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Abstract
This paper offers an exploratory overview of different research literatures examining the 
relationship between urban nature or green space on the one hand, and marginalized, stigmatized, 
and illicit activities on the other. We situate this discussion within the geographic literature 
concerning assemblage theory and informality, and apply these concepts to urban green space. 
We offer some comparative examples from Detroit and Berlin, two cities known for their green 
space and illicit activity, but with very different histories and cultural contexts. For this purpose, 
we draw on our own primary research in both Detroit and Berlin, examining how the dynamics of 
these interactions produce diverse and distinctive urban places in some cases and associations of 
danger or insecurity in others, sometimes both simultaneously. We utilize diverse methodologies, 
including qualitative interviews and focus groups, mobile explorations, photography, and 
sketching to provide examples of spaces as complex assemblages of actors with diverse, emergent 
potentials. We conclude by contending that green spaces and urban nature belong on the same 
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map as studies of informal and illicit activities, adopting a more fluid conception of the shifting 
relationship between people and green space in the evolving city.
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assemblage, Berlin, Detroit, green space, informal

Introduction

In his 2013 book Greening Berlin, Jens Lachmund chronicles the fascinating history of urban ecol-
ogy, planning and politics in Germany’s largest city. In one section, he mentions sex workers and 
drug dealers who often co-occupied the ruderal wastelands explored by urban ecologists, but only 
as they relate to his main concern, which is the coalition of ecologists and community activists that 
emerged to challenge commercial redevelopment of these spaces.1 These coalitions were able to 
argue for an alternative valuation and eventual appropriation of such spaces, which resulted in the 
development of new park spaces, accessible to all of Berlin’s citizens in the post-Cold War reunited 
city. With this shift, however, the sex workers and drug dealers also drop out of Lachmund’s frame. 
This is symptomatic of a larger lacuna in the research literatures on both green space and urban 
informality: the overlap between illicit/informal activity and urban nature/green space is evident in 
many studies, but is the explicit focus of only a few.

In geography, Gandy’s work on ‘Queer Ecology’ engages this underexplored intersection more 
directly.2 He examines a specific site, Abney Park in London, which is officially a cemetery (a 
formal category of green space), but is also known as a unique urban nature reserve and a cruising 
site for gay men. Gandy is interested in the overlaps and tensions between the park’s different users 
and identities, and how green space of a particular type (wild, unkempt) may synchronize with 
activities (sexual and otherwise) that resist or defy the dominant moral order. He proposes the pos-
sibility of ‘heterotopic alliances’ between ‘between disparate groups or individuals concerned with 
the defense of marginal or interstitial spaces’.3 Patrick,4 in his queer urban ecology of New York 
City’s High Line – a formerly unregulated and overgrown space of postindustrial abandonment 
that has been converted into one of the city’s most popular outdoor sites – highlights another pos-
sibility: that ‘unruly’ plants and people may be displaced to accommodate the interests of dominant 
groups, reducing ecological variability and homogenizing spaces, with repressive consequences 
for racial, sexual, behavioral, and nonhuman ‘others’.

In this paper, we look more closely at this dynamic association between liminal landscapes – 
composed of entangled people, plants, animal – and activities, be it actual, perceived or potential. 
‘Green space’ is a term that may connote a variety of different things, and we intentionally define 
it broadly as urban spaces that are primarily open and out of doors and contain significant natural 
plant cover, which may include grass, weeds, trees or mixtures of spontaneous and planned foliage. 
Vacant lots or fields with overgrown grass would therefore qualify as much as dedicated parks, and 
the differences between such spaces may be subtle or dramatic. We first explore the diverse schol-
arly literatures on green space on the one hand, and informal/illicit activities on the other, with a 
specific goal of identifying the overlap between them, emphasizing the importance of cultural 
context in shaping these associations. Here we draw on theoretical work in geography and urban 
studies (McFarlane,5 McFarlane and Waibel,6 and Simon and Pieterse7) that focuses on marginal 
urban spaces in the Global South, extending these ideas to green spaces and urban nature in post-
industrial cities of Europe and the United States.

In the second part of this paper, we provide specific place-based evidence from two cities, Berlin 
and Detroit, sensitized to the inter-relationship between green space/urban nature and various infor-
mal/illicit activities. Like Pieck,8 we approach these spaces as layered landscapes, requiring diverse 
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approaches to tell their intertwined stories. We employ spatial methodologies similarly to those used 
by Atay and Brower9 in their mobile explorations of post-industrial cities in the US and UK, as well 
as evidence drawn from our own mobile interviews and semi-structured focus groups, conducted in 
Detroit. We use on-the-ground experiences in Detroit and Berlin to supplement our inquiry, offering 
visual snapshots of spaces in each city, conveyed through both photographs and observational draw-
ings.10 These are intended to capture some of the irreducible complexity of the spaces themselves. 
Finally, we bring these diverse streams together to consider the confluence of urban nature and 
marginality/informality as phenomena that need to be understood.

Setting and approach: why Berlin and Detroit?

We approach this topic based on years of experience engaging the spaces of Berlin and Detroit 
from diverse perspectives including economics, geography, landscape ecology, and sociology. 
Collectively our work has approached issues ranging from substance use and sex work to stream 
burial, urban agriculture, green infrastructure, and nature-based solutions, all considered in relation 
to specific urban spaces. This article arises out of an ongoing discussion concerning the potential 
of green spaces to both distill and address multiple interconnected issues, from stress and mental 
health to social equity and environmental justice. We began with the surface similarity of two cities 
that had experienced significant historical trauma and landscape transformation, each facing chal-
lenges related to both ecological diversity and social equity. Hoalst-Pullen et al. have described 
Detroit’s ‘green paradox’11 (p. 430), a lush open landscape emerging from the decades-long conflu-
ence of structural racism, housing foreclosure, arson, abandonment and outmigration, now primed 
for redevelopment; while Kowarik has described Berlin’s abundant post-World War II ‘waste-
lands’, preserved by forty years of Cold War division, as a unique form of natural resource that 
coalitions of residents, ecologists and activists successfully leveraged in order to increase access to 
recreational spaces for inner-city populations.

One issue that we confronted on both sides of the Atlantic was the multi-dimensional quality of 
green space: whether or not green spaces produced expected benefits for human residents had as 
much to do with how those spaces were perceived and utilized as it did with the content of those 
spaces. In other words, this was another version of the age-old question of space and place. How 
did spaces in Berlin and Detroit, which resembled each other in terms of physical landscape and 
ecology, take on such different meanings and foster such different uses? Because some of us 
approached green space from a background in issues such as crime, sex work and substance use, 
we couldn’t help but notice how these stories often fell out of the picture in discussions of green 
infrastructure and landscape design.

Using basic tools of ethnographic observation and place-based illustration, we sought to explore 
the gray area between green spaces as defined on a map and how they are used and experienced by 
diverse users. The findings reported in the paper therefore represent a kind of bricolage, based on 
both long-term and momentary engagements with spaces in both cities. Focus groups with resi-
dents of Detroit and participant observation notes from public zoning meetings are combined with 
notes, drawing and observations from green spaces in both Berlin and Detroit, as well as substan-
tial background research from both cities related to the geographic distribution of green space, the 
histories of trauma and segregation layered into those spaces, and established and planned projects 
designed to transform such spaces.

Background: green space, fear, and freedom

Much research on urban green space has been focused on its potential benefits in terms of health 
outcomes or crime,12 the provision of ecosystem services,13 as a setting for social or natural 
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encounters,14 or as a form of environmental justice.15 For the purposes of this paper, we leave aside 
the significant and growing literature on the relationship between urban green space and public 
health, but we are interested in the actual and perceived relationship to crime and illicit activity. 
Much focus has been placed on the fear of crime in urban green spaces, as Maruthaveeran and van 
den Bosch demonstrated,16 concluding that ‘fear is evoked by a complex interaction of the environ-
ment with other attributes’.17

Brownlow’s careful historical examination of a prominent public park in West Philadelphia 
focused on park conditions as a reflection of segregation and economic decline, which had 
particularly negative impacts for Black communities and women, whose use of space was 
actively curtailed by the erosion of public safety.18 Like Lachmund, Brownlow is interested 
in the interactions of communities with spaces of nature and abandonment, but his finding 
was nearly the reverse: in Philadelphia, he argues, the withdrawal of security and surveil-
lance from urban parks in poor African-American neighborhoods in the wake of the 1960s 
resulted in a contraction of the space of activity for those groups transformed ‘the nature of 
human–environment experience from one of perceived safety and order to one of perceived 
fear and disorder’.19 According to Brownlow, it was unregulated space, the ‘decline of social 
control mechanisms, both formal and informal’, that actively constrained community resi-
dents, leading them to be ‘universally concerned about the possible risks lurking in the natu-
ral landscape, weedy or otherwise’.20

As Brownlow’s study demonstrates, such unregulated spaces may actively limit the lives of 
residents, especially poor women. For these reasons, surrounding communities may support the 
repression of marginalized groups or activities in public green spaces, placing one group’s sense of 
safety and security potentially in tension with others’ freedom of movement and expression in 
these spaces. Immigrants, racial minority groups, youth, and LGBTQ people in particular may be 
viewed suspiciously or policed more aggressively. Waitt and Knobel found that high-rise apart-
ment dwellers walking and sitting in parks in New South Wales, Australia, experienced them as 
restorative, anthropic, or misanthropic territories depending on the particular assemblages of peo-
ple and structures they encountered there.21 A sense of fear was especially strongly associated to 
encounters with ‘bums’, ‘men cruising for sex’, and ‘loiterers’.22

In the context of a poor urban community in New Haven, Connecticut, Blokland23 has described 
how ostensibly middle-class values and practices associated with gentrifying homeowners, specifi-
cally those directed at fostering gardens, also functioned to limit and constrain the activities of 
low-income groups and illicit economies: ‘Turning the muddy grounds between the low-rise blocks 
into flowerbeds reduces the multiple economic uses of trading drugs, stolen goods, unlicensed 
DVD copies, and sex. . .’.24 While the desire for manicured green spaces may be seen as a bour-
geois taste, she argues that the sense of safety and security attached to them is something that most 
community members actually desired for themselves and their own families. In Chicago, Schusler 
et al.25 found a ‘a significant inverse association for assault, battery, robbery, and narcotics after 
accounting for potentially confounding socioeconomic variables. . .’.26 This could reflect the pres-
ence of ‘cues to care’ as defined by Nassauer,27 or it could stem from socioeconomic factors that 
enable such arboreal maintenance or stewardship. Research conducted by Honold et al. in Berlin, 
based on analysis of hair cortisol, found a wide variety of restorative effects related to views of 
nature, times spent in parks, and use of vegetated greenways.28

An examination of the legacy of landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted notes the continu-
ity between contemporary research on the benefits of urban green spaces and concepts of classical 
urban planning, but does not mention the social control dimension of this planning tradition.29 
According to Voigt et al., most studies of urban parks focus on perceptions of (human) users or 
physical park characteristics, without relating the two.30 According to Loughran,31 19th century 
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landscape architects Olmsted and Vaux considered these questions carefully in their designs for 
Chicago’s South Park:

To the extent that South Park could offer a cultural fix to the social problems of crime, vice, and other 
issues that 19th-century elites associated with the working poor, blacks, and immigrants, it was via this 
combination of policing, social pressure, and policing through design.32

As noted above, Brownlow’s study suggests that more attention needs to be paid to the particular 
socio-ecological dynamics of transitional green spaces, as well as the role of policing and design. 
We can see from each of these examples that one person’s (or group’s) greening, sustainability or 
beautification may translate as someone else’s sense of risk or exclusion. Anguelovski has made 
similar observations concerning the arrival of ‘green amenities’ such as healthy food stores: what 
some people see as an unalloyed good represents for others a new kind of threat.33 Likewise, public 
green spaces such as parks may serve as important spaces of freedom in cities, but this possibility 
exists in tension with fears of interpersonal violence and state repression in the form of targeted 
policing.34

However, contemporary literature on green infrastructure rarely makes mention of sex work, 
substance or crime except as complicating factors or potential benefits of such spaces (i.e. reduc-
tions in crime that may result from green infrastructure interventions).35 In this sense, illicit activi-
ties are also ‘lurking in the bushes’ of the green space literature; shadows on the edges rather than 
main subjects. While Kondo et al.36 found evidence of reductions in narcotics possession near 
green stormwater infrastructure, their discussion indicates that this might be a function of the 
increased social control exerted over theses spaces, as opposed to the green space themselves. In 
other words, increased social control may simply shift such activities to other spaces. Riley et al.37 
approach this problem from the standpoint of vacant land that is occupied by urban spontaneous 
vegetation (USV), with a focus on the ecological and social value such land may provide. They 
examine the negative views of such land and its perceived associations with crime and disorder, 
but with the primary purpose of disarming those suspicions and communicating the value of such 
spaces.

In the voluminous literature on illicit drug use and street sex work, references to the natural 
environment are likewise rare. Rhodes’ concept of ‘risk environment’38 refers to the assemblage of 
spaces, actors, policies and other factors that contribute to the risks experienced by sex workers, 
but not to the natural environment.39 Other scholars40 have applied this approach in examining the 
daily lives of street sex workers in Detroit, but with little attention to the surrounding natural envi-
ronment. According to Hubbard and Sanders, ‘. . .many sex workers locate themselves in street 
spaces where they are in view of the clients (who mainly solicit in their car) but in easy reach of a 
doorway, shelter or undergrowth whose shadows they can disappear into if the police approach’.41 
Only the presence of the word ‘undergrowth’ hints at the role of nature in these environments.

Masuda and Crabtree42 examine the conjunction of environmental justice and therapeutic land-
scapes in Vancouver’s Downtown East Side, an area widely known as a ‘blighted territory’43 and 
stigmatized as a locus of substance use and sex work. Within that neighborhood they identify 
‘green vs. gathering places’ as a key theme. For their study participants, parks were a place to 
gather for social reasons, and enhanced greenery or ‘upgrades’ to these parks facilitated processes 
of displacement for local residents. Reese et al.44 examine this process in Detroit, focusing on an 
area known as the Cass Corridor, formerly identified as a vice district but now rechristened as 
‘Midtown’. They observe that ‘greening’ projects in Detroit, including parks, community gardens, 
and various other landscape types, may make some areas more appealing for investors, but have so 
far yielded few benefits for the city’s poor and unemployed residents.
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Many of these studies focus on urban green spaces as either cause or effect of other social fac-
tors. For example, foliage contained in green spaces may produce positive psychological benefits, 
or it may be source of fear related to crime, or it may reflect racially unequal investment patterns, 
or all three. In each case, it is not the spaces themselves that are examined as much as the effects 
they produce or the socio-economic forces that they reveal.

Abandonment, green space and informality in Detroit and Berlin

Descriptions of extensive abandonment in Detroit have often suggested that the city lost to law and 
beyond regulation, a nether world depicted in Matt Bell’s Detroit-based novel Scrapper45 simply 
as ‘The Zone’. Others have focused on the resourcefulness of residents in response to the state’s 
retreat.46 Graham et al.47 examine the experience of disadvantaged youth of various ethnic and 
sexual identities living within a city that has been thoroughly stigmatized. Within their ethno-
graphic interviews, they found a consistent concern with the impact of deteriorated physical spaces, 
including both abandoned or burnt out buildings and vacant lots. For example, one research partici-
pant stated, ‘Everything in Detroit is going downhill’, because, ‘You can’t walk down a block 
without seeing a long vacant lot and then the two houses on the corner’.48

The same overgrown, vacant lots are identified by Millington49 as problematizing the presumed 
division between cities and nature, and the accompanying assumption that such places are outside 
of society and its regulations. Safransky50 likewise focuses on the role that these perceived spaces 
of green emptiness (itself a contradiction) play in fostering an image of Detroit as a ‘wild frontier’ 
that needs to be colonized. Akers51 and Kinney52 critically analyze the conceptualization of Detroit 
as a ‘wasteland’ and ‘frontier’, and Apel examines the role of ruin imagery in concealing or reveal-
ing ‘the ongoing relations of capital, power, and the city that structure the processes of ruination 
and its profound effects on the lives of people’.53 Others54 have examined the relationship between 
ideas of disorder, animals and natural spaces in Detroit, while news reports continue to focus on the 
‘dead bodies, wild dogs, squatters’55 that are seen to inhabit spaces in transition. Most scholarly 
studies are concerned with the larger implications of this imagery, and less with the social and 
ecological dynamics of the spaces themselves.

In Berlin, a similar tension emerged with the conversion of former Brachen or wasteland spaces 
from informal social gathering areas into residential landscapes or official parks, a process docu-
mented by Lachmund.56 Such efforts also had the effect of suppressing ‘unruly’ activities, and paci-
fying some of these spaces. As Lossau and Winter57 have noted relative to green spaces in Berlin, 
the presence of nature is sometimes seen as comforting, and at other times as threatening – espe-
cially when feral pigs or Wildschwein are concerned, as in the Grunewald forest. According to 
Lossau and Winter, some types of green space (particularly cultivated community gardens) may 
serve a social control and space appropriation function, to ‘replace what is regarded by the garden-
ers and other stakeholders as improper use (i.e. use as a dog run or as an area vandalized by young 
people) or no use at all’.58

This raises the opposite question: are Wildschwein and other ‘unruly elements’ preserving 
spaces of freedom or are they perpetuators of disorder? In Berlin, there are strong associations 
between sex work, drug use and particular urban parks, especially those located within immigrant 
districts such as Kreuzberg and Neukölln. Popular and online media describing the outdoor sex 
work and drug trades that largely involve young migrants in parks such as Tiergarten and Görlitzer 
Park (‘Görli’ as it is affectionately called).59 A 2015 report by Cullinane described the scene in 
Görli, noting that ‘The dealers carry small amounts of drugs on them for you to “sample,” but the 
vast majority of their stash is kept in the shrubbery that surrounds the park, fiercely guarded by 
ominous looking and densely packed groups of (immigrant) men’. While the ‘shrubbery’ has a 
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background role, a connection is implicitly made between characteristics of the natural environ-
ment and the activities that it harbors.

Other research on Berlin also shows variations in the meanings of green space for different 
populations within the city. One striking example may be found in the work of Cuny, who docu-
ments the ways that residents of the East Berlin neighborhood of Marzahn contend with the ‘ter-
ritorial stigmatization’ of their area of residence, which is dominated by Socialist-era housing 
estates, through the planning of photographic self-portraits.60 Most of them chose to pose out of 
doors, and one man in particular wanted to photographed in a ‘landscaped wasteland’ where he 
goes to photograph animals and be close to nature: ‘By directing the viewer’s gaze in the opposite 
direction, away from the estate and towards a wasteland that is still open to possibilities, he pro-
duces an image of “nature” that is the reverse image of the “ghetto” he refers to in the interview’.61 
In this way, the relatively uncontrolled space of the wasteland/natural area provides a place of 
freedom, or release from socially imposed limitations.

Referencing Swyngedouw,62 Haid has described the ‘Janus face of urban governance’63 in 
relation to these areas of Berlin, as the city administration selectively promotes some activi-
ties, such as those of ‘urban pioneers’64 in Tempelhof Park and turns a blind eye to others, such 
as the various ‘food vendors, bottle collectors, drug peddlers, street musicians, beggars, mas-
seurs, bike repairers, and many more’65 that can be found in Görlitzer Park. As Hilbrandt 
shows in her examination of allotment gardens in Berlin, individuals negotiate relationships 
with each and engage the power of the state through their everyday practices, for example 
snitching on some neighbors to regulate their behavior while taking advantage of regulatory 
loopholes to conceal their own transgressions.66 In this context, the categories of formality and 
informality become confused, dissolving into each other in a tug-of-war that is evident within 
specific spaces.

Assemblages, informality, and green space

An alternative way of approaching such spaces is offered by the growing body of geographic think-
ing on assemblage theory, as articulated by McFarlane, who considers ‘. . .why and how multiple 
bits-and-pieces accrete and align over time to enable particular forms of urbanism over others in 
ways that cut across these domains, and which can be subject to disassembly and reassembly 
through unequal relations of power and resource’.67

Assemblage theory is interested in understanding emergence and contingency, as opposed to 
proving causality. If we apply this thinking to the shifting contents and meanings of urban green 
spaces in post-industrial cities, a range of forces and elements come into view: proliferating weeds, 
for examples, are not just the result of lost funding for landscape maintenance, or the lack of social 
organization in a particular community, but are themselves actors in the landscape. They may sig-
nal that a space is safe for some types of social use while discouraging others from entering. They 
provide shelter for humans and other animals, but they also invoke reactions in terms of activism 
and public policy, and gradually break down physical structures.

In his work on cities and addiction, Smith writes that ‘the stimuli produced by the virtual and 
built environments. . .serve to structure everyday life throughout the shifting permutations of the 
addicted city. . .’.68 While Smith does not directly address the conjunction of green spaces with 
addiction, he does offer a theoretical frame for understanding how such activities may cluster in 
spaces that might also be seen as wild, weedy or overgrown, and how such assemblages may 
dynamically shift. As spaces phase in and out of the locus of formal social control, they may 
become less or more influenced by undercurrents or leakages, as discussed by Simone and 
Pieterse:
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Even if the spaces of slums or popular neighborhoods could be contained, set off from the rest of the 
city, their ways of doing things, their illicit economies, collective rituals and not easily discernible 
collaborations could ‘leak’ across the city, infiltrate and thus compromise the coherence of state 
institutions. The proper management of space required the remaking of built form so that secrets could 
not take place.69

Spaces that allow for secrets expand the possibilities inherent in cities. At the same time, the 
acknowledgment of such spaces implies a corresponding shadow system of control that unregu-
lated natural and human activity may frustrate, confound, or trigger.

Of course, the goal of the perfectly managed city has always been elusive, as the history of failed 
wars against both urban drugs and urban weeds illustrate.70 Similarly, McFarlane and Waibel compli-
cate the assumed dualism between formal and informal space, and proclaim ‘a need to move away 
from dichotomous approaches and to re-think the very notion of the formal-informal divide and the 
implicit idea of formality as the norm and informality as deviation’.71 The diagram (Figure 1) below 
proposes instead a continuum utilizing the concepts of smooth and striated space, which Deleuze and 
Guattari72 introduced ‘as a conceptual pair to rethink space as a complex mixture between nomadic 
forces and sedentary captures’.73 Here we pose formal/informal, licit/illicit activities as co-existing, 
competing or conflicting within spaces that may be more or less formally controlled. In some cases, 
such as urban gardening, the activity may be informal but it is itself a form of exerting control or 
extending striation over a space that might otherwise be wild or undefined; just as street sex work 
may represent a nomadic smoothening of the street grid’s striated space.

All of these activities and spaces are emblematic of life in vibrant cities. The question really has 
to do with the nature of the mix, and how it impacts human health and wellbeing within and around 
these spaces. In the next section, we use examples from our own ongoing research in Detroit to 
illustrate how such spaces and activities (both human and non-human) are associated in the every-
day speech of residents.

Figure 1. Mixed continuum of smooth/striated urban space and formal/informal activity.
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Green spaces and changing times in Detroit and Berlin

The shifting interrelationship between open green spaces and neighborhood behaviors and identi-
ties are illustrated by excerpts from focus group discussions conducted in a heavily industrialized 
part of Southwest Detroit in 2015. Some of the participants, who were all long-term residents of 
the neighborhood, discussed what they fondly remembered as the ‘hobo jungle’.

We had what was called hobo jungle. . .We called it hobo jungle. . .Yes, sir. And what my – I had six 
brothers, and my brothers would go in there right where that freeway is sitting. . . It was weeds, and we 
used to get these things on us called – we called them, uh. . .sticker bugs. Cockle bugs. That’s right. That’s 
what we called them. We’d come home, and them things would be all over us because they were – they 
were in that field. But we would go in there as children and play, and my brothers would catch tadpoles, 
bring them home, put them in Mama’s utility tub, and she’d be screaming, ‘Get them things out of here’. 
But that’s what I remember as a child. Dogs. You know, they always had dogs. Dogs would chase us over 
into hobo jungle, you know. And so that – all of that was just the nature. You interacted with your 
environment, like children should do.

This unpoliced space is retrospectively viewed as a kind of comfort, which contained some sources 
of fear and risk, but was mostly viewed as a positive opportunity to explore and interact with nature 
in an unstructured way. Contrast the preceding account with the same group’s description of a 
present-day neighborhood park. When asked what spaces in the neighborhood they avoided, one 
respondent simply said, ‘the playground’. She explained that she actively avoided that space, and 
kept her grandchildren away from it, except at certain times of day: ‘it was a place for the kids. 
Jungle gyms. Everything was new. But the so-called derelicts of the neighborhood took it over. 
Wrong people’.

Likewise, a focus group conducted on the Northeast side of the city revealed a reluctance to 
spend time in the neighborhood’s open spaces. As one participant recalled,

We used to work, and we had to get up every morning at four and be outside at five, and it would still be 
dark and we have to stand there and wait for the bus where the Family Dollar used to be. And it was so 
dangerous. It was always so scared to be out there, because now, how the community is now and how the 
area is now, as you standing out there, people is selling their bodies and stuff, so it’s very dangerous, so I 
don’t spend my time out there.

Other participants concurred, with laughter, that for them the spaces of safety and restoration had 
shrunk down to the home, to each other’s houses and porches.

I say our places is some neighbor’s house. We back and forth. We swap.

And we just, hey, try and enjoy ourselves and make the best we can make.

Another woman stated,

Our community has dwindled as far as our neighborhood. We’ve been ravaged with drug addicts. Now we 
have a bunch of squatters on the block and different things. People like to use our block because the store 
is at the corner.

At the same time, she described her efforts to reclaim some of that open space, specifically through 
gardening:
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I say some of the spaces is the spaces that we cover with the garden. We haven’t been able to do it like we 
want to, with our utensils we need. But, you know, that’s some of the things that help us, you know, stick 
together. . .that’s places or spaces that helps us, you know, just relieve our mind, do somethin’ positive, 
and – you know, produce things.

These examples reveal a dynamic and changing interaction between open/green space reflecting 
a historical pattern similar to that described by Brownlow in Philadelphia. Paradoxically, for the 
focus group participants the ‘hobo jungle’ represented a space of freedom, ownership and empow-
erment for children, while the city-sponsored playground becomes a space of danger and avoid-
ance. Likewise, the active maintenance of the abundant local green spaces, and specifically the act 
of gardening by local residents, is directly informed by an awareness of the other, less desirable (to 
them) types of activities often associated with those spaces.

A brief Detroit excursion. On a July morning in 2018, I (first author) took a short side trip to a site 
of interest on Detroit’s Northeast side. This patch of land, in between an active commercial road 
and some sparsely populated residential areas in a neighborhood of a formerly mixed industrial 
character, had been the object of plans and ideas for a number of years. It was once the site of a 
bleach production facility, but that building had been demolished decades ago, leaving a grassy 
space that local people used primarily as a pass-through, creating a well-worn diagonal path in the 
process. Some neighbors envisioned a park being developed there, complete with playground, 
garden and green energy in the form of solar panels and wind turbines. However, a local non-profit 
organization had also identified the site as a good place to implement a government-funded study 
examining the effectiveness of certain types of woody plants in remediating the soil, which was 
contaminated by the industrial past use.

Some neighbors were not in favor of the plan, but the nonprofit group gained control of the land 
and planted the trees. They went through financial difficulties in succeeding years and for periods 
of time the site was left largely unattended. As a result, natural species continued their own pro-
cesses unabated, while informal human uses of the site continued. At the time of this visit, another 
change of hands had occurred – it now appeared that the site would be incorporated into a new city-
wide bicycle and walking path system. Signs proclaiming this new purpose had only recently 
appeared.

A few weeks earlier, the field had been filled with blooming wildflowers of many different 
varieties. Although there were now broad margins of mowed grass around the perimeter of the 
area, most of the interior growth still remained. Bees buzzed, butterflies flitted and birds darted 
in and out of the frame of vision. Signs of human activity also presented themselves all along the 
way. Two men used the path as a cut-through; another man walked his pit bull dog, stopping to 
read a sign that explained the reasons for the recent tree planting. Human artifacts included dis-
carded vinyl record albums, liquor bottles, stuffed animals and items of clothing, pieces of old 
railroad track, a pile of plastic milk crates. Deeper inside the folds of the undergrowth, two 
automobiles with their doors open and trunks popped had been recently stripped of their contents 
(Figures 2–3).

A little beyond this, behind an abandoned and half-destroyed industrial building, was a space 
reminiscent of an interior courtyard, that looked to be the remains of a warehouse or factory floor. 
Weeds (i.e. opportunistic plants) were present in abundance, sprouting from every available crack 
and seam, but humans had also been busy, decorating walls with colorful tags and characters, even 
erecting their own poured cement skateboard ramps. Apparently, the old factory floor and walls 
now functioned as skate park and graffiti gallery, dance floor and marketplace. On the far wall was 
a cartoonish character emblem of one of the resident graffiti artists, a squat witch with a single 
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eyeball and sharp teeth (see Figure below). In the lower right corner of the drawing, hidden behind 
a cluster of vines, were two simple words: ‘Our Secret’ (Figures 4–5).

Two observations from Berlin. While walking with a German colleague along an abandoned rail pas-
sage in the Natur-Park Südgelande in Berlin, now adorned with insurgent greenery, I came upon a 
group of youths busy adorning the cement walls with spray paint. This was a space, like others in 
Berlin, where graffiti art is openly encouraged. In this case, we asked if it was all right for us to take 
a photo, and permission was readily granted (Figure 6).

To the eyes of some observers, the accommodation of oft-illicit activities of graffiti artists, and 
the proliferation of uncut grass and foliage in public/open spaces might represent a toleration of 
disorder, both in terms of plant life and human behavior (Figure 7). However, my colleague 
remarked that another kind of succession had occurred:

The wild spaces were attractive to the young people, who came into Berlin, conquered and used them. As 
people began to use them, they began to be seen as safe, and appealing. But then they began to become 
parks, not wild spaces.

In the former East Berlin neighborhood of Prenzlauer Berg, often viewed as a locus of accelerat-
ing gentrification74 the green expanse of the Volkspark exhibits aspects of the semi-wild ungov-
erned spaces such those we see in Detroit, as well some of the domestic activities we associate with 
more manicured recreational zones, bumping up against each other. Approached on foot from the 
street, over a wooded hill from the tram stop on Hohenschönhauser Straße, it first appeared as 
nothing more than an unmowed field with a few stray paths worn across it, but it was in fact full of 

Figure 2. Off the beaten path: a random walk through a Detroit green space reveals butterflies, bumble 
bees, wildlowers and evidence of informal use: a worn walking path, a broken vinyl record. 
Source: Drawing by first author.
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active life: children playing, couples walking and kissing, people napping by their bicycles, and a 
group of young people boisterously laughing and drinking beer to the sounds of recorded music, 
joined by the live performances of birds and insects (see Figures 8 and 9).

Figure 3. Unregulated green spaces may also be the site of illicit activities, raising concerns among many 
residents.
Source: Photograph by first author.

Figure 4. Vista of skate park site as first viewed when entering from the street, ‘Michigan’ hat left behind 
by recent visitor, next to goldenrod stem. 
Source: Drawing by first author.
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Discussion

These sites, and the activities evidently taking place within them, highlight the multivalent char-
acter of different green spaces. While some informal or illicit activities might be seen in direct 
contrast to the self-provisioning described by Kinder,75 which deliberately seeks to hold such 

Figure 5. Green witch graffiti art on back wall; the text in lower right corner simply reads ‘Our Secret’.
Source: Photograph by first author.

Figure 6. Berlin’s Natur-Park Sudgelande retains the remnants of its past as a railway, allowing greenery 
and graffiti art to flourish side by side.  
Source: Photograph by first author.
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Figure 7. At Natur-Park Sudgelande, socio-natural entanglement may be seen at scales both large and 
small.
Source: Drawing by first author.

Figure 8. Inside, the space was filled with human and natural activity; housing estates loom in background.
Source: Drawing by first author.
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disorder at bay, in fact they exist on continuum in which undefined or unregulated space becomes 
a productive resource for a wide range of actors, both human and non-human. Our observations 
raise the question of whether or not the different ends of this continuum are necessarily in con-
flict, or if they might instead creatively feed off one another. Thinking about the relationship 
between smooth and striated space, we might argue for a deliberate inclusion of looseness, or 
in-between-ness, in both city planning and governance, a resistance to the types of homogeniza-
tion that can be produced by either market forces or excesses of political or ideological control. 
Ironically, this might imply another type of regulation – rules which allow for the persistence of 
smoothness. We might consider this to be one of the ethical implications of the queer urban ecol-
ogy described by Patrick relative to the High Line.76 Rupprecht and Byrne’s proposal to allow the 
persistence of informal green space, co-created by urban residents both human and non-human, 
as an anti-gentrification strategy might be one concrete example of how this could be done.77 At 
the same time, we must be attentive to the very real fears embedded in landscapes of indetermi-
nacy, which actively limit freedom and mobility.

Simone and Pieterse78 offer a conception of the city as a series of interpolated folds of legitimate 
and illegitimate spaces connected by everyday practices that meshes well with contemporary urban 
ecological theorizing which sees cities as composed of diverse interconnected patches.79 The for-
mal and the informal cities are woven together. Informality and weediness similarly resist and 
work around systems of control, and in some cases they may enable them, breaking the ground or 
providing rationale for the state to step in. A parallel may be drawn to Simone’s80 arguments con-
cerning the role of piracy in African urban contexts. Simone writes, ‘. . .existent materials of all 
kinds are to be appropriated – sometimes through theft and looting; sometimes through “heretical” 
uses made of infrastructures, languages, objects and spaces; sometimes through social practices 
that ensure that available materials pass through many hands’.81

Figure 9. Paths running through the waving grasses of the Volkspark Prenzlauer Berg, located in a 
gentrifying neighborhood of the former East Berlin. 
Source: Photograph by first author.
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The skate park represented just such a ‘pirate place’; the remnants of the industrial infrastruc-
ture, including discarded car tires, crumbled walls, interior warehouse ramps, now exposed to the 
sky, and cement employed in creative non-prescribed ways, came together to produce a space for 
recreational use. The graffiti tag ‘Our Secret’ calls to mind Simone and Pieterse’s discussion of 
urban secretions, ‘the undertow of the contemporary city’, ‘the interplay of between processes of 
leakage and flow’.82 The secret here is thus memorialized through a spray paint secretion attesting 
to its presence; the skate park is a shadow territory, existing partly in private (in a secluded place 
off the street on a mostly deserted street), partly in public (open to the sky and accessible to anyone 
who finds it), and most likely in violation of some laws, but also striving for a kind of permanence, 
like the plants clinging to the sides of crumbling buildings. As such, it represented a different point 
along the continuum between formal and informal space. What was once formally controlled and 
organized space, a site of capitalist production and employment, had been abandoned by those 
controlling interests, and into the space had flowed both natural and human actors, assemblages of 
activities seemingly feeding off each other.

In Tempelhof Park in Berlin, this was a deliberate strategy, as so-called urban ‘pioneers’ were 
mobilized by the city government to occupy the space with ‘informal’ activities such as urban 
gardening. However, once the territory was ‘settled’, the net of control began to be extended. As 
Haid writes, ‘. . .in the context of Berlin, the official promotion of informal practices is a vital 
vehicle for neoliberal marketing building upon the city’s liberal ‘anything goes’ reputation’.83 In an 
informal conversation with the second author, Berlin planners discussed how they ‘observe’ people 
appropriating unused space before they intervened and (co)designed but also controlled these 
spaces. Püffel, Haase and Priese84 likewise document the use of brownfield sites by graffiti artists 
and skateboarders in transitioning brownfield spaces of Leipzig, Germany. This broader social use, 
in turn, contributed to interest from investors, which in turn may drive cycles of gentrification. In 
this way, informal and formal regimes become visibly entangled, as informal areas ‘become parks, 
not wild spaces’. In our limited observation of the Volkspark Prenzlauer Berg, we also saw how 
open-ended landscapes may host a variety of assemblages, existing simultaneously but connecting 
to various divergent causes and emergent potentials: ‘cultural, material, political, economic, and 
ecological’.85

Conclusion: spaces of transition and possibility

Smith’s cultural examination of the relationship between addiction and the development of urban 
space offers another angle on these interactions.86 His concept of the ‘addicted city’ resembles 
Duff’s87 image of ‘the drifting city’, which is defined primarily by the ‘risk environments’ that it 
systematically generates. However, through the concept of the ‘enabling city’ Duff seeks to turn 
this logic in its head. He argues for an approach to cities that emphasizes their capacity to support 
and augment processes of healing and recovery through the fostering of ‘enabling environments’, 
writing that ‘. . .risk environments and enabling environments arguably present two sides of the 
same coin in that local “places” including cities and other urban environments always comprise 
relations of risk and danger, as well as various “enabling” characteristics more supportive of health 
and human development’.88

As noted above, Smith points to the use of space by marginalized groups as a form of contest 
over the ‘right to the city’. Transitional spaces both reproduce and provide refuge from the domi-
nant moral and economic order, while serving as an escape from normal expected behaviors and 
social control mechanisms. However, as Herscher89 contends, these groups or activities are rarely 
mentioned in the documents of urban planners and landscape designers, other than in passing and 
mostly in a negative way – as problems to be reduced or controlled. Like issues of addiction and 



Draus et al. 335

violence within families, they are always ‘lurking in the bushes’ of these documents, and they often 
emerge in the form of suppressed fears or anxieties about what the greenery will conceal or erase. 
We propose that acknowledgment and inclusion of such activities or potentials within spaces that 
are left loosely defined may add to the vitality of cities while reducing the need for the sharp edge 
of control so characteristic of repressive over-responsive to perceived disorder. In this respect, 
Berlin may offer insights for Detroit insofar as this balance of formal/informal, smooth/striated 
seems to be a central tenet of the city’s approach to such spaces. Granted, the histories and dynam-
ics of the cities are quite different, but we contend that such a balance is still possible in Detroit, 
though it will depend greatly on ways both residents and state actors choose to engage with the 
ecology of these spaces.

Our exploratory research, employing on-the-ground field observations, in combination with 
ethnographic focus group interviews and the existing research literature on Berlin and Detroit, is 
attentive to the varying meanings of these shifting spaces. This approach offers a form of reconcili-
ation between these apparently opposing views of urban green spaces as either threatening or life 
enhancing, as providers of undeniable health benefits or as concealing cover for illegal activities or 
gentrifying land grabs. In fact, green spaces may serve all these purposes, for different groups of 
people, while at the same time fostering associations that we do not understand or anticipate: they 
are spaces that may contain, or even generate, secrets. As such, they are central to the life of the 
creative, evolving, and enabling city.
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