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Abstract 
Historically there has been a rich discussion concerning the function of streets in cities, 
and their role in urban life. This paper outlines the relevance of temporary appropriation 
for understanding social dynamics within a given urban environment, looking in particular 
at activities occurring in the street. It takes as a case study Mexico City Centre and 
examines the laws and regulations set out by the government of Mexico City which 
regulate the use of the street. It contrasts this with the ways in which the inhabitants of 
the city appropriate public space on a daily basis. There is a contrast between the lack of 
clarity in the legislation surrounding potential activities occurring on the street, and a 
seemingly tacit consensus between citizens regarding how they appropriate such public 
spaces. We explore this contrast and outline ways in which public space is used in 
traditional and unexpected ways, how creative ways are found to use the street area 
within the spirit of the law, and where further research on this topic this could lead in 
future. 
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Introduction 
The design of the street as a public space is highly relevant for more than simply physical 
or aesthetic reasons; it frames our understanding of social encounters in the public realm. 
The creation of environments that support social behaviour in places is one of the most 
important roles of urban design (Mehta, 2013).  
Human beings have the inborn need to interact with each other. Mumford (1938) claims 
that the city, above all else, is a theatre of social action. This suggests that there is a dialogue 
between people and physical spaces or environments. This dialogue is spatialised through 
people’s activities occurring in the spaces, and has been defined differently throughout 
time. For instance, street ballet by Jacobs (1961) or the space of contact by Choay (2001), 
in where all the different social encounters happening in the street, such as children 
playing, people walking, or sitting at a table drinking coffee, mean that public spaces in 
cities are the physical environment where this interaction between citizens takes place. 
According to Rywert (Anderson, 1986), the expectation of daily human contact that 
public space offers is unique. When public spaces do not allow this contact, one of the 
possible risks is a rise in alienation, which contributes to social stress, unused space, and 
an increase in crime rates. Moreover, since cars have taken over most of the street space, 
the only place where the street ballet occurs is on the sidewalk (Minnery, 2012). The 
street is the immediate public space where urban life is evidenced. 
In this paper we explore how the use of public space is currently regulated in Mexico City 
Centre (MCC), and how this differs from the ways in which public space has historically 
been used. We note the discrepancies and loopholes in current legislation, and show how 
the day to day use of public space in MCC occurs alongside, and sometimes despite, 
legislation.  
With a total population of over 21 million Mexico City forms the core of the fourth 
largest urban agglomeration in the world, and is both the world’s largest Spanish speaking 
city and the largest city in the Western hemisphere (United Nations, 2014). It is a 
forerunner of the trend towards the growth of megacities in the Global South, and its 
residents are part a deeply unequal society, where wealth is concentrated in the hands of 
the few and where informal commerce and construction have become a means of survival 
for many. It also experiences high numbers of people coming into the city each day for 
work, leisure and other pursuits (Nivon Bolan & Sanchez Bonilla, 2014; Villanueva et al., 
2012). The size and population structure of Mexico City make it an interesting choice for 
exploring how public space is currently being used in a global megacity, and for hinting at 
how the use of public space may change in other rapidly expanding Latin American urban 
centres. As Herzog (2004) notes, “Mexico City encapsulates what we might call the 
‘yin/yang’ of globalization—it houses both the best and the worst of our global future.” 
The paper is divided into three main sections. The first outlines the concept of temporary 
appropriation (TA), and discusses its relevance as a theoretical concept for understanding 
the relationship between people and places. The second section attempts to clarify the 
legal framework that regulates the use of streets in MCC. The third section places the 
concept of TA within the specific research context, in this case MCC. It explores 
historical and contemporary uses of public space in MCC, and the varying ways in which 
TA can be categorised within this research setting. The legal framework for street use 
stands in contrast to the way in which streets are actually being used, and forms the basis 
for the discussion of perceived, actual and desired use of public spaces within MCC, 
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viewed through the lens of TA. Finally, we conclude by showing the tension between the 
popular and legislative use of the streetscape, and suggest areas where this could be 
further explored in future. 
 
1. Temporary appropriation in the urban context 
Temporary appropriation is relevant as a theoretical concept for understanding the 
relationship between people and public spaces. Although there is no formal definition of 
appropriation, other theories incorporate and approach the concept, claiming that it plays 
a key role in creating the bond between people and places that leads to the social 
construction of public spaces. In previous work we have explored in depth how TA can 
offer a valid alternative way of reading the urban landscape (Lara-Hernandez & Melis, 
2018), looking at the development of the idea of appropriation from its first use in this 
context in Korosec-Serfaty (1976) and Sansot, (1976). We show how more recent work 
on appropriation, such as the topophilia theory of Yory García (2011; 2003), fits with 
Lefebvre (1971), who argues that without appropriation, the domination of nature does 
not have a purpose; there is no urban realm if public spaces are not appropriated. TA is 
an individual, social, and spatial need that cannot be underestimated when it comes to 
urban studies, and forms the vital theoretical link between people and places (Lara-
Hernandez & Melis, 2018). Fonseca-Rodriguez (2015) provides a definition incorporating 
the temporality of the concept by defining temporary appropriation (TA) as “the act in 
which people use public spaces to carry out individual or collective activities other than 
the purpose that the space was originally designed for”. This definition helps us to better 
conceptualise TA as an urban phenomenon. 
Looking at the context of MCC, although a considerable amount of literature (Gehl, 
2014; Jacobs, 1961; Whyte, 1980) discusses and analyses the physical attributes of the 
built environment for the purpose of creating lively and inclusive public spaces, studies on 
the subject in Latin America have only focused on the processes of segregation 
(Oehmichen, 2010), gentrification (Martinez-Ramirez, 2015), and exclusion (Bayón, 2008) 
occurring in city centres. Alternative authors, such as Carrion (2013), Garcia Espinosa 
(2005), Hernandez Bonilla and Gomez Gomez (2015) and Hidalgo et al. (2008) deal with 
the effects caused by transforming the built environment to create public spaces in city 
centres in Latin America, however they fail to consider the new public spaces in terms of 
their ongoing use and TA by the public, let alone exploring the current legal framework 
that defines the uses permitted for each space in the local context. 

 
1.1 Forms of temporary appropriation of public space 
Public spaces are the arenas in which many activities can occur, ranging from leisure 
pursuits to political protests. Nevertheless, not all activities are the spatialised expression 
of appropriation. According to Sansot (1976) people only appropriate places which they 
identify with. Torres (2009) argues that the appropriation of public space is strongly 
valued by people, since it is culturally constructed by everyday activities. This implies that 
appropriation of the space plays a key role in people’s identities and their interactions 
with their environment. 
Even though a breadth of literature describes the importance of the use of the space in 
which people, through their activities, appropriate public spaces (Korosec-Serfaty, 1976; 
Gutierrez de Velasco Romo & Padilla Lozano, 2012; Alessandri Carlos, 2014; Fonseca 
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Rodriguez, 2015), few studies fully specify or classify such activities. Activities relating to 
trade and commerce commonly occur in public spaces and are associated with 
appropriation, however there are uncountable other activities occurring besides those 
linked with profit. Furthermore, while discussing public spaces as a concept we commonly 
tend to associate this with parks or squares, leaving the street aside. Scholars such as 
Jacobs (1961), Mourdon (1991), Jacobs (1993), Choay (2001), Gehl (2011), Kim (2013) 
have described the street as a quintessential public space within the urban realm. The 
street is a versatile space because even when its meaning is shaped it can be changed, 
boundaries can be re-defined, new activities can take place and its time management may 
change too (Mehta, 2013). The space where this conflict is most evident is in public space, 
commonly in the streets, which is the place that serves as the locus of collective 
expressions for those who are deprived of institutional settings to disagree (Roy & 
Alsayyad, 2004). Deleuze and Guattari (1989) suggest that the street is the space for the 
operation denominated overcoding by excellence in which community, state and tradition 
super impose their code with concrete implications towards the urban realm. The street 
as urban space is under constant tension between its function as infrastructure and as 
public space. 
As indicated previously there is an infinite number of activities that public spaces could 
host, however we attempted limit our investigation to those activities in the street which 
can be classified as those where people appropriate public space. Only by identifying and 
classifying these forms of TA will it be possible to achieve a deeper understanding of such 
activities, and their relationship with the street as a public realm. The broad categories 
that we identified are explored in detail in the paragraphs which follow. 
 
1.1.1 Economic actions and temporary appropriation 
According to Ramirez Kuri (2010), there are three types of TA related to commerce or 
services. First, people such as vendors or workers use the space with or without the 
authorisation of government authorities; second, people work in public spaces as an 
extension of their place of work because it is close by; lastly, people gather in the public 
space, with clients who travel there to find them and use their services, such as mariachi 
bands. Gutierrez de Velasco Romo and Padilla (2012)agree with the identification of these 
three types of the occurrence of TA of public spaces in central areas. Even though 
informal commerce on the street is usually perceived as an undesirable activity by 
governments in different cities (Ramirez-Lovering, 2008; Kim, 2013), it is without any 
doubt an activity in which people worldwide temporarily appropriate the street. 
 
1.1.2 Leisure and temporary appropriation 
Activities related to leisure, such as arts or sport, are also evidence of TA. Cranz (1982) 
claimed that recreational and leisure activities occurring in public spaces, such as parks, 
have a strong influence on urban political processes in North American culture. Crouch 
(1998) explores the significance of the street as an everyday site of geographical 
knowledge and leisure practice, revealing the rituals and relationships, and practices and 
representations which are played out routinely on the street. He also states that the 
design of both the streets and the buildings dictate the experience of a place. Both 
authors imply that through leisure and recreational activities, people appropriate public 
spaces; it is emotionally beneficial when people participate in leisure activities in public 
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spaces because they feel comfortable to do so, but it is even more important that they 
feel as if they own the space. 
 
1.1.3 Sacralisation and temporary appropriation 
In countries with a strong religious cultural background, another activity in which people 
appropriate public spaces is through sacralisation. Portal (2009a) describes the term 
sacralisation by referring to religious symbols (mostly Catholic) being placed in a public 
space. This form of appropriation is particularly characterised by the installation of 
crosses or altars in public spaces, where people may pray. According to Portal (2009a), 
there are two main causes for this kind of appropriation. First, as an act of personal or 
familial commemoration, for instance because a friend or relative has died on the site or 
close to it. Portal (2009a) notes that for violent deaths, a cross can be seen as a way of 
helping the soul to find peace on its onward journey. In other situations, flowers and 
other artefacts can be placed on the site to mark the place where a death occurred, 
appropriating the space for personal commemoration. The second cause to mark or 
define territories at the boundary of a determinate area or neighbourhood, and can be 
sued to reduce anti-social behaviour within a designated area ((Portal, 2009a, 2009b). 
Santino (1992) explores this idea further, noting that artefacts forming public displays of 
commemoration not only invite spectatorship, but through their invitation to bear 
witness, involve passers-by otherwise unconnected to the event in the act of TA, as 
outlined by Habermas (1991) through his ideas on shared civic interest. 
 
1.1.4 Summary 
People make use of public space for a variety of reasons, and to undertake a wide 
assortment of activities. We have aimed to categorise these as simply as possible under 
the broad headings of economy, leisure and sacralisation, but appreciate that under each 
of these headings a complex network of activities is taking place. Table 1 provides an 
overview of the activities in which people temporarily appropriate public spaces. In the 
section which follows we will explore how these forms of activity take place within MCC, 
looking at specific examples from historical sources as well as from the present.  
 
Table 1: Activities in the public space related to temporary appropriation (Source: Lara-Hernandez, Melis & 
Caputo, 2017). 
Category Economy  Leisure  Sacralisation  

Description 

Any activity in which a person 
or group use the public space 
in order to obtain an 
economic benefit directly or 
indirectly. 

Any activity in which a person or a group 
use the public space for leisure purposes. 

Any activity in which a 
person or a group use the 
public space for religious 
purposes. 

Sub-category Work Trade Sports-games 
Artistic 
expressions 

Rest   

Individual or 
collective 

Advertising or 
promoting 
services, 
waiting, 
engaging or 
attracting 
possible 
clients. 

Selling or 
buying 
products 
(food, 
handicraft, 
clothes, etc.) 

Skateboarding, 
soccer, cards, 
marbles, 
hopscotch. 

Playing music, 
dancing, 
painting, 
acrobatics, 
reciting and 
singing. 

Eating, 
resting 

Processions, praying, lighting 
candles and putting flowers. 
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2.   The official use of the street in Mexico City Centre 
We analysed the laws and regulations approved by the government of Mexico City 
regarding the use of the street using document analysis (Bowen, 2009). In addition, in 
order to gather further information about how the street (as public space) is actually 
managed, an interview was conducted with the general coordinator of Autoridad del Centro 
Historico, aimed at collecting information on temporary appropriation and whether it is 
being considered at street management level.  

 
2.1  Mexican laws and regulations regarding street use 
Several laws and regulations in Mexico City (Gobierno del Distrito Federal, 2016, 2015; 
Asamblea Legislativa del Distrito Federal III Legislatura, 2004; Gobierno del Distrito 
Federal, 2013; Gobierno de la Ciudad de México, 2014) refer to the use of streets and 
the activities that are allowed to happen in them. Table 2 summarises the information 
found in Mexican laws and regulations.  
In 2004, the Ley de la Cultura Civica del Distrito Federal (Law of the Civic Culture of Mexico 
City) was approved by the government, and establishes how citizens should behave in 
public spaces and neighbourhoods. The 15th article of Chapter I/Second Title states that it 
will guarantee the harmony and coexistence of its inhabitants through the fulfilment of 
their duties, such as a) the freedom of people’s actions in public spaces, and b) by allowing 
the proper use of public spaces according to their nature.  
In 2013 a more specific law was approved: the Ley para el uso de las vías y los espacios 
públicos del Distrito Federal (Law for the use of streets and public spaces in Mexico City), 
which establishes the right to use and enjoy public spaces, especially streets that are used 
in different ways, rather than streets being just for motor-vehicles. Article 6 states that 
users of public space (including streets) have the right to use the property for common 
use according to its nature, and have the right to access, stay and transit in streets. Article 
7 establishes that public space users have the duty to access, use, stay in, or transit 
through public space without disturbing other users. Both laws clearly refer to the social 
dimension of streets as public spaces.  
Other laws, such as Reglamento de Transito del Distrito Federal (Transit Regulations of 
Federal District) and Ley de Movilidad de la Ciudad de Mexico (Law of Mobility of Mexico 
City) establish the free access, use and transit of pedestrians, cyclists and motor-vehicles 
in streets and roads. They also establish that streets should be free of obstacles or 
elements that impede or hinder pedestrian traffic, except in authorised cases. Both laws 
give priority to pedestrian movement; and they acknowledge different uses for the street 
beyond just movement.  
Moving beyond laws aimed at traffic regulation and mobility, socio-urban researchers, 
such as Campos Cortes & Brenna Becerril (2015) and Ramirez Kuri (2010; Anon, 2016), 
argue that the codes compiled by planners and urban designers have focused on the 
economic development and formal aspects of the area, rather than including lessons from 
other fields dealing with social and cultural aspects. Urban design interventions have been 
implemented according to a master plan, titled Plan Integral de Manejo del Centro Histórico 
de la Ciudad de México (Management Plan for México City Centre), which involves 
pedestrianisation, change of pavement, sidewalk expansion, and the addition of urban 
furniture as well as lighting and trees. According to Flores Arias (2015), even though 
physical improvements of public spaces in MCC are the result of a plural approach 
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(involving the opinion of the academic sector, government, experts and general 
population), they are implemented in a top-down manner, and as a result, do not 
represent the interests of the population (2015). Though aesthetically pleasing for tourists 
and visitors, the urban design interventions conducted in MCC in conjunction with 
changes to the urban landscape (physical and social) have resulted in the eviction of urban 
actors, thus eliminating the lively social dynamics that they were contributing to(Campos 
Cortés & Brenna Becerril, 2015; Martinez-Ramirez, 2015). These planning policies are just 
as significant for the use of public space as the laws cited in Table 2, and yet they are far 
less accessible and therefore less open to debate and to discussion.  

  
2.2  The view of the authorities on temporary appropriation 
As stated above, we conducted an interview with a key figure in the local city 
administration to collect a fuller picture of the official understanding of TA in the 
streetscape. The answers provided in Table 3 help to give a picture of the government’s 
working policy on TA activities. On the one hand, it clearly shows that there is an 
aversion towards economic activities related to work, and particularly towards trade and 
commerce. On the other hand, activities related to leisure such as sports and games, 
artistic expression, resting, religious activities and pedestrian use are strongly welcomed. 
The single most striking observation to emerge from the data was that many of the 
activities which were reported as desirable could actually be categorised as obstacles for 
pedestrians, and consequently convene the official legal position. As a result there is some 
discrepancy between the written legal and the day-to-day official views regarding activities 
that are welcome to occur in the street in MCC.  

 
2.3  Summary 
The laws regarding the governance of Mexico City specify that public spaces (streets and 
squares) must be accessible for every citizen without any distinction or impediment 
(Gobierno del Distrito Federal, 2013). Mexican citizens have the right to appropriate 
public spaces and streets, and streets exist for more than just transit purposes. 
Furthermore, citizens must respect other street users and respect their rights to use the 
street area as they wish, so long as this does not impede pedestrian traffic or cause a 
disturbance of the peace. There is no specific mention of a ban or prohibition on 
commercial activity, or any further restrictions placed upon the types of activity which 
can peacefully be enjoyed, other than the vague reference to streets being used according 
to their nature. 
This is not the way in which the authorities would like the street to be used. Official 
policy would rather that commercial activities be restricted, and that the street be 
primarily used for transit and leisure. Maintaining pedestrian access was not a priority, and 
some of the activities that were given preference would directly impede pedestrian traffic. 
This is supported by official urban planning policies, which give preferential treatment to 
the tourist experience of MCC and often disregard the needs of local residents and 
habitual users of the street area who rely on this space to conduct activities central to 
their day-to-day life. 
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Table 2: Laws and Regulations about the use of streets in Mexico City (translations: Authors) 
 
 
Laws and Regulations 

N
am

e 

 
Law for the use of 
streets and public 
spaces in Mexico City 
(Gobierno del Distrito 
Federal, 2013) 

 
Law of the Civic 
Culture of 
Mexico City 
(Asamblea 
Legislativa del 
Distrito Federal III 
Legislatura, 2004) 

 
Law of Mobility of 
Mexico City 
(Gobierno del 
Distrito Federal, 
2016) 

 
Transit 
Regulations of 
Federal District 
(Gobierno del 
Distrito Federal, 
2015) 

 
Citizen 
Manual for 
the care of 
City Centre 
(Gobierno de la 
Ciudad de 
México, 2014) 

G
en
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it
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s 
&

 F
u

n
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Stabilised the right to use 
and enjoy the public space, 
including streets used in a 
different way rather than for 
motor-vehicles. The public 
space is considered as an 
ambience or scenery of 
social integration, where the 
right of association and the 
right of the others to use the 
same space, its appropriation 
(accessibility, permanence 
and enjoyment) of the space, 
the collective space, the 
space for everybody. 

 
It establishes the 
minimum rules of 
citizen behaviour. 

 
It dictates the laws for 
mobility purposes in 
Mexico City. 

 
It regulates the use of 
streets and roads of 
Mexico City. 

 
It is a manual for 
citizens that use 
MCC. 
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Art 6th. The users of public 
space and streets have the 
right to I. Use the property 
of common use according to 
its nature and destiny: II. To 
access public spaces and 
streets: III. To stay in public 
spaces and streets; IV. To 
transit in public spaces and 
streets.  

 
Second Title of the 
Civic Culture and 
neighbour's 
participation. Chapter 
I. Art 15. The Civic 
Culture in Mexico 
City, which guarantees 
the harmonious 
coexistence of its 
inhabitants, is based 
on the fulfilment of 
the following citizen 
duties. VI. To allow 
the freedom of action 
of people in public 
spaces and streets. X. 
Make proper use of 
public goods, spaces 
and services according 
to their nature and 
destination. 

 
Art 5. Mobility is the 
right of every person 
and the community to 
carry out the effective 
movement of individuals 
and goods to access 
through the different 
modes of transportation 
recognized in the Law, a 
mobility system that 
conforms to the 
hierarchy and principles 
that are established in 
this order, to meet their 
needs and full 
development. In any 
case, the object of the 
mobility will be the 
person. 

 
Art. 1. The purpose of 
these regulations is to 
regulate the 
circulation of 
pedestrians and 
vehicles on public 
roads and road safety 
in Mexico City. Art. 
6.- The Public 
Administration will 
provide the necessary 
means for people to 
freely choose the way 
to move in order to 
access the goods, 
services and 
opportunities offered 
by the City. The level 
of vulnerability of 
users, the externalities 
generated by each 
mode of transport and 
their contribution to 
productivity will be 
considered for the 
establishment of public 
policy in this area. 
Priority will be given 
to the use of road 
space and the 
distribution of 
budgetary resources 
will be assessed 
according to the 
following hierarchy of 
mobility: 
I. Pedestrians 

 
Chapter 7. Use 
and conservation 
of public spaces. 
Conditions for 
realising cultural 
activities. First, 
permission must 
be granted by the 
SSPDF (Secretary 
of Public Safety of 
Mexico City), the 
SGDF (Mexico 
City Council) and 
Autoridad del 
Centro Historico. 

Art 7. The duties of the 
users are: I. To use the 
public space and streets 
according to their nature and 
destination: II. To exercise 
their rights without 
disturbing the order and 
public peace, or affecting the 
developing continuity of 
other inhabitants’ activities. 

Art 13. For the 
fulfilment of the present 
Law and the ordinances 
that emanate from it, 
Public Security will have 
the following 
attributions: 
III. Maintain within the 
scope of its powers, that 
the road is free of 
obstacles and elements 
that impede, hinder or 
impede vehicular and 
pedestrian traffic, except 
in only authorized cases, 
in which case, as far as 
possible, they should not 
obstruct the accesses 
for persons with 
disabilities. 
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Table 3: Questionnaire response from Autoridad del Centro Historico. 
 
To what extent is it desirable for these activities to happen on the street? 

Activities very 
desired 

moderately 
desired 

somewhat minimally 
desired 

not at all 

Work 5 4 3 2 1 
Trade 5 4 3 2 1 
Sport/games 5 4 3 2 1 
Artistic expressions 5 4 3 2 1 
Rest 5 4 3 2 1 
Religious activities 5 4 3 2 1 
Pedestrian use 5 4 3 2 1 
 
Demographic study 
Do you live in MCC? 

   
(y) (n) 

Do you work in MCC? 
   

(y) (n) 
Do you live in San 
Jerónimo St?    

(y) (n) 

Do you work in San 
Jerónimo St?    (y) (n) 

Do you live in Moneda St?    (y) (n) 
Do you work in Moneda 
St?    (y) (n) 

 

 
3.   Appropriation of streets in Mexico City Centre 
3.1 Mexico City Centre: historical use  

 
 

Figure 1: MCC perimeters (source: Autoridad del Centro Historico, 2011) 



 
 
Using the street in Mexico City Centre 
 
 

 
34  |  The Journal of Public Space, 3(3), 2018 |  ISSN 2206-9658 
City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat 

Mexico City Centre (MCC) is the biggest colonial historic centre in America, with a total 
area of 9.1 km2 and a population of 61,22 (INEGI, 2018). In terms of planning, MCC has 
the Spanish grid commonly used in Latin American colonies, starting from the main 
square, the church and the council building (see  
Figure 1). The streets of Mexican cities are public spaces that are key for urban life, even 
prior to the Spanish colonisation. The pre-Hispanic civilisations were characterised by the 
intensive utilisation of the outdoor spaces for everyday activities (Keller, 2006; Suárez 
Pareyón, 2004). The Aztecs founded the city of Tenochtitlan, the urban pattern of which 
was compounded by blocks, streets and channels. The Aztecs used the channels for 
communication purposes, while streets were reserved for a diversity of activities such as 
trade, leisure, religious celebrations and even sacrifices (Leon Portilla, 1995). The public 
spaces in which the social, political, economic and religious lives of people occurred were 
the streets (Webster & Sanders, 2001). Informal activities were an essential element of 
street life in Tenochtitlan, especially for the common people, as shown in Figure 2 
(Crossa, 2009).  
 

 
 

Figure 2: The great Tenochtitlan, mural by Diego Rivera Exhibited in the Palacio Nacional in Mexico City 
(source: Rivera, 1945) 

 
 
In the 16th century, during the Spanish colonisation, a new urban planning pattern was 
established over Tenochtitlan, transforming the city (Stanislawski, 1947). The conquerors 
tried to regulate informal activities (trading, playing, religious expressions) that happened 
on each specific street for each activity with a singular order (Nelson, 1963), by confining 
them into specific places, such as squares in the Spanish tradition. They succeeded for a 
short period of time, but as the city grew, the confinement of informal activities was not 
viable anymore. As Monnet (1995, 1996) and Portal (2009b) describe, this informality is 
still palpable in the streets of MCC, and is easily visible to observers. 
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3.2  Mexico City Centre: the current situation 
In 1987, UNESCO declared MCC a world heritage site. Although the declaration has 
triggered a process of urban design transformation intended to beautify the built 
environment, Diaz Parra (2014), Oehmichen (2010), and Ramirez Kuri (2015) have 
pointed out that this has not necessarily led to the planned improvements urban life, and 
has occurred to the detriment of the TA of public spaces. Hiernaux-Nicolas (2005) 
suggests that there has been a symbolic privatisation of heritage in favour of the dominant 
class and commercial recovery, challenging the strategies promoted by the 
entrepreneurial urban governance and in doing so creating counter-spaces. As an example 
of this, one of the strategies of the transformation program was the removal of street 
vendors from perimeter A (see map in  
Figure 1) (Autoridad del Centro Historico, 2011). As a result of this action, the use of 
public spaces in MCC has changed, with a collateral effect on the relationship between 
urban design and TA of public spaces. As part of our research into the use of public space 
(Lara-Hernandez, Melis & Caputo, 2017; Lara-Hernandez & Melis, 2018) photographs 
were taken in MCC during 2017 showing different activities taking place in the street and 
in public squares. Many of these activities clearly show public space being temporarily 
appropriated by members of the public, and fall into the three categories discussed 
previously. We also found instances of official use of public space which fell under TA, as 
well as activities which were unexpected, and which defied our original categorisation. 
The three main categories, as well as the outliers, will be discussed in turn below.  
 
3.2.1  Economic actions and temporary appropriation 
Looking at economic forms of temporary appropriation, there is evidence of disruption 
or disarrangement to the everyday practices of residents, indigenous artisans, and many 
local vendors, impacting directly on the economy of many families. This has altered the 
traditional Mexican way of living in cities, which even before the Spanish colonisation was 
and is about socialising and trading outdoors. According to Crossa (2009), even though 
the strategies implemented by MCC’s Programa de Rescate have attempted to remove 
informal commerce from streets, street vendors have found ways to resist, and they have 
become toreros (a term referring to Mexico City’s nomadic vendors), and they are still 
working in the area. For instance, street vendors in Moneda St. place their merchandise 
on a cloth on the ground that can easily be gathered up if necessary (see Figure 3 left). A 
“guardian” with a walkie-talkie is constantly looking out for the presence of authorities 
(see Figure 3 right). Once the “guardian” has spotted the authorities he notifies the street 
vendors who immediately collect their merchandise and go and hide in a building nearby 
(see Figure 4 left). In a matter of seconds the whole temporary market has vanished (see 
Figure 4 right). 
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Figure 3: Street vendors in Moneda St. (left),  
Street vendors' guardian with walkie-talkie (right) (Source: Authors) 

 

   
 

Figure 4: Street vendors hiding in buildings nearby (left).  
Street vendors have left the street (right) (source: Authors) 

 
 

As we have seen, the law regarding street use in MCC primarily protects the rights of 
pedestrians to have access to the street for transit. In further examples of commercial 
driven TA, citizens as both consumers and entrepreneurs have found ways to work 
around the law, for example by placing small chairs and tables right next to the edge of a 
building (see Figure 5 left). The street which remains a viable place for transit thus 
simultaneously also becomes an open-air dining area. Similarly, in the example illustrated 
in Figure 5 (right), a hair treatment is being carried out using a bollard as a hairdresser’s 
chair, with the street becoming briefly an urban salon.  
Moreover, even employees of governmental institutions such as the police or refuse 
collectors temporarily appropriate the street for their own purposes. Figure 6 (left) 
shows police officers holding their morning meeting in the street, while Figure 6 (right) 
shows a line of refuse collectors lining up to receive their weekly payment. In both of 
these examples people temporarily appropriate the street, using the space as an urban 
open office. 
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Figure 5: People eating on the street (left), woman doing hair treatment on the street (right) both in Moneda St. 
(source: Authors) 

 

   
 

Figure 6: Police officers in an ordinary morning meeting (left), refuse collectors getting their weekly payment (right) 
both in San Jeronimo St. (source: Authors) 

 
3.2.2  Leisure and temporary appropriation 
Looking at leisure activities, Delgadillo (2014) describes the planning policies that have 
been implemented as part of the urban beautification process. La Alameda Central (the 
largest park in MCC), used to be appropriated by families, minority groups, religious 
groups, mimes and even musicians. After the urban design transformation that took place 
in 2013, this type of appropriation is not happening anymore (Martinez-Ramirez, 2015). 
The new policies allow the government to displace users who are perceived to be 
informal, suspicious or misbehaving; to pursue an official cultural programme of free 
cultural and leisure events which prevent the free use and public dimension of this space; 
and to follow a zero-tolerance agenda, including an increase in police officers and 
surveillance in the area (Delgadillo, 2014).  
In contrast to the traditional, family-centric and group-oriented use of the street, many of 
the examples of leisure related TA that we observed in MCC were more individual in 
nature. In the examples shown in Figure 7 we see a man napping and a woman knitting; 
two individuals make use of a small peripheral area at the edge of a street or square, and 
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their chosen activity does not invite interaction with the wider public. Figure 8 shows 
more complex use of the street area, and highlights how TA can take multiple forms, in 
this case both economic and leisure-based. In the left hand picture a workshop takes 
place outside a church, in the right hand picture a woman is playing the violin in the 
street. Although both of these activities could plausibly be primarily economic in nature, 
their ability to be enjoyed or participated in by the wider public extends them beyond 
merely commercial forms of TA.  
 

   
 

Figure 7: Man in wheelchair taking a siesta (left), Woman knitting (right) (source: Authors) 
 

   
 

Figure 8: Open-air workshop (left) woman playing the violin (right) (source: Authors) 
 
3.3.3  Sacralisation and temporary appropriation 
The third category of TA that we expected to find in MCC relates to religious activities. 
Whilst we observed traditional street altars occupying space within the street (see Figure 
9), we also found unexpected instances of TA which could be categorised under 
sacralisation. The celebration of Día de los Muertos (day of the dead) in Mexico is a well-
known as a family gathering to remember deceased family and friends. It is a national 
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celebration in which the whole community participates. Although prostitution is a 
practice which is not commonly associated with family values, the prostitutes of La 
Merced (a neighbourhood adjacent to MCC) gather together on this day and make their 
own public ofrenda (Castrejon-Arcos, 2012; Redacción ADN, 2015). Figure 10 illustrates 
how despite the laws, regulations and the social stigma, the prostitutes of La Merced 
temporarily appropriate the street to celebrate Día de los Muertos. 
 

 
 

Figure 9: Street altar in Mexico City Centre (right) (Source: Authors). 
 

   
 

Figure 10: Prostitutes celebrating Dia de los Muertos in La Merced (source: Castrejon-Arcos, 2012) 
 

 

3.3.4  Other categories of temporary appropriation 
Although our previous work had suggested three definitive categories for TA, we found 
other examples of street use in MCC that did not fit neatly into any of these categories. 
Firstly, we observed that some health institutions temporarily appropriate the street, 
providing their services in the open-air for the benefit of the citizens (see Figure 11).  
Another example are the daily protests that take place in Mexico City (see Figure 12). 
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Between 2015 and 2017 there were more than ten thousand protest events registered by 
Secretaria de Seguridad Publica (City Security Department) and Secretaria de Gobierno (City 
Council), an average of nine protests every single day (Arredondo, 2018). By law 
(Gobierno del Distrito Federal, 2013) citizens willing to take part in a protest utilising the 
public spaces (squares or streets) must to give notice to the authorities 72 hours prior 
the event. The authorities however state that just over half of these events receive 
advance notification, highlighting how the citizens’ use of public spaces is embedded as a 
right in the context of Mexico City. 
 

   
 

Figure 11: Nurses conducting tests to diagnose diabetes (source: Authors) 
 

 
 

Figure 12: Protest against the education bill (Source: Authors) 
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4.  Discussion 
4.1  Temporary appropriation of the street, and the laws and regulations of MCC 
As mentioned in the conceptual discussion, certain activities occurring in public spaces 
are considered TA, playing a key role in creating the bond between people and places, 
and consisting broadly of activities relating to commerce, leisure and religion. The current 
economic situation in MCC, whereby the built environment has been maintained and 
improved, may have had a positive impact on the tourist experience, but has arguably had 
a less favourable impact on everyday socio-urban conditions, which according to Van der 
Aa (2005), is a condition of many other heritage sites worldwide.  
Some authors (Ramirez Kuri, 2008; Saraví, 2008; Alessandri Carlos, 2014) claim that 
planning regulations imposed on the use of public space are putting the inclusive and 
pluralistic nature of these spaces at risk. This situation poses a threat to the TA of public 
spaces, which according to Purcell (2002), is one of the key ways for citizens to exercise 
their right to the city. A space that is not formally equal for everyone can hardly enhance 
participation in solving fundamental urban issues such as diversity, governance, and 
inclusion. What is significant here is that the legislation that governs the use of the street 
in MCC is fairly loose, reserving only the right for pedestrian transit and maintaining the 
peace. In addition to this, the right to temporarily appropriate public space is tacitly 
recognised as a right in all of the laws and regulations that we reviewed. It is not until we 
begin looking at internal policy and communication that the discussion around appropriate 
and desirable forms of TA begins to emerge. The city’s urban regeneration plan clearly 
focuses on leisure activities as the key driver of activity in the area, with as much of a 
stress on maintaining the historic centre for visitors to view and appreciate as for the 
local population to enjoy. Furthermore, our interview with director of a governmental 
institution showed that activities related to leisure and religion were considered desirable, 
whilst commercial activity was to be discouraged, even though the demographic section 
of the questionnaire shows that the respondent is fully aware of the urban dynamic 
happening in the area. In contrast to the arguments made by Janoschka and Sequera 
(2014), Delgadillo (2014) and Ramirez-Kuri (2015; 2016) that regulations have been 
imposed on public spaces that hinder TA we have instead found that the regulations 
themselves are vague and lack definition, and that it is internal planning policies, that come 
under far less public scrutiny, which are forming the backbone of the effort to modify 
street use in the area.  

 
4.2  The changing use of the street 
Although the use of public space is changing, it is significant that the urban actors have not 
been totally evicted, rather the way in which they temporarily appropriate the streets has 
changed. Whilst we observed the expected categories of economic, leisure and religious 
activities, we saw this appear in unexpected ways, as well as ways which we were unable 
to fit into these categories. We observed how TA is not only occurring in the acts of 
private citizens, but also in a semi-official context. Police meetings, governmental staff pay 
queues, and publicly administered healthcare were all observed happening in the street. 
Likewise we were surprised to observe acts of TA from groups that would otherwise be 
considered controversial, but which were permitted within a specific time or context. 
The example of the prostitutes celebrating on Dia de los Muertos highlights just how 
flexible the boundaries of TA can be, whilst the use of the street area for public protests 
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reinforces what we found in the legislation, that citizens have the right to appropriate 
public space as long as they do so peacefully and preserve pedestrian access.  
The legislation that we surveyed was not particularly specific on how the public may make 
use of the street, although internal governmental policies on street use were much 
clearer. Similarly the finding that around half of public protests do not notify the 
authorities in advance, but apparently without any issues, suggests that where TA is 
concerned there is a form of legal pluralism occurring in MCC, where state law, religious 
law, indigenous law, customary laws and local conventions all co-exist, and combine to 
govern the actual use of the street. In such plural realm the law of the state is not 
necessarily the dominant one. Furthermore, the state might not actually have the capacity 
to enforce the law (McAuslan, 2006). In this scenario customary law could have much 
more influence on how activities are conducted in public, with the written law, 
conventionally taken as formal, being considered informal and beneath consideration in 
practice.  
The key finding from our research is that although activities were occurring that might 
strictly be considered illegal, nothing was happening that did not respect the spirit of the 
law. Informal commerce respected the requirements of pedestrian traffic, prostitutes 
celebrated a national holiday without disturbing the peace, political views were shared 
and governmental meetings were held in the same public arena and no one visibly 
questioned the right for the street to be used in any of these ways. Although some 
activities were deemed more desirable than others, there is no official consensus on the 
limits of permitted TA within MCC, and the streets continue to be used for a wide range 
of activities as a result. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
This paper has shown that TA of the street is crucial for maintaining socio-urban 
dynamics in the contemporary city. Looking at the literature on TA we attempted to 
compartmentalise activities consisting of TA in MCC into three specific groups: economic 
actions, leisure activities and religious practices, however the full range of activities 
occurring within the street area were much wider than this and extended to include 
political activity, healthcare practices, and official governmental business. Compared with 
the legal position, which made no specific mention of permitted activities, and 
regeneration policies that indicated that informal commercial activity was undesirable, the 
day-to-day use of the street appears to reflect the practical needs and wants of the local 
population, even if they are required to be creative in finding ways to conduct business as 
normal.  
Some authors have noted a decrease in certain types of TA within MCC, leading to a 
change in the way that the street is used and a loss of inclusivity. The official laws and 
regulations appear not to be the cause of this, but there is some conflict between how 
the authorities address the management of public space and how people have previously 
used these areas. In any case, what is unclear is whether the changes made to the built 
environment within MCC are improvements that have helped to maintain TA, preserving 
the social heritage of the site, or whether it has created a new life on the streets, one 
that benefits a small sector of society, or which even only exists for the benefit of tourists 
and other outsiders. Time plays an essential role in the changing use of public spaces and 
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their TA, and this is an area where further research is required 
A limitation of our research is that it only focusses on the laws and regulations for the 
use of the streets (and public spaces) in a particular area in the centre of Mexico City. It 
does not address fully how the streets are actually used and managed as public spaces 
within the city as a whole. Further research into the city’s planning strategies, policies on 
urban street use, and the actual use of the street in other districts is needed to confirm 
our findings that the use of space is affected both by state law and local conventions, 
changes to which could have an impact on citizens’ social obligations (Lara-Hernandez, 
Melis & Lehmann, 2019).  
Future studies on the topic in other cities and multicultural environments are also 
recommended. Cities are in a constant process of transformation, and the way in which 
they are designed and re-designed might affect the rational use of public spaces and their 
TA. A total of 68% of the world population will be living in urban areas by 2050 (United 
Nations, 2018), with urban areas seeing a corresponding increase in cultural diversity 
alongside population growth. Van Hook (2017) estimates that in the USA the diversity has 
increased by 98% in urban areas since 1980. These socio-urban changes represent a 
challenge for urban design and planning. For instance, Pemberton (2016) points out that 
there is a lack of work about the role of urban planning towards diversity and migration. 
We have seen that TA has cultural components which may be specific to a specific place 
or ethnic group. Research is needed to investigate how cities that are more culturally 
diverse and/or which are facing high levels of national and international migration (such as 
London, Barcelona or Sydney) address the issue of the use of public space. It would be 
interesting to see how the forms of TA practiced in each city vary according to the 
presence of different cultural and religious groups living in the same area, and how this 
either coexists or comes into conflict with local legislation governing the use of the 
street.  
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