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Crafting an enabling language that bridges cross-culturally 
by highlighting human "commonness" and human 

"capacity"-rather than perceived differences or perceived 
deficiencies-may well emerge as the primary task facing 
21st century place makers. Such a language is challenged to 
accomplish its mission within the context ofa changing global 
order variously defined and described, in part, in the following 
ways: 

Certainly our experiences of the world are in flux. Some 
changes are perceived as global in nature; others, as 
changing the nature of experience around the globe. 
Representations of global change are changing, and the 
whole of professional discourse is changing. Indeed, 
discursive analysis would "deconstruct," in a rather 
pervasive change, our conceptions of virtually all of the 
above. 1 

The paradox of the current world conjuncture is the 
increased production of cultural and political boundaries 
at the very time when the world has become tightly bound 
together in a single economic system with instantaneous 
communication between different sectors of the globe. 
In order to disentangle these contradictory trends, it is 
necessary to place the construction of cultural 
demarcations and political boundaries being erected 
between groupings of people within the context of 
contention for political power and control of productive 
resources, including labor power.2 

With an eye toward addressing the above paradox, "there is a 
proliferation of theorizing of how globalization and global 
change are transforming the construction and negotiation of 
identities, in a continuous churning and renegotiating of 
boundaries of difference and "otherness."3 Flowing from 
these theoretical debates, some recent observations by Saskia 
Sassen regarding new orders ofglobal complexity, hierarchy, 
and differentiation, are central to our discussion. Sassen notes: 
"A canopy of emergent global cities have become sites--or 
perhaps frontiers-for a new order ofdramatically intensified 
financial speculation/manipulations that are increasingly 
transnational and detached from productive manufacturing 
and industrial activities, as well as from their own respective 
hinterlands."4 Reflecting on the broader social and political 
significance of such cities, we are reminded that a curious 
inversion of classical economic theory is now occuring. "It 
is 'capital'- that of global financial (fictitious) capital and 
transnational corporations-that is mobile and labor that is 
now immobile and captive behind national boundaries or 
frontiers. Increasingly, entire nation-states have themselves 
become instruments of the discipline of the marketplace, 
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ensuring the quiescence of their populations and institutions 
to the rigors of free-market capital and the harsh disciplines 
of global finance."' Put succinctly, " ... current corporate 
accumulation of capital is increasingly global, de­
territorialized, de-spatialized, mobile, and unbound from geo­
political nation-states and geographic communities."6 

Boundaries which used to define who were suitable labor and 
at what, are being dissolved and renegotiated by global capital 
as it roams the globe in search oflow-cost labor. Third-World 
children and the disenfranchised within the First World are 
increasingly working under conditions which had been 
forcibly put outside the pale of human treatment by the 
struggles of labor unionism.7 Simultaneously, processes of 
global economic change are increasingly rendering enormous 
numbers ofpeople and vast territories simply "irrelevant" to 
the process of global accumulation.8 

(Re) Capturing the 'Spirit' of Human Well­
Being 

A Deep-rooted Ideal for Navigating Present Disjunctures, 
Dislocations, and Conceptual Divides 

Given the brutal and destructive violence reflected in 
mounting evidence of economic hegemony, human rights 
abuse, ecological disruption, etc., there is some temptation 
on my part to highlight the more apparent contradictions of 
current globalization processes. However, it is important to 
remember that the overarching motivation for global economic 
enterprise is sustained by its earlier promise for the ages­
i.e., the elimination of wars and the eradication of human 
poverty. Prevailing contradictions notwithstanding, 
globalization's deeper goal of moving humankind from 
poverty to prosperity can be traced to a life-affirming 
philosophy of "human well-being." If "well-being" can yet 
serve as a worthy ideal, my preference is to focus our 
professional energies on bringing its essential qualities to 
fruition. In short, the challenge of developing performance 
criteria for human well-being appropriate to a new millennium 
serves as an organizing theme and conceptual barometer 
throughout this essay. 

A philosophy of human well-being is sustained by an 
underlying belief that every human being is valuable and 
necessary. It follows that this philosophy is sustained by the 
more explicit belief that any lasting relief from war and 
poverty on a global scale is best pursued through a 
fundamental protection of individual human rights and the 
promotion of individual enterprise. Understandably, a 
philosophy of"well-being" further suggests that the protection 
of human "rights" and the promotion of human "enterprise" 
is key to global prosperity. 
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En(vision)ing the City as a Balance ofOpportunity and Civility 


Over the past half-century-essentially, since the end of WW li-the central 

planning principles guiding globalization processes have been drawn 


from an uncompromising preoccupation with values of 

economic logic, material accumulation, perpetual 


economic growth, etc. This professional 

preoccupation has served to further 


sharpen an either/or view of 


the 

City; 

either as a "commodity" 

offering unparalleled 


economic opportunity or as a 

primary expression of human 


"community." Within a given city, 

the extent to which the former view 

prevails is the extent to which a 


fundamental imbalance within 

its collective of resources 


and relationships is 

likely occurring. 
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and a philosophy of human 

" well-being," such an im­


balance could be 
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an an 
overdevelopment linked with underdevelopment 

of of 
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Finance Family 

Reflecting on our task ofplace making in the 21st century, I have come to describe the above 'finance/family' relationship as one of a 
consumership/citizenship imbalance--as shown below. To achieve greater harmony and balance between our dual obligation as citizen­
consumer, I am suggesting that activities of place making in the new millennium will need to facilitate a more resourceful and creative 
exercise of our collective citizenship powers. 
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MAKING PLACE IN THE NEW MILLENNIUM ... 


Weaving Textures of "Well-being" from Fabrics of Public Family, Designed Space, 
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Weaving Textures of "Well-being" from Human Spirituality 


and Collective Journeys ofEducation 

Sp(i)r(i)tual(i)ty : 
[Latin spiritus , the "force of life"] 

o ne's inherent capacity of em(power)ment-i.e., 
an ' inner wellspring of self-transformative power' drawn 

from one's uniquely personal link to the energies of Creation; 
a link that binds one's individual human life to the 

whol e of o thers, nature , and the un(i)verse; specifically, 
a link - accessed directly throug h intuition and faith - that opens 
oneself to Creation 's wisdom and to deeper truth(s ) of reality; 

more specifically, the source of one 's (i)dentity and ind(t)vidual 
creative powers within the huger universe ; broadly speaking, 

the source of one 's inherent capacity to be self­
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Binding a 'Passion for Possibilities' 

with One's Own Moral Compass 


If I'm buying those shoes from the factory in Indonesia where I know those kids 

are being abused, what's my moral obligation to those young people there?• 
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Glossary 

for 


Vanguard . Anticipator 

Vanguard (Fr., avant•garde I a•vant garde): in the forefront. leaders 'by eJ~:ample ' 


Anticipator: one who weaves fort"Sigh( with fanight to create path-breaking possibilities 


en . er . gy 1. The transforming I transformative power medium 
of Creation's (re)generative I (re )cycling processes. 2. a ( re )source 
that can neither be created nor destroyed, but can be transformed. 

Cornrn(unity): [Middle English communite, from Old French comunete, from Latin communitas, from communis, COMMON.] a commo n bonding 
energy of the universe; a bonding energy whose capacity for human bonding is tapped directly through the medium of human collabo­
ration-ie., through the mutual exchange of caring/sharing/trusting relationships. 

Self Self others N•v 
co mmunity J v 


Lest we forget, we do not create (ie., "make") community; 
rather, we open ourselves up to this unique bonding 

ener gy through relationships of "family"­
lifelong commitments of 

caring . sharing . trusting; 

"c o m m u n i t y," 

in a very real sense, 


continually 

(re)makes 


us. 


Vision : an expression of one's inherent human capacity to envision-ie., to imagine possible futures and desired relationships no t 
yet spiritually-present or materially-real; the medium through which each of us translates our capacity for (en)visioning ideals into 
practical ideas for daily living . 

( dreams honed to a point of action ) 
dream + plan =vi5ion 

Leadersh(i)p: [ .. .notto he confused with the idea of being led by ' leaders' or with leading others ... ] rather, one's inherent capacity to 
care for oneself and others in ways that serve to inspire; an inherent and active quality of caring which each of us must choose to 
exercise (in our own unique way) if we are to make our vision(s), real-ie., if we are to move from "prob lem" to possibility. 

( caring enough to act ) 

vision + care = leadership 

Having 

Ideals: 

( " being idealistic " ) 


. • • not so much a quest for utopian perfection, 

as an open-ended "commitment" to liberate oneself 


from an over-reliance upon the known understandings 

of conventional wisdom; a process directed essentially 


toward changing or transforming one's self as the 

surest means for changing or transfsorming one's 


"environment"- one's cities, included ; 

most importantly, a process of inquiry 


rooted in self-discovery and the 


belief that one can act 

to make one's 


ideal(s), 

"real" 
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Making Place in the New Millenium ... 

Learning from Detroit 

My own personal introduction to the subject of urban place 
making occurred some years ago in the midst of my design 
practice in inner-city Detroit. I was invited to assist in the 
evaluation of a municipal proposal intended to introduce 
several dozen units of prefabricated housing systems into an 
intensely urban neighborhood (high-density, racially and 
ethnically-mixed) on Detroit's near-West side. Accompanied 
by sophisticated charts of lifecycle cost analyses suggesting 
ease ofmaintenance and other positive benefit-to-cost ratios, 
municipal architects argued that the proposal offered these 
long-time City residents an opportunity to dramatically 
increase their housing stock. A rather lengthy architectural 
presentation followed, promising compatible site planning, 
sensitivity to public and private space, a reasonable diversity 
of materials, facades, and sections, and the latest in 
prefabrication construction technology. Upon completion of 
the architects' presentation, the neighborhood's leadership 
caucused and returned to share its decision. Expressing 
genuine appreciation for the professional expertise and advice 
that had been offered, this grassroots body had nonetheless 
decided that it would "pass up" (i.e., not accept) the city's 
offer. The logic of this decision was hardly understood by 
any of us professionals at the time, but the reason given by 
this richly diverse slice of residents was quite succinct ­
"We are building families, not houses." 

Recognizing that family is one ofthe more enduring and ideal 
social models we still have, this Detroit experience was a 
formative moment in my professional journey of self­
discovery. As an architect and urban designer, I was 
specifically reminded of the need to perceive housing as a 
quality ofrelationships far richer than its physical aggregation. 
I was also reminded of the need to continually enlarge our 
concept of family-beyond its kin dimension; particularly, 
as relates to requirements for human 'well-being' and the more 
extensive relationships of"public family." Reflecting deeply 
on my oversights, I knew, also, that it was due time to revisit 
the guiding principles and assumptions of my earliest 
education in the academy. In short, this formative moment 
marked the beginning of a humble search for a renewed 
balance ofunderstandings-a search wherein I am continually 
seeking to look inward and outward at once. 

Part of my search for balance was a decision to commit my 
talents and energies to the families and leadership of this 
geographic area of the City. A personal partnership between 
myself and what is descriptively known as the G.R.O.W. 
area of Detroit is, this year, entering its twenty-first year of 
fruition. 
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... The G.R.O.W. Experience 

Born out of a crisis of land dispossession-when the 
construction ofa major freeway artery through its geographic 
heart resulted in the forced relocation of some 200 of its 
families-GROW has transformed itself. Specifically, over 
a period of several decades, the GROW Land Association 
has grown from a loose collection ofhome owners, individual 
businesses, and competing block clubs into a cohesive 
community force of some 1,500 central city residents.9 

In its earliest years, the leadership of GROW made two 
fundamental strategy decisions that have allowed it to hold 
its course when practically all other central city neighborhood 
associations have ceased to exist. First, GROW's criteria for 
screening public and private offers of support is rooted in the 
idea that "GROW is building families, not houses." Time 
and again, this strategic filter has allowed for decisions on 
the basis of shared values and longer-term aspirations, rather 
than on the basis of expediency. Second, at a time when it 
had more than its fair share of industrial pollution, clogged 
alleys and uneven (often, non-existent) enforcement of city 
codes and ordinances, GROW recognized the primacy ofland 
and the longer-term value ofland ownership as the foundation 
from which it could best address its immediate ills. This led 
GROW to make a landmark decision to challenge-and 
successfully amend-the City ofDetroit Master Plan for Long 
Range Land Use.10 

GROW's twin theme of"land and family" has not only served 
as an unprecedented challenge to centralized municipal master 
planning, it has also been a means of healing across 
generations and among all ethnics within the GROW 
neighborhood. Working collaboratively and with little fanfare, 
GROW residents have set in motion a chain reaction that gives 
tangible meaning and expression to the idea of "citizens­
'many hands' -caring for a city." 
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This caring beyond individual parcels of lawn is perhaps best 
illustrated in GROW's most visually prominent activity to 
date, the transforming of its public alleys. With paint, patch 
and collective human energy, GROW residents have cleared 
and embellished block after block of this unique public 
resource. Free of automobile traffic-and now increasingly 
free of glass, rats, and other debris-family picnics, block 
club basketball, and children's play are increasingly common 
sights in GROW's alleys. 

After gaining City Council approval for its proposed network 
of alley parks, bikeways, and garden paths-principally, by 
ensuring that garbage pickup crews and emergency vehicles 
can still navigate its alleys--GROW residents, themselves, 
are now the only potential obstacles to an unfolding plan of 
implementation. In this regard, the task of petitioning 
hundreds of individual residents whose backyards border on 
an alley, remains a major design and educational undertaking. 
But, the unprecedented scope of this grassroots initiative to 
gain legal approval for modifying individual portions ofalley 
easement has provided the inspiration for individual residents 
to exercise "citizenship" in a manner never before experienced 
(in "the City"). It is precisely this kind of collective risk­
taking that serves to create relationships sustaining of "public 
family." 

Opportunities for extended "face-to-face" contact-beyond 
kin, friend, and ethnic circles- coupled with opportunities 
to exercise individual initiative to achieve common goals (a 
"common caring") continue to have an inspiring effect on a 
broad cross-section of GROW residents. This "common 
caring" has resulted in daily expressions of personal pride, 
public trust, and public sharing. In tum, these relations of 
sharing, trusting, and caring continue to transform the physical 
character of GROW's public alleys, while also facilitating 
the collective exercise of a more resourceful and 
compassionate citizenship. 

By creating and responding to unique opportunities to be 
innovative and to direct change, GROW residents are giving 
daily expression to the citizen-bonding concept of an active 
"public family" and to its reciprocating twin, a 'cared for' 
public space. In so doing, GROW residents are also actively 
contributing to a unique and unfolding chapter of place­
making at urban environmental scale. 

As I reflect on my ongoing GROW experience, 1t 1s 
increasingly clear to me that crafting physical space in such 
way that it resonates with sustaining qualities of"family" and 
human "spirituality" is a requirement that lies at the conceptual 
heart ofplace making; whether here in the United States or at 
other points around the globe-as in towns and cities within 
the Republic of South Africa. 

G I o b a I 
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Making Place in the New South Africa 

Seeing the Whole, to Transform its Parts 

Reflecting on my sojourns to South Africa, I am flooded with 
images of pain. I am also flooded with images ofpossibility. 
Upon further reflection, I am reminded that such dualities 
(pain and possibility/ hatred and hope/ bondage and freedom, 
etc.) have a common global presence and are often embedded 
on opposite sides of the same coin. 

Inkeeping with the spirit ofdualities, my experiences suggest 
that if new possibilities are to be achieved-beyond legacies 
ofpain and disappointment, hatred and fear, disempowerment 
and discrimination-we are obligated to develop strategic 
models for life and living that go beyond the relatively limited 
visions of a post-Apartheid society. 

I raise the issue ofvision and strategic modeling here because, 
as I traveled among a broad cross-section of South African 
citizens, the most common and recurring theme in almost all 
conversation was the idea ofpost-Apartheidism; specifically, 
their continuing reference to "post-Apartheid" as something 
qualitatively different and richer than systems of apartheid­
i.e., a need to develop post-Apartheid cities, post-Apartheid 
health and transportation systems, post-Apartheid universities, 
etc. My sense is that as long as we continue to use "Apartheid" 
as our standard of measure, the possibility of liberating 
ourselves from its "old modes of thinking" is made 
considerably more difficult. 

While all South African cities are littered with the legacy of 
Apartheid-i.e., the fragmentation and systematic separation 
of race and income groups through discontinuous and 
dysfunctional land use patterns (creating immense social 
divisions, haphazard and inefficient access to urban facilities 
and the concentration of black South Africans in remot~ 
residential areas with few economic opportunities)-we must 
somehow overcome our present preoccupation with its 
resul~g evils. In short, a "conceptual leap" in the way that 
we think about South Africa's future is now required. 

Thus, as we exercise individual initiative to transform the 
system of Apartheid, each of us is challenged to engage the 
truth ofa larger reality-namely that, failure in any part(s) of 
a "system" inevitably points to some deeper imbalance in the 
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whole (of that system). 

Therefore, to speak of transforming the "system ofApartheid" 
(as we must), is to recognize immense structural contradictions 
in all of its primary spheres of human relationships; i.e., 
longstanding crises in South African social, political, and 
economic pactices must be creatively addressed at one and 
the same time. Particularly, with respect to its utilization of 
human resources, what we are obligated to address is an entire 
"cultural system" in bankruptcy. Thus, to fully address the 
demands of a South African cultural crisis, each of us is 
required to stretch our imaginations to develop the most 
comprehensive understanding that we can of a healthy human 
system-a 'healthy' South Africa-in order that we might 
better understand the deadly roots of its illness. 

Stated another way, any commitment to the collective task of 
creating "post-"Apartheid environments wherein policies of 
Apartheid will not be tolerated, is really a commitment to the 
larger task of envisioning more humane ways of living, 
wherein policies of Apartheid will not be necessary. 

Making Place in the New Millenium ... 

A Point ofPresent Closure 

Through this essay, I have suggested that place making 
practices will ultimately be judged by their capacity to 
creatively bind the more specific programmatic requirements 
ofhuman physicality in a grander spatial dance with evolving 
aspirations of human spirituality. In effect, whether one's 
primary professional circle is education, practice, or policy 
(or collaborations between) or whether one's more specific 
interests lie in architectural design, physical planning, cultural 
heritage, revitalization, Gender/Class/Ethnicity relations and/ 
or globalization, it will be of great importance to visualize in 
one's mind's eye, the following: 

,,, (U) 

programmatic evolving 

'physicality' 'spirituality' 

is 	 is 

(primarily about) 	 (primarily about) 

construction 	 commitment 
of 	 to 

products relationships 
or" quality 	 aspiration 
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ecological 	 personal 

sustainability 	 accountability 
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Notes 

GROW (Grass Roots Organization of Workers) is a private­
sector not-for-profit association comprised of four distinct 
ethnics: German/Polish/African/Hispanic. The GROW 
neighborhood covers approxi-irnately 1.2 square miles. One­
third of its land area is comprised ofpublic alleys, with another 
one-quarter now existing as cleared vacant lots. (It is notable 
that the leadership of GROW has come to view vacant lots as 
unique opportunities, rather than as cause for despair.) 
Residents of this central-city Detroit neighborhood worked 
collaboratively among themselves and with students of 
architecture from the University of Michigan to craft the frrst 
comprehensive neighborhood master plan ever adopted as part 
of the official map and text of Detroit 's Long Range Land 
Use Master Plan. Much credit for the success achieved in the 
initial stages of implementation of the GROW Plan must go 
to Carl Levin-then, President of the Detroit City Council 
and now, the Senior United States Senator from the State of 
Michigan. 

• 	 Much of this essay and all 'graphic totems' are excerpts 
from a forthcoming text, Space Spirit, by the author. 

1 Escobar. 1995. 

2 	 Basch, Glick Schiller and Szanton Blanc. 1994. 

3 	 Stranahan. 1997. 
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6 	 Saul. 1992. Sassen. 1994. Hoogvelt. 1997. 

7 	 Stranahan. 1997. 

8 	 Hoogvelt. 1997. 

9 	 GROW (G.rass R.oots O.rganization ofW.orkers)African/ 
Latino/Polish/German ethnicities. 

10 The resident-developed 'GROW Master Plan' was the first 
such conceptual plan adopted in the history of the City. 
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