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INTRODUCION

In this booklet I write about the square as an infrastructure of public space. I base my speculations and 
discussions on the readings, my own experience and idea of the public space in mainly Sweden and Den-
mark, influenced by the feminist debate currently taking place in social media. 

While responding to the different themes I discuss both the function of the square and the square as a de-
mocratic space, political platform, where gender and social norms are important subjects. I look at public 
spaces of different nature  that we share in different ways, and that it both includes and excludes. 

When I started to write and look at the square as an infrastructure I had no idea of what direction the dis-
cussion would take, because I find it hard to really define and to point at one place that could represent it. 
That resulted in a more overviewing discussion of the square, with some specific examples of places and 
activities and how they affects people differently.
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The square

The square is a public space available for everyone, a network of open spaces in populated areas, linked to 
other infrastructures like for example the transport routes we use in our everyday lives. Often next to the 
metro, where flows of people meet, where busy roads cross each other, near buildings of power, or where 
we live. The squares are many and supposed to give us all comfortable areas to share and meet in. Their 
design and function varies with the different contexts they are placed in, the surroundings characterize it.
The functions could for example be a meeting place, a restroom, sports field, a platform to express opini-
ons, a scene, residence, playground, garden, refuge, a place to sleep or a place one like to avoid.

”For the body to move, it must usually have a surface of some kind, and it must have at its disposal wha-
tever technical supports allow for movement to take place. So the pavement and the street are already to 
be understood as requirements of the body as it exercises its rights of mobility. No one moves without a 
supportive environment and set of technologies.” 

- Judith Butler

A most important part in how the square is being used is the constructed environment and the materials. 
The materials can for example be stone or concrete that creates a huge open space where big crowds of 
bodies can gather collectively. It can also be decorative stones and water to look at and hear, walls and 
benches to sit on, grass, trees and flowers, a football ground, or light when it’s dark. All the materials 
invites to various activities.

Except for the physical environment there is social norms that tells us how to act in the public space. The 
norms of how and by whom a place should be used, a sort of order produced by our self-consciousness, 
tradition, culture, the social norms makes us aware of which role different bodies should have in public 
spaces. These social norms makes some people feel supported and some others unsupported and vulnera-
ble, a question of having power or taking a risk by participating.

The squares are an important infrastructure interweaved with other important infrastructures such as our 
transport systems. By allowing this infrastructure for a moment to collapse by demonstrations and acti-
vism, we can draw attention to what we want to change. Blocking people and traffic with our bodies to 
require attention to our opinions. A collective or individual act for a change to happen risking our own 
body, an act for needs of our own or needs of others. 
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Who is absent?
”That norms act upon us implies that we are susceptible to their action, vulnerable to a certain name-cal-
ling from the start. And this registers at a level that is prior to any possibility of volition. An understanding 
of gender assignment has to take up this field of an unwilled receptivity, susceptibility, and vulnerability, a 
way of being exposed to language prior to any possibility of forming or enacting a speech act.”

- Judith Butler

The square becomes a window for social structures in society where our bodies in dialogue with others 
maintain and act according to the norm. The social interaction allows a particular body to be active and to 
be watched, a certain body to watch, some bodies to passing by and some bodies to be absent.

The rules and norms in the public space have different affect on people, some moves and plays easily 
while some feel uncomfortable or even insecure. There are learned behaviors that contribute to calm 
and order, and make most of the actions on the square predictable. But one might wonder about what is 
necessary for the absent body or observing body to be able to actively use the public space. In a situation 
where the constructed environment and the social norm feeds each other, it can be hard to imagine what 
could break this order, if there is a new physical environment with other materials and conditions or does 
it require a collapse of the social norm through activism? Perhaps the power of collectivity can be one way 
of creating a broader representation of bodies in the square.

The square repeats itself, and the different squares design is often similar to each other. A common squ-
are is the one programmed for activities where people visit or passing by in their daily life routines, it is 
populated by people who come there in their spare time, by people who don’t have a job or by people 
who are passing by. People come here for various reasons, and it’s a space characterized by social norms. 
These squares are connected to and formed by a neighborhood, which favors a sense of belonging to those 
who live there, or the feeling of being excluded, in a segregated society, the contrasts between those two 
experiences grows. 

The square can also be a political platform where the norm can be challenged. The square can play an 
important role as a political space, often with a robust and simple architecture and often with a central 
location next to the buildings of power. These squares are continually populated by people passing by and 
especially populated when people gather to make their voices heard through activism, demonstrations, 
speech, or music for example. 
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Where the wall once stood

 “The wall is fabricated from steel, wire mesh, concrete, even re-purposed Vietnam- era air force landing 
strips . It makes use of high-tech surveillance systems—aerostat blimps, subterranean probes, and heat 
sensors. The concept of “national security” governs and militates construction and design of the wall as 
the success of the wall has been measured in the numbers of intercepted illegal crossings. I suggest that 
the wall, at such prices, should be thought of not only as security, but also as productive infrastructure—as 
the very backbone of a borderland ecosystem.”

-Ronald Rael, boundary line infrastructure

The wall Ronald Real is talking about is the border wall between Mexico and the United States. Infra-
structures with only one purpose, to stop people from illegally cross the border.  

Barriers between people have been built in all ages, but they have also been transformed over time into to 
new places. In several places, the city walls as an outer boundary of a city have with the city’s developme-
nt and expansion, lost its purpose and been torn down and become part of the city. The square and public 
space have often played an important part in this process, as there are many examples of old fortification 
becoming parks and squares. The flexible nature of the public space allows it to be placed over another 
infrastructure as a new layer, and apply some of the qualities and topography of the old infratructure.

The former infrastructure thought as a border between people becomes through this process meeting pla-
ces in the city. In Copenhagen, there is a good example of a transformation of a boarder. The old city wall 
and the moat go on the older map (fig.1) as a border around the city. The modern map (Fig. 2) shows how 
most of the old fortification was torn down and exchanged for a residential area, and several parks and 
squares placed one after the other, which gives great quality to the densely populated inner city. Especially 
the parks has its shape from the moat and the topography of the fortification.

An example of a square located where the old fortress lay in Copenhagen is Israel’s space, with a park 
right beside it called Ørestadsparken (fig.3). In the park you can clearly see the shape of the old moat in 
the existing small lake, and parts of the earth slopes are still left in the existing topography, but for those 
who do not know the history, it’s just a lovely park with tall old trees and hilly landscape.

Israel’s place is an old marketplace where farmers have come and sold their vegetables. The square recent-
ly was redesigned and 2 market halls was built with exclusive products and food and the outside space is 
programmed for sports activities surrounded by stairs where you can drink your coffee bought in the mar-
ket hall, and watch other people. The square and the park are surrounded by an exclusive residential area 
with trendy cafes and shops, the site has with the expansion of the city, been given an exclusive location, 
which characterizes it. People gather here for delight rather than for political reasons.

At last the citation of Wittig Einstein that Ronald Real begins his text with:

 “But when one draws a boundary it may be for various kinds of reasons. If i surround an area with a fence 
or a line or otherwise, the purpose may be to prevent someone from getting in or out; but may also be part 
of a game and the players be supposed, say, to jump over the boundary; or it may
show where the property of one man ends and that of another begins; and so on. So if i draw a boundary 
line that is not yet to say what i am drawing it for.” 
— Wittig Enstein
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Happy and unhappy objects

“the greatest happiness consists in the having those things which produce the greatest pleasure” (247). 
Happy objects could be described simply as those objects that affect us in the best way. ”

”Those things we do not like we move away from. Awayness might help establish the edges of our hori-
zon; in rejecting the proximity of certain objects, we define the places that we know we do not wish to go, 
the things we do not wish to have, touch, taste, hear, feel, see, those things we do not want to keep within 
reach.”

-Sara Ahmed, ‘Happy Objects’, in The Promise of Happiness, 2010

In the text Happy Objects Sara Ahmed writes about whether different objects affects us differently, so-
mething that is very evident in the public space where affects circulates, both the good and the bad ones.

To interact with both objects and other people in the public space affect us a lot. We meet for practical re-
asons as well as for amusement, recreation or with a political agenda. It may be in a trade situation, during 
transportation, performance of sport, games, in protests or in conversations while having something to 
eat or drink. In these places many people share the same objects. The experience we have and how we 
are affected depends not only on the objects on the square, but also on our common view of who’s sup-
posed to act how among these objects. An object that in a safe environment and has a positive affect on 
a person may have the opposite affect on the same person in the public environment, depending on who 
is there or when it happens. The social norm once again plays an important role, both on our self-image 
and understanding of a group of people in relation these objects. The public space sets us in perspective 
to the society, it often make us self-conscious, constantly in situations that affects us in bad or good ways.

The collective feeling and feeling of sympathy and being a part of a community can grow and circulate 
with good affect in the public space, and in that case it plays a important role in keeping a society together. 
Just having a coffee on a bench watching people passing by and be watched in return can have good af-
fects on some people, to be recognized. For some others good affects comes by skating with friends, while 
reading a book sitting in the grass or maybe by feeding the birds, when you’re in a safe environment. 

Unfortunately everyone isn’t comfortable to participate in these activities. The square includes a lot of 
people but at the same time a lot of people don’t feel comfortable there or even have access to all the 
places, they get negative affects instead. It may be from the treatment of other people, prejudgment and 
expectations from other people, or social norms that changes your happy objects to unhappy objects when 
your not in a comfortably space.
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The good breakdown

I would say the square can breakdown in many ways and for various reasons. For example it has bre-
akdown if it doesn’t work as a democratic place and if people choose not to visit it because they don’t 
feel welcome or safe, either in daily situations or in demonstrations or activism. Another way that it can 
breakdown is if, for example, discriminating or threatening opinions, and violence may take place and be 
expressed.

Zooming out and looking at a citys network of public spaces, I would also say that the square could bre-
akdown slowly in the process of a society becoming more segregated. In that process, I believe that the 
feeling of not belonging can grow, and reduce the diversity of those in society we meet when we spend 
time in the public space.

But I also think that the breakdown can play a completely different role in relation to the square. The fol-
lowing citation from an article written by Valeria Graziano and Kim Trogal sets an other perspective on 
the breakdown of infrastructure, where it can bring something positive.

”In urban geography, Graham and Thrift (2007) similarly emphasized that the break- down of urban 
infrastructures, is the moment when the systems supporting our existence become exposed, and that this 
exposure offers the opportunity to revisit them. ”

- Valeria Graziano and Kim Trogal, ‘The Politics of Collective Repair: Examining object relations in a 
postwork society’, in Cultural Studies, vol. 31, No. 5, 2017.

As I mentioned earlier, the minor or short-term breakdown could be a political tool in demonstrations 
and activism, and there have a positive role in democracy. Because the public space consists of, and is 
connected with so many other important infrastructures, a breakdown of these could help getting attention 
to a problem, for example through demonstration or activism, where accessibility is stopped. It does not 
necessarily have to be the public space that is exposed and being revisited, but the square can be a platform 
for exposing other infrastructures so that they can be revisited.
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New places with new happy objects

”A most important achievement of feminism has been to establish that the experience of women is as 
important, relevant, and philosophically interesting as the experience of men. ”

-Virginia Held, ‘The Ethics of Care as Moral Theory’ in The Ethics of Care.

The square is already a space that architects pays much attention to, to design a square is a prestigious job 
and it’s often done in a normative way. The question is how architecture could make the public environ-
ment and the square a more inclusive environment for both women and other non-normative groups? I 
think it’s about challenging the idea of the square, creating more varies designs and developing new ar-
chitectural options. Above all, we must change that the man’s body and men as a collective are the norm 
in the public space, if that can be done by architecture.

An answer could be to create new places where other forms of collective can take place. Throughout his-
tory, the public space has belonged to the man and still does in many ways, which is a heavy structure to 
breakdown, but perhaps a greater variety of programs in the public space, and new meeting places where 
more types of collective can be created as a way to include all kinds of bodies can be one way. If possible, 
with architectural work, we could create new physical environments with new happy objects, and someti-
mes turn around the situation of who is active, who is watching and who is absent. 
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We meet at Queen Louise’s Bridge 
-A love letter about one of my favorite places

Queen Louise’s Bridge is not really such a special place, a bridge with two walls, a few benches, a wide 
sidewalk and a bike path. Queen Louise’s Bridge is a public space full of life despite its simple design, 
with the function of connecting the two districts Nørrebro and Nørreport separated by a lake in central 
Copenhagen. It is a crossing where the city pulse is present in passing cyclists and pedestrians, but also a 
place where people go to hang out in different ways. Earlier I lived just around the corner and the bridge 
become a place I always returned to.

I no longer live in Copenhagen but in the spring I will visit my old favorite spot on the bridge, with a 
delicious falafel and in the good company of old friends I will enjoy chit-chating and watch the bikes 
passing the bridge between Nørrebro and Nørreport. I will Lean my back to the south-facing wall, enjoy 
the sun, watch people and just be in the common feeling of euphoria that a new season starts. People 
will come and go but as long as the sun is shining, the wall and sidewalk will be occupied with life and 
people who passes or just hanging out. Someone reads a book, someone drinks beer and smokes cigaret-
tes, someone plays music and someone eats food or having a coffee with a friend.

At that time the ice on the lake will be gone and the trees maybe even have leaves. At Queen Louise’s 
bridge I can experience just this, the seasons of the year in the change in colors, smells and weather, 
while I’m in the middle of the city in a moment shared with other people. For me it is a place connected 
to memories and a place that makes me aware of time, and that time passes by.  
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