CALL FOR PAPERS

SEMINAR
‘URBAN PUBLIC SPACE IN THE CONTEXT OF MOBILITY AND AESTHETICIZATION: FACING CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES’ 

Friday. 23 April 2010 
Institute for European Ethnology, Humboldt University, Berlin

Urban public space continues to be the focus of debate regarding its conceptualization and how it is designed, (re)produced and managed. Over recent decades urban public space has increasingly been considered as, on the one hand, productive of a new set of exclusions, but also, on the other hand, as offering a range of possibilities for the co-existence of strangers in the city. Nowadays public spaces are facing new challenges conceptually and practically. In recent years social scientists have identified two new tendencies with a strong spatial dimension: mobility and aestheticization. These two characteristics shape the transformation of space in the late-modern or post-modern era. An important question is, therefore, how do these trends affect public space? This seminar will address theoretical and empirical aspects of this issue.

The relations between space, place and mobility have been considered as problematic since the 1970s (see Relph 1976). Mobility and flows are considered to be a key characteristic of the post-modern era (Harvey 1989, Gupta & Fergusson 1992, Appaduraj 1996,Urry 2007). While for some scholars it means the end of place (for instance, Relph 1976, Augé 1995), for others it results in a new meaning of place in post-modernity. The latter speak with enthusiasm about a “cosmopolitan existence” (Chambers 1990) and a “place of flows” (Castells & Nyíri, 2004). Some scholars are trying to re-conceptualize place by bringing together notions of place, mobility and identity (Massey 1997, Sennet 2008). Though much attention is paid to the issue of place and its relations to mobility, surprisingly few authors address the concept of public space in this concern.
Therefore, for us the important questions are: 

- What happens to public space in an era characterized by mobility and flows? 

- Are we really witnessing the end of ‘public space’ in the contemporary city or are there still potentialities for its regeneration and revival in this new context? 

- Or, should we re-determine the concept of “public space” in relation to the realities of post-modernity?  
Another global trend – the aestheticization of all aspects of social life – is associated with the increased role of culture and the symbolic economy in post-industrial societies. “Creative” or “cultural” industries have become one the fastest growing segments of the global and national economies and can be a driver of urban development (Evans 2004, Harvey 1989, Kim & Short 2008, Zukin 1995, 1996). As Baudrillard put it, nowadays "Everything is sexual. Everything is political. Everything is aesthetic”. Even counterculture and resistance have become aestheticized (Desmond et al. 2001, Friske 1989). Again, some scholars, especially those sharing the “traditional” notion of public realm (eg. based on the theories of Arendt and Habermas) would probably see this tendency as a continuing “fall of public man”. However, others rather see this aestheticization as a response to the realities of post-modernity. When applied to urban space this tendency can be manifested in the gentrification of urban areas by the so-called “creative class”, as well as in ideas surrounding the “cleansing” of public space”, of implementing order and purity of form into urban space. On the other hand, the aestheticization of urban space is expressed in public art and open-air performances, in carnivals and festivals. Thus, the main questions here are: 

· What are the implications of this aestheticization for urban public space?

· What role does the aestheticization of social life play in the transformation of urban public space?    

· What threats and what potentials does aestheticization imply for city public space?

 We are interested in sharing ideas about the demand for, and particular ways of re-determining the concept of, “public space” with regard to these two phenomena which could be argued to be characteristic of the late-C20th – early C21st. In addition, empirical evidence showing how urban public space experiences and answers these challenges must also be considered.  

The issue of urban public space involves the expertise of urban anthropologists, ethnographers, geographers and sociologists, and also urban designers and planners as well as artists, curators and civil society initiatives dealing with urban public space. Therefore, representatives of all these disciplines and realms of activities are welcome at our seminar. 

 We are planning a one day seminar consisting of: 1) presentations; 2) a “round table” and 3) an exhibition. Case study based papers are especially welcome for the presentation part, while any kind of thoughts, theoretical implications and notes are welcome for the round table discussion. The round table is planned as an interdisciplinary event where we are going to discuss examples of interdisciplinary collaborative projects aimed at producing, reproducing, protecting or re-defining urban public space, as well as methodological issues regarding such collaboration. Artists’ participation is very welcomed! We expect 3-4 short discussion/stimulating presentations at the round table, addressing the case studies and more general theoretical and methodological implications.     
The seminar will be concluded by a photographic exhibition presenting the results of the international research project ‘The Re-Imaging of Public Space in European Cities” realized in Manchester, Sofia, St.-Petersburg and Lviv in 2006-2008 (supported by INTAS). It will address the phenomenon of city squares as urban public spaces, and in particular the transformation of their images and the roles they play in the lives of the current European cities (curator: Lilia Voronkova). 
The seminar and exhibition are possible thanks to the support of: the Institute for European Ethnology, Humboldt University, Berlin; Georg Simmel Zentrum, Humboldt University, Berlin; and the Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung, Germany.

· Interested applicants should send short abstracts for the round table (a 5 min. speech stimulating discussion on a particular issue) by February, 1 2010 to Oleg Pachenkov (pachenkov@yahoo.com) and Lilia Voronkova (lilia.voron@gmail.com). 

· Please also send a brief CV (1 page). 

· Accepted participants will be notified by 15th February 2010.  
· Unfortunately, we have no funding to support travel or accommodation costs of the participants. There is no participation fee though. Organizers can assist in booking accommodation when needed. 

· The seminar is planned as an international event, so the working language is English.
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