fichtner pays a great deal of attention to the political significance of 

the event, her summation speaks to the value of public life as distinctly political in that it 

engaged the collective: 

 

The political power of the chalk memorial lay in its facilitation of an 

interactive and communal experience for members of the public to gather, 

organize, plan and share. Although the messages disappeared with the 

rain, much of their political power was ultimately due to the ephemeral 

nature of chalk. As evidenced by the diverse and vast amount of media 

coverage of the memorial, it is clear that the chalk messages surprised, 

heartened, offended and certainly affected a nation in a state of loss 

(p.225). 

 

From her summation, Ross-Fichtner recognizes the value of the impromptu event as the 

catalyst for discourse and reflection. She realizes that while the event and the 

inscriptions were temporary, the memory of it and the following discussions have a 

permanence. She goes on to recognize that without a highly visible and already 

politicized space, that permanence of dialogue and reflection may not have been as 

pronounced. As Ross-Fichtner puts it, “the choice to hold the memorial outside of City 

Hall [which abuts the square] in the provincial capital of Ontario and the largest city in 
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Canada also made the memorial both highly public and political” (p. 212). She uses the 

term “public” in the sense that it is a highly visible and accessible space, and the term 

“political” in the sense that there exists a strong presence of the governing and the 

governed.  

 

Similar to Di Masso, Ehsani (2014), in his evaluation of uprisings throughout the 

Middle East, concludes that physical space is a fundamental part of democratic politics:  

 

These are critical times for democratic politics from Morocco to Iran, as 

heterogeneous popular movements for greater representation and social 

justice increasingly challenge established authorities. It is not surprising 

that these struggles have laid claim to symbolic urban places in the 

process of claiming their collective political demands. Politics is not purely 

discursive or institutional; it always has material and spatial dimensions, 

which for democratic politics is manifested through public space (p.159). 

 

Ehsani recognizes that there is a growing gap between the people and the governments 

throughout the Middle East in terms of values. He directs our attention to the fact that 

the use of public space by protesters is how the public makes its will known. 

Furthermore, Ehsani points out that the most common type of public space protesters 

use for making their will known, are symbolic, thus, meaningful ones. Thus, a 

democratic system of representation is best served by public space which is both 

meaningful and allows the public to engage in political assembly.  
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Ehsani goes on to make the case that spaces can become politicized when the 

public has no official space to assemble but find symbolism in other places such as 

parks and streets, as it was in the case of Tahrir square. From this perspective, a lack of 

highly visible and politically accommodating space does not remove the potential for 

mass citizen uprisings. Rather, it forces the masses into a less than ideal space for 

having dialogue and establishing values. 

 

The Market Square 

 

In 1889, Sitte recognized that the modern town square had lost its most central 

political function: 

 

Town squares are used in our times not so much for festivals or for the 

daily needs of our life. The sole reason for their existence is to provide 

more air and light, and to break the monotony of oceans of houses. At 

times they also enhance a monumental edifice by freeing its walls. It was 

quite different in ancient times. Public squares, or plazas, were then of 

prime necessity, for they were theaters for the principal scenes of public 

life, which today take place in enclosed halls (Sitte, 1889/1945, pg.2). 

 

To Sitte, this retreat of public life from public space and into the private halls 

suggests that the town square, now abandoned, serves as more of a novel feature of 

the city, functioning now as a visual breathing space, if not something of a visual 
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obligation. Sitte’s realization indicates that somewhere between antiquity and modernity, 

the square stopped serving a political function due to the privatization of political life. 

Indeed, Sitte’s claim is still relevant when we consider that the main problem for Sitte, is 

that the needs of daily life have retreated from public space and moved into private 

space, leaving the town square to find some new purpose.  

 

This new purpose quickly became apparent in modern America with a new 

perspective on public life. Peter Hall recounts that in 1964, Ghirardelli Square (figure 20) 

in San Francisco featured a “series of small shops, restaurants, and craft vendors 

around a large open space where people could linger and wander and entertainers 

could perform” (2014, p.419). Hall largely attributes the success of the market square to 

a focus on private development and a wave of new capital from the post-industrial 

economy. The result is that the market square, in animating itself through commerce, 

found some common ground with a new economic identity of public life. Consequently, 

the market square would thereafter come to be imitated across the continent as a 

privatized place of commerce. The fundamental difference between the market square 

and the agora as a marketplace is that the agora primarily identified itself as a public 

space for politics, and the market square identified itself primarily on notions of private 

ownership for economic gains.  
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Figure 20: A drawing of the layout of Ghirardelli Square in San Francisco. Retrieved from: 
https://www.northernarchitecture.us/urban-design-3/ghirardelli-square-san-francisco-usa-recycling-a-
building-complex-19627-19824.html 

 

Caldeira (1994) argues that there are significant impacts of privatizing the 

square: 

 

Privatization and enclosure are not only means of withdrawing from and 

undermining a certain public space (modern), but also of creating another 

public sphere: one fragmented, articulated, and secured in terms of 

segregation and high-tech security, in which equality does not seem to be 

an organizing value. Rather, the private enclosures are a means of 

participating in a public life structured in terms of real inequalities, in which 

differences are not to be dismissed, taken as irrelevant, or disguised in 

order to sustain an ideology of universal equality or a myth of cultural 

pluralism (p.67). 
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With this, Caldeira directs our attention to a new type of town square, one which looks 

like an agora, but rids itself of the duty to support and encourage the culture of civic 

republicanism present in the polis. She notes that a privatized space acting as a public 

space is dangerous because it changes how people interact with each other. While it 

may feel like a place for exploring commonality, it is actually a place for realizing 

divisibility. The private commercial square has rules controlled by the individuals who 

own those spaces. For instance, if security can remove “undesirables”, and undesirable 

behaviour is anything unpleasant that could affect business, the price of entry into one 

of these private squares is the policing of one's own behaviour to fit a set of rules that 

allows businesses to take full advantage of the market. Conversely, in a truly public 

square, the price of admission is the policing of one's own behaviour to fit a set of rules 

that reflect the values of the community. “This means that a private property owner may, 

under most circumstances, ban political speech or discriminate against certain 

viewpoints on his property, even if it [private property] is open for use by the general 

public” (Kohn, 2004, p.3). This treatment of the public realm is a cause for alarm for 

Kohn who argues that the loss of public space compromises our ability to develop a 

political consciousness by empathizing with community members whose differences 

make us uncomfortable: 

 

We can learn something from facing our fears and evasions that we 

cannot learn from debating principles. The panhandler and the homeless 

person — they do not convince us by their arguments. Rather their 

presence conveys a powerful message (2004, p.81).  
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The market square, as a symbol of the modern North American city speaks to the 

greater value of privatization. What the prevalence of the market square communicates, 

then, is that the political life of the square is undermined by the restrictions of private 

ownership.  

 

In 1993, Goss had the realization that in America, shopping had become “the 

most important contemporary social activity” (p.18), while, subsequently, there existed a 

general disdain for mass consumerism. Goss (1993) argues that shopping is an 

inherently culturally empty experience, and in order to promote it, “designers 

manufacture the illusion that something else other than mere shopping is going on” 

(p.19). The problem with the shopping centre, to Goss (1993), is that it has been 

designed to cater to the middle class desire for a type of public space which is 

controlled, sanitary, comfortable, and safe, in contrast to the street. Goss recognizes 

that the shopping centre works so well because it offers an experience of public space 

which is essentially a fantasy. He notes “the shopping center appears to be everything 

that it is not” (p.40). In offering this impossibly comfortable and fantastical experience of 

public space, it becomes a highly attractive alternative to real public space. The result is 

that real public space begins to disappear from the urban landscape: 

 

We collectively miss a public space organized on a pedestrian scale, that 

is, a setting for free personal expression and association, for collective 

cultural expression and transgression, and for unencumbered human 
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interaction and material transaction. Such spaces no longer exist in the 

city, where open spaces are windswept tunnels between towering 

buildings, abandoned in fear to marginal populations (Goss, 1993, p.25). 

 

To Goss, the success of the shopping centre is predicated on the charms of the public 

experience and the comfort of the private experience. Specifically, the mall offers a 

place to congregate and meet without the uncomfortable interactions that are available 

in the public sphere. As Sorkin (1992) put it, “there are no demonstrations in 

Disneyland” (p.xv). These uncomfortable interactions are what Bodnar (2015) thinks 

leads to personal growth through developing empathy and solidarity, and experiencing 

diversity. Kohn asserts “the suburban shopping mall, a private alternative to the 

marketplace and the town square, has been so successful that it has become the model 

for retail development in city centers” (2004, p.2).  

 

A Brief Conclusion to Chapter V 

 

 In this chapter, the town square has revealed to us a variety of important points. 

First, that its origins and most fundamental use throughout history has been to 

accommodate assembly. It has also revealed that the modern citizen does indeed have 

an appetite for political engagement in a variety of different contexts. The square has 

proven to be remarkably good at producing a sense of community and citizenship, and 

starting a greater dialogue. In a certain sense, the town square wants to be a political 
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space, and people want to be political agents. The square and the citizen appear to be 

a perfect match for each other.  

 

However, the square has also told us of its struggle to hold its allure through the 

emergence of its capitalist counterpart: the market square. In doing so, we have come 

full circle to the realization that the market square had effectively changed the 

perception and popularity of public life in the square to the point that public life had 

become economic and removed from politics. Thus, removed from the town square, and 

with it, the benefits of political engagement from society. 
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Chapter VI: 

The Hearth Framework 

 

 

An Introduction to The Hearth Framework 

 

  So far, we have explored the problem of the misalignment of public life and 

public space. Through the interplay between the town square and the political goals of 

public life, we have seen how desperately the two desire to be reunited. The question 

that naturally arises is the question of how this reunification can be done. As we have 

seen, “politics” has been an effective bonding agent between the two. Of course, given 

the history and context of the square and the citizen, it would be ignorant to make the 

claim that reverting to the agora and forum would be a viable outcome. As Gehl and 

Svarre (2013) so eloquently put it: 

 

Of course, society has changed since the Middle Ages. The solution is not 

to recreate pre-modern cities, but to develop contemporary tools [...] to 

once again forge an alliance between life and space in cities (p.3). 

   

In taking their advice we do not end with our claim that the town square is the optimal 

space for the inherently political life of the public to play out in. Rather, we take this 

claim and transform it into a solution. 
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Perhaps the most effective way of summarizing the arguments made here for the 

politically active town square is to illustrate the lessons in the literature as a framework. 

The Hearth Framework constructed here presents pillars of considerations, in no 

particular order, to be regarded as a starting point for developing the town square in a 

manner which takes advantage of its most qualified function since antiquity: politics. 

While the Hearth Framework does not claim to work toward developing functions such 

as commerce, recreation, or leisure, it may well accommodate those functions as they 

relate to relationship building, as was the case for the ancient Greeks and Romans. 

 

 In a more practical sense, the Hearth Framework exists for a variety of reasons. 

Indeed it hopes to work towards the revival of a sense of community for all of the 

benefits associated with it, however, it also exists out of a particularly fierce spite of the 

failed public spaces that many communities in North America are forced to call their 

town square. Out of this spite, an understanding of the political potential of the square 

has been brought to the fore so that those public servants in municipal hall have some 

common language to articulate the value of a politically relevant and active town square 

with the developer and citizen alike. The framework is simultaneously a method of 

evaluating existing squares and a method of determining how future squares could be 

built. In this sense, the Hearth Framework is reflective of a set of values which are 

intended to inform discussions of public space and public life. It is an active exercise 

that imbues its meaning from engagement with others in a public forum in that it places 

both the decision maker and the affected citizen in a reflective dialogue. In essence, the 

values inherent within the framework are up for discussion. In recognizing that some 
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overlap exists between pillars and considerations, the Hearth Framework is best taken 

in its entirety as a concept in progress. The pillars and considerations of the framework 

are to be used to spark a discussion around the question “what values and perspectives 

would make a great town square for our community?”. As a precedent for future 

exercises in translating theory and perspective into actionable prescriptions, we 

encourage communities to take on this exercise so that their values are represented in 

the end product. 

 

The framework is careful not to make any recommendations outside of what has 

been presented here. For instance, while it may ask the decision maker to think about 

green spaces, it does not prescribe such details as its configuration, size, or 

biodiversity. Though, perhaps as the framework develops over time, it may be qualified 

to speak to those decisions which are largely within the realm of design. For now, in its 

early stages, the framework is intentionally vague in some areas, and more detailed in 

others in the hopes that it leaves room for growth without straying from its purpose.  

 

The Hearth Framework is a recognition that public life is, by nature, political life in 

the Aristotelian sense. It aims to return the town square to its highest, most central, and 

most beneficial function of encouraging and facilitating the political lives of the 

community it serves. It places a strong value on political activity for its purposes of 

unification which translates to a more accurate form of representation, and thus, a 

greater degree of self-determination. It seeks to rekindle that fire of civic activity within 

each person so that both the individual and the community as a whole may benefit. It 
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aims to create a society of well informed, respectful, reflective, and well connected 

individuals who recognize their role in producing an optimal outcome for their 

community. The Hearth Framework unites public space and public life under the unified 

goal of creating a space and citizenry that is regularly politically active. It is a philosophy 

which aims to modernize the relationship of what the agora was to the polis.  

 

The Hearth Framework can be used wherever discussions of the relationship 

between public life and public space take place. It lends itself to the planner who has 

few or no guiding principles in their public space toolbox. It can be used as a tool to 

evaluate the state of current public spaces, and to determine where changes can be 

made to animate them politically. The framework can be used at council meetings and 

public engagements to provide structure to conversations of what makes good public 

space, and to make structured arguments for why and how a space does or does not 

achieve that status. The framework can also be used to guide new developments by 

acting as a checklist for creating a higher standard of public space amenities. In this 

way, it lends itself to the developer who wishes to contribute a valuable public amenity 

to the community they build for. It can also be used proactively by public officials and 

neighbourhood groups to critique and propose changes to development applications. 

Finally, it lends itself to the scholar who fundamentally disagrees with everything this 

framework stands for and has their own idea of what the relationship between public 

space and public life could be. It is our hope that planners, citizens, and scholars alike 

will put this framework to the test.  
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The Hearth Framework  

  

 The following six pillars are the primary concepts that have been distilled from 

the literature which understands the relationship between the town square and public 

life from a uniquely political perspective. The accompanying descriptions are both a 

rationale and summation of the core themes of this thesis. Altogether, these six pillars 

consist of the primary considerations for the production of a politically active public 

realm out of the town square. In applying these considerations, the town square once 

again becomes compatible with public life, it becomes something new. As such we refer 

to this new identity as the “Hearth”.   

 

1) Assembly 

 

Like the agora according to Mumford (1961), the hearth is primarily a communal 

place where people go to meet and manage their face-to-face relationships. This is the 

most essential function of the hearth. This translates into interaction through the 

mechanisms of speaking and listening to one another. This interaction contributes to a 

strong system of deliberation which is how citizens participate in democracy and make 

their wills and criticisms known (Bodnar, 2015; Kitto, 1962; Kohn, 2004; Mansbridge, 

1999; Rousseau, 1762/1950; Zucker, 1959). This is how an individual arrives at a sense 

of values (Arendt, 1998), and then shares them with others who debate those values to 

work toward a public-oriented opinion (Habermas, 1962/1989).  
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In the hearth, ideas, knowledge, perspectives, values, and experiences are 

shared. This sharing of experiences becomes a commonality among participants, and 

produces a bond between them (Packer, 2016; Sitte, 1889/1945; Zucker, 1959). In 

essence, people become less alien to each other. This bond leads to trustworthy and 

supportive relationships, which is indicative of greater access to social capital. People 

who trust and support each other make decisions with their community in mind as they 

are invested in the well-being of one another. This is how people offer and accept 

membership into groups, which offer new flows of information and social opportunities 

(Putnam, 2000). It is also how people generate empathy and come to forge their role 

and responsibilities within the community. People feel a sense of belonging when they 

are recognized as an important part of their community, which is essential for a healthy 

mental state (Durkheim, 1897/2002; Putnam, 2000).  

 

The physical space of the hearth should be large and open enough to 

accommodate a wide range of relationships that accompany formal and informal events. 

The hearth features defined spaces which offer informal places for people to station 

their bodies while speaking and listening (Whyte and Underhill, 1988). 

 

2) Passive and Active Programming 

 

The sight and sound of active people attracts the attention of other people, and 

thus generates more activity (Whyte and Underhill, 1998). This is achieved through high 

visibility (Ross-Fichtner, 2013) and an offering of a variety of functions which are highly 
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relevant to the average citizen (Howard, 1902; Painter, 2005). This develops the notion 

that something can always be accomplished in the hearth. It encourages regular formal 

and informal events and can invite some degree of participation in those events, ranging 

from observation to action. In tandem with hosting events, the hearth becomes a place 

where “something is always happening” and is understood as a place to go to find 

something to do. There are many reasons to stay in the hearth. This is how the hearth 

becomes the cultural centre of the community (Sitte, 1889/1945).  

 

3) Physical and Cultural Centrality 

 

The hearth is located in, or very close to the physical centre of the community 

(Whyte and Underhill, 1988), in order to communicate its importance as the focal point 

of the community (Classe, 1995; Howard, 1902; Zakariya et al., 2014; Zucker, 1959). As 

in the case of the roman forum, it is where many or most of the transport routes 

eventually lead (Classe, 1995). The flow of people leads to the hearth, naturally drawing 

in others.  

 

4) Balance of Administration and Commerce 

 

There is an appropriate mixture of administrative and commercial functions in the 

hearth, meaning that many of the daily needs of life can be met here (Howard, 1902). 

The citizens have open public channels to interface with those who govern (Jacobs, 

1961), and have opportunities to become well informed about the developments of their 
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community (Davidoff, 1965). Governing officials regularly witness, engage, and partake 

in the spectacles of the hearth (Ross-Fichtner, 2013). Commercial interests have no 

power to interfere with displays of public expression in the open hearth (Kohn, 2004). 

Rather, social norms dictate the acceptability of displays. Commerce is done as publicly 

as possible and does not restrict people's ability to respectfully interact with each other.  

Mass media and advertising is not present in the hearth as it idealizes consumer 

culture (Goss,1993), spreads “top down” ideas (Habermas, 1962/1989), and entertains 

people in a way that distracts them from connecting with one another (Horkheimer and 

Adorno, 1944/2002). Commercial activity is set up in such a way that the interchange of 

goods and services encourage the interchange of news and opinions (Mumford, 1961) 

without closing off and controlling the public use of public space (Caldeira, 1994; Kohn, 

2004). 

 

5) Pedestrian Refuge 

 

The hearth is primarily concerned with the movements and experiences of 

pedestrians (Gehl and Svarre, 2013). It offers asylum from navigating the busy flows of 

the city (Zucker, 1953), as such it is a comfortable place of relaxation and reflection. 

The abundance of usable natural landscape features, sunlight, and recreational space 

creates a sense of connection to nature and tranquility in contrast with the busy urban 

streetscape (Howard, 1902). It offers the desirability of the shopping centre in terms of 

design quality, sanitation, comfort, and safety so that the middle class are encouraged 
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to refuge there (Goss, 1993). Similar to a home, pedestrians are put at ease upon 

entering the hearth. 

     

6) Symbolism 

 

The history of the community and the reason for its existence is represented in 

the hearth (Sitte, 1889/1945). As in the case of the Forum Romanum, people in the 

hearth feel represented and unified by the symbols present in it (Eden, 1946). The 

symbols in the hearth produce a common identity, a sense of pride, and an awareness 

of what it means to be part of that community (Kalas, 2015). People have space to lay 

their own symbols in the hearth (Packer, 2016; Ross-Fichtner, 2013), thereby 

communicating their active citizenship and creating the potential for dialogue (Di Masso, 

2012).  
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Chapter VII: 

Conclusion 

 

 

 This thesis began with the realization that many communities today share a 

similar problem: since industrialization, patterns of urban growth had seemingly 

forgotten to consider the close relationship between public space and public life. This 

was seen through the growing private economic focus of public space implying that 

public life is focused on consumption, thereby removing the “public” aspect from public 

space and public life. This economy-focused relationship between public life and public 

space has proven to be troublesome since it has led to a situation in which the public no 

longer has a space to exist in, which has had major implications for greater society. 

Furthermore, that relationship under economics had fallen apart, with public life 

receiving less attention than public space, and public space being declared “dead” in 

the 1990s. From those initial observations we asked how the relationship between 

public space and public life can be understood from a perspective which may be useful 

in reviving that interplay. 

 

In order to better understand this problem, we explored the relationship between 

public space and public life through an analysis of the ancient Greek agora and Roman 

forum. In doing so, it became clear that politics as it relates to Aristotle’s concept of the 

polis, which we broadly understand as meaning “actively communal”, revealed a healthy 

relationship between public space and public life. Public space in the form of the town 
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square had emerged as the space where the communal life of the public, what we call 

“political life”, unfolded. This was largely due to the openness, relevance, and centrality 

of the space, which facilitated and encouraged political assembly. As a result, 

relationships were managed through deliberation and the sharing of experiences, 

communal values came to the fore, and citizens felt a sense of duty in playing a role in 

the outcomes of their community. From a perspective of politics, an image of a healthy 

relationship between public life and public space emerged. 

 

 In an effort to modernize this image of a healthy relationship between public 

space and public life, we set out to identify the history and current state of that 

relationship through the lens of politics. We did this by tracing the political history of the 

western citizen and the town square. This revealed that people, starting from the 

Enlightenment through industrialization and modernity, had increasingly come to see 

themselves as economic agents instead of political agents. As a result, communal 

involvement in the public sphere had effectively been replaced by individual pursuits in 

the economic sphere. This has had a variety of negative effects for greater society. For 

instance, memberships in community groups declined, governments were left to 

determine the public interest, and people began to suffer psychologically. From those 

realizations, we recognized the various efforts by urbanists and planners throughout this 

period as attempts to re-politicize the citizen. Furthermore, their efforts often came as a 

combination of both spatial and political reform, further cementing the notion that 

political life requires the consideration of an accommodating space.  
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We then turned our attention to the history of the town square as a place of 

politics. It became clear that, even in recent history, the town square is recognized as a 

place where people go to act as political agents, and that there is an appetite for 

political life. The town square has hosted important political events, it acts as a space 

where people enact their rights as citizens which may then go on to spark dialogues, 

and it produces a sense of community through shared experiences. This led us to make 

the distinction between the public town square reminiscent of the agora and forum, and 

the privatized market square which is represented by the shopping centre. We found 

that the market square came to replace the town square due its ability to produce an 

experience of public space which is unrealistic in terms of comfort, sanitation, and 

genuine interaction with others. This fantasy experience of public space centred around 

commerce became the model that many city centres used to advertise themselves to 

the middle class as lively and successful places to live. In doing so, benefits of the 

experiences offered by a truly public space had been lost, and public life lost its political 

direction by becoming deeply associated with the private and culturally void experience 

of shopping.  

 

From the literature, we found that a political perspective of the interplay between 

the town square and the citizen represented a healthy relationship between public 

space and public life. Furthermore, the literature points to a variety of key lessons in 

reviving that relationship. We have translated those various lessons and linkages into a 

practicable framework which seeks to expand the political potential of the town square 

in relation to the political nature of public life. This new politicized town square which 
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exists for the purpose of facilitating and encouraging political life is a new entity which 

we call the “hearth”. We constructed the pillars of the “Hearth Framework” as a set of 

considerations for building this new form of town square where public life and public 

space are in sync with each other. The Hearth Framework reflects a philosophy of 

community building which values the political nature of public life and recognizes the 

role the town square plays in how political life unfolds. Practically, the Hearth 

Framework is suited as a checklist for evaluating current public spaces and defining 

where changes can be made to politically active them. It can also be applied proactively 

as a requirement for new developments, where developers state in their applications 

how they will provide this standard of public space. Local community groups can use 

the framework to critique and suggest changes to existing applications during public 

engagements and public meetings.   

 

Having translated the literature into a practicable solution, the next steps in 

developing the framework will be to test and refine it through implementation. The 

Hearth Framework may be tested in a variety of ways. It can be consulted for the 

building of new hearths, and for analyzing and evaluating current town squares. It also 

serves as a point of discussion in community building as a guiding philosophy of 

relationship building in the public realm. The results of these various tests may point to 

areas of the framework that may need to be included, reworked, or further developed. It 

may also prove useful to compare this framework with other frameworks relating to 

public space and the town square. In doing so, it may be better understood where in the 

planning process the Hearth Framework is best used.     
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