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Cities need social infrastructure, places that support social connec- Received 5 June 2020
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terity in many places, the provision of such infrastructures are under KEYWORDS

threat. To protect such infrastructures, it is important to have robust Social infrastructure; public
arguments for their provision, maintenance, and protection. Through space; public-ness; sociality;
a case study of a dispute about the appropriate use and provisioning parks; cities; dispute

of an everyday park located in London, UK, this article examines what

social infrastructure is and why it matters. The dispute has brought to

the surface a number of critical questions about how to fund and

provide collective, public social life. It has also raised questions about

what types of social and collective life should be valued. To examine

the dispute a sixfold typology is developed to explore the different

registers of sociality afforded by social infrastructure: co-presence,

sociability and friendship, care and kinship, kinesthetic practices, and

civic engagement.

1. Introduction

It is a typical late summer Saturday in Finsbury Park. In the morning 300 runners
gathered for the weekly 5 km parkrun. Two dozen volunteers in hi-viz jackets helped
support the two laps of the main roadway that loops the park. Joining the runners and
walkers are plenty of dog-walkers, out before the park gets too busy. Also there early,
sheltered in the middle of the park amongst the trees, is a regular yoga class. By lunchtime
the tennis and basketball courts are packed. Young families are making full use of the
adventure playground and picnic area next to the independent cafe and the small boating
lake. As the afternoon unfolds families and groups of friends set up alfresco birthday
parties on the main field in the southern part of the park. With a busy high street just
through the main gates, the park is well used as a place to stop, eat and drink. These
gatherings and activities extend well into the evening - until the floodlit athletics track is
the only facility still in use. This is an everyday urban scene. Different groups of people -
different kinds of bodies - all making use of a park for a whole range of uses. (Figure 1)

In all sorts of ways Finsbury Park is an exemplary case for understanding contem-
porary parks in the UK. Situated in an economically and ethnically diverse part of North
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Figure 1. Finsbury Park and surrounds (map by Miles Irving)

London,’ the park is a focal point for families, sports and fitness enthusiasts, and local
residents, including many with no outdoor space of their own. The park has experienced
a number of institutional transformations over the past decade. In the face of cuts from
central government, the local authority that runs the park - Haringey Council - has
developed a range of radical strategies to maintain and fund it. Some of these changes are
not obvious to the general public. Parts of the park have been handed over to a sports
trust run by local clubs and businesses. Others are more conspicuous. Haringey Council
has pursued a number of strategies for generating revenue directly from the park.
Finsbury park now hosts a number of large scale music events. Attracting crowds of up
to 40,000 people, these raise significant sums for the upkeep of the park - as well as
providing opportunities for quite spectacular kinds of social life. These changes have
been controversial, creating conflict and contestation between the council, residents, and
park users. Community groups have pushed back against the commercial use of the park,
arguing that it undermines the very purpose of the park as a public space; objecting to
how commercial events restrict free access to the park, and the nuisance and anti-social
behavior surrounding these events.

To understand what is at stake in this dispute is useful to take a step back and ask, how
conceptually should we be approaching places such as Finsbury Park? It is a public space,
certainly; and this suggests certain issues are at stake. But it is much more than just
a public space. It is also a place that affords and supports all kinds of social life. Finsbury
Park is not only a public space, it is a key piece of social infrastructure for this part of
North London. The dispute around the funding of Finsbury Park - and the commercia-
lization of this - is a dispute about provisioning, funding, and maintenance of such social
infrastructures. It is also a dispute about the kind of social infrastructure the park is;
a dispute about what kinds of social life are permitted, sanctioned or celebrated. What is
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compelling about this case is that it is a well used park with at times complementary and
other times conflicting uses. To understand what is at stake it is critical to be able to
recognize the different social lives of the park. The dispute around Finsbury Park’s
funding and use might easily be subsumed into existing debates around the commercia-
lization, privatization, even festivalisation of public space. Our central contention is that
it is essential to think carefully about the different registers that make up the social in
social infrastructure — and by association the social in public space - to properly under-
stand why access to a well-provisioned and maintained park matters; and thus what is at
stake in disputes such as that at Finsbury Park.

Through the case study of Finsbury Park, we aim, then, to demonstrate how thinking
about public space as social infrastructure enhances understandings of the public life of
cities. For readers who like to know where they are going, here is the plan. In section two
we situate the concept of social infrastructure in the literature on infrastructure and on
public space, we then describe — drawing on ethnographic and survey observations - the
kind of space Finsbury Park is in section three. Section four develops a sixfold typology
that grapples with the different registers of social life to be found in the park, and in turn
how the “social” in “social infrastructure” might be analyzed. Finally, in section five, the
discussion turns directly to the dispute. Drawing on the concept of social infrastructure
and the different socialities it can support, it highlights the potential of what public parks
can be, but also the challenges there are in realizing that potential. If we want to make
cities better places to live, understanding how to provide social infrastructure is a key
terrain of inquiry.

2. Social infrastructure, public facilities, and the collective life of cities

Looking at public spaces in cities there is a strong temptation to see them through the
frame of the political: they are places where people meet and recognize strangers; places
where people make claims; spaces where people are excluded, and they fight back from
that exclusion; spaces where people can participate in democratic life (Iveson, 2007; Koch
& Latham, 2012; Staeheli & Mitchell, 2007). Of course public space is about these things.
But public - and quasi-public - spaces also form the backdrop to people’s — and
neighborhood’s - ordinary life (Amin, 2008; Sennett, 2017; Watson, 2006). Sidewalks,
corner-shops, and buses. Hair-salons, barbers, and markets. Swimming pools, skate-
parks and gyms. Church halls, schools, and community centers. If you look, most cities
have an enormous variety of public spaces. Spaces of public transport and mobility.
Spaces for collective experience — and consumption. Spaces for leisure, sport and fitness.
These spaces matter. As Klinenberg (2018) argues, these kinds of spaces can be under-
stood as social infrastructure - spaces that support and create the opportunities for social
connection (see also: Latham and Layton, 2019b). In all kinds of ways social infrastruc-
tures make life in cities liveable. Liveable in that they create affordances for — and make
available - a range of essential services.” And liveable in an expanded sense of helping
make life better. This matters not only in a quality of life sense, but can also have
profound implications for people’s life chances, well-being, physical and mental health
(Klinenberg, 2002, 2015).

To talk about social infrastructure then, is to talk in some way about infrastructure;
a term that has developed a high valence in urban geography. Building on the work of
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Graham and Marvin (1995, 2001), critical attention has been paid to the splintered
landscape of infrastructural provision where in many cities certain groups are system-
atically excluded from water, power, and sanitation (McFarlane & Silver, 2017; Rogers
& O’Neill, 2012). Here the focus is often on the ways that infrastructural networks pull
resources and nature into a highly uneven political economy (Heynen et al., 2006;
Wakefield, 2018). Infrastructure is also a term that many have found attractive for its
theoretical and metaphorical resonances (Anand et al.,, 2018; Gandy, 2014; Larkin,
2013); for the ways in which it can “mediate certain recurrent binaries in critical
thought - macro and micro, object and agent, human and non-human” (Tonkiss,
2015, p. 384). Infrastructure has proven to be a fertile concept to think with. But
amongst all this attention to infrastructure as vehicles of social power, it should be
remembered that the term is interesting because it orients attention toward a whole
range of objects, systems, and institutions that allow things to happen. This is to go
back to the most basic definition of infrastructure, that it is the in-between structures
and systems that afford and support action. From a social theoretic perspective the key
issue is recognizing that infrastructure is not only interesting as a noun - as the pipes,
cables, switches, and surfaces — but also interesting as a verb or adverb - as something
that modifies, supports and exists in relation to other activities. That is to say infra-
structure is relational (Star, 1999).

Put another way, infrastructure is useful precisely because it is about the dynamics of
facilitating activity. Thinking with infrastructure - its provision, scope, accessibility,
maintenance and durability — can help explore why certain cities are more liveable
than others, why certain cities have lower mortality rates, higher rates of reported
happiness, and more equitable distribution of resources (Amin, 2006; Peter Hall, 2014;
Talen, 2019). Drawing on Sen (1999, 2009), infrastructure can be framed as a way to build
capacity into a city, and increase people’s freedom to pursue activities. This capacity
could well be about supporting reliable electrical power, clean running water, hygienic
sewage systems, and fast telecommunications, but it can also be about supporting a whole
world of social activity. By alighting on the term social infrastructure, Klinenberg (2018)
found a way to talk about the background structures and systems of cities that can
encourage sociality. Where it can be asked: What are the infrastructures that support
social connection? What kinds of infrastructures can facilitate the pursuit of shared
interests? How could infrastructures encourage a collective public culture?

With the term social infrastructure we are thinking about the networks of spaces,
facilities, institutions, and groups that create affordances for social connection. Others in
urban geography and urban studies have considered the sociality of infrastructure
(Amin, 2014; Graham & McFarlane, 2015; Silver & McFarlane, 2019) - recognizing
that a lot of human work can go into making infrastructure function (Cesafasky, 2017),
or in some cases even replaces and substitutes for more typical hard infrastructures
(Simone, 2004). Fewer have drawn attention to the infrastructures that facilitate sociality.
Writers like Hall (2020a, 2020b), Penny (2019), and Shaw (2019), have recognized the
value of social infrastructures, and shown how in the context of austerity in the UK,
places like libraries, schools, and parks are under increased financial pressure. Others
have used the term social infrastructure to make links between literatures on infrastruc-
ture and those on social reproduction and labor precarity (Cowan, 2019; Nethercote,
2017; Strauss, 2019). Adding to this important work we see social infrastructure as being
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a way to explore and understand the ways that collective social life can be achieved in
cities.

In particular there are two key dimensions of social infrastructure that are useful to
think with. First, is social infrastructure’s emphasis on the facilitation of social connec-
tion which foregrounds the breadth, depth and textures of different kinds of sociality that
can take place in cities — and parks like Finsbury Park. In much of urban geography and
urban studies the archetypal kind of social contact is a form of fleeting encounter between
strangers (Koch & Miles, 2020; Wilson, 2017). With social infrastructure it is possible to
recognize the diverse types of sociality that are supported in urban environments. This
can be the encounter of unknown others as found in markets, buses, or parks. However in
cities it is also possible to find relations of dependency, cooperation, community, and
solidarity. Moreover, the concept is a reminder that the values we might want to
encourage in urban environments — conviviality and community (Neal et al., 2019);
encounter with strangers and refuge (Amin, 2012; Anderson, 2011); a public ethos
(Sennett, 2017); a democratic mindedness (Barnett, 2014; Parkinson, 2012); and inclu-
siveness (Staeheli et al., 2009) - often flow from the connections people are able to make
in and around particular spaces, places, and facilities (Klinenberg, 2018; Talen, 2019). Or,
to borrow the language of Amin (2008), social infrastructure can help to think concretely
about the ways that “social surplus” can be realized.

Second and following on from this, the public landscapes where much of this social life
takes place, is afforded, supported, and facilitated by concrete spaces and facilities. And the
specific texture of sociality afforded, depends on the qualities of the social infrastructure.
The social life of a football pitch in a park, will no doubt be quite different to the social life
that is supported by a church. Yet both serve important functions to the people that use
them. Or, as Wilste (2007) explores with swimming pools in the context of racism in
American cities, two functionally identical rectangular bodies of water can have radically
different social outcomes depending on their funding, management, regulation, and
cultural norms practiced around them. Social infrastructure orients us to the materials
that support social life. As seen during the Covid-19 pandemic, it becomes so much harder
to maintain and nurture the social connections that enable urban life to flourish when social
infrastructure functionally vanishes. Workarounds can be achieved. But they are often
a poor substitute for a robust, well maintained, open and accessible set of spaces where
people can go to gather, play, eat, drink, read, rest, relax, and spectate together.

With its attention to material provision, and diverse social outcomes, the concept of
social infrastructure can enable new thinking about parks like Finsbury. The dispute —
introduced at the start — around how Finsbury Park is being used for events and festivals, is
in many ways a dispute about the kind of social infrastructure the park is, the kinds of social
life it should be supporting, and how it should be supporting it. Rather than framing this
singularly as a dispute about public space, working with the concept of social infrastructure
we can begin unpacking the different dimensions of sociality to be found in the park - and
why some have become the focus of conflict and contestation and others not.

3. The Finsbury Park case and how we studied it

Parks are surprisingly dynamic institutions. Originally conceived - in Northern Europe
and North America at least — as spaces to contain both an unruly nature and unruly
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urban populations, contemporary urban parks take on a remarkable range of form and
functions (Cranz, 1982; Low et al., 2005; Rosenzweig & Blackmar, 1992). Parks that
support rest, repose and engagement with nature still exist, but so too do parks pre-
dominantly dedicated to sports and fitness or children’s play. Some parks - like Hyde
Park in London - lean into their heritage as a site of public address, others have become
open spaces suited to events such as Fashion Week (Prospect Park, Brooklyn) or the
Fringe Festival (Adelaide). Parks are also often seen as a key way to introduce biodiversity
into urban areas (Lachmund, 2013). The cultural imaginary of the function and form of
parks varies from place to place. In some places the forested nature of parks is prioritized,
in others there is a tradition for smaller neighborhood spaces, and - depending on
physical geography - a park’s ability to incorporate the coast, mountainous areas, or
snow can be important. When we begin to think about these park spaces in general - and
as social infrastructure in particular — what can feel like known and stable institutions,
can be seen as morphologically and socially diverse.

Before turning directly to the question of what type of urban park Finsbury is, it is
necessary to take a short detour to set out the methods through which the empirical
material presented here was gathered. To understand the social life of the park, a series of
structured observations were undertaken during the summer of 2018 - May through
September — drawing on the System for Observing Play and Recreation in Communities
(SOPARC) method (McKenzie et al., 2006). This involved taking a set walking route
around the park noting the different levels of activity in different areas of the park. These
observations were done periodically throughout the day, on different days of the week.
These survey observations directed follow-up visits for longer periods of ethnographic
observation of the busier areas and times - such as at the basketball courts, and parkrun.
In addition, interviews were undertaken with key stakeholders (volunteers, sports and
fitness participants, management staff and members of the public), this was designed to
provide more detail about how the park was used and managed.

Through our engagement with the park, it became clear that the festival licensing
dispute would be a productive way to further explore the park as a piece of social
infrastructure. This meant it was necessary to develop a second strand of inquiry that
followed the dispute around the festivals. This involved a systematic review of the debate
as it was happening in public. This included: how the issue was covered in local and
national newspapers, as well as on social media;> documents produced by the council
relating to the park (council minutes, and minutes from the Finsbury Park Stakeholder
Group meetings); and a comprehensive review of the documents produced for the court
proceedings in 2017, as well as the licensing review in 2018. These consolidated the “for”
and “against” of the dispute from key actors including Haringey Council, Live Nation/
Festival Republic, the Open Spaces Society and the Friends of Finsbury Park. We also
attended regular Friends of Finsbury Park meetings — as a way to engage with how local
community groups were responding to the dispute.

Through this research, Finsbury Park revealed itself as a popular place that supports
multiple - albeit sometimes contrasting — uses. (see Figure 2, the figure with all the
different activity)

Originally laid out in the mid-19th century the park has many features characteristic
of Victorian era English city parks: gated entrances, a rose garden, boating lake, pavilions,
a “tree-trail” as well as wide tree-lined boulevards. As a place for respite and gentle
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A) Map of the
park and its
facilities

B) The
refurbished
basketball courts

C) An eldetly
couple sitting on
a bench and
enjoying the
scenery

D) Playing
football in front
of the adventure
playground

E) The
perimeter fences
for the major
events

F) Before the
major events

G) The same
position during
the major events

Figure 2. A) Map extracted from Haringey Council (2019) Introducing: Finsbury Park [pdf leaflet]. B)
Photo of basketball courts courtesy of Sean Fitzimmons. C) Photo of Finsbury Park bench licensed
under creative commons from “spiraltri3e” www.flickr.com. D) Photo of footballers “12. They are Here”
licensed under creative commons, installation at Furtherfield Gallery, photographer: Annalisa
Sonzogni. E) Photo of perimeter fences, authors own. F) Photo of field with sign, authors own. G)
Photo of major event, authors own.

leisure, these kinds of uses can still be observed today. The rose garden (the McKenzie
Gardens) is used as a place to sit, read and picnic. However it is also used as a place for
exercise — each weekend “British Military Fitness” will use the gardens as a station for
exercise. The “tree-trail” with its cultivated horticultural diversity in the North Eastern
part of the park is popular with young adults and families for activities at the weekend —
cricket, football, frisbee, rounders. And throughout the summer, every Saturday,
a volleyball court is set up amongst the trees. Also on the weekend underneath the
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“yoga tree” (a hornbeam that’s part of the “tree-trail”), regular yoga classes take place.
The wide boulevard that loops the park is rarely seen without at least one of the following:
dog walkers, joggers, cyclists, people on scooters, skateboards and roller-blades. Just oft
the main boulevard on the eastern edge of the park, organized sports teams (football,
netball, touch rugby) set up to practice on Saturday and Sunday afternoons - and while
it’s light enough, during evenings through the week. This formal layout continues to
support all kinds of social activity.

The park hasn’t simply remained static in its 150 year history.* It has been renovated
and redesigned a number of times. Most recently, after a £4.9 million heritage Lottery
grant between 2001 and 2006 the whole park was refurbished; including the addition of
a number of new elements, most notably a cafe, toilets, and adventure playground. In
many ways the cafe is the center of the social life of the park; independently run, it’s
a popular place for breakfasts on the weekend, and ice creams throughout the day and
after school. When organizing interviews with people involved with the park, it was often
suggested as the most sensible meeting place for a conversation. Nor is it uncommon to
find local MP, and former leader of the Labor Party, Jeremy Corbyn, having a coffee there
and taking time to speak with members of the public. The adventure playground - at
times the noisiest part of the park - is often busy, and makes for “an easy place to bring
the kids”.

An important step in the evolution of the park has been the introduction of different
sports facilities dotted throughout. Along the Western edge there is: a skate park, tennis
courts, netball and basketball courts. At the Northern end, a baseball diamond and two
outdoor gyms. And in the center there’s a bowling green, which is adjacent to the gated
athletics track (with sandpit and throwing cage) and American Football field. Of these
facilities, the most regularly well-used are the basketball courts. Throughout the observa-
tions, it was rare to find fewer than 10 people - often men, and often from Black and
Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds - regardless of time or day of the week, using the
courts: practicing, training, and often just hanging-out. As one of the players explained,
the courts are “the place to be - there’s always people here”. While on occasion the
athletics track was hired to local schools for their sports days.

The largest physical change to the park throughout the year, is the construction of
a perimeter fence that encompasses a little under 50% of the park. This is so that the park
can be set up as a festival venue. Although porous, with open gates and walkways, the
fence does disrupt activity in the Southern half of the park. It restricts the way the main
field by the Finsbury Gate can be used for walking, jogging, playing, birthday parties,
picnicking, and rounders. When the park is being used for events, some 40,000 people
visit the park to watch live music: at Community Festival for indie rock, Wireless for
grime, hip-hop and R&B, and for one off gigs (in 2018 this included: Liam Gallagher and
Queens of the Stone Age). In 2018, a year prior to headlining Glastonbury Festival,
Stormzy - the London grime artist — headlined Wireless festival in the park. As
a showcase of the UK grime scene, Wireless has become a space for predominantly
young, Black and Minority Ethnic communities to celebrate a marginalized culture in
a prominent, public, location (Hancox, 2018).

The park is dynamic and evolving. It supports the kinds of social life that might
traditionally be expected in parks. But also, in many ways, challenges preconceptions
around what a park is for, how it might be used, and who it is for. With so much activity
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going on it pushed us to re-think the language we use to make sense of parks, but also to
think what the social in “social infrastructure” means and is made up of. Festivals such as
Wireless have been at the center of the dispute about what Finsbury Park is for, and how
the facilities within it should be provisioned. To be able to navigate this dispute, and
before we can properly engage with the arguments around the park, it is necessary to
think more carefully about how the social life observed can be made sense of.

4. What is the social in social infrastructure?

Much of the literature on the social lives of parks and public spaces focuses on the ways
that they can be spaces of encounter and conviviality across lines of gender, race and class
(Neal et al., 2015; Low et al., 2005; Carr et al., 1992). Or have evolved to become venues
for social life (Carmona, 2010). Others have considered the way that certain public spaces
can facilitate play and enjoyable engagement (Jones, 2014; Stephens, 2007). However as
Koch and Miles (2020) neatly summarize: “Encounters with unknown others are widely
regarded as a defining feature of the urban experience.”

Reflecting on the activity observed in Finsbury Park - encounter certainly captures
some of the activity to be found in the park. For example, many of the people in the park
are just walking and watching other people, as they play tennis and basketball, or slack-
line. This speaks to the background sense of trust found there, and the complex sets of
conventions, norms and material provision that facilitates the co-presence of unknown
others (Amin, 2008; Goftman, 1971; Lofland, 1973). Thinking with this idea of co-
presence it’s possible to see the way the park actively encourages and invites people in,
to spend time in the proximity of others (Carmona, 2010; Gehl, 2011) - through the
provision of diverse sports facilities, public restrooms, and well-maintained grounds. As
Neal et al. (2019) argue such spaces create the opportunity for conviviality to be
practiced. The capacity for the park to support comfortable co-presence has an ethical
dimension. Although an encounter with unknown others is not sufficient for achieving
inclusion (Valentine, 2008), it can certainly suggest tolerance, and recognition of shared
participation in an everyday urban scene (Amin, 2012; Elkin, 2016; Wilson, 2017).

Yet the social life of the park is not reducible to co-presence and encounter. It was
evident that some of the social life supported by the park was thicker and more durable.
Take the basketball courts. Although some of the basketball players will turn up on their
own to play with whoever happens to be there. Through interviews it became apparent
that often friends would arrange to meet at the courts — an ideal free activity that could be
done together. Moreover people that started out as strangers, over a period of time
became acquaintances and friends. For these young Black and Minority Ethnic men, the
basketball courts were an important site of sociability. More than being a site where they
could “encounter” other people, the courts were a place where they could share an
activity, hang-out, and play together - sharing time and space (Bunnell et al., 2012;
Vincent et al., 2018). These relations of friendship and sociability are an important
dimension of the social life of cities (Klinenberg, 2012; Pahl, 2000; Wellman, 1979) -
and one that is well supported by the kinds of activity facilitated by parks.

When thinking about the more durable kinds of social ties that are maintained and
practiced in parks, it was also clear that Finsbury supported a range of intimate relations
of care and mutual dependence. This is a clear way to make sense of how the families
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made use of the adventure playground. It was an engaging and safe space for parents to
spend quality time with their children. Moreover it was clear (because of the banners on
trees, balloons, and presents) that some of the picnics observed were actually birthday
parties. Family events taken to the park as an open accommodating space. It’s important
not to reduce relations of care and mutual dependence to family alone, and to recognize
that the burden of this work often falls disproportionately to women (Hall, 2020b). For
many - particularly in cities — the line between kinship and friendship has become blurry
(Roseneil & Budgeon, 2004; Sandercock, 2003; Weeks et al., 2001).” Talking with the
participants in the yoga group, and the volunteers in the parkrun, there was a clear sense
that their activity involved an ethos of care. By taking part in a shared activity, individuals
were able to develop a loose sense of kinship through practices of sharing and common-
ality (Hall, 2019; Power & Williams, 2020; Sennett, 2012).

Spending time in Finsbury Park, it became apparent that the social life being observed
was entangled with a whole range of sporting practices: walking, cycling, scooting, run-
ning, jumping, balancing and stretching. In order to be able to make sense of the tennis
being played, the basketball and volleyball games, and the multiple personal trainers - it
was necessary to recognize the importance of the kinesthetic activity at hand (Latham and
Layton, 2019). As writers like McNeill (1997), Ehrenreich (2008), and Sebanz et al. (2006)
have highlighted there is a particular kind of sociality to shared physical activity. Part of
the reason the “British Military Fitness” exercise groups are so popular — and regularly
well-attended - is that a sense of togetherness is formed in the midst of shared endeavor.
parkrun, is another key example. Every Saturday morning 300 or more runners attend
Finsbury Park to do their 5 km run. Taking part in this activity with so many other people
each week, is an intensely physical form of sociality; a being with created through shared
movement. Taking part in sport and physical activity is also a good excuse for spending
time with friends. And for the solo-exercisers in the park, it is possible to see how their
activity brings them into proximity with others. This can potentially create time and space
for co-presence; even if there is no direct social interaction, there is a social dimension to
being amongst other people with fellow exercisers (Hitchings & Latham, 2017; Krenichyn,
2006; Middleton, 2018). It is necessary to take people’s amateur sport and fitness interests
seriously to understand the social life of Finsbury.

It was clear that this park was also a space of revelry and exuberant fun. Foremost here,
to make sense of the social phenomena that are the major festivals in the park, it is
necessary to recognize the sociality of crowds. Crowds and crowding don’t simply
magnify an experience, they can also transform them. The collective massing together
of people - that happens with Wireless, Community Festival, and the major gigs — creates
a sense of liminality where the normal rules and conventions of ordinary life no longer
apply. Part of what makes these festivals work is their exceptionality. The collective and
carnivalesque can also be found on much smaller scales. Finsbury Park is used for smaller
events — funfairs and parties. In 2014 the park was used to celebrate the 60th Birthday of
London’s iconic Routemaster bus. During September of the observations, the park was
used for a “Rough Runner” event — an obstacle course set around the park. Part of the fun
of the event was the out-of-the-ordinary nature of it, a series of bouncy castle obstacles
for adults in the middle of a park. This was followed two weeks later by the Cancer
Research UK “Race for Life”, a fun run that encourages pink fancy dress to raise money
for a good cause. The social life of these events is in their collective and spectacular form.
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The more we looked at the social life of the park, the more we found people working in the
background making things happen. One of the examples not yet mentioned — Pedal Power —
a cycling club for those with learning difficulties, is a great club to have in the park. Yet it has
taken the work of the organization - and the volunteers who drive it — to raise money and
storage for the specialist bikes, find locations where it can happen, and encourage people to
take part. This is a register of social life that is to do with volunteering, community organizing,
and political campaigning (Holston, 2008; Stenning, 2020; Whitten, 2019). In Finsbury Park,
one of the key actors behind the scenes is the Finsbury Park Sports Partnership — the trust that
owns and looks after some of the key sports facilities. When they took over the management
of the Athletics grounds in 2012, they were able to raise money to get the track re-laid and the
gym refurbished — making it a facility the park could be proud of. Although this kind of
activity can often simply be thought of as “political” activity - it is also social; closely related to
the kind of social capital talked about by Putnam (2000) and others (Cento Bull & Jones, 2006;
Portes, 1998). Civic engagement can also be seen as akin to the idea of forming publics -
groups of people concerned with a material problem that they want to have addressed
(Marres, 2012; Warner, 2002). This idea of civic engagement is about coming together with
others to make something happen (Hou, 2010; Sharkey, 2018).

Reflecting on all this activity in Finsbury Park, it is clear that the social in social
infrastructure covers a diverse range of social connections. Following from this, it is
analytically important to differentiate the registers of the social that social infrastructures
support. For all its strengths, existing work on social infrastructure and public life has
glossed over how this differentiation should best be conceptualized, focussing on either the
dynamics of encounter with strangers or on the production of social capital. The social life
of cities is not reducible to just these dimensions. Through our observations of Finsbury
Park it is possible to sketch-out a more differentiated analytical typology of registers of
social life that social infrastructures like public parks support. These are: co-presence;
sociability and friendship; care and kinship; kinesthetic practices; carnivalesque and collective
experience; and civic engagement (see Table 1). This is a typology for exploring the different
kinds of social life that social infrastructure can support. As summarized in Table 1, there is
a diverse body of social research that examines each of these different registers.

5. Dilemmas of provisioning in times of austerity: a park in material
transformation

This typology is all well and good, but how does it relate to the dispute around the
funding and usage of Finsbury Park? To recall. The past decade has seen an expansion of
commercial festivals in the park. Festivals that have meant that large areas are unavailable
through the summer - but which also create quite spectacular forms of social life for
those attending and help fund the facilities and upkeep of the park. In response,
community groups have protested these festivals, going as far to take the local authority
to court. Working through the details of this dispute, in this section, we argue that what is
at stake is not a straightforward erosion of the public qualities of Finsbury Park, but
rather something more ambiguous. This becomes apparent when the distinctive registers
of social life that animate the park are examined; the registers that give meaning and
value to the diverse collection of people who use it. This is what the typology is for.
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From 2010 Finsbury Park faced dramatic cuts to its funding. As central government
aimed to reduce spending in response to the financial stresses of the Great Recession,
local authorities were forced to carry a disproportionate burden - with funding being
squeezed by almost 60% between 2010 and 2020.° This has put local authorities in
a difficult situation. They have a statutory obligation to provide a range of services
(things like adult social care, schools, waste collection) whilst other services — that
many citizens feel are essential - do not have this protection. Parks and recreational
facilities are an example of this. As a result the money available to invest, maintain, and
staff parks across the UK has been severely limited. To address this shortfall, local
authorities have experimented with novel ways to both save money and generate revenue.
Innovations have included transferring the management of public facilities to non-
governmental bodies (such as charitable trusts, or social enterprises), selling public assets,
reducing the hours certain facilities are available (reduced library services for example),
and - central to the transformations at Finsbury - looking to events, including music
festivals in parks, to generate income.

In the case of Finsbury Park, Haringey Council has by some measures been wildly
successful. Formed in 2012, the Finsbury Park Sports Partnership has raised over
£1 million to refurbish the Park’s running track and gym. And, with the introduction
of the Outdoor Events Policy in 2014, Finsbury Park now regularly hosts events of tens of
thousands of people in the park during the summer - generating over £1 million
each year. It is the extension of the festivals that has been the source of controversy.
A coalition of residents have built a campaign protesting the use of the park for major
events including festivals. Their key concerns have been the level of disruption these
events cause local residents, and how they limit access to the park during the summer.
Their campaign - led by the Friends of Finsbury Park” - has gone as far to take Haringey
to the High Court over their events policy (The Friends of Finsbury Park v Haringey
Council, 2017); a case which they ultimately lost. In their view the council’s efforts to save
the park have in fact eroded its viability as a properly public space.

If the point of a park is to provide green space and relaxation away from the hustle of
city life, then the encroachment of festivals is clearly an erosion to the qualities of that
space. The major events involve long periods - in some cases several weeks — where 12
foot high perimeter fences close off a little under 50% of the park.® As well as these
physical fixtures, the noise of the festivals makes it difficult to use the parts of the park
that remain open - and is a noisy disturbance into the night for local residents. The
festivals also spill out into the surrounding neighborhood as attendees come and go;
littering, urinating, shouting, and drinking. Beyond these practical concerns, the cam-
paign against the festivals has also been explicitly concerned with a more abstract idea of
public-ness. These concerns have centered around the “over commercialisation” of
public parks, and the way that these events restrict the access of the general public to
the space of the park (FoFP, 2016). These restrictions it is argued prevent free use of the
park, and severely limit people’s ability to sit and enjoy the peace and quiet a park can
afford. This is certainly true. But in many ways it reduces the public-ness of the park to
a single dimension. Using the concept of social infrastructure and the social registers they
support, it is possible to think about the multiple ways a space like Finsbury Park is
social — and public - even within the context of Haringey’s events policy.
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Starting with the festivals themselves, their multiple social and public dimensions can
be recognized when thinking through the breadth of socialities that a park is able to
support. In all sorts of ways these contemporary music festivals can be seen as examples
of carnival and collective experience. As mentioned above Wireless in particular is
important as a publicly visible opportunity to celebrate the music of hip-hop, grime,
and R&B - music emerging from BAME communities (Hancox, 2018; White, 2017,
2020), and which is rarely given a public stage in the middle of a busy city like London. It
is also important to recognize the ways that the events have become financially entangled
with the other forms of social life found in the park. Here the basketball courts are
a prime example. In 2015 new courts were laid that have developed a reputation as some
of the best courts in North London. Providing a high quality resource which is especially
popular with young BAME men being social in a profoundly kinesthetic register, which
also supports a great deal of sociability and friendship. These courts were funded from the
money raised by the music festivals.

Other areas of the park have also experienced this increase in quality provisioning.
The tennis courts have been resurfaced and floodlights installed, and a new outdoor
calisthenics gym has been built, further increasing the opportunity for kinesthetic soci-
ality. High-capacity bins have been introduced and the rose garden has been refurbished;
these features operate in the background allowing more people to be co-present comfor-
tably. An adventure playground has been re-constructed - popular with children and
families, supporting care and kinship. Grant funding has also been increased, one use of
which was to support the park’s 150™ birthday celebrations. Here people came together
to celebrate the park’s history and continued use with talks, music, and family events — an
example of civic engagement. In all sorts of ways the capacity of the park to support social
life has been improved through the investments that have been made as a result of the
commercial success of the music festivals.

At the same time, it is necessary to recognize that this increase in funding has raised
important questions around equity and distribution. And, it is important to ask: How
much should festivals be allowed to impinge on the more routine use of the park? And
what the parameters of that disruption should look like? The local residents have valid
concerns about the extent of the park that is restricted to the non-festival-going public
throughout the summer. How decisions about these logistical arrangements get made is
important. As is the kind and extent of input citizens are able to have. It is also necessary
to reflect on how and where the money raised in the park gets spent and invested.
Finsbury Park has benefited from the money that has been raised by the festivals and
invested in the park; yet other parks in the borough of Haringey have not been so
fortunate. Those parks have experienced similar levels of funding cuts, but not been
able to compensate for that income with events. This problem has been amplified by the
outcome of the Friends of Finsbury Park’s unsuccessful High Court case against
Haringey, that led to a legal clarification whereby all money raised in Finsbury Park
has to be spent in Finsbury Park. The other parks in the borough of Haringey will not be
able to be invested in and maintained to anything like the same level that Finsbury is.

Central to this dispute is that parks need to be funded. In the face of austerity it is not
clear how this is best done. Also at stake is the shifting social life of parks - in Finsbury
Park different registers of sociality have come into conflict. On the one hand, the park’s
role as a site of respite — a place of quiet co-presence and relaxed sociability and
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friendship - is disrupted each year by the music festivals hosted there. On the other hand,
Wireless itself is a significant site of carnival and collective experience for communities
that are otherwise not always included in the life of parks. In addition, the money
generated through hosting the festivals has been invested in a whole range of high quality
facilities — such as the basketball courts and outdoor calisthenics gym already men-
tioned - but also the resurfaced netball and volleyball courts, and improved lighting, all
of which invites popular forms of kinesthetic sociability. Again, these additions are
supporting people that might not otherwise feel comfortable or provided for in the
park; the basketball courts popular with young BAME men, and the lighting to ensure
areas of the park are safe after dark. In many ways the park has become more inclusive,
more welcoming, more a site for care and kinship, and more used as a result of the influx
of festival funding. The underlying tension is that Haringey and the surrounding
neighborhoods have ended up with a better park — but one that’s funding model at
times amplifies its public-ness and at others times dampens it. Finsbury Park demon-
strates what can be achieved when a park is well funded and cared for. But also highlights
the tensions and conflict that can occur when a local authority has to look to temporary
festivalisation to fund a prominent and valued public space.

6. Conclusion: why social infrastructure matters

Social infrastructure is fundamental for creating inclusive, socially just, and lively cities.
To argue for social infrastructure, it is critical to appreciate the different registers of
sociality that such infrastructures support. We need - and this has been a central
argument of this article - a developed analytical language to engage with what the
“social”, in “social infrastructure” is. Looking at an urban public park, we should not
take it as self-evident what is going on in these places. Urban public parks are used in
a diverse range of ways depending on the facilities they contain, the neighborhoods they
are in, and the people that use them. To understand social infrastructure in general, and
Finsbury Park in particular, we need to understand what activity infrastructure supports.
This involves approaching infrastructure from a slightly different angle to how urban
studies often analyses it. Infrastructures tend to be approached as vehicles of power —
from which people are systematically excluded or which entrenches inequalities (Amin,
2013; Graham & Marvin, 2001; McFarlane & Silver, 2017). Drawing on the language of
Sen (1999, 2009), the provision of social infrastructure can be seen as fundamentally
about building the capacity of certain environments; increasing people’s freedom to
gather, be social, and undertake particular activities. Social infrastructures only function
as social infrastructures if they are expanding such capacities. Still, if social infrastruc-
tures are by definition a public and social good, their provision is not guaranteed. Nor are
the different social lives they afford necessarily harmonious and uncontested. As seen
with the case study here, it is precisely disagreements about how social infrastructure
should be provided, and conflicts over appropriate uses of social infrastructure, that allow
us to see what is at stake in its provision.

The controversies in Finsbury Park have been sparked by the policies of austerity.
Haringey Council has looked to novel - and controversial - ways of replacing lost
funding. It would be easy to see this as the erosion and degradation of the public life of
Finsbury Park - and indeed this is one of the arguments that has been made about the
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“over commercialisation” of the park. The public life of a city is rarely clear cut. A park
like Finsbury plays multiple roles in the social life of its neighborhood and wider city —
from being a space of rest and relaxation, through supporting multiple sporting com-
munities, to being a place to spend a day with the family, and yes, even as a site for music
festivals. These different roles are complicated and by no means harmonious. Each of the
registers of sociality that Finsbury Park supports requires the provisioning and main-
tenance of surfaces, lighting, water, greenkeeping, gardening, storage. Following the
different registers of sociality in the park highlights the ways that the influx of funding
has been invested to increase the capacity of the park to support a diverse public social
life, including for a number of otherwise marginalized groups. This is not an argument
for unchecked commercialization of parks. Rather, this is an argument to recognize what
substantial investment in a park can achieve - particularly investment directed toward
communities that might not otherwise find a home in the park. Moreover it is an
argument that the public social life of a park is dynamic and evolving, and rests upon
robust material provisioning. And, it is a call to study the dilemmas of provision that
austerity creates.

Social infrastructures within cities are messy, ambivalent, imperfect. When we study
such infrastructures we need to recognize that. Parks can be extraordinary pieces of social
infrastructure. Well designed and maintained public parks support the capacity and
freedom to gather. Making it easier to be co-present. Allowing people to be friendly and
sociable. Configuring spaces in such a way that they support care and kinship. Curating
spaces that encourage all kinds of bodies to be kinesthetically active. Creating time and
space for people to collectively experience the carnivalesque. Providing the resources for
people to engage civically. It is important to be able to acknowledge this messiness. If we
want to help make better social infrastructures in our cities — and better public spaces -
we should not let the perfect be the enemy of the good.

Notes

1. According to Haringey Council’s (2019) “State of the Borough” report: 28% of the borough
is open space, compared to the London average of 33% (although this is unevenly distrib-
uted within the borough); it is the 4th most deprived local authority in London (49th in the
UK); 38% of residents are from BAME groups and 26% identify as “white other”; and the
median hourly pay is 20% lower than the London average.

2. The term “affordance” comes from the cognitive psychologist James Gibson (1979). It refers
to the way in which an environment creates the conditions for - without instructing or
determining — a particular kind of action. The concept has been taken up by influential
writers including Nigel Thrift (1996) and Tim Ingold (2000).

3. These included: the Islington Gazette, the Hackney Gazette, the London Evening Standard,
the Guardian, and the Times. The dispute online was followed through keyword searches on
twitter: “Wireless”, “Finsbury Park”.

4. For those interested in a full history of the park see “A Park for Finsbury” by Hugh Hayes.
A second edition is currently under work (https://www.thefriendsoffinsburypark.org.uk/
news/book-launch-a-park-for-finsbury/).

5. It is worth noting that ideas of kinship have been taken up by a number of scholars thinking
about alternative forms of social relationship. Notably feminist writers like Hayden (1982),
Harraway (2016), Butler (2002), and Lewis (2019) have thought in different ways about how
to re-imagine patriarchal family life. And as a range of sociological and anthropological
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work has unpacked, ideas of family kin can extend well beyond blood-ties (Carsten, 2003;
Young & Willmott, 1957).

6. Center for Cities (2019) Cities outlook. Center for Cities, London. Available from: https://
www.centreforcities.org/publication/cities-outlook-2019/. Haringey Council has had its
grant funding from central government reduced by £124 million since 2010 - a reduction
of 62% (https://www.haringey.gov.uk/news/budget-fairer-haringey-have-your-say).

7. Friends of Finsbury Park is a charity that was formed in 1986. See Whitten (2019) for a more
detailed discussion about the wider role of friends groups in the organization of parks in
London.

8. 12 foot = 3.6 meters.
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