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In the spirit of sharing, I would like to begin by reminiscing on an encounter we had in the centre of Whitehorse on a
sunny afternoon. After a morning walk along the Yukon river, we came back to town to enjoy a warm cup of coffee
on the wharf, an open air plaza bordering the river. As we were settling down on one of the long wooden benches,
an elderly couple on a leisurely stroll chose to rest on a bench next to ours, facing the slow moving river and the
bright, warm afternoon sun. My colleague and I offered a comment on the exceptional weather, unsuspicious of
the long, interesting and passionate conversation that this initial contact would unravel. The story telling session
that took place for the next hour became a natural and easy-going sharing between totally different people, who
had been strangers just minutes ago. The wharf, basking in the midday winter sun, was the key player in our Yukon
encounter, and today we are here to talk to you about just that; public space.
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Loneliness, from a medical perspective, is a symptom of weakened social ties. It represents an alarm signal that
our body rings to let us know that we are about to become isolated. The same as hunger, thirst, or physical pain,
loneliness is a warning mechanism that reminds us to renew the social connections needed to survive. In fact, from
the very beginning of the human existence, social isolation was associated with death and this is still true today,
more so in societies that live in extreme and often isolated environments.
In 2009, the Journal of the American Psychological Association published a research conducted by Neuroscientist
John Cacioppo, professor at the University of Chicago, James Fowler from the University of California and Nicholas
Christakis from Havard University. Their study, called “Alone in the Crowd: The Structure and Spread of Loneliness
in a Large Social Network,” revealed that loneliness is a matter that influences not only the individual, as commonly
believed, but also the group.
Loneliness, as they found out, spreads from one individual to another and because of this epidemic behaviour, the
social network, as a reaction to preserve its integrity, tends to push away the lonely individual. A lonely individual
finds it difficult to reconnect with its peers and if not acted upon, will become more and more isolated, to a point
of no return.
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For this reason, loneliness is found in clusters, predominantly at the periphery of the social network, and those
clusters, and I quote, ”threaten the cohesiveness of the social network”. In the diagram, each node represents a
participant in the study and the lines between them indicate relationships, shown in red for siblings and black for
friends and spouses. The colours are an indicator of the number of days a participant felt lonely, yellow being the
least, blue being the most and green being somewhere in between. The graphic visually demonstrates that clusters
of individuals feeling lonely tend to be in the peripheral of the social network.
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In their conclusion, the researchers suggest that in order to prevent the entire social network to unravel, like a knitted
sweater, the focus of any intervention must be with priority to help these individuals renew their social ties and
therefore alleviate their loneliness.
And yet, meaningful socialization, the only way to renew social connection, proves to be quite complicated. For a
connection to be effective, Dr. Cacioppo says:
“ Each of the individuals must be willing to connect, must be free to do so, and must agree to more or less the same
timetable. Frustration with the difficulty imposed by these terms can trigger hostility, depression, despair, impairs
skills in social perception, as well as a sense of diminished personal control.”
And here is where the public realm comes in. With this in mind, let’s have a close look at the socialization patterns
in arctic settlements.

Iuliana Morar

Alexia Caron-Roy

Lots of Space, Nowhere to Go

3

Traditionally, settlement patterns in Arctic communities are strongly linked to seasonal variation, allowing them to
survive the extreme climate changes throughout the year. During the summer months, Inuit groups spread out across
the landscape, constructing small and easily erected tents to facilitate travel. During the winter months, families
converged into much larger households at centralised locations that are jointly used. Communal spaces are a key
component in the community’s daily life, as they offered families the opportunity to interact. Often, houses are
each connected to one of these communal spaces, which reflected more than just the physical need to retain heat
and conserve building materials and food. This clustered built environment is an expression of the importance of
communal life in Inuit societies.
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The arrival of the modern living setting separated the families into individual dwellings, omitting in the transition
the communal space. So, naturally, the question arises, in the absence of the traditional communal space, where do
people socialize? What happened with this strong cultural element?
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Where do kids hang out after school, in winter? Where does one go on a date?
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A look at the community profiles in isolate arctic settlements revealed that almost each isolated community has at
least a Community Centre. Often, these types of building harbour multiple uses like the school, the indoor arena
and offices. They have strict opening hours and programmed activities where community members attend and
participate.
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Here, the main question is, are all community members there? Are the lonely, isolated people there? Is this a Public
Space or a Private space open for use? Is an Activity space the same as a Public space? Are they serving all the
community members, in a setting that is safe and welcoming for all?
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Public spaces are free to be used be anyone, anytime, for no particular reason. People go there just to be in the
presence of others, to see and to be seen, to renew their social connections. They offer a common ground, a place
to meet, a place that encourages and facilitates interaction between all individuals.

But maybe the most important question is, what are the consequences of the
absence of a real public space?

If the socialization can’t happen in a public setting, it will
happen in a private one.
Dr. Peter Dawson, Professor of Anthropology at University of
Calgary, conducted a research in 2002 in the community of
Arviat, recording the daily activities of 47 families during a
period of three months. Among other, the research revealed the
way Euro-Canadian houses were appropriated and the space
repurposed in order to accommodate the strong communal,
social tradition of an Inuit family. These findings once again
highlight the fact that social factors play a central role in the
Inuit society, and that the space to socialize, if not provided in
a public setting, will be appropriated within a private setting.

Iuliana Morar

Alexia Caron-Roy

Lots of Space, Nowhere to Go

Photo credit: Christopher Balfour James Mount, McGill University

6

Is socializing in a private setting the answer? While it is appropriate in certain situations, we can’t help but wonder
how will a lonely, isolated person fit into this context?
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Is a private setting the best place to go on a date? Is it a good place for teenagers to hang out after school?
Is socializing in private settings safe or are we – unwillingly – creating opportunities for unfortunate events to
happen? Is it possible that the absence of a public realm might in fact contribute to the social issues rather than
help alleviating them?
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Are we doing everything we can to enable a community to function accordingly to its culture, tradition and values?
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Since we are so used to having public space around us in large urban settings, it is difficult, if even possible to
imagine a world without it. Yet, this is the reality for many communities around the world where public spaces can
be lacking altogether, or replaced by private spaces like inside malls, behind the walls of gated communities or in
multi-use public buildings.
Granted, the public realm as we - living in the south – know it, has no place in the arctic context, and rightfully
so! To find the right answer, we must look back and reimagine the communal place that served so well the arctic
communities for thousands of years.
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And not only are many places exploring the formal expression of public space in our cities, but many different
disciplines are also beginning to work together in a collaborative approach. Among other disciplines, planning is
moving towards collaboration between professionals and community members to achieve a more holistic vision.
Preoccupation on the wellbeing of the Inuit and the conservation of their heritage is bringing together neuroscience,
psychological, anthropological, and many other fields of research. Only with this interdisciplinary approach will a
broader vision be achieved, having as common denominator local knowledge and heritage.
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In this effort to reimagine the communal or public space in isolated arctic communities, we are not alone. Countries
around the world explore the forms that the public realm might take.

Photo credits: www.archdaily.com

This multi-use meeting place in Sweden features a greenhouse that extends over the entire roof, blurring the line
between indoor and outdoor space. Like people, spaces are meant to adapt to the climate, landscape and most
importantly, to the people who use them.
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These skating shelter in Winnipeg don’t only offer shelter, but they use simple shapes to become a destination.
Often times in open space, we have the tendency to hang out in close proximity to something, like a light post, or
the side of a building, as opposed to standing in wide-open space. Simple interventions like these shelters offer
that element to gravitate towards.
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Montreal livens its main public square with an illuminated playground throughout the coldest and darkest months of
the year. Combining art, lighting and interaction, these interventions are very effective place-makers.

In conclusion, we would like to invite planners and community members to join the conversation about reinterpreting
the traditional form of public space for an innovative and sustainable solution, that is adapted to the realities of
isolated arctic settlements and true to its cultural heritage.
Keeping in mind that societies have the unconscious tendency to isolate its vulnerable members and that its social
integrity depends on the cohesion between all its members, and the negative consequences that the lack of public
space might bring to the well-being of the community, we have to explore other forms of public spaces with the
clear purpose
To include all members of the community including the lonely and isolated individuals; To renew social ties within
communities and become places where children, teenagers, adults and elders can simply be. And finally, to quote
this conference’s intent, “to ensure relevancy in the communities we are planning for, by respecting space, culture,
tradition and place.”

Going back to the wharf, our encounter transcended age, upbringing, education and even heritage and yet oddly
enough, we had tears in our eyes when we parted ways. That is, in its essence, what public space does.
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