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George Baird 
The Architectural Conditions of Publicness:  
Visibility; Propinquity; Continuity 

Visibility  
Given its characteristic material solidity and opacity, architec-
ture’s traditional relation to visibility has been one of simple 
facilitation: one has been able to see as much or as little as 
the architectural setting one happens to occupy permits one 
to see. But this relation began to shift in the modern era. Not 
for nothing has the 19th century’s innovative relationship to 
consumption, and extensive new employment of glass, been 
seen – by observers from Sigfried Giedion to Walter Benjamin 
– to transform architecture’s relationship to visibility. From 
this transformation came the intense preoccupation of 
first-generation architectural modernity with the phenomenon 
of transparency. Beginning with the 19th-century construct 
of the vitrine, transparency for modernity eventually came to 
stand for much more ambitious political purposes. 

At the extreme, we may take the famous case of Hannes 
Meyer’s and Hannes Wittwer’s celebrated design for their entry 
in the 1927 League of Nations Headquarters competition,  
a striking design of a high-rise building which was proposed 
to be extensively glazed in its facades and highly permeable 
in its interior spatial arrangements. To quote the designers: 
‘No back corridors for backstairs diplomacy, but open glazed 
rooms for the public negotiations of honest men.’1

Now it is true, of course, that such a socio-political 
conception of transparency as Meyer’s and Wittwer’s was 
one that was sustained, philosophically speaking, by the 
positivist materialism that underpinned much of the politics 
of this committed team of architects. As they put it, ‘Our 
League of Nations building symbolizes nothing. Its size is 
automatically determined by the dimensions and the condi-
tions of the programme…’2

In historical retrospect, we realize that their commitment 
to an absolute transparency turned out to be as socially naïve 
as it was politically destructive. In fact, their commitment to 
it can now be seen to form part of that problematically bleak 
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of visibility is in fundamental conflict with the tenets of public-
ness that underlie Arendt’s compelling phrase, ‘appearing 
to others as they appear to me’. What is more, I think it is 
clear … that the concept of publicness – and therefore the 
concept of visibility – that is being developed here is one  
that is typified by heterogeneity rather than centrality. 

…

Propinquity  
Is it not striking … how subtle patterns of human connection 
that are manifest … combine fluidity and constancy. 
Numbers and combination of numbers of individuals are 
constantly shifting; yet groupings of them do consistently 
form, and the degrees of dispersal and of concentration 
of groups that are the result are both relatively limited. In 
itself, this is suggestive to the significance of propinquity 
as a condition of publicness. That this is so has been 
acknowledged by even such an ostensible ‘outsider’ as the 
well-known flâneur described by Charles Baudelaire. 

‘For the perfect flâneur, for the passionate spectator, it is 
an immense joy to set up in the heart of the multitude, amid 
the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the fugitive 
and the infinite. To be away from home, and yet to feel 
oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to be at the 
centre of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world 
– such are a few of the pleasures of those independent, 
passionate, impartial natures, which the tongue can but 
clumsily define.’4

Even in circumstances where the ‘spectator’ out in public 
seeks consciously to preserve his anonymity, rather than 
to engage in the formation of sociability, propinquity plays 
a realm. It is my view that this fundamental condition – 
propinquity – itself manifests several social characteristics 
that are pertinent to my ongoing argument. First of these is 
the purely mathematical consideration of sheer measure, or 
distance. Let us begin our consideration of this condition by 
looking at the phenomenon of social distance in some detail. 
On the face of it, the relationship of distance to sociability 
would seem not to be straightforward. It can be the case 
that modest propinquity – that is to say, a distance of some 

phenomenon of the ‘glare of the public’ criticized in those 
years by Martin Heidegger. Hannah Arendt has discussed 
how this ‘glare’ contributed to a grave loss of confidence in 
publicness within German politics in the 1920’s.3

Still, even if positivist materialism’s quest for absolute 
transparency turned out to be futile, it is also true that archi-
tecture, like political theory, has learned in the intervening 
years the important potential of a more phenomenological 
condition of visibility in architecture, having to do with the 
relationship of distraction and focality. Even if there is no 
transparency without shadows, we also now know that 
focused attention is a variable condition of consciousness. 
This, surely is one of the most significant consequences of 
the hybridizing of the concepts of action and distraction…. 
Given these realities, we now have the possibility to imagine 
a more modulated model of the relation of consciousness 
to transparency than was available to the architects of the 
so-called ‘heroic period’. Employing Benjamin’s terminology, 
we may say that some of the time our vision is concentrated; 
some of the time it is distracted. 

… 
Given the great recent influence of Michel Foucault on so 
many diverse aspects of cultural theory, it may be worth 
my launching a short excursus at this point in my argument 
on the theme of panoptic versus heterogeneous vision. 
In architectural theory, in particular, Foucault’s exposé of 
the invidious politics of panoptic vision in the philosophy 
of Jeremy Bentham has had a great influence. It is even 
true that evidence of the impact of Bentham’s hegemonic 
instrumentalization of human affairs on architecture is not 
difficult to find. One surprising example is the main reading 
room of James Stirling’s History Faculty Library at Cambridge 
University from 1964. Here we can see the principles applied 
to the design of a library reading room. The information 
desk is located in such a way as to permit one attendant 
to maintain permanent, comprehensive views down all of 
the aisles of the radiating book stacks opposite. Following 
Benthamite design principles, the architecture has been 
made an instrumental apparatus of central surveillance. 

Now it is clear, of course, that such a centralized model  
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passerby in utterly conventional terms. But at the same time, 
they open a possible lateral downward view to a locus of 
some possible focal human interest (the sunken plaza below). 
The downward angle of sight is such as to encourage such 
views, without the full exposure of the scene below being 
immediately evident. … We may say that on these remarkable 
public street sidewalks we hover, in an exquisitely interme-
diary state, between distraction and focused vision. 

To observe the scene below more fully, one must move  
to the sunken pedestrian zone behind the first planter. Here, 
one finds oneself on another linear stretch of pedestrian 
space, but this time, not so purely ‘distracted’ space as that 
from which one has just departed. To be sure, it is possible  
to use this passage simply as a short cut, but it is also 
possible (indeed the spatial order invites it) to linger and  
to contemplate the scene on the sunken plaza below.  
To construct a public space that has the capacity to hold 
‘distracted’ and ‘contemplative’ conditions of visibility simul-
taneously together in this manner seems to me a triumph 
of the orchestrated social psychology of public space. This 
powerful effect is achieved here largely due to the effica-
cious deployment of successive conditions of overlook.

Continuity 
As with so many of the architectural conditions of public-
ness, it is my ambition to articulate in this text that continuity 
is, in effect, already implicit in the Rockefeller Center I have 
just discussed in some detail. The reason for this is that the 
regular street sidewalks that I have described as constituent 
components of the overall spatial order of the plaza are 
at the same time an integral component of the continuous 
public street grid of midtown Manhattan. Serendipitous, 
distracted movement across this grid in any direction can 
bring one to this focal space. No conscious intention to 
‘enter’ the space is required. Such a condition of continuity, 
in my view, is as fundamental to publicness as are visibility 
and propinquity.5

To launch this discussion, we may take yet another cue 
from the experts who are responsible for the marketing of 
space in shopping malls. In order to maximize the sales per 

meters – can in fact be sociable. That having been said …  
we witness intense social hostility. And this hostility is 
as close dimensionally as a striking distance from one 
protagonist to the other. This suggests that there is no simple 
correlation to be found between degrees of sociability and 
degrees of proximity in this complex matter of propinquity. 
All the same, … [I] suggest that some definable, proximate 
range of social distance does seem to be operative. …

So also do the well-known studies of public space 
from the 1970’s and ‘80’s, which were launched by the 
engaging American journalist William H. Whyte, and the 
remarkable photographic documentations of public space 
transformations in Europe, assembled by the Danish 
scholar Jan Gehl. Whyte spent many hours observing and 
documenting the habits of pedestrians in such habitats 
as midtown Manhattan, and he presented his findings in 
a series of books and articles attacking what he saw as 
simplistic approaches to public space design perpetrated by 
many architects and developers. Almost invariably, Whyte’s 
observations led him to conclude that relatively intimate 
dimensions of street sidewalks facilitated greater degrees of 
sociability than larger ones did. Interestingly enough, retail 
marketing strategists have tended to concur with Whyte in 
his preference for smaller, over larger, dimensions – at least 
as far as patterns of pedestrian movements are concerned.  
It is on this account that they exhibit such a marked prefer-
ence for facing shop fronts in shopping malls to be not more 
than eight meters or so apart – and that they so strongly 
prefer configurations of shop fronts along walkways that are 
double-loaded, as opposed to single-loaded. In short,  
a whole series of vernacular design instrumentalities tends 
to support the conclusion that there is a range of dimensions 
within which propinquity operates as a fundamental 
condition: first of distracted behavior, second of sociability, 
and finally of publicness itself. 

… 
The general spatial configuration of Rockefeller Plaza is well 
enough known. … This configuration produces a number of 
effects, which are relevant to my theme. First of all, the street 
sidewalks have the capacity to accommodate the ‘distracted’ 
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serendipitous – but actually planned – encounter with this 
acquaintance. An urban grid plan such as we are examining 
here readily fascilitates both of these possibilities. So long as 
one has any sense of the pattern of daily movements of one’s 
acquaintance whitin such fabric, one has the possibility, by 
means on one’s own carefully considered choice of routes, 
either to maximize of to minimize the chances of such an 
encounter. 
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square foot of retail space for the full extent of the space of 
any given mall, the designers will take great pains to ensure 
the easiest and most continuous possible flow of ‘distracted’ 
shoppers throughout the entire circulation system of the 
mall in question. To do so, they will manipulate the levels 
of parking structures abutting to such malls, if necessary, 
so that each and every level of the mall will seem to every 
shopper to be ‘the main level’, whichever entrance he or 
she uses to enter. The designers will also provide escalators 
at every possible location, so as to make vertical ascent 
as thoughtless a distracted movement as simple forward 
perambulation for every shopper who moves through the 
mall’s sequence of spaces. 

In respect to this crucial phenomenon of continuity, what 
makes a mall different from a typical piece of urban public 
territory is the perimeter boundary of the building, where 
the continuity I have been describing comes to an abrupt 
end. Within an urban fabric that we can call truly public, no 
such abrupt end will ever occur. This is not to say that some 
parts of cities will not be more focal and more intense loci of 
public interest than other parts, but in all urban fabrics that 
successfully generate sociability, the gradations between 
precincts of great and lesser focal intensity will be as subtle, 
and as finely graduated as possible – just as they are in the 
streets and blocks around Rockefeller Plaza.6 

… 
This leads me to a consideration of one of the great inven-
tions in the history of urban form: the street grid itself. … For 
the grid plan of this kind is not only a device that established 
a pattern of land subdivision strongly oriented towards urban 
development; it also maximizes continuity of movements 
in the horizontal plane. In addition to this, it dramatically 
facilitates the greatest possible quantity of multilateral 
choice of alternative routes throughout a given urban areal. 
In social and political terms, this combination of continuity 
and choice turns out to be a potent one. … To see how this 
works, think of circumstances within which one would wish 
either to assuredly avoid running into an acquaintance in 
the course of one’s daily itineraries, or alternatively, that one 
would be disposed consciously to orchestrate an apparently 
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