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This book is dedicated to all artists 
making public space a site of belonging. 
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Introduction 

Public Space, Art Practice, and the Social 

Contested public space 

Protest and revolution tend to begin in the street. On October 28th, 
2016 The Guardian announced the following news:  

Law enforcement officials arrested 141 people in North Dakota after 
police surrounded protesters, deploying pepper spray and armored 
vehicles in order to clear hundreds of Native American activists and 
supporters from land owned by an oil pipeline company. (The Guar-
dian 2016, n. pag.)  

This was the most violent day in the three-month long standoff be-
tween police and hundreds of members of more than ninety Native 
American tribes, who were attempting to block the construction of 
the Dakota Access pipeline. Operated by Texas-based Energy 
Transfer Partners and intended to transport fracked crude from the 
Bakken oil field in North Dakota to a refinery near Chicago, the 
$3.7 billion pipeline was seen by tribes as a threat to their water 
supplies and numerous sacred sites. As the demonstrations of the 
Standing Rock tribe and supporting groups of Native American ac-
tivists show, the rethinking of public space remains central to public 
conceptions of the common good in the twenty-first century. Many 
Native American community movements defend sacred and com-
munity space in opposition to extractivist capitalist intrusion from 
hegemonic national and multinational companies. As with other 
contemporary grassroots movements, art practices in the Dakota 
movement – such as chant, performance, poster art, and on-the-spot 
sculpture – were primary vehicles for expressing dissidence and re-
sistance. Not simply creative responses to moments of crisis, these 
practices serve as community-building forces, promoting sociability 
through helping people reimagine the social. Practices like these 
that engage with and in public space highlight art’s central role for 
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social creativity. In the first place they produce and receive a high 
degree of visibility. They also intensify the potential for dialogue 
between art and a larger public. The artist becomes a creator and ac-
tivist. Walter Benjamin famously labeled the author a “producer” 
and equipped him with an “organizing function” (1986, 221–223). 
Benjamin’s creative agent has become an inspirational image for so-
cially and politically minded artists who create imaginaries of the 
social embedded in dissident, democratic, utopian, and egalitarian 
thinking. Such linkage in art between the creative and the social has 
roots in the utopian ideals that were part of the colonial foundations 
of South and North America. 

The Dakota events are just one instance of a new wave of social 
protest across the global. The Occupy movement, the Arab Spring 
movement, the Dreamer’s movement, the Resist movement, the 
student movement in Chile, the “Ni Una Más” [Not One More 
(Woman)] in Latin America, and the Black Lives Matter movement 
have been among the most mediatized examples of current socio-
cultural practices of (re)claiming, (re)interpreting, (re)constructing 
public space. At the same time, we are witnessing privatizations of 
public space in the sales of land to private companies, and in the 
sales of streets, squares, and plazas to private developers. In cities 
like Quito, Toronto, and New York people are increasingly vulner-
able to displacement by gentrification. In the wake of these devel-
opments, street art projects, communal gardening, and housing pro-
jects in urban centers that promote a grassroots approach to the use 
of public space. Public space outs itself as the very testing ground 
for rethinking history and heritage, reflecting on and installing power 
relations, performing culture wars, and staging new communal vi-
sions.  

While grassroots movements led by artist-activists frequently 
struggle to regain public space for communal get-togethers, recrea-
tion, and alternative forms of urban mobility, an increasing tech-
nological surveillance of public squares by governmental agents fa-
cilitates the hegemonic control of everyday life in contemporary cit-
ies. Massacres and terrorist attacks rationalized as part of a culture 




