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Public spaces are places of sociability in the city where one’s actions are visible to others.

Public spaces are at the heart of democratic living and are one of the few remaining places where we can encounter difference and learn to understand and tolerate other people. It has been noted by many that public spaces are important for health, wellbeing, learning, conflict resolution, tolerance and solidarity, to mention but a few benefits. Insofar as effective public spaces are arenas for the ‘theatre of everyday life’,  they offer considerable social learning opportunities.  Without good urban public spaces, we are likely to drift into an increasingly privatized and polarized society, with all its concomitant problems. These are basic assumptions that we should take into consideration to deal with conviviality in public spaces.

We should consider that social activities in public spaces can be developed around either necessary or optional activities. In any case they are conditional to the presence of others: people in the same space, passing each other or looking at each other in connection with other activities.  Examples include children playing, greetings and conversations, common activities, or the most widespread social activity of all: passive contact in the form of just watching and listening to other people.

We can differentiate between social activities with people who know each other and encounters with strangers on the street.  While it is less common to talk to strangers, it is easier to strike up a conversation with people standing nearby, even strangers if you experience something together in common space.
People attract people. As a species we are sociable animals who like to gather in groups. Thus, when we see people like us lingering in a space, we are attracted to it, over and above any physical or environmental attractions that the place may have. Thus it becomes tautological that convivial spaces tend to be full of people looking at ease. It should therefore not be surprising that nearly all the convivial spaces are well populated.

If we do need to escape the crowds, we can do this in our private dwellings or by going to the countryside. Some people, most notably extreme introverts and agoraphobics, feel uncomfortable in crowds, but we assume that this is a minority in any population. And even introverts generally enjoy observing others, which brings us to a psychological need – people-watching. For various reasons, including social learning, mate-seeking and simple voyeurism (in the positive sense), we enjoy observing other people going about their business and leisure. 
People attract people also because the need to herd together for safety. There is little more scary than a deserted city centre at night; people tend to congregate in spaces or use streets that already have other people in them as an assurance that there are ‘capable guardians’.
We should recognize that good urban design is a crucial factor in all this, but unlike many books on the subject, we should stress also the significance of management and geography and how all these objective factors affect our senses and psychology. Ultimately, conviviality is a subjective feeling, underpinned by, but not to be confused with, the actual physical state of a place
 By definition public spaces are universally accessible; they offer one of the few opportunities for people to directly encounter other people with different norms, behaviours and cultures. So, for example, in the same city-centre space, skateboarders may be observed by office workers on their lunch-break and people of different ethnicities and abilities can share a bench.
There is discussion about the positive aspects of encountering difference and potential conflict in public space, but at this point tolerance comes from close encounters with other citizens, rather than stereotyping them from mono-cultural places. Public spaces also offer opportunities to build up a sense of solidarity with your fellow citizens, both through ad-hoc encounters and through organized events such as festivals and demonstrations.

Awareness of sharing the same space in similar ways with people different from oneself could create a temporary bond and a sense of community. As places for diverse und unplanned encounters, public spaces offer the opportunity for social exchange with people who do not otherwise have contact in daily life.  For Jane Jacobs (The death and life of great American cities, 1961), contact between different individuals or social groups emerges primarily on city streets. She underlines the relevance of sidewalks for small-scale socializing involving different people by arguing that such casual contacts serve to enhance trust and tolerance among the inhabitants of neighborhoods.

Furthermore interacting with unfamiliar individuals would allow urban dwellers to broaden their horizon in terms of experience. The best places to encounter difference and the unfamiliar are public spaces, where all segments of society can cross paths, mingle and be observed. Without this observation and engagement with ‘difference’, we are in danger of becoming increasingly prejudiced and narrow-minded, as we only choose the company of like- minded individuals in our increasingly confined daily routines.
Obviously, there are people that feel unsafe by interacting with unfamiliar individuals. But cities need to decide what quality of urban life they want. Do we want a mostly privatized existence, centered on our well-defended homes and exclusive clubs, where we interact only with a few like-minded friends and colleagues? In which case we should go for ‘defended space’. Or do we want a more open quality of life in which we can wander where we please, encounter lots of different people, but take a few more risks in the process? 
In theory, ‘new urbanism’ delivers this more enthusiastic way of life but many new urbanism developments are turning out to be mono-cultural and plagued with regulations. So it may be that neither defensible space nor new urbanism can provide us with the kind of vibrant neighborhoods that could be stimulating to live and work in. Maybe we should adopt policies and practices in regeneration that both adopt reasonable levels of security and encourage designs that allow for interaction and integration, as traditional small towns did throughout history.
One of the most fundamental human traits (presumably from our tribal origins) is the need to mark and claim territory. This is potentially problematic in public open space, because in theory it belongs to everyone and no one. In extreme cases public spaces will be colonized by certain groups, perhaps youth gangs or street drinkers, but more often there is a kind of accommodation between various groups and interests, which at best makes for lively, varied and intriguing occupation of space, allowing people to observe diversity and difference without having to get directly involved in it.

As the space becomes more congested, people have to accommodate themselves gradually more closely to each other, but always according to some unwritten law about ‘reasonable distance’. The assessment of risk will depend on who you are – generally people will feel more at ease when they see people similar to them already occupying that space in a relaxed way. This has particular implications for the facilities and management of public space, as there is a risk that certain demographic groups (such as older people, women, disabled people and those from ethnic minorities) will feel nervous about using certain public spaces, even if their risk of victimization is quite low. The design of public spaces should also allow for clear views and the possibility of easy escape or refuge. 
In any case, conviviality should be ensured through accommodation and coexistence of different demographic groups and different behaviours at the same time and in the same place, and not by expelling or excluding some of them. As civil values tolerance and respect should always be in mind in a convivial public space. Likewise regulations and formal norms established by public authorities avoiding uncivil and aggressive behaviours or building “firewalls” to protect some vulnerable group, should also be guaranteed. 
May be this attempt to achieve convivial public spaces in our cities can be seen as something naïve considering the huge obstacles that we have to overcome. We don’t forget the increasingly complexity of our diversified cities where immigration, tourism, traffic congestion, etc. have grown dramatically.  Certainly, new challenges should be addressed if we want to put urban conviviality into practice. 
There is no single blueprint for a convivial public space, but there do seem to be some common elements, which may be broadly categorized under the headings of physical (including design and practical issues), geographical (location), managerial (considering users needs), sensual (meaning how a space directly affects one or more of our five senses) and psychological (how the space affects our mind and spirit).

Without such convivial spaces, cities, towns and villages would be mere additions of buildings with lifeless spaces in between, and  with no deliberate opportunities for casual encounters and positive interactions between friends or strangers. 
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