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public

space

commercialisation as a more subtle form of commodification of public space,
thereby diverging from the dominant research focus on public space privatisation
under neoliberal urban development. By means of a single case study on the Place
Sainte-Catherine in Brussels and with the use of ethnographic place-based research
methods, this thesis sheds light on the practices of socio-spatial exclusion as a
consequence of public space commercialisation. It hereby considers the challenges
commercialisation poses to the public character of public space by addressing the
exclusionary design and exclusionary policies of spatial control aimed at
despatialising specific social groups in society labelled as ‘undesirable’. In the
context of the Covid-19 pandemic, this thesis further provides an early insight into
new patterns of use of public space hinting at a rapid further expansion of
commercialisation while also illustrating the multiple ways in which public space
can be reclaimed from commercial uses.
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INTRODUCTION

RESHAPING PUBLIC SPACE

implemented a number of far-reaching health measures forcing citizens out of
public space and into the private spheres of their homes (Honey-Rosés et al., 2020).
The ensuing void, silencing the everyday hustle and bustle of the city and hindering
human (inter)action, left many aspects of urban reality changed (Chayka, 2020;
Mehta, 2020). Technological opportunities for connection have helped millions of
citizens transfer their lives into the online sphere, yet the importance and
availability of physical, palpable space has not faded. The pandemic only
underpinned the crucial function of public space to metropolitan society (Low &
Smart, 2020) as urbanites have occupied public space to uphold community ties
and minimise isolation as a reaction to the Covid-19 lockdowns. Citizens
transgressed the lockdowns in order to assemble for large protests and
demonstrations in cities across the globe, with many of these becoming front-page
news (Gopnik, 2021, Kowalewski, 2020).
In an attempt to reconcile the use of public space with the necessary health
precautions aimed at preventing further outbreak of the Covid-19 virus, the task of
finding innovative ways of accommodating crowds in cities has been handed over
to urban practitioners, thereby allowing inhabitants to leave their confined private
spheres and once again engage in urban life (van der Lint, 2020). As cities around
the world slowly awakened from what seemed like a prolonged period of
hibernation, the new reality of the ‘1,5 meter society’ quickly nested itself in most
aspects of citizens’ quotidian. This spatial stretch has, among other things, granted
permits to cafés, restaurants and bars to extend their property rights onto public
space, thereby readying the hard-hit sector to welcome their customers to this new
reality (Chayka 2020; Robertson, 2020). Some local governments and organisations
have further distributed grants to support the transition from indoor to outdoor
seating (Marks, 2021) as well as set up ‘best terrace’ awards, complimenting the
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hospitality sector on their creativity in coming up with new designs and
configurations for commercial space (Lyons, 2021).
For certain squares and streets, however, the permits granted to commercial
venues have come to dominate the public space (De Laet, 2020), be it a square, a
street or a park, thereby considerably diminishing the socio-political potentialities
public space holds.
The current Covid-19 pandemic has therefore not only raised awareness about the
importance of public space to the urban environment. The public health measures
in place, such as the permitted spatial overflow of private activities onto public
space, have also considerably altered the function, organisation and use of public
space. Critics have raised awareness on the risk of such temporary measures to
becoming permanent, solidifying into the new normal and thereby weakening or
even replacing public space in the long run (Iveson, 2020; Low & Smart, 2020).
Others hope the heightened attention on public space will not only ensure for the
end of these temporary measures taken in the name of public health, but also
expose the restrictions which were already part of everyday urban life (Iveson,
2020), pointing to the fragmented reality of public space before the Covid-19
pandemic (Pleyers, 2020).

‘THE END OF PUBLIC SPACE’

The expansion of commercial activities onto public space as exemplified by the
current Covid-19 measures is, however, not a recent phenomenon. The measures
have only exposed, exacerbated and possibly accelerated the rise and spread of

the 20th century. Neoliberal urban development is here characterised by a
shrinking fiscal base of local municipalities, as well as a dominant focus on urban
regeneration and revitalisation policies (Swyngedouw et al., 2002). The changes
neoliberal urban development has generated in public space have placed the topic
of public space high on the societal but also academic agenda (Sorkin, 1992).

INTRODUCTION

neoliberal urban development in Western democracies since the later decades of
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In the academic world the ‘end of public space’ was declared in the early 90s
(Sorkin, 1992), generating a wave of critical academic research on the implications
of neoliberal urban policies and practices for the definition, use and function of
public space. What these neoliberal policies and practices have often implied is a
perception of public space as a “controlled and orderly retreat where a properly
behaved public might experience the spectacle of the city" (Mitchell, 1995, p115).
This interpretation of public space as a clean space for consumption and
entertainment has become increasingly widespread over the decades. While it most
certainly has contributed to the liveliness of the urban landscape, it is also seen as a
contradiction to the very foundation of public space, namely its inherently ‘public’
character as it implies the socio-spatial exclusion of certain social groups in society.
The notion of the ‘public’ has thereby become an increasingly contested word
(Pradinie, 2016), rendering public space as a “key battleground” in urban centres
(Mitchell & Staeheli, 2006, p144). The process of neoliberal urban development has
found its contender in advocates for public spaces who have, from their
perspective, witnessed the shifting logic by which public space operates. It is more
specifically the commercialisation of public space, referring to the use of public
space for commercial activities or events, which will cement the foundation of this
research.

CONCEPTUALISING PUBLIC SPACE

Firstly, public space is used to refer to public urban space; public space is
commonly considered as “peculiar to cities” as it acts as “the clearest expression of
the urban predicament” (Bodnar, 2015, p2091). Secondly, it is most often defined as
physical palpable space. The physicality of public space will be highlighted in this

Harvey who states, “it is bodies on the street and in the squares (…) that really
matter” (2012, p162).
As the social glue of the urban patchwork, public space furthermore generates an
urban community by creating space for discussion, spontaneous encounters,
deliberation, interactions and education on the 'other' (Németh, 2009). Considered
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to be “at the heart of contemporary urban processes in the city" (Adama, 2020,
p23), public space is “where imaginations of a different society are lived." (Kränzle,
2017, p59) through prefiguration of social, political and economic alternatives to
the societal status quo. As a space for representation through socio-political
struggle and public action (Adama, 2020; Wang & Chen, 2018), it further allows
every group in society to be seen and to represent themselves, as "by claiming
space in public, by creating public spaces, social groups themselves become public"
(Mitchell, 1995, p115). The notion of visibility, hinging on the idea of not only being
heard, but also being seen, holds the potential of converting “into political power
or at least attention” (Hou, 2020, p338), which is particularly vital to the
underprivileged in society whose interests are absent from political processes (Hou,
2020). Public space thereby acts as a stage for political engagement, expression
and assembly (Parkinson, 2012), enabling citizens to become active members in
society (Toolis, 2017).
Aside from the characteristics and socio-political functions of public space as
outlined above, the very definition of public space remains contested. Some view
public space as “the place(s) where people can manifest their rights as citizens and
actively participate in the life of the city” (Varna, 2014, p31). Under this definition,
public space is defined as an open, democratic and accessible space for all (Kohn,
2004). By linking public space to democracy, which some argue is inevitable (Henaff
& Strong, 2001), this definition considers public space to be both reflecting and
embodying urban diversity (Hou, 2010, p3).
Critics, however, perceive this definition of public space, anchored in Western
tradition and based on a nostalgic and romantic vision of a once authentic
community (Hou, 2010; Kohn, 2004), to be in contrast with the actual making and
practice of public space which often reflects a different political and social reality.

public space is considered alternatively as a site of contestation, constant struggle
and conflict (Kohn, 2004). As Mitchell states, “[The idea of public space] has never
been guaranteed. It has only been won through concerted struggle” (Mitchell,
2003, p5). This contested nature of public space accounts for ‘many publics’”
(Gaffikin, Mceldowney, Sterrett, 2010, p495) who each hold their own claim to
public space.

INTRODUCTION
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Under both definitions public space is understood as an essential component for
democratic politics (Parkinson, 2012). Whilst the first definition considers public
space to be inherently democratic, the second definition views the struggle over
public space as the practice of doing and fostering democracy, thus recognizing
the opportunities for dissent (Kohn, 2004). As Sorkin noted, “the effort to reclaim
the city is the struggle of democracy itself.” (1992, pxv). Democracies depend on
the differing values and opinions which openly clash in debates and deliberations.
Traditionally, these have existed in public space (Hou, 2020) and up to this present
day democratic societies require “places where ideas can be contested” (Springer,
2010, p537). As Knierbein states, “if we assume that democracy is a spatial praxis
rather than an abstract political field, public space – understood as lived space of
contemporary cities – needs to be reconsidered as place of doing democracy”
(2020, p346). It is this second conception of public space as a space for democratic
struggle which will guide the research for this thesis.

RESEARCH AIMS

This thesis was written with the following aims. The first is to emphasize the
“overlaps and slippages” (Dovey & Pafka, 2020, p247) between what is defined as
public and private space and bring them to the forefront of the debate by focusing
attention on the commercialisation of public space. This in an attempt to address
the complexities within the public space research debate rather than overlook or
erase certain in-between categories which frequently appear to be too implicit to
ever be taken seriously. It is argued that these overlaps between the public and the
private are “where the critique of privatisation needs to be focused” (Dovey &
Pafka, 2020, p247). Therefore, it is the more subtle ways of commodifying space

which will be of interest in this research by identifying “these less apparent forms of
exclusion so that they can be acknowledged and, perhaps, challenged” (Kohn, 2004,
p10).
Secondly, this thesis aims to bridge academic disciplines by setting different
literatures in conversation with each other. These include human geography, urban
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sociology and urban planning among others. By tapping into the diversity of
disciplines which have demonstrated interest in public space and its recent
developments, this thesis hopes to widen the relevance of the topic and the
audience whom it may interest. Urban sociology literature has, for example, largely
overlooked the physical aspect of space as central for the functioning of
democratic contemporary societies. Even though the link between public space and
democracy can seem straight-forward, “the role of space, and particularly public
space, has arguably been missing or remaining marginal” (Hou, 2020, p336).
Similarly, urban planning, while greatly occupied with public space research, has
paid little attention to the public character of public space (Dovey & Pafka, 2020).
Given the struggle in and over public space constitutes one of the main urban
spatial problems and planning serves as the tool par excellence for shaping space,
planners should be at the forefront of the public space debate (Gaffikin,
Mceldowney & Sterrett, 2010). This thesis therefore intends to speak to urban
practitioners by underlining their role in the “transition from the segregated and
exclusive city to the open and pluralist one” (Gaffikin, Mceldowney, Sterrett, 2010,
p511).
Furthermore, this thesis aims to expand on the body of knowledge on users and
their personal experiences and perspectives in public space (Németh & Schmidt,
2011; Wang & Chen, 2018) through the use of ethnographic research methods,
thereby adding to the empirical data on public space research. By researching the
process of commercialisation in public space from a user’s perspective this research
aims to “interrogate what counts as ‘public’ and who ‘the people’ may be” (Butler,
2015, p22). More specifically it aims to contribute to the literature on citizens’
agency and subjectivity and their role in claiming and shaping public space (Hou,
2020) as “the scale of everyday micro-relations still occupies a timid place within

Lastly, this research aims to expand on the empirical data on public space given a
perceived lack of empirical backing (Varna, 2014) by means of a case study on the
Place Sainte-Catherine in Brussels, Belgium. By doing so more diversity can be
added to the cases addressed in the literature on public space by bringing nuance
and local specificity to the forefront of the debate. Additionally the aim is to
counter abundant research in the Anglo-American world and present a new

INTRODUCTION

the scholarship on public space” (Crestani & Irazábal, 2020, p391).

1
4

understanding of the ways in which neoliberal urban development plays out in
public space outside the neoliberal birthplaces. This thesis further aims to
overcome the research bias towards flagship public spaces (Langstraat & Van
Melik, 2013; Parkinson, 2012) and focus the attention away from the handful of
primary squares in the city by picking out a second order public space.

RESEARCH QUESTION(S)

By building on the current momentum in public space research as well as the
widespread challenges neoliberal urban development pushes onto public space,
this thesis aims to address the research shortcomings outlined above by answering
the following question:

How does the commercialisation of public space challenge
the public character of public space?

A number of sub questions will help guide the research and formulate an answer to
this overarching question:

What socio-spatial practices of exclusion have been identified as a
consequence of public space commodification?
Providing an answer to this sub-research question sets the stage for further
empirical results by first establishing a concrete theoretical understanding
of the challenges commodification poses to public space. The answer to
this research question provides conceptual tools on the socio-spatial
exclusionary practices generated by commodification based on a

manifest in commercialised public space?
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of public space, ethnographic maps, photographs and use of archival
material. This data is then analysed against the exclusionary design
practices as outlined in the answer to the first sub research question.

How do socio-spatial practices of exclusion affect the uses
and users in commercialised public space?

For this third research question, users and their uses of public
space are made central through the use of ethnographic user
vignettes, field notes, conversations with users and observations
of users and uses in commercialised public space. Specific
attention is paid to the exclusionary policies and practices of
control presented in the answer to the first sub research
question.

THESIS OUTLINE
In Chapter 2 of this thesis the rationale and criteria for the case study research as
well as the various ethnographic methods and their relevance for this thesis
research are outlined. A case study description with relevant information on the
Place Sainte-Catherine in Brussels will follow.
Chapter 3 presents as a concise literature review on the theoretical understanding
of the dynamics of commodification and privatisation of public space as a
consequence of neoliberal urban development, pointing out the gap of knowledge
on the more subtle, yet pervading form of commercialisation of public space.

spatial practices of exclusion identified as a consequence of the commodification of
public space. To this end of a compilation of relevant theoretical tools and
understandings of the exclusionary practices are presented.
The empirical data collected for this thesis is spread over two chapters: Chapter 5
and 6. In Chapter 5, first the physical configuration of the Place Sainte-Catherine is
presented, followed by an analysis of the practices of socio-spatial exclusion in the
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design of the public space supported with photographs, maps, field notes and
archival material.
In Chapter 6 the impact of commercialisation on the uses and users of public space
is further analysed against the backdrop of exclusionary policies of spatial cleansing
and control in place on the Place Sainte-Catherine.
Lastly, a discussion and conclusion will tie together the various insights obtained
over the course of this research by highlighting the points of interests which
emerged throughout this research and providing an answer to the leading research
questions. Recommendations for planning practice and for further academic
research are further outlined. Concluding remarks will link back to the original

INTRODUCTION
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

SINGLE CASE STUDY RESEARCH

o study the challenges commercialisation poses to the public character of public
space, a single case study is used to fully grasp the intricate local dynamics in
public space and provide a detailed insight into the commercial developments in
space. Instead of collecting multiple cases, a singular case study was chosen to
enrich the ethnographic data collected and ensure the centrality of local situated
knowledge and users’ perspective in the analysis of the data.
The aim of a single case study is certainly not to overreach and universalise the
results from the data collected. Instead, resonance, when certain similar dynamics,
patterns and elements emerge in other, different cases, is pursued. Resonance will
at a later stage help theorise, abstract or generalise the findings of this research
(Lund, 2014). Aside from pursuing resonance with similar developments in public
spaces elsewhere, the aim is also to consider the single case study as a bellwether
case, forecasting potential future developments in public spaces elsewhere (Smith
2018; Smith, 2019).
In order to select a case study in line with the research aims and questions as well
as with the intentions set out for the case study research, a number of criteria were
drafted. These are presented below.

Capital urban

As the “symbolic and formal centres of their nations’

public space in

respective public spheres” (Parkinson, 2012, p11), a capital

established

urban

democratic system

engagement and diversity in both uses and users in space.

public

Furthermore,

space

given

provides

the

the

interest

in

necessary

the

public

underlying

democratic relevance of public space, the presence of a
wider democratic context in which the public space is
situated is required.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
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Ongoing

The presence of commercial activities in public space is

commercial

central given the topic of this research. To allow for an in-

development

depth and detailed understanding of the challenges such
development generates in public space, a longer-term
presence of commercial activities in public space rather than
short-lived commercial events organised in public space is
preferred.

Multiple use(r)s &

Another requirement of the selected case study is the

local attachment

presence of different users who appear to have taken a
particular interest in the public space, making the
commercial development into a local socio-political contest.
The consequences of commercial developments can then
not only be observed in public space, but also be discussed
when engaging with public space users.

Second order

Aside from overcoming the research bias towards flagship

public space

public spaces in urban centres and deterring the academic
attention on the Anglo-American world (Langstraat & Van
Melik, 2013; Parkinson, 2012), second order public spaces
have the ability to add local specificity and context to public
space research.

Based on these criteria, the Place Sainte-Catherine in the city of Brussels, capital of
Belgium, was selected as the single case study for this thesis research. It is

and cultural barriers also played a role in the case study selection. When
undertaking qualitative ethnographic research and interacting with users in public
space these aspects cannot and should not be overlooked. The Place SainteCatherine was therefore selected based on the researcher’s own affinity to the
place, her understanding of the local context as well as her knowledge of the
languages spoken in the city.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
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CASE STUDY DESCRIPTION

Located in the centre of Brussels, also referred to as the pentagon given the fiveedged shape of the ring road surrounding it, the Place Sainte-Catherine or SintKatelijneplein constitutes the case study of this research. The square is well-known
among the local population of Brussels, but unlike the more imposing public
squares in its vicinity (Grand Place, Place de la Bourse) it attracts lesser international
fame. Maps and photographs made on the square provide a first impression of the

The map above showcases the
pentagon in Brussels. The map on the
right provides a broader overview of
the pentagon’s location in the city of
Brussels. Both arrows point to the
Place Sainte-Catherine, located inside
the pentagon (OpenStreetMap, n.d).

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

public space.
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Impressions from
the Place SainteCatherine
(Photographs taken
by the author)

of the controversies surrounding it. The origin of these controversies can be traced
back to the summer of 2015 when 10 commercial terraces were inaugurated on the
square. The terraces, linked to the adjacent restaurants situated along the square’s
edges, appeared after the local municipality approved the restaurants’ demand for
terrace permits and granted each restaurant a 3000€ subsidy. The restaurants
expressed their enthusiasm, whereas the local users of the square shared mixed
feelings (BRUZZ, 2015a). Aside from branching out into the public space of the
square, the presence of terraces also led to the removal of a number of public
benches on the square (BRUZZ, 2015a, 2015b). The two aerial maps below

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The Place Sainte-Catherine is interesting for the purpose of this research because
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demonstrate the rapid expansion of commercial activities on the Place SainteCatherine. Whilst the square is empty in 2014, terraces, parasols, chairs and tables
fill up both sides of the square on the aerial map from 2019, leaving a stroke of
non-commercial space in the middle of the Place Sainte-Catherine.
Left: aerial map from
2014; right: aerial map
from 2019
(BRUGisTeam, n.d)

Less than a week after the inauguration marked the birth of a citizen collective
under the name of ‘FREE54’ (‘54’, is a wordplay referring to the shortened French
name of the square, ‘Sainte-Cath’) (Custers, 2015). With the intention of reclaiming
the public space lost to commercial interests, the collective organised a number of
open and playful assemblies, protest picnics and DIY workshops on the Place
Sainte-Catherine under the banner ‘FREE54, FREE FOR ALL’. Organised on a weekly,
at times daily basis, the actions and events gathered hundreds of people on the

insight into the events organised by FREE54 on the Place Sainte-Catherine.

Impressions from
FREE54 events
organised on the
Place SainteCatherine (FREE54,
n.d)

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

square to occupy public space (FRRE54, 2016). The photographs below give an

2
2

In 2016, the movement published a 56-page long manifesto summarising the
movement’s main claims and demands as well as contextualising their struggle by
providing a description and contemporary history on the Place Sainte-Catherine.
The demands of the movement, which referred to the removal of public benches,
the leaky urinals and the broken water faucet on the square, have remained
unanswered until now. As FREE54 states in their manifesto: “the city government's
agenda is obvious: there's no place for its inhabitants, but there is for docile and
richer consumers” (2016).
FREE54 remains active, though mostly online as the Covid-19 pandemic has
hindered the possibility to assemble in public space over the last year and a half. In
contrast, the social distancing health measures have resulted in the expansion of
terraces on the square. Originally the exceptional permit which was granted to the
restaurants would end on the 30

th

of September 2020, however, it was later

still present in public space despite there being no evidence of a further permit
extension.
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AN ETHNOGRAPHIC SENSIBILITY

For the purpose of this research mixed ethnographic research methods were
employed as they enable the development of an intimate, immersive setting which
creates possibilities to grasp the complexities and local specificities of the
phenomenon under study (Bray, 2008). The ‘flâneur ‘ approach was used for a first
encounter with the space. In a later stage (participant) observation, semi-structured
conversational interviews, ethnographic mapping and photography cemented the
empirical base for this thesis research.
The data collection was conducted over a 2,5 month period of field work between
mid-August and the end of October 2020, until data saturation was reached. An
overview of the days and time spent in the field is presented in the table below.

Field work log

September

October

th

Saturday 15 2-2.45pm
th
Sunday 16 10.45-11.30am
th
Monday 17 5.30-6pm
nd

Tuesday 22 4-5.30pm
th
Thursday 24 11.30-12.30pm
th
Saturday 26 4pm passing through
th
Wednesday 30 2.30-3.15pm
st

Thursday 1 11.20-11.30am
rd
Saturday 3 9.15-10.15pm
th
Wednesday 7 5.15-5.30pm
th
Friday 9 4.05-4.45pm
th
Friday 9 12.30am passing through
th
Saturday 10 5.30-6pm
th
Wednesday 14 12-12.25pm
th
Wednesday 14 2pm passing through
th
Wednesday 14 4.30pm passing through
th
Monday 19 6.45-7.05pm
Tuesday 20th 4.05-4.45pm
st
Wednesday 21 1.40-2.10pm
rd
Friday 23 3.40-4.05pm
th
Monday 26 4.50-5.30pm
th
Wednesday 30 7pm passing through

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
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FLÂNERIE: AN ALTERNATIVE WAY OF READING SPACE IN THE CITY
Promoted by Walter Benjamin as a way of doing research, the flâneur is used to
denote a particular way of walking and observing metropolitan existence, the
behaviour of the crowds and the spaces they move through. The activity of flânerie
is a relevant tool to explore urban spaces, adopting a peculiar critical standpoint on
the relationship between people and spaces, by which the planning of and
developments in the city can be addressed (Nuvolati, 2014). Ultimately, it is aimed
at “the cultivation of sensitivity as a form of knowledge” (Nuvolati, 2014, p22) by
means of extensive descriptions. In this research, the method was used as a prelude
to the space, a first encounter with the Place Sainte-Catherine and its surroundings.

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE

Participant observation, here defined as “a method in which a researcher takes part
in the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of a group of people” (DeWalt
and DeWalt 2011, p1) was adopted after the time spent in and around the public
space as a flâneuse. Given the fleeting nature of public space and its absence of a
defined group of people and set of activities, this method took shape more as
observation than participation. Observations focused on the diversity of users and
uses in space and their interactions with space and with each other, but also
considered what formal or informal regulatory mechanisms operated in space or
how the physical environment informed the uses of space (Toolis, 2017).
Furthermore, this method allowed for the observation of not only the direct users
of the public space at hand, but also the individuals excluded from the space, thus

“Observation is not data unless it is recorded” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011, p157).
During (participant) observation in the field, notes were taken using a notebook or
phone. Eye for detail and accuracy of the descriptions were considered central as
these notes formed the basis for rich ethnographic accounts in a later stage
(Schensul et al., 1999). Ultimately, over thirty pages of thick descriptions were
written out by expanding on jot notes and adding in additional details and
descriptions, thereby creating scenes on the page (Emerson et al., 1995).
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(INTERCEPT) INTERVIEWS

Semi-structured conversational interviews were used to add to the breadth and
depth of the collected data (Jones, 2020). The aim of the interviews was to directly
listen and learn from public space users and “gain access to personal thoughts and
experiences” (Murchison, 2010, p100). The interviews consisted of open-ended,
informal conversations to create a comfortable setting in which public space users
were able and willing to share their personal experiences and feelings (Bray, 2008;
Jones, 2020). After a day of field work, the conversations with users in public space
were recounted and written out, verbatim whenever possible, with the help of short
jot notes taken in the field (Bernard, 1995).

ETHNOGRAPHIC MAPPING AND PHOTOGRAPHY

Lastly, mapping methods were used to depict the physical organisation of the
space and the manner in which individuals use or conceptualise it. In ethnographic
research, the relevance of maps lies in their ability to “capture and analyse the
importance of space and movement” (Murchison, 2010, p131). Maps were therefore
considered as an additional tool to the field notes and interviews and proved
particularly relevant for the case at hand where space plays a prominent role in
shaping and dividing groups in society (Murchison, 2010). Furthermore,
photographs of the case were used as visual data with the aim to “document
various aspects of material culture and humans’ relationship to the physical world”
(Murchison, 2010, p47). The majority of the photographs uploaded in this report

FIELD WORK IN TIMES OF A GLOBAL PANDEMIC

Before presenting the empirical data collected for this thesis a short mention of the
current Covid-19 pandemic seems appropriate to contextualise the field work and
to shed light on how the methodology employed for this research was impacted.
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Between August and October 2020 the Covid-19 situation in Brussels worsened
after a short moment of optimism over the summer period. By mid-August, the
onset of the field work period for this thesis research, Brussels was declared the
Covid-19 hub in the country. From that moment onwards cases were only rising,
th

building up to the official start of a second lockdown by October 16 2020 when all
restaurants, bars and cafés as well as high schools closed their doors and face
masks became mandatory once again throughout Brussels. Ten days later, by
th

October 26 , a strict curfew was introduced between 10pm and 6am. The end of
October coincided with the end of field work for this thesis.
The Covid-19 public health measures resulted in a multitude of changes in public
space over a very limited time period rendering field work in public space research
interesting, yet challenging, demanding high levels of flexibility and adaptability
during the period of data collection. Even before the official announcement of a
second lockdown the amount of users of public space had significantly decreased,
thereby lowering the possibility to interact with individuals on the Place SainteCatherine. While still able to conduct field work, the methods presented above
were complemented by offline methods to fill in gaps in findings and at times
minimise the bias created by the exceptional Covid-19 crisis.
To expand on the users’ perspective place-based interviews were complemented
with conversations over the phone with public space users involved with the
changes and challenges linked to commercialisation on the Place Sainte-Catherine.
An overview of the individuals contacted for this research can be found below.
Aside from FREE54 members and restaurants on the Place Sainte-Catherine, other
local actors with a link to the square were contacted to include their perspective.

Phone conversation 1

Founding member of the FREE54 movement

Phone conversation 2

Active member of the FREE54 movement

Phone conversation 3

Local police officer

Phone conversation 4

Local urbanist and urban planner

Phone conversation 5

Local street-based social worker

Phone conversation 6

Waitress at the restaurant

Phone conversation 7

Restaurant manager
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The local alderwoman on public space did not respond to a request for a call.
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Phone conversation 8

Local inhabitant and restaurant owner

Phone conversation 9

Local community organiser

Aside from phone conversations, archival material from local Brussels-based media
channels (BRUZZ), the FREE54 manifesto, the FREE54 Facebook page and images
from local databases were used to complement and contextualise the data
gathered in the field, but also to nuance the reality of the square by presenting
material from a time prior to the Covid-19 pandemic.

DATA ANALYSIS

The data collection was followed by its analysis. Once all field notes were
organised, fully written out and converted into thick ethnographic descriptions,
open coding was used to analyse the data and organise it into themes. The process
of analysing and coding the data was done entirely by hand and on paper to allow
for a more in-depth understanding as well as greater flexibility for note-taking and
linking of texts and concepts to one another. Although the themes linked to the
literature

and

conceptual

tools

studied

beforehand

on

the

topic

of

commercialisation in public space, room was left for surprises and curiosity in the
coding process, following Freud’s idea of free-floating attention or association
(Kim, 2015).

of erring in analytical circles, meaning the extensive field notes were repetitively
coded and re-coded, codes were merged, renamed or linked to one another. Open
coding as a way of analysing data was also used for the photographs made in the
field, the notes taken during phone conversations with public space users and the
compilation of archival material on the Place Sainte-Catherine. After all documents
were coded, a list and web of codes was created to organise the data and link it
back to the sub research questions guiding this research.
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Additionally, narrative analysis was used to create four ethnographic vignettes
based on the interactions with individuals, both on the Place Sainte-Catherine and
over the phone. The anonymous vignettes, presented in later chapters of this
thesis, are not based on direct quotes but rather notes from conversations with
users which were later turned into narrative personal histories. The aim is to
uncover the user’s perspective on the commercial development on the Place
Sainte-Catherine as well as reveal the complexity of each and every user by
presenting their multi-faceted individuality.

DISCLAIMER ON POSITIONALITY

Lastly, it is important to highlight the role and positionality of the researcher,
especially when employing ethnographic research methods as was the case for this
thesis.
As outlined above, the data for this research was collected by means of extensive
field notes and photographs. It is important to acknowledge the field notes are the
researcher’s product. , The researcher had an impact on what is written down, what
is omitted and the extent to which events, individuals or experiences are detailed
(DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). Especially in public space where a multitude of users and
uses cross a space in time, I have felt the strong need to direct my attention to
what was relevant given the topic and scope of this thesis research, basing myself
on the theoretical concepts and tools as outlined in Chapter 3 and 4 of this

sustaining a level of self-reflexivity that the observer becomes a researcher and her
descriptions become “accurate enough” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011, p167).
Aside from self-reflexivity, triangulation of data was used in order to minimise the
influence of the researcher on the data outcome and increase the reliability of the
data collected (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). The ethnographic field notes were
complemented and contrasted where possible with archival material such as local
news articles, while my personal observations were complemented by the
perspective of other users of the Place Sainte-Catherine. The self-made maps and
photographs from the field were complemented by maps and photographs
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retrieved online in archives of local newspapers, archives of the FREE54 website or
local mapping databases of Brussels. Triangulation was achieved, not only through
the use of various sources, but also by combining multiple methods, thereby
enhancing the reliability of the data collected.
Self-reflexivity and triangulation of the data do, however, not suffice to erase the
researcher. My position as a white, highly educated woman did bear an impact on
the data outcomes. It also impacted the field work for this thesis. The attention I, as
a woman, received from users of public space interfered on multiple occasions with
my intention of observing and participating in the life on the Place SainteCatherine. As I wrote down in my field notes:

“The subject becomes the object of observation. The observer is being observed. It
distracts me from my field research and makes me feel uneasy. I find myself
thinking of ways to avoid engaging in conversation, eye contact, etc.“
There were multiple times when I was asked out on dates, asked for my phone
number or generally made to feel uncomfortable by the presence of male
individuals around me, making me acutely aware of my position as a young female
researcher in public space. These encounters, although unpleasant, helped me to
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ince the 1990s and the rise of neoliberal policy making, cities worldwide have
enlisted in the interurban competition as part of the global city model, emphasizing
profit-making as a consequence of local budget cuts (Kränzle, 2017). No longer “an
abstract academic argument advocated by neoliberal economists” (Banerjee, 2020,
p500), neoliberal urban development appears to be “the order of the day”
(Banerjee, 2001, p10). A considerable amount of these neoliberal reforms and
policies have resulted in the “expropriation of the city” (Dovey & Pafka, 2020, p235),
turning public space “into a commodity and into a means of broadcasting a specific
image to the global economy" (Kränzle, 2017, p59). Commodification is here
defined as a process whereby things are turned into objects which can be bought
or sold (Kohn, 2004).
A distinction will be made in the following sections between the privatisation of

commodification operating under a similar neoliberal logic. The aim is to review
some of the well-established literature on the privatisation of public space while
simultaneously addressing the grey zone of public space commercialisation and
bringing it to the forefront of the academic debate. It is the latter which will be the
focus of this research.

THE SEIZING OF PUBLIC SPACE BY THE PRIVATE SECTOR

The privatisation of public space, here defined as the “sale of state-owned assets to
individuals or corporations” (Kohn 2004, p3), is motivated by the belief that greater
efficiency can be achieved when the private, instead of the public, sector provides
and manages goods and services (Banerjee, 2020). While the private sector has
been associated with the design and management of public spaces for a longer
time, although to varying degrees depending on place and period (Van Melik et al.,

COMMODIFICATION OF SPACE UNDER THE NEOLIBERAL LOGIC

public space and commercialisation of public space as two distinct forms of
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2009), boundaries between public and private have become less clear over the past

1

decades (Banerjee, 2001; Low & Smith, 2006). Especially in the birthplaces of
neoliberal traditions such as the United Kingdom and the United States, an
important role has been delegated to the private sector (Van Melik et al., 2009)
with private developers often being offered benefits in return for the provision and
maintenance of public spaces (Németh & Schmidt, 2011; Van Melik et al., 2009).
This trend is however not limited to the Anglo-American world, as cities worldwide
show “converging trends in the nature of public space in both the West and the
East” (Panjaitan, Pojani & Darchen, 2020, p166). A handful of scholars have
addressed this development by pointing at privatisation of public space in cities as
Berlin, Madrid (Kränzle, 2017), Abuja (Adama, 2020) and Shanghai (Wang & Chen,
2018) to name just a few.
Several societal developments have converged to create the breeding ground for
the privatisation of public space. At its roots lies an increasing inability and
unwillingness from local governments to carry full responsibility for providing
public spaces (Langstraat & Van Melik, 2013). Their inability has been caused by
"decentralisation, deindustrialisation, rising structural unemployment and a

have resulted in financially strained municipalities (Németh & Schmidt, 2011). Local
governments are unwilling to be the sole provider of public spaces because they
have come to understand the involvement of the private sector as needed to
achieve quality public spaces, allowing urban areas to stand out in the global
competition (Langstraat & Van Melik, 2013). The trend towards the privatisation of
public space is therefore partly based on an interest in financial savings and more
spectacular public spaces (Langstraat & Van Melik, 2013). Considered to have
triggered a transformation of public space, the privatisation of public space has led
to the development of new institutions, forms and functions of public spaces,
reflecting a change in economic, societal and cultural narratives (Leclercq et al.,
2020). Privatisation is to be understood as a new approach to managing and
developing public spaces, involving a “complex redistribution of roles, rights and
responsibilities with varying effects on public space" (Langstraat & Van Melik,
2013).
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EXCLUSION AS A CONSEQUENCE OF COMMODIFICATION

The process of commodification, with a primary research focus on the privatisation
of public space, has triggered a wave of critical public space research. Since the
1990s, a considerable body of academic literature has scrutinised commodifying
developments in public space and highlighted the negative repercussions on the
function and use of public spaces in cities. This section presents the socio-spatial
exclusion of different social groups in society as a consequence of commodifying
processes.
Pointing out the path to “social divisions and lifestyle segmentations” (Yeo, 2020,
p183), commodification is said to foster exclusion (Kohn, 2020) by creating spaces
intended for productive or consumptive usage (Keul, 2015), “where the unfamiliar is
absent and compromise unnecessary” (Kohn, 2004, p5). The exclusion it generates
restricts the definition of the ‘public' (Németh, 2009) by emphasizing the
prevalence of cleanliness, surveillance, (police) control, safety and exclusion of the

Low, 2006). Furthermore, commodification, operating under the neoliberal monologic, has rendered public spaces “devoid of any identity” (Bugaric & Stanic, 2006,
p173) by transforming them into “centres of urban leisure and consumption”
(Sezer, 2020, p137). Users of public urban space have thus become “puppets of
economic interests” (Bugaric & Stanic, 2006, p173), victims of the “impoverishment
of the public realm” (Low & Smith, 2006, p84).
Privatisation, the primary target of critical public space research, has been
condemned as it deepens social and racial inequalities by preventing the “risk of
encountering difference” (Toolis, 2017, p192). The narratives underlying public
space are rendered singular as privatisation establishes “whose stories and histories
are represented and told” (Toolis, 2017, p185), thereby undermining the idea that
different social groups coexist in one and the same world (Kohn, 2004). The result is
controlled, segregated and exclusive urban spaces which have been neutralised,
depoliticised and rendered passive (Toolis, 2017). As Kohn states, however, “forcing
the downtrodden out of sight, banishing them from the places that the privileged
pass in everyday life is not the same as solving social problems” (2004, p11).
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ADDRESSING THE COMMERCIAL CREEPING IN PUBLIC SPACE

Whilst the research and critique on private ownership and management of public
space is abundant and explicit, especially in the Anglo-American world,
commodification is also “creeping up in more subtle ways” (Panjaitan, Pojani &
Darchen, 2020, p178). The literature on public space emphasizes a strict distinction
between the public and private. The overlaps and slippages between both should
however not be overlooked as “indeed the privatisation of public space proceeds
by exploiting slippages between public/private categories” (Dovey & Pafka, 2020,
p247). Situated within these grey zones, commercialisation of public space, also
called the ‘café-creep’ (Kohn, 2004), denotes “the way that commercial ventures are
gradually taking over more and more public space” (Kohn, 2004, p4). Whilst public
space remains owned and managed by public authorities, the activities organised
in this space are coordinated by the private sector. Ownership, here defined as the
“legal status of a parcel of land, as the result of a purchase” (Varna, 2014, p33), can
be subdivided into six different levels which help visualise these grey zones and

SIX LEVELS OF OWNERSHIP (Marcuse, 2005)

PUBLIC OWNERSHIP – PUBLIC FUNCTION – PUBLIC USE
Street – Square

PUBLIC OWNERSHIP – PUBLIC FUNCTION – ADMINISTRATIVE USE
Municipality building

PUBLIC OWNERSHIP – PUBLIC FUNCTION – PRIVATE USE
Space leased to cafés & restaurants

PPRIVATE OWNERSHIP – PUBLIC FUNCTION – PUBLIC USE
Bus station

PRIVATE OWNERSHIP – PRIVATE FUNCTION – PUBLIC USE
Shops – Cafés – Bars - Restaurants

PRIVATE OWNERSHIP – PRIVATE USE
Home
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Whereas consumption has a close historical connection to the city, “the accents in
the relationship between the city and consumption did indeed shift” (Bodnar, 2015,
p2095-2096). Since the 1990s consumption is considered to be “both the means
and a motor of urban social change” (Bodnar, 2015, p2096). Operating under the
same neoliberal urban logic as privatisation, commercialisation of public space
enables municipalities to attract capital and enhances their international reputation
and position in the interurban competition (Langstraat & Van Melik, 2013).
The commercialisation of public space, analogous to the privatisation of public
space, is also perceived to generate exclusion. Referred to as the “disproportionate
invasion of public spaces by pavement cafés” (Vanderstraeten et al., 2020, p214),
commercialised public space only welcomes paying customers to spend time, sit
down and take up space (Kohn, 2004). Whereas private property onto publicly
owned land may provide social spaces in the city, it is argued they cannot provide
public spaces (Kohn, 2004, p152) as they “criminalize citizens based on their
consumption abilities’” (Irazabal, 2008, p19). Instead commercialised public space
draws sharp boundaries between spaces of consumption and of non-consumption,

As a consequence it also separates the consuming from the non-consuming public.
Exclusion may therefore be an unintended consequence of the mono-functional
commercial developments in public space (Sibley, 1995, piii; Vanderstraeten et al.,
2020).
The study of the commercialisation of public space remains, however, slim in
comparison with the extensive research conducted on the privatisation of public
space over recent decades. Furthermore, whilst academic literature has addressed
temporary commercialisation of public space by studying ticketed events in the city
with empirical research on commercial events such as festival in parks or squares
(Smith, 2018), research on permanent, longer-term commercialisation of public
space remains largely underrepresented in public space literature.
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SYNTHESIS

Since the 1990s and the rise of neoliberal urban development, critical public space
research has mainly focused the attention on the privatisation of public space
whereby the provision and management of public space falls in the hands of the
private sector. However, public space is also being altered by more subtle forms of
commodification through commercialisation, yet little research has been dedicated
to it. As commodification of public space has been criticised for the exclusion it
generates, this thesis aims to address the gap in academic research on the
commercialisation of public space by understanding the dynamics of exclusion at
play in commercialised public space. To this end, an understanding of the practices
of socio-spatial exclusion in commodified public space needs to be established

COMMODIFICATION OF SPACE UNDER THE NEOLIBERAL LOGIC
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PRACTICES OF SOCIO-SPATIAL EXCLUSION

activities, resources, information” (Madanipour, 2015, p206) is often spatially
expressed. Patterns of inclusion and exclusion can be communicated in different
ways: they can be based on “outright warning or more subtle deterrents”
(Madanipour, 2015, p208), either through physical barriers or policies of exclusion.
In the context of public space commodification such practices of socio-spatial
exclusion will be elaborated upon below. Ultimately an answer will be provided to
the first sub research question: What socio-spatial practices of exclusion have

been identified as a consequence of public space commodification?

EXCLUSION BY DESIGN

Spatial design and configuration of space is one tool for excluding individuals from
commodified public space with the aim to attract (potential) consumers while
driving away individuals with no money to spend. Public space designers have
hereby been tasked to “design for minimum public risk and maximum opportunity
for consumption” (Smith & Walters, 2018, p2985). As Parkinson states:
“Seating is removed, often to stop allegedly threatening youngsters and

homeless people from congregating, but also because sitting people do
not shop” (2012, p162).
The organisation of space can either ‘design in’ or ‘design out’ individuals (Bodnar,
2015; Risbeth & Rigaly, 2017) by heightening the dynamics of exclusion through
the “structuring of people’s perceptions, interactions, and dispositions” (Kohn,
2004, p5). Varna (2014) distinguishes between macro and micro exclusionary
elements in the design of public space.
Macro design elements control access to places through the creation of spatial
boundaries. As “devices for social control” (Low, 2000, p155) they include some
while excluding others, thereby dividing social life (Madanipour, 2015). The

PRACTICES OF SOCIO-SPATIAL EXCLUSION

E

xclusion, here defined as “an institutionalised form of controlling access to places,
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lives as it regulates their use and perception of space by signalling different levels
of (in)accessibility (Bodnar, 2015; Kohn, 2004; Low, 2000; Madanipour, 2015).
Elements from both the natural and the built environment can act as aids to limit
the spatial practices of individuals (Madanipour, 2015). Macro design elements
which cause exclusion include fences, barriers or walls. They clearly delineate space
and decrease the level of visibility and permeability of an area of the public space
(Varna, 2014).
Exclusion in public space also manifests through micro elements in space which
refer to opportunities for sitting and active engagement with the space. A public
space is considered either inclusive or exclusive if the above elements are well
represented or instead lacking (Varna, 2014). With regard to sitting, public benches
are considered inclusive when convenient, comfortable and well-positioned (Davis,
1992). Important for inclusive seating opportunities in public space is the number
of (free) places to sit, the prospect of shelter, shade and trees and the possibility to
sit closer or further away from individuals or groups of people who appear
intimidating (Mehta, 2014; Risbeth, Rigaly, 2017). Defensive or hostile architecture
(Smith & Walters, 2018), for example, is preoccupied with excluding the homeless
by rendering long-term occupation or sleeping on public benches uncomfortable if
not impossible, thereby “designing out the already socially excluded” (Atkinson,
2003, p1834). Providing decent sitting opportunities in public space, however,
grants users a “right to pause” (Risbeth, Rigaly, 2017, p295). Active engagement

social interactions between strangers by providing something to do or look at in
public space (Varna, 2014).

POLICIES OF SPATIAL CLEANSING AND CONTROL

Aside from fostering exclusion by means of public space design, exclusion of
‘undesirables’ is also practised by regulating the use of public space through the
implementation of new policies and increased police presence and control. As
Bodnar states, “what landscaping, architecture, and the organisation of space

PRACTICES OF SOCIO-SPATIAL EXCLUSION
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cannot achieve, direct policing and legislation are thought to provide” (2015,
p2096).
The link between the policing of ‘undesirables’ and the commodification of space is
based on the idea that “consumers want to feel safe and comfortable, not forced to
face the grim reality of a polarising city” (Bodnar, 2015, p2095). Increased levels of
police control and security thereby render public space “fit for a more select
clientele”. (Bodnar, 2015, p 2093), by implying and ensuring the exclusion of certain
groups in society (Sorkin, 1992). Public space can be “‘reclaimed’ for more
legitimate consumptive purposes” (Hill & Bessant, 1999, p42) by defining
individuals as dangerous, or simply as non-consumers (Bodnar, 2015).
Varna presents both soft and hard methods of spatial security and control. Hard
methods include a zero-tolerance policy, which involves the punishment of microcrimes and the pursuit of ‘undesirables’, the use of CCTV cameras, originally meant
for protecting private property but at present turned into a method of policing in
public space, and lastly the ‘mosquito’ method which refers to the ultrasonic noise
played in public space to target youth (Varna, 2014). Aside from these, control can
also be exerted through the use of softer methods such as partnerships between
local police departments and communities. In the case of commodified public
space, partnerships are established between the local police and the private sector
as business owners demand the presence of local police for “running off gang

Business improvement districts, whereby business pay an additional tax for the
provision of services in a neighbourhood, has further allowed control and security
to be established as everyday practices in public space (Varna, 2014).

INTRODUCING THE ‘UNDESIRABLES’

When literature mentions the ‘undesirables’, it first and foremost refers to homeless
or roaming individuals. Their exclusion is immediately linked to commodification as
they “embody the social fear of privileged consumers” (Amster, 2003, p198). To
justify the policies of spatial cleansing and control aimed at their exclusion two
discourses around homeless people are maintained and contribute to their
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stigmatisation: firstly the image of disorder and illegality and secondly a perception
of disease and decay. Together these result in the exclusion, eradication and
erasure of homeless people, with the intention of keeping them out of sight, out of
mind (Amster, 2003). Secondly, general consensus considers the use and presence
of young people in public space as problematic, unwelcome and undesirable
(Matthews et al., 2000). In the context of commodification youth and children
frequently lack the financial means to be considered serious consumers. Overall,
the trend of commodification of public space intends to “foster conformity, expel
non-consumers, chronic bench squatters, groups of teenagers, and political
activities” (Kohn, 2004, p149).

SYNTHESIS

The practices of exclusion identified in commodified public space centre around
exclusionary design and exclusionary policies of spatial control aimed at driving
away specific social groups in society labelled as ‘undesirable’. Commodified public
space guarantees the exclusion of individuals by first and foremost ensuring the
spatial design hinders the presence and use of space by non-consumers while
including individuals with money to spend. The design of commodified public
space aims to signal inaccessibility to ‘undesirables’ by introducing harsh spatial

design of central elements in public space such as public benches. Policies of
spatial control aim to prohibit or criminalise the use of public space by
‘undesirables’ through the implementation of policies restricting their activities and
increasing the levels of police presence and control. In the context of
commodification ‘undesirables’ include all non-consumers, with a particular
attention to the homeless and youth.
The socio-spatial practices of exclusion mentioned here have informed empirical
data collection and analysis in the ensuing chapter of this thesis with the aim of
studying how such practices play out in commercialised public space. This chapter
has thus served to provide theoretical tools for the analysis of the empirical data
gathered during field work.

PRACTICES OF SOCIO-SPATIAL EXCLUSION
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his chapter will outline empirical foundations of exclusionary practices in
commercialised public space by considering the spatial elements of exclusion on
the Place Sainte-Catherine in the city of Brussels. By integrating field notes and
visual materials such as photographs and ethnographic maps, this chapter
formulates an answer to the second sub research question: How do socio-spatial

will be argued that exclusion physically manifests through both the micro and
macro design of public space by sending out clear signals of (in)accessibility,
establishing physical dominance in space, triggering the removal of public
elements in space and hindering their intended public use.

BASIC SPATIAL COMPOSITION

This sub-section describes the basic physical features of the square. This is to
establish a rudimentary spatial understanding of the Place Sainte-Catherine by
highlighting significant elements in space which will be considered more in-depth
later in this chapter.
Ethnographic map
showcasing the basic
spatial composition
of the Place SainteCatherine
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The Place Sainte-Catherine is rectangular in shape. The Sainte-Catherine church
adorns one shorter side of the square. On the opposite side the Place SainteCatherine extends into another square, the Vieux Marché aux Grains. Between the
two squares runs the Sainte-Catherine street, recently rendered car-free with the
help of four large plant containers. Alongside the two lengthier sides of the public
space run two parallel streets which separate the square space from the sidewalks
and restaurant fronts. The ethnographic map above indicates the location of the
public benches, trees and commercial terraces on the square. It is the square space

A first central element to the spatial configuration of the square is the presence of
public benches. At present, ten public benches decorate the Place Sainte-Catherine,
five of which stand beneath a row of trees on one side of the square. Plane trees
constitute a second central element to the composition of the Place SainteCatherine. Eight of these are symmetrically positioned on both sides of the square
leading towards the church’s main entrance. A third central element constitutes the
restaurants’ terraces on the square. Seven restaurants (Noordzee, Bavet, Umamido,

Comptoir, Kom Bij Ma, EllisGourmet Burger, Jardin Van Gogh) have their individual
terrace on the Place Sainte-Catherine, six of which are standing back-to-back on
one side of the square, beneath a row of plane trees. A seventh terrace would
usually complete the row, but a paper on its door states it is closing as a
consequence of the Covid-19 pandemic. A red cocktail truck (Donna Flor) also has
its own small terrace in the middle of the square.

SPATIAL BOUNDARIES OF EVERYDAY LIFE

Since the introduction of

individual restaurant terraces on the Place Sainte-

Catherine in 2015, the space was effectively divided into two distinct spaces:
commercial space and non-commercial space. Boundaries outline where each
commercial space begins and ends. The perimeter of these boundaries is set by the
city council of Brussels in charge of drawing the public space plans and handing
over the official terrace permits to restaurants on the square.
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This divide is further reinforced by certain frontiers restaurants have set up on their
terraces: plant pots and windbreaks at the edges of terraces create a harsh physical
division between commercial and non-commercial space and send off strong
signals of inaccessibility to non-consumers. These physical borderlines decrease
contact and visibility between users in both spaces, thereby clearly separating the
consuming from the non-consuming public. Furthermore, the use of various forms
of visual protection clearly defines the way in which the space is used and by
whom.

“The Noordzee
seafood restaurant has
white striped
windbreak around its
terrace. It originally
was intended to
protect beach goers
from the coastal winds
and is here used to
protect customers
from…?” (August 15th
2020)

“I feel like an intruder
when I decide to
peak over the
windbreaks to see
what’s happening on
the other side.”
(August 15th 2020)
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The presence of the commercial terraces does more, however, than setting clear
boundaries between commercial and non-commercial space on the square and
dividing

the

commercial

space

into

individual

terrace

plots.

It

also

compartmentalises the non-commercial space into non-continuous and broken-up
segments of space. This means that the space available for non-commercial use has
not only effectively shrunk, but has also become splintered. This splintering hinders
the visibility between bits of non-commercial space and individuals or groups of
users of non-commercial space.

Additionally, some of the most rudimentary physical features of non-commercial
space have become part of a commercial terrace. As can be observed in the
photographs below, this is the case for one specific public bench, one public bin
and the water faucet on the Place Sainte-Catherine. Their position within the spatial
boundaries of a commercial terrace blurs their intended public use and signals their
inaccessibility. Further, they further often go unnoticed, rendered invisible by the
commercial chairs and tables which surround them.

“Still a public bench,
but no longer
accessible to the
public.” (August 16th
2020)
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“I come to a standstill
at the spot where
Bavet’s terrace is
usually standing. Here I
find the remnants of a
public water fountain.
It is the first time I
observe this water
fountain. All other
times it must have
been hidden by the
Bavet terrace. It is out
2020)

Only once over the course of field work did someone use the public bench
standing inside the Noordzee terrace:

“An elderly woman is talking to a waiter at the Noordzee
restaurant. She proceeds to sit down on the public bench
situated inside the Noordzee terrace, amidst the customers at
their tables. Did she ask for the waiter’s permission? She leaves a
few

minutes

later,

seemingly

experience.”(September 22

nd

dissatisfied

with

the

2020)

The interaction between public and private elements on the Place Sainte-Catherine
shows that the introduction and extension of commercial terraces on the square
did not only effectively shrink and splinter the space available to non-commercial
space, but also rendered some of its basic elements unfit for non-commercial use,
thereby limiting the spatial practices of users of the public space.
The stairs and alcoves of the Sainte-Catherine church on the square show a
reversed dynamic. Although not officially part of public space, the stairs and space
beneath the church’s alcoves functions as an extension of the Place SainteCatherine by inviting users to make use of the space available. A low porous fence
decorates the church’s front and plant pots decorate the stairs’ edges. However,
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the wide staircase leading up to the church’s main entrance is open and inviting.
Over the course of field work the church stairs and alcoves are used for a wide
variety of activities ranging from walking, standing, sitting, talking, playing music,
eating, drinking, people-watching, talking on the phone or taking a nap. Both the
church stairs and the space beneath the church’s alcoves further shelter users from
the sun, rain and wind. Whilst certain public elements of public space and their
respective uses have been designed out of public space, this opposite trend
indicates the possibility to design individuals and their uses into space, thereby
fostering inclusivity in space.

Walking constitutes the main activity in the everyday life of users of the Place
Sainte-Catherine. It is of interest to consider where walking does or does not occur
and what the potential underlying reasons behind it are. The majority of users cross
the square on their way to or from the Sainte-Catherine subway station. Present
during both day and night time this walking pattern can be observed on the
ethnographic sketch below, running diagonally between two of the square’s edges
rd

(October 3 2020).
Ethnographic sketch
of the main walking
patterns on the Place
Sainte-Catherine

The curve which can be observed is guided by the presence of commercial terraces
on the square. The commercial terraces indicate the space for walking by clearly
delineating the space not meant for walking. Only a handful of people were seen
crossing the square and walking right through the terraces, in between the chairs
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PRACTICING PASSING THROUGH
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and tables, not seemingly bothered to curb their trajectory given the terraces’
th

presence (October 9 2020).
Aside from consumers on the restaurants’ terraces and the usual group of men
drinking beer on the square (September 30

th

2020), the prevalence of walking

renders most square activities in the Place Sainte-Catherine less than a few minutes
long. Past and present users of the square state the Place Sainte-Catherine
changed from a user square to a square of passage. Everything making a longer
stay on the square pleasant have gone: there are fewer benches, the space has
th

“Most people only

cross the square
without ever
stopping.” (August
17th 2020)

THE RIGHT TO PAUSE

Users of the Place Sainte-Catherine can opt to either sit on the public benches or
private chairs and stools on the square. Over the course of conducting field work,
public benches have hosted the largest diversity of activities. Individuals were
observed eating, drinking, talking, calling, listening to music, meeting up with
friends, family or acquaintances, making out, rolling and smoking a cigarette,
reading a book, checking their phone, taking a break from work, taking a break on
their way home from the supermarket or simply enjoying the sun. Whether alone,
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in pairs or in larger groups, very young or very old, everyone eventually made use
of a public bench which proves the inclusivity they embody as they grant every
social group in society a right to pause at any moment of the day or night.

A public bench has just
been removed from
the square to create
space for the
commercial terraces.

Previous to the summer of 2015, fourteen public benches were symmetrically
situated on the square beneath the double row of plane trees (FREE54, 2016). One
row of public benches was removed to make space for the arrival of the new
commercial terraces on the Place Sainte-Catherine. To compensate for the loss of
public benches and in response to the discontent expressed by the FREE54
movement in the aftermath of their removal, the city council moved five of these
public benches to the church’s front. During the hot summer days of field work in
the month of August, the use of these public benches became, however, physically
unbearable given the lack of shade provision. As a result, they were left unused.
This in contrast to the row of public benches still standing below the plane trees
which provide the necessary shade and cooling for longer stays on the square. This
goes to show the city council has compensated for the number of public benches
on the square, however not for the quality of their location. The public benches in
front of the church therefore do not meet the quality criteria for a good public
bench as their sub-optimal position and lack of shade indicates.
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“A young boy sits

down on one of the
public benches and
is forced to use a
piece of paper as a
sunshield. He leaves
a few minutes
later.” (August 15th

Given the limited number of shade-rich public benches left on the Place SainteCatherine and the sub-optimal positioning of the public benches in front of the
church, non-commercial users would sit down on the square floor bordering the
terraces, on a bollard or by the side of the sidewalk.

“A younger couple

sits down on the
stone steps next to
Jardin Van Gogh’s
terrace. I decide to sit
on the edge of the
sidewalk in front of
the Savagan
hairdresser salon out
of pure despair and
dire need of shade.”
th

(August 15 2020)
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Out of the four shade-rich public benches lined up beneath one row of trees on the
square, two are furthermore closely bordering the Noordzee terrace which also
renders their position sub-optimal as public space users are not given the choice
to take distance from the commercial activities. Their position makes them appear
as an add-on to the commercial spaces on the Place Sainte-Catherine, an afterthought in the design of the public space, rather than a separate entity standing on
its own as part of non-commercial public space. Furthermore, it pushes users of
non-commercial space to account for the presence of commercial space on the
square and adapt their behaviour accordingly. The proximity to the terraces entails
the need to follow the ‘script’ of commercialised space by behaving in such a way

The man sitting on
the public bench
sees no other option
than to look the
other way. The close
interaction with
consumers sitting on
raised stools makes
for an uncomfortable
stay. (August 15

th

2020)

Over the course of the field work there was only one instance in which all public
benches on the Place Sainte-Catherine were in use. That day was not a summer day
when the weather made it pleasant to spend time outdoors, but an overcast day
with light rain in October, which interestingly also coincided with the tighter health
regulations stipulating the closure of restaurants and the removal of their terraces
(October 20

th

2020). The full use of public benches at that particular moment in

time hints at a link between the use of non-commercial space in the absence of
commercial space whereby users of public space feel more at ease and welcome in
a space devoid of any commercial activities. In contrast, the lower level of public
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bench use in the presence of commercial terraces can be ascribed to the proximity
of commercial space rendering the use of public benches uncomfortable both
physically and socially, as it collides with the “script” of consumption.

CLAIMING BACK PUBLIC SPACE

This last section considers the new patterns of use which emerged on the Place
Sainte-Catherine after the local government ordered the service industry to close
doors to curb the increase of Covid-19 infections in the city. In the absence of

space expanded. Users would make use of the space made available by standing on
the now empty space beneath the trees to wait for someone or shield from the rain
(October 14

th

2020) or around the water faucet usually standing on the Bavet

terrace (October 20

th

2020). Walking patterns changed as individuals were no

longer limited in where they could walk. Given that the terraces and terrace fronts
are situated on the sunnier side of the square users would also sit down or stand by
the restaurants’ facades and entrances (October 20

th

2020; October 26

th

2020). A

few excerpts from field notes and some photographs show this new use of
commercial space on the square.
“A man comes to a
halt at the water
faucet on the
square and uses it
to support his
backpack and look
for something
inside it. Usually,
the water faucet is
hidden by the
Bavet terrace. ”
(October 23
2020)

rd
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“I stand by the façade of the Comptoir restaurant. It is the first time I

decide to stand at a restaurant’s front. Now that they are closed it feels
more comfortable to hang around the square’s edges.” (October 20th
2020)
A handful of people would make use of the pile of restaurant chairs still standing
outside to eat their lunch while enjoying some sun.
“An elderly man sits down on piled up chairs from the Umamido

restaurant. They are not meant to be used, but it happens that the sun is

Individuals make
use of the space
now freely available
to them by sitting
down on the stone
stairs between the
street and the
square or walking
through the terrace
space. (October 23

rd

2020; November
th

25 2020)

The small changes in everyday use, walking patterns, seating choices and standing
positions were quick to settle into the newly freed up space. The quality of the
public space usually occupied by commercial terraces attracted new users and uses
as the sun shines mostly on that side of the square.

“A woman sits on her backpack by the façade of the Comptoir

restaurant, enjoying the precious autumn sun”. (October 23rd
2020)
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SYNTHESIS

A rudimentary spatial understanding of the Place Sainte-Catherine was first
established. Based on this understanding, it was argued exclusion physically
manifests on both a macro and micro level of spatial design in commercialised
public space. On a macro level the divide between commercial and noncommercial space on the square is reinforced with the presence of physical barriers,
fences and pots that separate the public space in commercial and non-commercial
space by sending out clear signals of inaccessibility. These spatial boundaries
further also shrink and splinter the space available for non-commercial use. Public-

thereof have been seized for commercial purposes thereby barring access to their
intended public use. On a micro level the presence of commercial terraces
triggered the removal or moving of public benches to sub-optimal positions on the
square rendering their use uncomfortable or uneasy given lack of shade of
awkward proximity to commercial terraces. Lastly, this chapter briefly outlined the
new patterns of use on the Place Sainte-Catherine after the mandatory closing of
the service industry in light of the Covid-19 pandemic, thereby shedding light on
the ways public space users re-appropriate post-commercial public space.
The spatial dynamics described in this chapter have served to demonstrate the
socio-spatial design of exclusion in commercialised public space. Understanding
the physical reality of exclusion on the Place Sainte-Catherine and seeing these
spatial dynamics at play sets the scene for the ensuing chapter which regards the
way in which exclusion is generated through policies and spatial control.
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URBAN

SMOOTHING:

THE

EXCLUSION

OF

‘UNDESIRABLES’ THROUGH SPATIAL CONTROL

T

his chapter aims to provide an answer to the third sub research question: How do

socio-spatial

practices

of

exclusion

affect

the

uses

and

users

in

commercialised public space? To this end, field notes will be juxtaposed with
material from interviews and archives. A total of four user vignettes will further be
presented throughout the chapter to expand on the profiles of public space users
on the Place Sainte-Catherine and shed light on their personal stories and histories
on the square. It will be argued both the local police and the local city council act in

restaurants’ demands through increased police control and the implementation of
new exclusionary policies, but also by actively supporting and enabling the further
commercial expansion onto public space.

CRIMINALISING THE PRACTICES OF THE EVERYDAY

During field work police (wo)men have been observed on the Place Sainteth

nd

Catherine on a regular basis (August 15 , September, September 22 , September
th

st

th

th

th

st

26 , October 1 , October 9 , October 10 , October 20 , October 21 and October
23

rd

2020). They would mostly only cross the square, or pass by without

intervening. According to public space users police interventions have, however,
been recurrent on the Place Sainte-Catherine. These interventions have primarily
targeted youth and day drinkers whose use and activities of public space do not fit
the commercial intention of the restaurants. Consequently, some frequent public
space users have moved elsewhere as their presence no longer is tolerated by the
local police who acts to protect the commercial interests of the restaurants on the
th

square (L., October 30 2020).

URBAN SMOOTHING: THE EXCLUSION OF ‘UNDESIRABLES’ THROUGH SPATIAL CONTROL

accordance with commercial interests on the square by responding to the

5
4

th

Vignette 1: L., October 30 2020

“My name is L., I grew up in the Sainte-Catherine neighbourhood and went
to school here. I used to come to the square during both day and night
time to meet up with friends, sit down, read or think. Things have changed
though. Everything which made it pleasant to spend time on the square, sit
down, have a drink, talk, read or party has vanished. The square is no
longer proper to use and I do not feel like sitting or staying there
anymore.”
“I got involved in the FREE54 movement as a teenager. It was my first time
critically thinking about the issues in my city and engaging with politics.

first FREE54 event where we were able to gather hundreds of people on the
square, sending off a strong statement: this is public space, keep it public. I
am still involved with the FREE54 movement but little is happening at the
moment.”
A local police officer confirms the exclusion of young people and day drinkers is
often the direct result of commercial presence on the square. He states the
restaurant managers regularly call the police station to file a complaint. Complaints
mostly relate to the presence and interference of ‘undesirables’ with customers on
the restaurants’ terraces. The repetitive use of police control by restaurants to
ensure the exclusion of ‘undesirables’ hints at first signs of a partnership between
the two entities. The police officer further shares that he believes the restaurant
managers would like more police control on the Place Sainte-Catherine (November
19

th

2020). Three uses of public space have hereby been considered particularly

problematic. These will be analysed below.

BANNING PLAY

Everyday activities in public space, such as playing music or playing football, have
been implicitly banned from the Place Sainte-Catherine after restaurants have
repeatedly filed complaints to the local police, given the nuisance they bring to
their customers. Playing music has been a reason for the police to intervene and
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exclude youngsters on the square (FREE54, 2016). By reporting the act of playing
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music from speakers or phones to the police, restaurants are not only restricting
the activity of playing music, but as a consequence also seeking the exclusion of
users who enjoy playing music. During field work youth, but also daily drinkers,
have been observed playing music from their phones or portable speakers to listen,
dance or sing along to on the Place Sainte-Catherine. Whereas this use of public
space is considered problematic as it disturbs the consumers on the terraces, music
is also played from speakers on the commercial terraces themselves. The latter is,
however, perceived as appropriate and welcoming, while the former requires police
intervention. The use of music in both commercial and non-commercial public
space and the differential treatment of the activity in both spaces was recorded as

“The red cocktail truck standing in the middle of the square is
playing hit music when it is open, until late in the evenings and
into the night. It seems therefore both users of commercial and
non-commercial space enjoy playing and listening to music on
the square. However, one practice is accepted, the other one is
not. It is even actively repressed by the police.” (September 25th
2020)

Playing football constitutes a second example of an implicitly banned activity on
the Place Sainte-Catherine. In the past, young people would gather on the Place
Sainte-Catherine to play football after school times. Restaurants would, however,
file complaints to the local police stating the youngsters’ use of the square would
bother their customers as their football would occasionally land on the terraces.
The local police would be notified and intervene to protect the interests of the
rd

restaurants by sending away young people from the square (P., October 23 2020;
th

th

M., November 4 2020, local police, November 19 2020). Police intervention for a
game of football on the Place Sainte-Catherine, aside from hindering the activity of
playing football itself, sends out signals of inaccessibility to youth searching for a
public space to socialise and spend time outside of school hours. D., long-term
daily user of the square states:

“The police will be on the lookout for young people who bring

trouble, they won’t be looking for restaurant managers doing
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their job. But the young people weren't messing around.
Honestly, they were very nice.” (D., November 4th 2020)

Both football and music as everyday practices in public space are thereby actively
being undermined by the presence of commercial terraces. The commercialisation
of public space has rendered these activities unwelcome and inappropriate on the
square as they do not fit the script and comfort of consumption. By banning,
hindering or prohibiting these activities on the square, the exclusion of certain
social groups in society is implied.
th

Vignette 2: M., November 4 2020

and I know everyone. As a boxing coach I used to bring an inflatable
boxing ring to the Place Sainte-Catherine and organise open boxing
matches for everyone. Together with the people at the boxing gym we
would hang out on the square quite often, play football, skate. That’s all
over now. Permission is no longer granted. Restaurant owners say these
activities bother them, but actually things are the other way around: they
are bothering everyone else.”
“I have never been and I will never go to any of the restaurants on the
square. Not because I do not have the means to do so but because I have
certain principles. I simply won’t eat there. It is a pity the restaurants have
taken up so much space on the square and they are still expanding further.
Money is everywhere now. The atmosphere is no longer the same. I believe
public space should be public, meaning for everyone. If we say ‘public’
space, we mean ‘public’, not ‘commercial’. Where will the people go if
public space turns commercial?”
“I’ll return to the square after the Covid-19 lockdown. If future actions are
organised on the square I’ll make sure to be there and I believe others will
too. People are attached to the square and they’ll fight for it.”
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PROHIBITING DRINKING

In the context of commercialisation, drinking alcohol in public space constitutes a
third problematic activity on the Place Sainte-Catherine. It was officially banned
th

from the square on 5 of October 2020, mid-way throughout the field work for this
thesis. According to the local police officer the presence of ‘homeless-type people’
drinking alcohol on the Place Sainte-Catherine constitutes the main problem in the
neighbourhood as their presence or behaviour causes nuisance. Since the alcohol
ban was introduced the police now have a new ‘legal weapon’ to intervene when
encountering problems on the Place Sainte-Catherine (November 19

th

2020).

Consuming alcohol in public space in the Sainte-Catherine neighbourhood can at

drinkers and youth among others, who make their way to the Place SainteCatherine to meet each other and spend their time together, sipping on a can or
bottle of beer from a supermarket or night shop nearby. The everyday practice of
drinking alcohol in non-commercial space is criminalised at present, whereas the
very same practice in commercial space is promoted and even encouraged.
Consuming alcohol on a terrace on the Place Sainte-Catherine, which a majority of
the customers have been observed doing, is considered unproblematic.
th

Vignette 3: D., November 4 2020

“My name is D., I moved to Belgium in 2014 and now live in Brussels. After
roaming around in the city, I found the Place Sainte-Catherine in 2015. The
youngsters on the square made me feel welcome here. They would greet
me, talk to me, and we would spend the afternoon together. I’ve been
glued to the square ever since and I am still addicted to it. I come here
every day. It’s my little drug (laughs).”
“When I arrived on the square a few years ago, people would stare at me. I
don’t sell drugs, I don’t smoke drugs, and I actually don’t smoke at all. The
only thing I do is drink my little can of beer, that’s all. I know everyone on
the square: the people involved with the church, the workers in the
restaurants and the youngsters on the square. They are all very sympathetic
people and they’ve seen I don’t bring trouble. I haven’t yet been chased
away (laughs).”
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“A few years back I participated in the protests organised by the younger
people on the square. I was standing by their side and supported them as
they had supported me in the past. As the situation is now, it does however
seem like the restaurants have won and the youngsters have disappeared
from the square. We all know how politics works: the government will
prefer restaurants to youngsters as they bring in tax money. Frankly, if I
were a politician I would do the same.”
D., day drinker on the Place Sainte-Catherine, disagrees with the alcohol ban as he
does not understand why someone sitting on a public bench drinking a can of beer
without bothering anyone should be punished: “Sure, let’s get rid of the people
causing nuisance. But why should people who hurt no one be chased away?” (D.,
th

2020). He mentions that while he never encountered any trouble

with police in the past, the newly introduced alcohol ban has been a reason for
police to interact with him. “They empty your beer even though you have done
nothing wrong” (D., November 4

th

2020). Similar feelings of disbelief towards the

new ban on alcohol were overheard during field work:

“Two men greet each other on the square. I overhear one man
telling the other he should be careful with drinking beer on
public space now that it is forbidden. When they part ways, the
man holding his can of beer passes by my bench and says “I’ll
pay 250€ but I have a right to drink”.” (October 20th 2020)

Whilst being against the police control on alcohol consumption, both M. and D.
adopt a positive stance towards general police presence on the Place SainteCatherine as they conceive the role of police to be based on an idea of community
safety and security. For M., a regular user of the square, boxing coach and past
social worker in the streets of the Sainte-Catherine neighbourhood, it is the lack of
police interventions on the Place Sainte-Catherine in the past which serve to justify
the rules and restrictions on certain uses and users on the square today. He blames
slacking police intervention and believes a greater presence of police but also of
social workers in the local streetscape would be beneficial for the life in the
neighbourhood (M., November 4

th

2020). D., though critical of the recent alcohol

ban, also shares the need for police presence to ensure safety and security on the
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square. In the absence of any police presence he fears the formation of gangs
th

dominating public space (D., November 4 2020). However, police interventions on
the square mostly act in line with commercial rather than community interests by
criminalising and hindering banal everyday activities and uses of public space such
as playing music, playing football and drinking alcohol.

COMMERCIALISATION IN THE CONTEXT OF WIDER CITY
POLITICS

limiting the presence and use of the Place Sainte-Catherine by ‘undesirables’. Aside
from implementing local bans, the city’s efforts to attract affluent international
consumers further leads to the exclusion of certain social groups in society who no
longer feel welcome in a space increasingly dominated by profit-making and
consumption. W., owner of the Noordzee restaurant and local inhabitant, has
experienced how the city of Brussels shifted the attention to tourism by ordering
the redesign of the city to welcome as many tourists as possible (W., November
23

rd

2020). L., who spent her childhood in and around the Place Sainte-Catherine

shares similar experiences as she saw her neighbourhood evolve over the years (L.,
October 30

th

2020). One of the consequences has been the replacement of the

more local independent restaurants on the Place Sainte-Catherine with larger-scale,
multinational restaurants catering for an international tourist crowd.
rd

Vignette 4: W., November 23 2020

“My name is W. I have been working on the Place Sainte-Catherine and
living in the Sainte-Catherine neighbourhood for the last 30 years. My
neighbourhood changed a lot since I moved here. We tend to believe
things were better in the past, but that is just not true. The SainteCatherine neighbourhood was in ruins. A lot changed in the positive sense
of the word since the 1990s as many young people moved here and
started

their

own

business.

Since

then,

the

Sainte-Catherine

neighbourhood experienced a serious upswing and revaluation.”
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The recently introduced alcohol ban points to the role the local city council plays in
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“The Noordzee seafood restaurant I work for attracts customers from all
over the world; everyone above 20 years of age comes to us. We are one of
the

only

smaller,

independent,

artisanal

businesses

left

in

the

neighbourhood. I find it a pity to see local businesses close their doors and
chain stores and restaurants take over. It is a clear trend, also on the Place
Sainte-Catherine. When you compare the two, restaurant managers are not
as involved in the life of the neighbourhood as independent local
entrepreneurs. In that sense change has not been as positive.”
The expansion of the Christmas market onto the Place Sainte-Catherine further
marks the city’s intention to increase the capacity for consumers in the city. As the
largest commercial event in the city of Brussels, the Christmas market converts the

waitress at the EllisGourmet Burger restaurant states the month of December is the
busiest month for restaurants on the square as the Christmas market brings in
many customers, more than half of which are tourists (Waitress at EllisGourmet
Burger restaurant, November 10

th

2020). L., active member of the FREE54

movement, believes these politics of urban revitalisation, which prioritise the
commercial aspect over the user aspect of public space, have resulted in the farth

reaching changes on the Place Sainte-Catherine (L., October 30 2020).
P., founding member of the FREE54 movement recalls the city council justifying the
removal of public benches on the Place Sainte-Catherine back in 2015 given the
presence of a great number of public benches positioned at the back of the SainteCatherine church. To him, this reasoning holds great symbolic value as it clearly
shows where the city’s priorities lie. The ‘undesirables’ are invited to hang out on
the public benches at the back of the Sainte-Catherine church rather than at the
front. The negative, ‘problematic’ sides of urban life are hereby pushed away and
rd

relocated elsewhere to make space for commercial activities (P., October 23 2020).
W., owner of the Noordzee restaurant as well as local inhabitant, also states that
the politics of the city merely relocates existing problems. When a few years ago
the city of Brussels tried to clean up the pedestrian zone by introducing an alcohol
ban, the ‘undesirables’ simply moved to the Sainte-Catherine neighbourhood (W.,
rd

November 23 2020). The recently introduced alcohol ban in the Sainte-Catherine
neighbourhood once again only addresses the symptoms of social problems rather
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than tackling their root causes, resulting in the despatialisation and re-spatialisation
of ‘undesirables’ elsewhere.
Whereas users are critical of the city’s primary focus on commercial urban
development, the importance of commercial activities in public space for creating
job opportunities and an income for the city of Brussels, is underpinned. To P.,
founding member of the FREE54 movement, the service industry has a right to
public space, but it is crucial to upkeep a healthy balance between commercial and
non-commercial space (P., October 23

rd

2020). L., local urbanist in the city of

Brussels, also states it is always a question of finding a balance. She believes
dominance in public space should in any case be avoided. Dominance of
commercial spaces, but also of certain social groups is in her opinion detrimental to
st

The current Covid-19 pandemic has heightened the relevance for a balance
between the different uses of public space as it has enabled the spatial dominance
of commercial activity on the Place Sainte-Catherine (P., October 23
October 30

th

rd

2020; L.,

2020). L., states the pandemic has rapidly increased the speed of

commercialisation in public space. She compares the extent of commercial
developments on the Place Sainte-Catherine since the beginning of the Covid-19
outbreak to the totality of changes on the square over the past 7 years (L., October
th

30 , 2020). P., founding member of the FREE54 movement, believes the newly
implemented policies taken in the name of health act as a cover for policies of
rd

urban smoothing (P., October 23 2020). To him it is crucial to take a critical stance
towards the new policy measures by questioning whether such measures are taken
in the interest of public space users or instead in the commercial interests of both
the private sector and the city council who exploit the Covid-19 crisis to rapidly
pass new policies, making it more difficult to repel them in post-pandemic times
rd

(P., October 23 2020).
The current Covid-19 pandemic is, however, also perceived by public space users as
an opportunity for the city council to explore alternatives to the tourist and
consumption-driven development of the city. W., owner of the Noordzee
restaurant, hopes the pandemic has raised awareness within the city council by
showing the tourist sector cannot and should not constitute the focus of urban
development (W., November 23

rd

2020). L., as well as M. believe post-pandemic
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public space not only presents an opportunity to the city council to change the
course of public space development, but also for individuals to gather and claim
th

back the public space lost to commercial health measures (L., October 30 2020;
th

M., November 4 2020).

SYNTHESIS

Spatial control and an increase in police interventions have resulted in an implicit or
explicit ban on some of the most common everyday practices on the Place Sainte-

commercialisation, these uses of public space are considered to be particularly
problematic as they collide with the script of consumption. The local police play an
important role by guarding the commercial interests on the square and ensuring
the exclusion of these uses of public space and consequently their users too. The
local city council further excludes social groups by actively focusing the attention
on the tourist sector of the city, organising large-scale temporary events in public
space and justifying the exclusion of ‘undesirables’ by hinting at their relocation to
elsewhere in the city.
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Catherine: playing music, playing football, drinking alcohol. In the context of
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

T

his chapter first expands on the points of interest which emerged throughout this
thesis research by way of three themes. It then provides an answer to the main
research question and addresses the research aims formulated at the beginning of
this research. This is followed by a reflection on the methods used during field
work,

suggestions

for

future

research

and

recommendations

for

urban

practitioners. Lastly, some concluding remarks link back to the academic and
societal relevance of the research topic as outlined in the introduction of this thesis.

TIPPING OVER TO POST-PANDEMIC PUBLIC SPACE

The current health measures implementated to curb the spread of the Covid-19
virus have exacerbated the extent of commercialisation through the expansion of
commercial terraces onto public space and this for an undefined period in time. In
the case of the Place Sainte-Catherine, permits have hastily been handed out,
terraces have rapidly expanded, new rules of conduct such as the alcohol ban have
been introduced in public space, the ban on gathering with larger groups of people
has affected the actions organised by the FREE54 movement and security levels
have increased to ensure compliancy with the Covid-19 health regulations.

commercialisation presents to public space by altering the design, control and
policies applicable to the Place Sainte-Catherine, the height of the Covid-19
pandemic has also shed light on the potential of post-commercial space as the
service industry was forced to close doors. Public space users were observed
reclaiming and regaining agency over public space through their everyday use of it
by pushing the boundaries of accessibility and restrictions on use in place in
commercialised public space. The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic therefore
appears to be dual: on the one hand health measures have promoted the further
expansion of commercial activity onto public space as well as the implementation
of new exclusionary measures applicable to public space. On the other hand, the
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closure of the service industry has also provided public space users with an insight
into commercial-free public space, thereby heightening their dedication to reclaim
public space from commercial interests in the post-pandemic city.

SPREADING THE SCRIPT OF CONSUMPTION

Field observations and conversations with public space users revealed the unease,
discomfort and social barrier users of public space feel in the presence of
commercial terraces and their interactions with public elements in public space. The
often close proximity between public space users and consumers on commercial
terraces restrict public space users in their way of behaving as the need is felt to
follow the script of consumption. Police interventions on the square further fuel this
discomfort by driving away certain users and excluding their activities in space
considered inappropriate and unwelcoming by the restaurants. These findings are
proof the commercialisation of the Place Sainte-Catherine is not limited by the
spatial boundaries of the restaurants’ terraces. Public space commercialisation
reaches further than the mere spatial limit between commercial and noncommercial public space and impacts the entirety of the Place Sainte-Catherine by
steering the design of the square and exterting control over the users and uses of
public space through close communication with local police and active support
from the local city council. A distinction between commercial and non-commercial
space therefore appears to be irrelevant as the script of consumption dictating

it.

THE SUBTLETY OF COMMERCIALISATION

Research findings have further highlighted the nuance within commercialisation.
Public space users of the Place Sainte-Cahterine have stated an important
difference between local and global commercialisation, whereby local commercial
activities, owned and managed by residents of the city of Brussels, tend to maintain
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a tight link with the neighbourhood, whereas managers of multinational chain
restaurants lack the knowledge on the neighbourhood to truly connect with the
place. A connection to the local users and inhabitants, a personal connection to the
life in the neighbourhood, aside from a profit-oriented mentality inherent to a
business, has allowed locally-owned restaurants to connect with the users of public
space, engage in conversations and discussions with members of the FREE54
movement and discuss the development of the city with local politicians.
Furthermore, public space users expressed an understanding on the role of
commercial activities in the city. Whilst the commercialisation of public space bears
negative consequences on the use and users of public space by generating sociospatial exclusion, businesses, consumers and tourists also have a right to public
space. A balance between commercial and non-commercial activities and uses of
space was, however, considered central to the developments and changes in public
space and should be reflected in the design and occupation ratio of the physical
public space, but also in the policies and restrictions applicable to both spaces.

ANSWERING THE MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION AND AIMS

This thesis has addressed the socio-spatial practices of exclusion in commercialised
public space and hereby provided an answer to the overarching research question:

How does the commercialisation of public space challenge the public

By means of a single ethnographic case study on the Place Sainte-Catherine in
Brussels it was found commercialisation challenges the public character of public
space by restricting the definition of the public through the creation of
homogenous spaces of consumption which come to dominate public space at the
expense of excluding certain social groups in society. A number of socio-spatial
practices of exclusion are hereby put into practice in order to despatialise
individuals considered as ‘undesirable’. In the context of commercialisation the
‘undesirables’ include anyone not willing or able to spend their money on
consuming. The despatialisation of certain social groups in society is ensured
through both changes in the spatial design of commercialised public space and the
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implementation of policies of spatial control. What design and spatial control, in
the wider context of policies of spatial cleansing, have however, overlooked is the
inherent spatiality of social exclusion. The consequences of such policies have only
proved the “inherent and re-emerging spatiality” of exclusion (Madanipour, 2015,
p207): when de-spatialising individuals somewhere, their re-spatialisation occurs
elsewhere. The problem is not solved, it only moves in space.
In providing an answer to this research question, this thesis has addressed the aims
outlined in the introduction of this thesis. First and foremost it has shed light on
the process of commercialisation as a more subtle form of commodification of
public space, thereby diverging from the dominant focus on public space
privatisation. Secondly, this research has addressed the gap in research on the
importance of physical space in urban sociology and the importance of inclusion in
urban planning studies by demonstrating the inherent spatiality of social exclusion.
With the use of ethnographic research methods, place-based research and
interactions with public space users, this thesis further studied commercial
developments in public space from a user perspective thereby uncovering the
personal experiences and histories of users in commercialised public space. Lastly,
by selecting the Place Sainte-Catherine as a single case study, this thesis has
expanded on the set of empirical data on public space by investigating a public
space outside of the Anglo-American neoliberal birthplaces.

A wide number of methods were employed to study the socio-spatial exclusion in
commercialised public space. Field observations, informal intercept interviews and
remote interviews have allowed for place-based findings, local specificity on the
Place Sainte-Catherine and the perspectives of users to be uncovered. The use of
photographs and maps, further allowed for a more holistic transmission of field
observations by appealing to the visual dimension when collecting, analysing and
presenting the data collected. Photography as a method proved to be especially
relevant when studying space and individuals in space. Nevertheless, this research
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also encountered a number of limitations, some of which were outlined in Chapter
2 already. Three additional limitations are briefly outlined below.
Firstly, the context of this research limited the research findings as the data closely
connects to the highly exceptional Covid-19 situation, rendering the data not only
very place-bound to the Place Sainte-Catherine, but also time-specific. The
observations in public space have been majorly impacted by the pandemic as an
exceptional set of health measures have kept individuals inside their homes,
altering their everyday use of public space, and have either allowed terraces to
expand onto public space or forced the service industry to close doors. By
undertaking public space research during the Covid-19 pandemic, this research did,
however, provide a first insight into the adaptations, use patterns and
developments in commercialised public space.
Secondly, it is important to note the limitations of participant observation as a
method for place-based research in the public realm. Opposed to the parochial
realm, the public realm uses space as the “focus rather than the locus” of the
research (Hannerz, 1980, p3). While the participants are co-present in one and the
same space, a “thin sociality of fleeting encounters” (Bodnar, 2015, p2097)
dominates the public space, making it difficult to engage in longer periods of
participant observation. There further is no core activity unfolding in public space,
“but rather a ‘situated multiplicity’ of social phenomena (or, at times, their
absence)”

(Jones,

2020,

p1750).

Participant

observation

was

therefore

complemented by a number of other research methods when collecting data for
this research.

context of commercialisation of public space on the Place Sainte-Catherine through
the method of observation runs the risk of reading too much into individuals’
actions. As Middleton states, “it is questionable the extent to which those who
navigate and traverse the streets in their everyday lives frame their walking
practices in such a politicised way” (Middleton, 2011, p94). With observation, the
risk exists to over romanticise others’ practices and uses in public space in response
to the dominant neoliberal mono logic, whereas in reality everyday practices such
as walking or sitting might be ‘just that’ (Latham, 2003). Additional interactions with
users on the square could have aided to overcome this limitation inherent to
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observation by allowing users themselves to interpret their actions and
contextualise their behaviour.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

As cities recover from the Covid-19 pandemic, it is first and foremost important to
continue the study of public space in the aftermath of the public health measures.
Will the commercial expansion onto public space be maintained or will the terrace
permits be repelled once the health situation no longer requires social distancing in
space? The answer to this question will largely define the future of public space and
the extent of commercialisation in cities as Brussels but also elsewhere as
commercialisation is far from innate to urban development in Brussels. The Covid19 context has further also allowed citizens to cultivate for new ways of using and
appropriating public space. Further research would be required to provide a more
in-depth analysis of the dynamics of re-appropriation and study whether these new
patterns of use are simply the product of exceptional circumstances or part of a
wider transformational shift (Honey-Rosés et al., 2020). The coming months will
prove to be critical for the future unfolding of public space as the Covid-19
pandemic acts as a pivotal point for public space and public space research
(Honey-Rosés et al., 2020).
In the context of the pandemic, but also in the wider context of neoliberal urban

activities in public space, the local political negotiations over public space and the
changes in public space design, to further comprehend the practices of sociospatial

exclusion

in

commercialised

public

space.

Critical

mapping

of

commercialised public spaces in the city would aid in creating an overview of this
urban trend and outline the specific patterns of socio-spatial exclusion both in
terms of public space design and policies of spatial control. Mapping out public
space commercialisation on a wider city or regional scale would further allow for an
understanding of the inherent spatiality of socio-spatial exclusion by detecting the
displacement of social problems and considering where the ‘undesirable’ uses and
users of public space in the context of commercialisation are moved to over time.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PLANNING PRACTICE

Even as awareness has been raised in the academic world and commodification has
been battled with decommodification, “urban planners have ensured the
prevalence of some “degree of spatial subdivision” (Madanipour, 2015, p210). As
the shapers of urban space, urban planners do, however, hold the power to
renegotiate the organisation of public space and promote spatial freedom and the
lifting of socio-spatial barriers (Madanipour, 2015) to aid the transition to inclusive
and pluralist public spaces. As Bodnar states, “if we are capable of designing certain
groups out, we can learn how to ‘design the marginalised in’ and how to design
better and more inclusive cities in general” (2015, p2102). The rise of inclusive
democratic planning provides urban planners with valuable tools to aid this
transition by giving public space users the power of decision-making (Hou, 2010).
Further informal or insurgent planning methods grant agency over public space
production to public space users themselves. In the context of public space
commercialisation two concepts are of interest for urban planners: critical placemaking as well as the urban commons.
Place-making is considered a movement in which “citizens participate in creating
and transforming the spaces they inhabit with the goal of strengthening the
connection between people and the places they share” (Toolis, 2017, p184). Critical
place-making holds the potential of acting as a tool for countering the
commercialisation of public space by shedding light on the practices of socio-

“disrupting systems of domination and creating public places that are accessible
and inclusive, plural, and participatory” (Toolis, 2017, p186). Additionally, placekeeping as a concept, ensures the long-term management, use and accessibility of
public spaces. Whilst planners have focused their attention on the provision of
public spaces, considerations regarding the long-term management of public
spaces remain widely absent from urban planning practice (Dempsey et al., 2014).
Secondly, rather than distinguishing between public and private ownership and use
of public space, the critical commons debate could prove a useful tool for urban
planners to help reconceptualise public spaces by viewing them as public goods
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“not consumed or diminished when others enjoy them” (Kohn, 2004, p151). Rather
than the tragedy of the commons, public spaces offer the possibility for a carnival
of the commons as their value actually increases when a critical mass of strangers
congregates (Kohn, 2004, p151). Alternatively, concepts such as shared space,
known in the realm of urban mobility design (Hamilton-Baillie, 2008), can be
applied to commercialised public space and help urban planners overcome the
existing divides and spatial boundaries between commercial and non-commercial
space.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Through distinct practices of socio-spatial exclusion, the expansion of commercial
activities has been observed to result in the creation of a uniform group of
consumers in public space. Exclusion, and the ensuing homogenisation of users
and uses of public space, thereby precludes the diversity inherent to the
conception of public space as a space of struggle, conflict and dissent. It is
therefore important “geographies of exclusion do not become taken-for-granted
ways of life” (Pennay, Manton, Savic, 2014, p1093) as similar people cannot bring
public space into existence (Madanipour, 2015). Aside from obscure the foundation
upon which public space is built, uniformity in public space furthermore impedes
the praxis of doing democracy as the experience of diversity in public space is “part
of democratic practice” (Bodnar, 2015, p2093). As Springer states, “it is in spaces of

contestation of public space that democracy lives” (2010, p554).
The current Covid-19 pandemic has uprooted many of the everday uses of public
space, leaving its future open-ended. This momentum presents the potential to
disrupt and invert the everyday exclusionary practices dominating commercialised
public space and expose existing power relations by reversing the dominant logic
of consumption (Hou, 2010; Sibley, 1995). As Németh states, “if it can be agreed
that the meaning and nature of public space is constantly produced, reproduced,
contested, negotiated and reconfigured, then it can also be argued that there will
always be the potential to defy the order imposed over a space, always a chance to
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overthrow this control” (2006, p315-316). It is this potential which holds the power
to avert the absolute consumption of public space whereby “a whole class of
people simply cannot be, entirely because they have no place to be” (Mitchell,
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