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PUBLIC SPHERE / PUBLIC SPACE:

Civic Cartographies
“In the heterogeneous, electronically mediated society we call postmodern, can we still speak meaningfully of a public sphere?  On the other hand, can supporters of democracy afford not to speak of it?”



—Bruce Robbins

“A whole history remains to be written of spaces—which would at the same time be the history of powers…—from the great strategies of geopolitics to the little tactics of the habitat.”



—Michel Foucault 

This interdisciplinary seminar brings together core concerns of American Studies and political theory.  Our work will be both theoretical and empirical and will draw on literatures ranging from philosophy to intellectual history to micro-sociology to memoir to urban theory and criticism.  The central problems that we will investigate are at once old and new. As a term of political analysis, “public” has its linguistic roots in Rome and its conceptual roots in the Greek polis, and theoretical inquiries into the character of public life go back to the ancient world.  Over the past several centuries, assorted critics and theorists have insisted that a free and/or democratic society needs a vital “public sphere.”   But what this means, given contemporary political, economic, cultural, and technological conditions, is by no means clear.  In recent decades, the public sphere has been the subject of wildly divergent narratives:  it has been mourned as a treasure destroyed by modern bureaucracy and hailed as a gift bestowed by modern democracy, dismissed as a notion irrelevant to “the postmodern condition” and defended as a crucial term of contemporary political and cultural analysis, criticized as a linchpin of patriarchal ideology and celebrated as an enabling condition of radical struggle against economic and social hierarchies.  We will encounter all of these characterizations and pursue the assorted paths of inquiry they suggest, taking the controversy as an opening for investigation. 

Our investigations will center on the character and meanings of public space, with the main emphasis on the American case.  After a cursory refresher on Rousseau and Madison, two obvious modern touchstones, we will begin the course by considering some of the most important works of “public sphere theory,” one prominent current within recent and contemporary theory.  Our concerns, however, extend well beyond those of that literature.  Thus, we will contrast Habermas and Arendt’s respective conceptions of public life but we will also reflect on the ways that cultural “turf” is carved out through street-level negotiations and conflicts:  we will look at “space” as both a metaphor—a political and cultural theorist’s term of art—and as a medium of everyday practical struggle.  We engage recent efforts in queer theory and feminism to makes sense of “subaltern” forms of public discourse, and we’ll compare the political and economic processes that formed the diverse spaces of such cities as New York, New Haven, New Orleans, Los Angeles, and Brasilia.  We will connect those assorted topics and materials through our pursuit of the following fundamental questions: 

· What forces and processes shape the spaces in which we live?  Who wins and loses as a result?

· How are different forms of subjectivity and social interaction created or enabled by different public spaces?

· Can spatial arrangements promote or inhibit democratic governance?

· What are “the public sphere” and “public space” (good) for?

· Is “the public sphere” a physical place, a set of places, a metaphor, a heterogeneous set of discursive forms, or the name for a nostalgic conception of an irretrievable past? 

How to understand the relationships between these matters—the relationships between questions of governance and problems of social-cultural form, and between power, publicity, and spatiality—is perhaps the most difficult and important problem of the course.  

The aim of our inquiries is less to acquire a sharply defined body of knowledge than to stimulate conversation, inquiry, analysis, and reflection.  Class discussion is therefore an especially important part of the course work.  Often, I will begin class with a brief lecture, setting the stage for our questions, but most of our time on most days will be given over to discussion.  I expect you to arrive at each class prepared to talk about the assigned texts carefully and thoughtfully, and to listen attentively and respond seriously to the opinions and arguments of the other seminar participants.  This is hard work, and you should know that from the beginning.  But if it is pursued in the right spirit, this work should be both pleasurable and productive.  Formal writing assignments will consist of three 7-8 pp. essays.  In addition, everyone will take part in a group-based exercise, making observations of assorted urban spaces in New York and contributing to his or her group’s presentation of results in class.  The goals of these diverse assignments are to develop different kinds of analytical, interpretive, and writing skills, to ensure that you think hard about the issues raised in each of the main sections of the course, and to foster the kind of sustained engagement with the materials that will further contribute to the quality of our discussions.  I will provide paper topics, but you may write about your own topics if you clear them with me first.  Grades will be based on both written work (70%) and participation in class and in the field exercise (30%). 

The following required books are available at Water St. Books:


Arendt, The Human Condition 


Delany, Times Square Red, Times Square Blue 

Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 

Scott, Seeing Like a State 

All other readings will be in the xeroxed course reader, available at Office Services, basement of Weston Hall.  Selections from the readers are indicated on the syllabus with an asterisk.  

Schedule of Assignments

Th. 9/10

Introductory Session

I.  The Public Sphere:  Classic Conceptions, Critical Challenges
Tu. 9/15
*Rousseau, The Social Contract (Penguin, 1968) I: 1,2, 5-8; II: 1-4, 10, 11; III: 15; IV: 1, 2




*Madison, Federalist 10, 51, The Federalist (Cambridge, 2003, pp. 40-46, 251-255)



*Warner, “Public and Private,” Publics and Counterpublics (MIT, 2002) pp. 21-63 (not 

required for today, but skim this chapter as early in the semester as possible)

Th. 9/17
Habermas, Structural Transformation, pp. 1-88

Tu. 9/22
Habermas, Structural Transformation, pp. 141-250



*Haberman, “To Defend a Right To Honk,” New York Times,12/03/99

Th. 9/24
Arendt, The Human Condition, pp. 1-11, 22-78



*Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” (excerpt), Between Past and Future:  Eight Exercises in 

Political Thought (Penguin, 1968), pp. 239-249
Tu. 9/29
Arendt, Human Condition, pp. 175-257

Th. 10/1
*Marx, “On the Jewish Question, Part I,” Early Writings (Penguin, 1975), 211-234
Tu. 10/6
*Young, “The Ideal of Impartiality and the Civic Public,” Justice and the Politics of 

Difference (Princeton, 1990), pp. 96-121 

*Hall, “Gramsci and Us,” The Hard Road to Renewal:  Thatcherism and the Crisis of the 

Left (Verso, 1988), pp. 161-173
*Hall, “”Signification, Representation, Ideology:  Althusser and the Post-Structuralist

Debates,” Critical Studies in Mass Communication 2, 2 (1995): 91-114
Th. 10/8 
*Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere:  A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing 

Democracy,” Justice Interruptus:  Critical Reflections on the “Postsocialist” 

Condition (Routledge, 1997), pp. 69-98
*Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” pp. 65-124


(Also review Warner, “Public and Private”)
Tu. 10/13
Reading Period

Th. 10/15
*Berlant, “The Intimate Public Sphere,” in The Queen of America Goes to Washington City:  

Essays on Sex and Citizenship (Duke, 1997), pp. 1-24



*Berlant, “Introduction:  Intimacy, Publicity, Femininity,” in The Female Complaint:  The 

Unfinished Business of Sentimentality in American Culture (Duke, 2008), pp. 1-32
M. 10/19
  First Seven to Eight Page Paper Due in Schapiro Hall, 5:00 p.m.

II.  Geographies of Power:  The Political and Cultural Economy of Public Space
Tu.  10/20
*Sennett, The Fall of Public Man:  On the Social Psychology of Capitalism, (Knopf, 1997), 

pp. 1-122, 337-340

Th. 10/22 
*Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities  (Vintage, 1961), p. 1-88, 112-151



*Harvey, Spaces of Hope (California, 2000) pp. 164-173
Tu. 10/27
 Delany, Times Square Red, Times Square Blue, pp. xi-36, 89-96, 111-199

*Delany, The Motion of Light in Water:  Sex and Science Fiction Writing in the East Village, 

1957-1965 (Vintage, 1988), pp. 172-176 
Th. 10/29
*Anderson, “Street Etiquette and Street Wisdom,” Streetwise: Race, Class, and Change in 

an Urban Community (Chicago, 1990), pp. 207-236



*Valentine, “Images of Danger:  Women’s Sources of Information About the Spatial 

Distribution of Male Violence,” Area 24, 1 (1992): 22-29
Tu.  11/3
*Foreman, “‘Welcome to the City’:  Defining and Delineating the Urban Terrain,” The ’Hood 
Comes First:  Race, Space, and Place in Rap and Hip Hop (Wesleyan) pp. 35-67


*Hyams, “Adolescent Latina Bodyspaces: Making Homegirls, Homebodies and

 
Homeplaces,” Antipode 35, 3 (2003):  536-558
*Grosz, “Bodies-Cities,” Colomina, ed., Sexuality and Space (Princeton, 1992) pp. 241-253

Th.  11/5
*Rae, “Race, Place, and the Emergence of Spatial Hierachy,” in City:  Urbanism and its 

End (Yale University Press, 2003), pp. 255-286
 

*Lipsitz, “Learning from New Orleans:  The Social Warrant of Hostile Privatism and 

Competitive Consumer Citizenship,” Cultural Anthropology 21, 3 (2006): 451-468


Recommended:  Pawel Wojtasik’s video installation, “Below Sea Level,” MASS MoCA

Sat. 11/7
Trip to New York for Field Analyses (MANDATORY)




Reading for NY:  

Handout with instructions for Field Exercises, and essay by Low,



“Constructing Difference:  The Social and Spatial Boundaries of Everyday Life,”



On the Plaza:  The Politics of Public Space and Culture (Texas, 2000), pp. 154-179



Also:  Watch this 10 minute video clip: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S2GfOhFZkY8.
Tu. 11/10
Group Presentations of Field Analyses (no additional reading)

Th. 11/12
*Davis, “Homegrown Revolution” and “Fortress LA: The Militarization of Urban Space,” 



City of Quartz:  Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (Vintage, 1992), pp. 153-



 263. 
Tu . 11/17
*Excerpts from Jackson, NY Times, Waldie, Mumford, Friedan, McKenzie, Saulney, Low, 

and Bruegmann, in The Suburban Reader, Nicolaides and Wess eds. (Routledge,

2006), pp. 26-33, 260-261, 271-272, 299, 300-302, 449-452, 455-467, 488-492



*Bruegmann, “The Causes of Sprawl,” Sprawl: a Compact History (Chicago, 2005), 96-112
Th. 11/19
Scott, Seeing Like a State, pp. 1-146, 309-311, 339-341

M. 11/23
Second Seven to Eight Page Paper Due in Schapiro Hall, 5:00 p.m.

III. Fables of the Reconstruction:  Rethinking the Public Sphere, Redesigning Space

Tu. 11/24 
*Harvey, “The Right to the City,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 27, 

4 (2003): 939-941

*Young, “City Life and Difference,” Justice and the Politics of Difference, pp. 226-256


*Allen, “Epilogue:  Powerful Citizens,” Talking to Strangers:  Anxieties of Citizenship Since 

Brown V.  Board of Education  (Chicago, 2004), pp. 161-186
Th. 11/26
Thanksgiving Break

Tu.  12/1
 *Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom, Place Matters:  Metropolitics for the Twenty-first 

Century (Kansas, 2001), pp. 201-260



*Hayden, Redesigning the American Dream: The Future of Housing, Work, and Family Life


 


(Norton, 2002), pp. 193-245
Th.  12/3
*Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy,” Modernity at 

Large:  Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minnesota, 1995), pp. 27-47
*Bowman, “Transforming the Public Sphere:  Communicative Freedom and Transnational 

Publics,” Democracy Across Borders:  From Demos to Demoi, pp. 59-99  

Tu. 12/8
*Jenkins, “Photoshop for Democracy:  The New Relationship Between Politics and Popular 




Culture,” Convergence Culture:  Where Old and New Media Collide (NYU, 2006) 

pp. 206-239



*Vaidhyanathan, “The Many Voices of Google,” www.googlizationofeverything.com

Also Watch:

Wesch, “Web 2.0…the Machine is Us/ing US”: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6gmP4nk0EOE
Wesch, “An Anthropological Introduction to YouTube,” 



http://www.googlizationofeverything.com/2009/07/an_anthropological_introductio.php
Th. 12/10
Concluding Remarks

Th 12/17
Final Seven to Eight Page Paper Due in Schapiro Hall, 5:00 p.m.
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