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***Introduction  

Public space is where we as a collective can gather, where we can exchange information, 

and by that interchange, produce a culture that threads together the daily lives of strangers in the 

rituals of commerce, recreation, and spontaneous conversation. However, public space is not 

always clearly defined. While some may consider a given space to be collectively produced and 

defined, others may consider the same place their exclusive right. The roadways, parks, quads, 

and sidewalks of the modern city are contested artifacts in the struggle for public space. 

Specifically, the shape of public space is always being implicitly argued for, its meaning 

negotiated over, and modes of being within it contested. Public space is contested because recent 

history has witnessed a significant privatization of once public spaces (Anti-Eviction Mapping 

Project, 2015; Lefebvre, 1996; Mitchell, 2003). Privatization and the loss of public space 

materializes in a lack of places to sit (or simply be), diminishing gathering points, anti-homeless 

architecture, and the overall occupation of space by private vehicles, businesses, and rites. These 

practices of privatization bring into question the foundational principles of democracy because 

they culminate a security regime that determines who gets to say what, where they get to be, and 

how they get to say it. The loss of public space then, is the loss of the collective’s ability to 

protest and the regulation of certain identities right to be.  

People’s Park in Berkeley offers an apt illustration. People’s Park in Berkeley California 

is a place that symbolizes the free exchange of ideas, a place to play, and perhaps most 

importantly functions as a spatial argument against city development and its accompanying 

practices of gentrification, targeted policing, and anti-homeless policies and operations. People’s 

Park was founded in 1969 when Berkeley ran out of development funds for a lot they had 

recently bulldozed, and after a public vote on what to do with the abandoned site more than a 



hundred residents gathered on a warm April day to begin building the park. The park started as, 

and continues to *arguably* be, a user created and managed space. Indeed with its community 

gardens, public 24/7 restrooms, and basketball courts, it is a place where all may gather.   

Though, the park’s rich history of public communion, protest, and celebrations has not 

gone without contest from another type history, one rife with an obsession of security, 

development, and governmental paranoia over public demonstration. In the same year of the 

park’s creation, Governor Ronald Reagan claimed that the park threatened the property rights of 

developers, exacerbated a homelessness “problem”, and became a haven for leftist politics and 

communist sympathizers (Kahn, 2014). Following this sentiment and right wing suspicion of 

public gatherings, Reagan ordered Berkeley campus police and highway patrol to surround the 

park, chain up the garden areas to prevent more from being planted, and refused entry to anyone. 

More than three thousand people responded in public demonstration and attempted to tear down 

the fences. The police responded with tear gas, batons, and buck shot. Regan declared a state of 

emergency, and despite the city council voting against the measure sent National Guard troops to 

patrol the streets for a week and break up even the smallest of gatherings with gas. This was met 

with a faculty strike and city wide march to demand the park become a public space once again. 

Following the conflict Berkley students voted to keep the park, keep it public, and keep it 

undeveloped. 

In 1989 Berkeley administrators proposed plans to build dormitories on top of the park. 

This was met with demonstration on the anniversary of Reagan’s occupation of the campus. 

Further, met with pressure by local developers “to do something about the homelessness 

problem” in the same year, Berkeley University settled an accord with the city that mandated 

volley ball courts be built in the grassy area where transient folk would use to sleep, concerts 



would be held, and activists would gather (Mitchell, 2003). Community member’s argued this to 

be a loss of public space. Indeed it made gathering much more difficult. Interviews in Don 

Mitchell’s “The Right to the City” conclude that the volley ball courts are a step into what 

homeless folk and other nonstudents fear about these policies, which is a loss of the right to just 

be (Mitchell, 2003). Despite public demonstration and struggle, the park now holds frequent 

volley ball games.  

The last major incident in the struggle for a public park in Berkeley, a fight for a place 

where people regardless of housing ownership may simply be came to a head in 2011. UC 

Berkeley bulldozed the west end of the park, tearing up mature trees planted in the 60s and a 

large portion of the community gardens. This was a response to Occupy Cal in the same year. 

Though Berkeley denied the bulldozing it as such, it is just one more step in the destruction and 

“development” of public spaces. What was originally created by an act of bulldozing may soon 

be destroyed by the same means. What happened in Berkeley is happening around the country, 

and is indicative of the loss of public space.  

Today, “in dozens of cities around the country…it is illegal to sleep in public places…In 

Atlanta and Jacksonville it’s a crime to walk across a parking lot…in New York it is illegal to 

sleep in or near subways” (Mitchell, 2003, p.162). Basic functions of living as a human are 

policed in the public space, and because many people for instance “walk across a parking lot” in 

everyday life it is not difficult to imagine these laws are enforced with prejudice. Displacing 

those who appear unable to participate in the procedural rituals of economic, and/or cultural 

exchange are the objective of these laws. More yet, “In Berkeley…and Cincinnati it is illegal to 

sit or lie on sidewalks between 7 A.M. and 9 P.M” (Mitchell, 2003, pp.162-63). Further, the 

police’s ability to enforce curfew, close publics spaces, declare autonomous control over city 



space has significantly curtailed public demonstration in the past five years. Organizing in 

opposition to police violence, an unsatisfactory president, and environmental destruction has 

been met with the forced removal of people from public space. This is harmful to democracy 

because it limits the public’s ability to gather and collectively make a demand on the institutions 

that affect their lives. In the coming years the American public is likely to face more police 

violence, an increased risk of environmental catastrophe, and harmful totalitarian policies like 

the Trump administration proposed Muslim registry. It is integral that the public have a right to 

space so that the people may come together in opposition to these threats.  

*** Resolutions  

The United States Federal Government should designate spaces in every major city where 

the public may gather unfettered.   

The United States Federal Government should substantially increase its investment in the 

creation and protection of public parks.  

The United States Supreme Court should overturn Adderley v. Florida.  

The United States Federal Government should ban all anti-homeless architecture and 

laws. 

The United States Federal Government should mandate that all privately owned public 

space (POPOS) be indefinitely open to the public.   

The United States Federal Government should disband the use of First Amendment 

zones.  

The United States Federal government should pass a policy to significantly curtail the 

privatization of public spaces.  

***Ground 



Central to these debates are questions of what constitutes the public, and to what degree it 

should be protected legally. Further the resolutions ask competitors to evaluate the meaning of 

free speech, and whether or not all speech should be acceptable in the public forum. The 

resolutions also ask who gets to be a part of the public, when, and under what circumstances. The 

debates get at the tension between the benefits of private life and a healthy public sphere. Finally 

the resolutions ask whether or not it is politically effective to have designated protest zones, or 

public space that is only public due to governmental distinctions.   
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