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Abstract
Social problems are often approached with the essential question: why? The
interrogations that follow search for root causes to problems, a form of reasoning that
understands issues in linear terms -- a problem requiring a solution. Yet as our world becomes
increasingly interconnected, linear approaches to problem solving have less and less success. For
example, though West Philadelphia has been subject to most of the traditional corporate and state
approaches to poverty alleviation including economic development and welfare, poverty still
persists. Thus, the frameworks with which we understand social issues like poverty must be
destabilized and rethought as webs of relations, rather than root causes with solutions.
As a member of the Philadelphia Field Project for the past two field seasons, I developed
a research project focussed on the West Fairmount Park, an important asset within the urban
landscape of West Philadelphia, a space located just across the street from the neighborhood
labelled Parkside. From an analysis of park usage, amenities, needs, and proposed projects, the
park emerges as a site of action. The park has the potential to assist Parkside residents meet their
own needs without the constant infusion of outside capital. This approach could increase the self
reliance and long term resilience of the neighborhood. Yet, the community asset approach this
thesis pursued is flawed. Its failures highlight material and discursive barriers that will make
progressive change difficult.
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Chapter One
Theoretical Beginnings
Introduction
Of the world’s problems, poverty occupies a prominent role in political and social
discourse. Poverty permeates national and political speeches, frames government policy, and
focuses components of international agreements. Issues of poverty, integral also to cultural
discourse, find their way into many religious texts, none more prominent in the United States
than the Bible (i.e. Proverbs 22:161).
However, despite its frequent mention, poverty has no stable meaning. Poverty manifests
differently all over the world, presenting itself among rural farmers, who for environmental,
economic or political reasons go hungry, or through the eyes of the poor in urban slums who
must bathe with dirty water or live in crowded shacks with leaky roofs over their heads. Some
might have an education, others may be illiterate. But no matter what poverty “looks like,” the
common denominator of people in poverty is a lack of the same thing: money. A humanitarian
distress, people around the world have sought through different measures to eradicate poverty.

‘Money makes the world go round’
In our American society money, (or other concepts such as capital, income, or
exchangeable resources) is the inescapable means by which people meet their daily needs.
Because poverty equals ‘lack of money,’ despite the plurality of its appearances, these conditions
demands amelioration with money. Thus, to reduce the effects of poverty, many individuals and
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He who oppresses the poor to increase his wealth and he who gives gifts to the rich--both come to
poverty (New International Version).
1

institutions try to increase capital in communities by implementing different development
modalities. These are a set of processes that are primarily characterized by the direction of
increased flows of capital toward distressed communities. Like poverty, development does not
emerge uniformly across space. Although increased capital flows are always its goal,
development is frequently coupled with other programs designed to make conditions more
favorable for capital investment. These initiatives often acknowledge the complexity of poverty,
yet continue to adopt essentialist notions of poverty that reduce it to measures of income level
(Foster, et al., World Bank 2005). The poverty/development paradigm, one that has persisted for
many years, has had limited success. Despite its failures, it remains the hegemonic discourse
among most actors. By envisioning poverty alleviation as the application of increased sums of
money, the answers to poverty become trapped within the discourse of capitalist economy. 2 This
“régime of truth,” narrows the theorizations and recommendations for improving the conditions
people face, because money filters the lenses of individuals and groups (Foucault 1980, 131).
Over the years, many scholars have explored the record of “successes” and “failures” of
the “war on poverty,” restructuring programs implemented by the International Monetary Fund
and the World Bank, terms of trade of the North American Free Trade Agreement, and aid
programs run through the United Nations and various international Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs) such as the Ford Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
(Birdsall and Londoño 1997; Tendler 1989; Baker 2000; Glennie 2008; Stillwaggon 2006).
2

While this assumes that the economy is always capitalist, this notion will later be contested here. It is
also contested elsewhere. In their book, The End of Capitalism (as we know it), J-K Gibson-Graham
advocate for a new envisioning of the economy that does not privilege the capitalist economy, and does
not see the capitalist economy as the hegemonic one, but instead recognizes the diversity of non-capitalist
economic activities that are performed everyday. Thus the economy is seen as not capitalist but diverse
and multiple. While this project incorporates their ideas of non-capitalist economy activity, it also
recognizes that the dominant discourses still see capitalism as the hegemonic form of economy.
2

Credit for success is often assigned to the wisdom of initial economic modeling or the
appropriate context in which an effort was implemented. Failure is often explained as the result
of an inherently poor model, constricting conditions which the model was implemented (like an
excessively limited or excessively unregulated market), or the homogeneity of place the model
assumes (Huber and Stolt 2004; Bardhan 1996; Riddell et.al 1996; Vyas and Bhargava 1995;
Bannister and Thugge 2001; Woolcock 1999). While obviously gross caricatures of scores of
studies, these statements emphasize the degree to which programs are conceived and measured in
economic terms. The theoretical path to the conclusion that poverty is an economic problem that
has economic solutions appears deeply worn.
Social scientists who study poverty strive to “do science.” As such, many have adopted
the notion of the ‘model mirror’ of science (Yapa 1996 (2), 708). These social scientists envision
a reality that, using statistical, ethnographic, survey or other tools, can be modeled (Dixon and
Jones 1996, 767; Yapa 1996 (2), 712). Although the initial expectations of positivist theory never
claimed to perfectly model reality (Harris 1979, 11-15), actual reported conclusions have been
interpreted as such (Yapa 1996 (2)). Though certainly well critiqued, social science as a way of
understanding social processes has survived these and other similar attacks. However, it is the
knowledge that this social science creates that continues to require interrogation. This is
particularly true of social science’s dealings with poverty. As many social scientists continue to
perceive poverty as an economic problem with economic solutions, it is assumed by many
investigators that economic indices adequately express the realities that people face (Yapa 1996
(2)).
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Using elements of poststructural theory, these poverty discourses can be deconstructed, or
taken apart and rethought (Yapa 1996 (2))3 . The need for this rethinking, now many times
demonstrated, is not a new insight proposed in this thesis. However, the implications of the
poststructural critique are still relatively absent from current discussions over strategies for
poverty alleviation4. Perhaps the failures of poverty alleviation programs should not be assigned
to their design or implementation, but instead to their foundational premise, that
Poverty = Lack of money.
Poststructuralism’s alternative stance recasts the questions that must be asked about how to effect
change.
This thesis began as an exercise in rethinking poverty using elements of
poststructuralism, community asset theory and end-use analysis. Rather than look to increase
sums of money to remedy poverty, I turned to an alternative source that I thought could
ameliorate the condition people faced by meeting their daily needs in different ways. However,
while new questions illuminated new possibilities for approaching poverty, the possibility I
pursued here did not necessarily have the answers I strove for.

The Philadelphia Field Project
I will draw specifically on the research I conducted as a student with the Philadelphia
Field Project: Rethinking Urban Poverty (PFP) during two field seasons spent in the Parkside
neighborhood of West Philadelphia in May and June of 2008 and 2009. The PFP, run by
3

Deconstruction has become one of the most important influences of poststructural thought to human
geography and modern social science. Deconstruction is credited to Jacques Derrida. See: Deconstruction
in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida, by John D. Caputo for an accessible description.
4

The recent discussions about how the United States will get out of the financial crisis it is in currently
exemplify the discursive reliance on economic development and jobs. This language is also pervasive in
UN, World Bank, Gates Foundation and IMF documents.
4

Professor Lakshman Yapa of the Penn State Department of Geography, has a specific philosophy
that undergirds the work we do there (Gibson-Graham 2000, 96). Briefly summarized, the PFP
encourages students to engage in research using elements of poststructural analyses, in ways that
allow to rethink poverty outside of traditional economic solutions and in ways that allow them to
exercise their own agency. Students’ agency is understood broadly as influence within the
academy.5 In the institutional setting, by producing more knowledge that incorporates alternative
understandings for poverty, students can help redirect the efforts of universities, academic
communities with deep involvement with social processes, into more effective directions. This
notion is deeply ingrained in the idea of public scholarship.
Geographers are integrating new modes of teaching and course design into undergraduate
curriculums around the country, which bring ethics into geography in teaching, learning
and research (Cohen & Yapa, 2003; Jarosz & Johnson-Bogart, 1996). This can have very
positive implications for faculty and student research and for classroom dynamics.
Research and teaching come together in public scholarship. Public scholarship is ‘‘the
application of scholarship by faculty and students in their teaching and learning, research
and service to the civic, cultural, artistic, social, economic and educational needs of the
community’’ (Cohen & Yapa, 2003: 5) (Jarosz 2004, 919).
Thus, benefits are threefold: community 6, students and university. Further, there are powerful
personal benefits to engagement with the Parkside neighborhood in West Philadelphia, as

5

This proposition can be contested. However, despite its criticisms, the PFP hopes to generate new
knowledges that eventually change how the University conceives of the work it does.
6

The idea of community, and in particular the idea of a “Parkside community” is problematized in
Chapter Six.
5

students develop the research skills necessary to tackle social development projects in a variety
of settings.
This background lays a foundation for what I set out to do as a student on the PFP. Over
the course of the two summers I studied the physical features and human activities of West
Fairmount Park, a vast urban landscape located across the street from Parkside, an official
poverty area where the project house is located. Everyday I recorded when and how the park was
being (or not being) used and by (or not by) whom. The resulting time-geography (Pred 1977)
reveals sites to exercise agency.7 For me as a student: investigating the assets and detractions to
the park. For members of the Parkside: to use the park to meet some of their basic needs.
It would seem obvious that the park would serve as an asset to the many Parkside
residents who live across the street. Yet all evidence suggests that few seize this attractive
opportunity. To ask why demands an investigation of both the quality of the park assets and the
conditions of current use. To suggest new approaches requires recognition that park assets cannot
be reclaimed by one person alone. As will be later developed, the park can be constructed as a set
of possible poverty alleviation initiatives, each seized by different individuals or groups within
Parkside. Framed this way, by amassing the agencies of many people from many different sites
of power, the park can be used to help to improve the quality of life of Parkside residents. The
context of the park reveals remedies to low resident use that are best perused collectively. I hope
that the park will become an effective tool for Parkside residents to meet their daily needs.

7 As

will be discussed in Chapter Four in more depth, I am reworking Hägerstrand’s notion of timegeography. Hägerstand’s time geography was primarily human-based and thus is concerned how a person
traversed space overtime. I am concerned with how, overtime, a particular place is traversed.
6

Basic Theories of Poverty
Before launching into the study of the West Fairmount Park that constitutes the bulk of
this thesis, it is important to further justify why I used the park to rethink poverty’s definition and
solution. Poverty knowledge, the collective product of a diverse field of investigators involving
many disciplines and schools of thought, seeks to explain why poverty occurs. While I explore
the major themes within poverty knowledge, it is important to note that many other theories
inhabit the arena. Some stand alone, while others combine, negate, further systematize or
otherwise manipulate data and observations drawn from the many perspectives regarding the
circumstances of people’s lives. There are also multiple ways that poverty knowledge is
aggregated into categories. While I offer one way of dividing up poverty knowledge, one
presented by Bradshaw and others (see Fahmy 2004), there are many ways of dividing this
literature.
Bradshaw (2005) explains that attempts to eradicate poverty draw on poverty knowledge
to inform their frameworks. More pointedly he argues that the schools’ understandings of the
root causes of poverty defines the solutions the envision. Bradshaw’s essay opens with the
following passage,
Community development has a variety of strategies available to meet the needs of those
persons and groups who are less advantaged, usually in poverty. Community developers
help all communities, but their passion lies disproportionately with people who do not
have adequate personal resources to meet their needs or with communities with large
populations of people who need assistance. These people and communities receiving
attention from community developers are extensively varied in most other respects than

7

being poor—the poor are both rural and urban, they are ethnically minority or not, they
live in places with weak and strong economies, and they have been helped for decades or
neglected for as long. In short, fixing poverty is a dominant theme within community
development, but we have infrequently examined the theories that underlie the dominant
practices addressing poverty. The thesis of this paper is that community anti-poverty
programs are designed, selected, and implemented in response to different theories about
the cause of poverty that “justify” the community development interventions. The
definition of poverty and theories that explain it are deeply rooted in strongly held
research traditions and political values, reinforced by encompassing social, political and
economic institutions that have a stake in the issue. Thus, a purely objective explanation
of poverty is displaced by a proliferation of socially defined issues and concerns from
both liberal and conservative perspectives. Moreover, no one theory of poverty has
emerged that either subsumes or invalidates the others (Blank, 1997). Explaining poverty
remains a lucrative field for academics, policy makers, book publishers, and ideologues,
and as a consequence the range of explanations has proliferated (Bradshaw 2005, 3).
Bradshaw’s analysis links assumptions about what causes poverty to what programs are pursued
and helps to illustrate how deeply engrained poverty discourse is in our society. Bradshaw
identifies and describes five theories of poverty and their programmatic initiatives. However, he
does not identify the role of capital in these theories. Yet as poverty is defined as a lack of
money, programs are sought to create circumstances in which money can be acquired by poor
people.

8

Programs are often more complicated. Influential thinkers like Amaryta Sen discuss
poverty in ways more similar to the those posited by Professor Yapa in the context of the PFP.
The see poverty as a question of what it means to live in a flourishing body (Sen 1999, 87). Sen
does not qualify a list of basic needs 8, but instead insists that they must be contextually based and
identified. However, unlike Yapa, within his capabilities approach, Sen remains within the
development paradigm (Sen 1999). Thus, what Bradshaw and others fail to recognize is the role
of a crutch that money persistently plays as the answer to much of the poor’s issues, nearly
regardless of how they are framed theoretically. 9

Poverty Alleviation in Academic Work
To continue to illustrate why the PFP rethinks poverty, it is useful to review three major
explanations of poverty. The first theory is typically known as “individual
deficiencies” (Bradshaw 2005). Programs adopting this notion of poverty points to the individual
as the source of their own poverty. These deficiencies are described as a lack of drive, selfconstructed incentive and proper attitude and see social welfare programs as only exacerbating
the problem by providing people assistance and encouragement to be lazy. This system blames
the poor for their poverty. Thus, poverty alleviation that follows this model pursues programs
that punish poor people for those actions that demonstrate their individual deficiencies like poor
work ethic. These programs create disincentives for living particular lifestyles. A revealing

8

This is in contrast to Martha Nussbaum, another theorist with whom Sen is commonly paired for their
similar social justice work on capabilities. Nussbaum identifies a list of basic criteria which she has
upheld despite frequent critique (Nussbaum 2000; Schlosberg 2009).
9

The PFP asserts that we do not need substantial sums of money to meet the needs of people in poverty.
This theory operates largely within the context of Parkside, Philadelphia, but is meant to extend to other
places as well. Though I may not be in complete agreement with this assertion, I conceived my project
from this point of departure and thus it is presented here.
9

strategy posed by Maskovsky called the “workist consensus,”maintains that personal
responsibility and individual desire will improve lived circumstances through more or better
employment (Bradshaw 2005, 7).
Next Bradshaw reviews “the culture of poverty.” This theory, credited to Oscar Lewis
(Lewis 1959) identifies the cultural context in which people live as the mechanism reproduces
lives lived in poverty.
Poverty is created by the transmission over generations of a set of beliefs, values, and
skills that are socially generated but individually held. Individuals are not necessarily to
blame because they are victims of their dysfunctional subculture or culture” (Bradshaw
2005, 8).
Also known as Marginality Theory,10 poverty is alleviated by projects that change the culture.
Some initiatives include projects to provide new social environments that involve relocation, a
physical transfer of people expected to provide new and more positive influences. Other projects
target youth to change cultural norms. Others attempt to inspire community members to work
together towards grass-roots cultural change (Bradshaw 2005, 9-10).
The third theory Bradshaw considers amalgamates theories characterized broadly as
‘progressive social theory.’ Structures, be they economic, political or social, cause
discrimination, disempowerment, and disenfranchisement that perpetuate poverty. These
structures, hegemonic, multiple and intersecting, are also the social mechanisms which
perpetuate social order. Thus programs target these structures to change the circumstances in
which people find themselves. Bradshaw identifies three different ways these programs attempt
10

This is similar to the marginality theory of park use that tries to explain differential uses of parks based
on race or ethnicity. It posits that, “people of color face socio-economic barriers that constrain when and
how they visit and use parks” (Washburn, in Byrne and Wolch 2009, 7).
10

to assist people to change the systems that control them: social movements, the establishment of
alternative, open institutions, and policy change (Bradshaw 2005, 11).
Other theories assert mild environmental determinism and place-based root causes or
posit cyclical considerations to explain why poor people face the economic scarcity that leads to
lack of basic needs. Yet, all the discussed theories perpetuate a similar discourse of poverty as an
economic problem with solutions if circumstances are favorable to make and accumulate money.
This logic often feeds into other discourses asserting capitalism’s hegemonic control
over daily functioning. Not only do capitalist answers to poverty privilege their forms of
production, in so doing they devalue other economic activities that do not fit into the capitalism
model. These notions miss the greater web that contextualizes not only poverty, but capital, webs
that make capital and poverty concepts that cannot be essentialized across contexts.
Capitalocentrism in this context involves situating capitalism at the center of
development narratives, thus tending to devalue or marginalize possibilities of
noncapitalist development. When noncapitalist forms of economy are coded as primitive,
backward, stagnant, traditional, incapable of independent growth and development and
opposed to the modern, growth-oriented and dynamic capitalist economy, develop is
defined as a process that necessitates the elimination or transformation of noncapitalist
forms (or at least their subordination to capitalism) (Gibson-Graham 2006, 41).
This capitalcentric model is the essentializing discourse for not only economic discussions, but
for political, social, and cultural discussions as well as many social scientists insists that lived
conditions are the product of some form of economic need or lacking. Overdetermination

11

(Gibson-Graham 2006, 41) does not reflect the plurality of lived existence.11 Alternative
economies like elicit economies and household economies challenge the idea of capitalist
hegemony. This parallel’s capitals overdetermined position in many academic recommendations
for poverty alleviation.

Poverty Alleviation in Action
The issue of competing discourses manifests itself not only in the academic realm, but in
the real policies that follow from them. Evidence of the failure of programs that depend on
capital influxes dot the landscape. In a recent National Public Radio news piece, Audie Cornish
narrates the take over of Camden, a city across the river from Philadelphia (Rose 2010). In her
piece, she explains that the city budget was frozen, but the state government gave Camden a one
time check for $175 million for specifically targeted economic development initiatives. Projects
expected to be economic engines of growth, like a local hospital, a Campbell’s Soup factory and
a new $25 million aquarium that draw tourists from Philadelphia soon appeared (Rose 2010).
Despite the money spent and the small measure of job growth, the capital injection did not bring
people out of poverty 12.
There are other examples. In 2008 in Parkside an empowerment zone project, one of the
Clinton Administration's tools for poverty alleviation (Housing and Urban Development 2009),
was completed. The empowerment zone brought a suburban shopping center to inner city
Philadelphia, and provided the area with a much needed grocery store and pharmacy, as well as
11

Overdetermination is an internalized phenomena evident in everyday language and action.
Overdetermination is specifically characterized by internalization, rather than just accumulation of things
attributed to one set of circumstances (Althusser 1969).
12

Not only did the capital injection not lift people out of poverty, it also created infrastructure that sets
prices far beyond the means of neighborhood residents. The aquarium, for example, has an entrance fee of
$21.95 for adults and $17.95 for children ages 2-12 (Adventure Aquarium 2010).
12

clothing and electronic stores, a bank, and a home improvement store. This project cost between
$50 million (Van Allen 2007) and $55 million to create and created 550 low wage jobs (WPFSI
2007). To maintain this modest level of increased employment, the grocery store was completely
staffed most hours of the day even when shoppers were sparse and all checkout lines were not
necessary. It is questionable whether the grocery store will be able to keep this level of staff on
hand once their agreement with the empowerment zone’s community trust fund lapses.
Additionally, new employees primarily earned low wages. Because the minimum wage in
Pennsylvania is $7.25 (United States Department of Labor 2009), to earn a middle class income
of $40,000, before taxes, an individual would need to work 106 hours, out of the 168 hours
available in the week. Even with two people working to generate a $40,000 income, each
individual in a household would need to work 53 hours each week, before taxes. This
empowerment zone approach will not empower the neighborhood financially. However, in so far
as it is able to continue to operate, the full grocery and pharmacy the zone established is an
improvement to the quality of life in Parkside.
Billions of dollars are spent each year to provide capital for economic development like
this that is to enhance the ability of communities to make and accumulate wealth. Much
development envisions some sort of middle class lifestyle, where people work to legitimize the
context in which they live. Yet, it is clear that actually securing this image is impossible. To take
the West Philadelphia as an example using 1999 Census data, it would take $242,883,564.80 to
bring those living in poverty to minimum wage and $1,273,000,000.00 to bring those living in
poverty to a middle class income of $40,000 dollars a year. This level of capital infusions to
households would have to be injected each year into just West Philadelphia’s economy. These

13

numbers do not illustrate simply a problem with the welfare state, but more broadly the corporate
economy, for if it is not the state which can bring this sort of money to bear, the next logical
conclusion is the private sector by offering new employment. Even in the fiscal task were split in
two, each source – public and private – would be responsible for $121,441,782.40 and
$636,500,000.00 each year! Yet money is not often infused directly, but instead through projects
and initiatives. This analysis does not take into account the apparatus of offices, contractors,
social workers, secretaries, and various jobs that are associated with poverty alleviation. These
also cost money to maintain due to the salary, health benefits and the raw materials they
necessitate.
The economic approach in action is both impractical and produces few promised results
for the investment that has been put in. Economic approaches to poverty do not provide the
answers even by economic stands (let alone quality of life). Thus, using a new poverty
framework, other solutions will now be explored

Defining Poverty and a Poststructural Approach
The knowledge produced about poverty informs how projects about poverty are pursued,
this point is clear. The dominant epistemology has been shown to not provide real answers to the
material conditions people in which people live. Part of the problem comes from binary thinking
or the lack of recognition of the constantly changing meanings and pluralities of concepts.
...post-structuralist philosophers, social and cultural theorists and intellectuals posited the
lack of recognizable structures or the ‘shifting’ character of concepts as a key and nonnegotiable characteristic of any production of knowledge. Following the lead set by
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authors such as Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari and Jacques Lacan and
the early work of Jean Baudrillard, post-structuralism thus expanded upon the realisation
that, for every postulated structure, there exists an unacknowledged, but necessary,
‘negative’ context.....Crucially, or so especially Derrida argued, the relationship between
‘positive’ concept (‘presence’) and ‘negative’ context (‘absence’) could itself be
categorized – i.e. only fully understood – if only its own inherent instability was
overlooked; categorical identity, in other words, was always purchased at the expense of
an arbitrary... ‘freezing’ of precisely the process that breathed life into the categories in
the first place (Strohmayer 2005).
This is pertinent within the realm of poverty knowledge where there is a stark division between
the viewpoints of those in poverty and those out of poverty. Put crudely, there are the poor, on
the one hand and those who study the poor, on the other, who are not themselves poor. In the first
two theories of poverty discussed above, there is no implication of the role of the researcher in
the creation of poverty. In the third theoretical approach, while structural blocks like neoliberal
markets of Keynesian economies implicate a researcher in a larger system, there is little agency
for scholars and field workers to immediately change an often conceived of as hegemonic
system.13
The poor/non-poor discursive binary has led to paternalist programs to address poverty,
that seek outside solutions from the non-poor and do not look within the places they identify as
poor for solutions for their problems.

13

However, there is evidence that some scholars are trying to fight against hegemonic discourses and
metanarratives by complicating the scripts by which society functions. Within geography, J-K GibsonGraham are credited with much of this work, though they are not alone, as many feminist, queer theory,
anti-essentialist scholars have made many of the same efforts.
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Further, discourses about human needs are created through educational programs and
marketing strategies that powerfully channel peoples ideas about their options (Yapa 1996 (2),
714). These educational and marketing tools are particularly powerful in shaping appropriate
ways of meeting human needs. These forces lead American society to privilege certain ways of
meeting needs, a calculus dominated by economic discourses of namely scarcity and the
production of commodities (Yapa 1996 (2), 714).
For example, the ideal house in the United States could be considered a suburban home,
enhanced by a two-car with a garage and a “golf-course-standard” lawn. This housing style,
costly, and nearly unsustainable, limits what people can consider a “good home.” This discourse
sharply narrows the definition of a good life. The core understanding is that goods are acquired
to meet end-needs, ones which are not necessarily basic needs. Therefore their application
expands from basic requirements of life to the construction of, for example, social status through
housing. Additionally, because basic needs and constructed needs are conflated, the privileged
way (at least as recognized by the regnant discourse) of meeting those needs are pursued. Basic
needs are not though to be most reasonably and efficiently met, but are constructed to reflect the
dominant, often imaginary icons, of the “good life.”
This is what Yapa (1996(2), 713-714) describes as the “social construction of scarcity.”
He posits that goods are produced to meet needs, when there is no need, or when alternative less
cost, resource or otherwise intensive approaches are available. Yapa develops this argument in
two streams, first by discussing how meeting basic needs, like housing, are discursively
constricted and how social needs, like status and unlimited wants, operate as discursive
constructions that justify the reason for commodities (Yapa 1996 (2), 715) like the iPod.
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To better explain what he means when evoking the term discursive construction of
scarcity Yapa writes,
Scarcity may be created by an expansion of end-uses, as with the creation of demand for
new goods through advertising. Even more important is the manipulation of sources of
supply. Imagine that a particular end-use is met through several different sources of
supply. Through time some of these sources are neglected, “de-developed,” and gradually
disappear (Yapa 1996 (1), 73).
Using end-use analysis, that is, through a critical interrogation of how needs are met and
how commodities are used, communities, not necessarily poor ones, we can examine afresh
questions of a good lifestyle. Rather than aspire to a costly, mostly unsustainable and certainly
homogenized conceptions of “the good life,” ideals that economic theory espouses, end-use
analysis allows us to interrogate specific needs and find reasonable solutions for those needs.
Adopting this approach means defining what basic needs are. Basic needs are explored by
a variety of theories posed by economists and social scientists (Maslow, 1948; Doyal and Gough
1984; Hicks and Streeten, 1995). Yapa defines them at their most fundamental level as defined as
food, clothing, shelter and health (1996, 707). As mentioned earlier, Sen’s capability approach14
comes at the question from a different angle. “...poverty as capability deprivation (that is poverty
seen as the lack of the capability to live a minimally decent life (Sen 2000, 4). In tandem, these
very roughly define the “goal,” and enable consideration of how these needs are met or
envisioned as being met. Although consumer discourses privilege buying things to meet these
needs, in low income communities, it is imperative to find solutions that reside within the
14

Sen insists on basic capabilities as opposed to basic needs for several rhetoric reasons that can be
referenced in this book chapter. “Capability and Well-Being” In, The Quality of Life. eds. Martha
Nussbaum and A.K. Sen (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995, pp.30-53).
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community. Thus, what we have done here is to re-imagine what it means to be in poverty, as a
situation in which many basic needs are not met or inappropriately pursued through traditional or
culturally privileged approaches that seek answers in sites that provide little or no agency to
individuals.
To approach meeting basic needs in Parkside, I turned to community asset theory. I have
used community asset theory, posited by Kretzmann and McKnight (1993), in conjunction with
end-use analysis to guide the questions I asked about what defines poverty and what solutions
might be meeting the needs people have. Community assets, be they physical elements in a
community, or more abstract concepts, like community needs, provide ways in which improve
the quality of life (Kretzmann and McKnight 1993). Thus community asset approach is
combined with the idea of agency. Hence, community assets that provide sites for individuals
and groups to advance their agency are privileged over sites and analyses that do not (Bonner
Curriculum 2010).
The analysis presented here uses a poststructural approach that recognizes the importance
of the nexus of relations (or nexus of production relations of poverty) (Yapa 1996, 709) to look
for alternative ways of ameliorating the conditions under which people live through use of enduse analysis that deconstructs the dominant economic development discourse. By understanding
poverty as a nexus of interconnected ideas, rather than a linear problem that is solved by a money
solution, it seeks for “partial” answers in spaces where individuals can exert their own agency
today, one of which, a park could possibly be. Many theorists have posited that parks are
community assets (Beaulieu 2002) and thus, a park becomes the site of this analysis.
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This project recognizes that individual agency is limited by many factors, hence its
subtext divided by more than a road. Thus, it will not ignore issues that inhibit park usage or
require group agency to overcome. The park will emerge as a limited site of agency, but one
important to fostering in Parkside’s resiliency. Further, recognizing that capital does play a role
in people’s lives, this project will also emphasize elements of the non-capitalist economy by
highlighting what the park could do for Parkside.
Poverty alleviation projects that involve punishment, relocation, youth empowerment
programs, corporate job creation or solidarity campaigns to improve the conditions for making
money, often do not envision communities flourishing with the income that they have. Rather,
communities are changed or moved and replaced either staying where they are, or catering to the
same “clientele.” Some projects aim to get people out of the neighborhoods in which they are
living by increasing their income and so they move out of the inner city, or through
gentrification, a process of increasing housing costs in such a way that makes housing
unaffordable for the poor. These discussions perpetuate a vision that sees neighborhoods living in
a particular, wealth accumulating and consumerist, way. However, this project chooses not to
pursue this vision and instead rethinks poverty as a complex quality of life issue, a humanitarian
issue with complicated and multiple solutions. By looking at the park as a potential site of many
positive outcomes, this project challenges the discourses of what a neighborhood needs to be
“flourishing” while simultaneously calling for a new vision for the park.
However, this project also discovers the limitations of the assumptions of its own
theoretical tools. Thus, while the park can be envisioned a particular way, this re-imagining
requires a new “sense” for Parkside.
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Chapter Two
West Philadelphia and Parkside: A Brief History to the Present
Why a History now?
In order to situate the West Fairmount Park and Parkside, in this chapter, Parkside’s
transformations since the late 19th century will be discussed. Parkside’s development is
inextricably linked to the demographic changes Philadelphia has endured in the last hundred
years. Not only has history architecturally left its mark, it has helped to produce the conditions
and meanings associated with Parkside and West Philadelphia overtime.

Introduction
West Philadelphia has metamorphosed
during Philadelphia’s history, most visibly by
offering itself as a home to many different
population influxes. Today, West Philadelphia
is a predominantly African-American section
of Philadelphia County (Figure 2.1). West
Philadelphia is home to two premier
universities, the zoo, a large urban park and
several hospitals (Figure 2.2). However, many
of those who attend these universities and visit the

Figure 2.1
West Philadelphia in the context of Philadelphia County
(McConaghy 2008)

zoo are only transients in the neighborhood.
Churches, and now increasingly mosques, are key backbones for community engagement
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with both itself and the surrounding city. These religious institutions inscribe many of the social
relations in the

Engines of Economic Growth,
but not for the Poor

area, most
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Figure 2.2
Engines of Economic Growth in West Philadelphia
(Author)

corners. Further, these religious institutions percolate into the city sounds, coloring the language
of many of the residents.
While once a site of great wealth from inner city development, in the last half century,
West Philadelphia has become poverty area. Census Data compiled by the University of
Pennsylvania’s West Philadelphia Community History Center demonstrates the transition. This is
tabulated in Table 2.1 below (McConaghy 2009).
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Table 2.1

Total
Families

Families in
Poverty

Total
Unrelated
Individuals

Unrelated
Individuals
in Poverty

Total NonFamily
Households

Non-Family
Households
in poverty

1970

63,302

8,543
13.5%

43,693

17,009
38.9%

n/a

n/a

1980

30,636

4,673
15.3%

48,577

29,804
61.4%

34,648

23,204
33.0%

1990

47,180

8,591
18.2%

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

2000

43,320

8,887
20.5%

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

Additionally, Citywide corruption and police brutality, hallmarks of Philadelphia’s recent past,
had many of their critical moments in West Philadelphia, at the same time the area saw the rise of
the Black Panthers, MOVE and other deemed-radical groups during the 1960s and 1970s
(Brownlow 2006).
In the wake of LBJ’s War on Poverty and subsequent federal and private povertyalleviation techniques, traditional approaches to poverty alleviation have been applied in West
Philadelphia. However, these attempts have largely failed, as middle class African-Americans
have moved out of the area, and many of factory and railroad jobs have been replaced by service
jobs in the mega-malls surrounding the city. Those engines of economic growth (Figure 2.2) that
are in West Philadelphia rarely cater to locals or even employ locals, and thus do not financially
contribute to the lived experience in West Philadelphia.15
As alluded to above, West Philadelphia has many potential engines of economic growth
(ones that economic theory has identified as important poverty alleviators). In West Philadelphia
the following institutions and facilities can be found: Drexel University and the University of
15

This discussion does not apply to University City. There is a stark line drawn by architecture cars and
personal behavior that divides West Philadelphia from University City. University City has a very
different demographic, mostly wealthy students and professors. With the assistance of Penn and Drexel
University Police Patrols, it exists within a bubble.
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Pennsylvania, the
research hospitals
associated with
each of these
schools, at least
six other
healthcare
centers, both
public and
private, The
Philadelphia Zoo,
The Gates
Foundation School (School of the Future), the Please Touch

Figure 2.3
Park Assets
(Google Earth 2009 author)

Museum, colonial and civil war era historical homes, the
Horticultural Center and Japanese House, several empowerment zones, a number of
neighborhood parks as well as the West Fairmount Park, and the Mann Music Center, among
other commercial assets (sites identified in Figure 2.2 and 2.3).
Still, for decades, key statistical indicators, the information about communities thought to
either explain or locate poverty, have reported that poverty was widespread in West Philadelphia.
(US Census Bureau: American Fact Finder 2010, all the facts below) For instance, according to
American Community Survey estimates from 2008, nearly one-fifth of families living in West
Philadelphia live under the poverty line. Fourteen percent of the labor force is unemployed.
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Seventy-eight percent of those employed are employed in private wage jobs. Fifty-seven percent
of grandparents are primary care givers for their own grandchildren. Twenty-five percent of
families are female-headed households. Perhaps most startling, only just over half of all
households are families. Less than twenty percent have completed a college or professional
degree. Sixteen percent of housing units are vacant. Despite the economic engines in West
Philadelphia, and the “non-poor” populations associated with Universities represented in these
West Philadelphia Statistics, this area is a poor neighborhood.16 Further, unemployment in the
county, the heart of one of the largest cities in the country is statistically higher than in
surrounding areas, other urban sites in Pennsylvania and the United States (Figure 2.4 and 2. 5).
It is from this larger context that the history of Parkside emerges.

16

The data being used for this analysis is a close approximation of the situation in West Philadelphia.
Because the US Census for 2010 data will not be available in time for inclusion here, estimates from 2008
are the best available data, though they are not as specific as the data available in 1999.
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Figures 2.4 and 2.5
Unemployment Rate win Philadelphia County, PA and US Comparisons
(Google (1) 2010; US Bureau of Labor 2010)

History of Parkside
While development of West Philadelphia began in 1854 as an effort to create a commuter
suburb to serve central Philadelphia businesses, Parkside did not significantly get underway for
nearly two decades (McConaghy 2009). Instead, Parkside’s growth coincided with the 1876
Centennial Exposition, the major event used to show case the city and country’s innovations
since America’s birth. The West Fairmount Park, for which Parkside is named, hosted many of
the attractions of the fair. Buildings were erected throughout the park to host the celebratory
exhibitions (Parkside Historic Preservation Corporation 2009). As part of this effort, tourist
infrastructure necessarily was erected in the areas surrounding the park, including the area that
would later become Parkside. Only a few of the new buildings built for the Exposition endured
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after the festivities, and major activities in Parkside diminished in the subsequent years
(McConaghy 2009).
Although German immigrants were the first to move to Parkside after the Centennial
Exposition, mass development only followed the introduction of the electric trolley to
Philadelphia’s public transportation systems in 1895 (McConaghy 2009). This transformed the
area by providing transport for office workers to and from Philadelphia central business district.
At the turn of the 20th century, architectural designs for new houses took on a distinct
row-house style, a design that reflected the tastes and traditions of the new German and Dutch
immigrants. Further, the expanding affluence of these new “suburbanites” translated into large
houses and mansions that emerged throughout the cityscape (McConaghy 2009).
The Germans and Dutch did not stay long. Eastern European Jews, immigrating to
America in large numbers in the first decades of the 20th century, bought formerly Germanowned homes, as many of these occupants moved to fancier homes in newer parts of the city
(Parkside Historic Preservation Corporation 2009). Jewish communities dominated the area for
about 40 years, but around1920, a growing African-American population sowed its roots. Signs
of Jewish presence can still be seen in the architectural details of old synagogues in the
neighborhood, buildings that came to serve new communities when the Jews left. White flight
following World War II accelerated in the 1960s throughout West Philadelphia (Brownlow 2006)
and left African-Americans the predominant group in Parkside as they remain today. A
significant component of this African-American presence is the social infrastructure provided by
the numerous aforementioned churches and mosques. This history mimics those of many
American cities, as waves of wealth increased middle class mobility farther and farther outside
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of urban cores. This process stigmatized old communities, as society privileged new ones. For
many this has left a belief that that the urban core is an unsavory, less spacious, and thus less
prestigious way to live.

Parkside
Parkside is an extended neighborhood with east and west sides, divided by Belmont
Avenue. The greater community of Parkside is adjacent to and south of Fairmount Park,
bounded by Parkside Avenue, 52nd Street, Lancaster Avenue, Girard Avenue, railroad
tracks, and Pennsgrove Street.
-- McConaghy and the West Philadelphia Community History Center (Figure 2.4)
Parkside’s appearance contains signs of the sequence of neighborhoods it housed, most
predominantly by the row houses that date to the late 19th century. This architectural form is so
iconic to Parkside that new housing developments have adopted this style in new clusters of row
homes, rather than choose the more typical apartment complexes of modern urban development.
Many row homes have small yards in the front that boast flower and tomato gardens,
planted either in the soil or in pots on the stoop. The stoop is an important part of the
architectural design of the homes. The chairs and tables on them reflect the social importance of
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the stoops as
gathering points and
conversational centers
for many Parkside
residents.
Like West
Philadelphia, Parkside
has historically had
numerous churches
and mosques, buildings that have high visibility in the social landscape

Figure 2.6
Parkside
(Google (3) 2010)

(McConaghy 2009). Their salience has many dimensions. On one level, the
enthusiasm of worshippers at Baptist churches can often be heard from the street and speech is
often riddled with phrases (“Praise Jesus,” “Lord have mercy,” , etc.). On another level, some
churches have taken over entire blocks, the sprawl including “compounds” for protected parking
and at smaller churches, parking from services, funerals and weddings, necessary practices that
frequently congest traffic on side streets.Whatever its physical presence, the church, even though
predominantly attended by women and children, is an essential and influential part of the social
and political fabric of Parkside.
As Islam has become more prevalent, there has been an increase in Muslim prayer
houses. Though these do not outnumber the churches, there is evidence of economic and
symbolic engagement with the surrounding and mostly Christian community as members of the
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Muslim community regularly stand on street corners selling a wide variety of modest objects, as
previously mentioned.
The area has four schools, one public, one private and two charter. They serve the ages
from kindergarden through high school. Each morning buses, cars and parents flood the school
areas for fifteen minutes as children in uniforms come to and from class.
The profile of economic activity is also important. Amongst the houses and religious
institutions are many car repair shops protected by fences and guard dogs. Local stores are corner
shops selling small, highly priced grocery items, lottery tickets, and cigarettes, hair salons that
specialize in hair threading, braiding wigs and cuts, and some fast food chains, including water
ice windows 17, Caribbean food and hamburger joints.
One recent economic innovation is the Empowerment Zone between North 50th and 52th
Streets and Columbia Avenue (Figure 2.2). This zone has brought an increase in retail activity
specifically from a grocery, a pet shop, and outlets for inexpensive clothing and home-wares.
There is also an office building area next to this empowerment zone, a location where many city
wide organizations like the Philadelphia Parks Alliance make their home. Significantly it is
secured by guards.
Drug and gang activity certainly persists in Parkside, but it is not very public. Common
descriptions of gangs owning city corners by their physical presence do not apply to Parkside.
Whatever drug activity occurring is more discrete.

17

Water ice is a traditional Philadelphian food. It consists of flavored syrups (cherry, blue raspberry,
orange and lemon) poured over soft, finely granulated or crushed ice.
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A final cluster of institutions is located on Parkside Avenue itself. These include a
methadone rehabilitation center and a halfway house, public institutions separated and
surrounded by a rug store, the business center and several clusters of row houses.
The topography of Parkside is relatively flat. Thus it is attractive for rail traffic. Indeed
the Amtrak line that originates at the 30th Street Station (some ten to twenty blocks to the East)
passes through the neighborhood. Sadly, the train does not stop in Parkside on its way west. The
neighborhood is only supported by local trolley lines and bus routes. These public transit lines
are crowded on weekdays, and limited on weekends. Trolley tokens are difficult to come by in
Parkside, as their distribution among sellers is limited and infrequent. The message is clear;
though Parkside has “event” places located in its vicinity, its residents are peripheral to the
economy of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania.

Poverty Paradigms at Work: a poverty alleviation project in Parkside
Last year, the latest approach to poverty alleviation was applied to Parkside. As part of an
initiative promoted by the federal government, an empowerment zone was sited in the West
Parkside (Van Allen 2007). The empowerment zone, as the name implies, serves to empower the
community with jobs and capital influx from anticipated increased corporate investment.
To create the Empowerment Zone, two blocks, including the area of North 50th and
North 52nd Streets along Columbia Avenue, then home to many occupied as well as abandoned
row houses, were leveled. Homeowners were relocated and construction on the site began in
2006 (Massaro 2009). Soon after, a suburban style retail complex was built. Corporations were
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expected to follow, stores with cell phone providers, clothing shops, fast food restaurants, and a
grocery store.
Indeed they did come. First to open was a large home improvement store, then a fast food
chain, and a bank. Soon after, several clothing stores, a regional grocery chain, and an internal
decor store opened in the summer of 2008. In the next year, a cell phone store, a hair and nail
shops, and a pet store opened. Still retail space was available.
This project, which took three years to complete, created 550 low wage jobs. Job creation
rested on an agreement with the chains about the people and the level of employment that would
be undertaken. Though contracts differed between stores, the agreements meant that frequently
stores were well over staffed. Clerks idled or reorganized merchandise frequently.
Admittedly, overstaffing provided incredible opportunities for employees. In the summer
of 2008, I was frequently the first person an employee had ever rung up, not only at this job, but
at any site of employment. Many people enthusiastically embraced on the job training, both
customer and employee. With patience, ample support and guidance, many workers had the
possibility to develop confidence in their job tasks. However, overstaffing is not always a
profitable business model, and the ability of the companies to sustain this level of employment is
questionable once the stipulation on their contracts run out.
Jobs promised for the Parkside residents were not always delivered. Between the two
summers I spent in the Parkside, I observed many people riding seven or eight trolley stops from
other areas, wearing store uniforms, to the empowerment zone’s trolley stop most days during
the week. Even while the jobs were created, their wages were hardly enough to have significant
impact on the poverty status of most people holding those jobs.
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Further, the stores that opened had mixed utility to Parkside residents. The grocery
provided the only real option for food and pharmaceuticals in the neighborhood, and clearly
catered to their Caribbean and Muslim clientele. The clothing stores were low cost, “seconds”
and “thirds” stores. However, the Lowes, which took up nearly one of the two demolished
blocks, catered primarily to developers working in the Greater Philadelphia Region. These
developers, were not from Parkside, as the names on their trucks and the origin of their license
plates revealed. License plates were frequently from New Jersey, work men were sometimes
African American, but were more frequently Caucasian, spoke Spanish and/ or boast company
vans that hailed from Pennsylvania towns surrounding Philadelphia County. Given the lack of
development projects seen in the neighborhood, they were likely not working in Parkside either.

Conclusion
Parkside’s rich history parallels many of the social and economic developments of
Philadelphia. This history has produced a landscape scattered with different engines of economic
growth that at one time promised to relieve conditions of poverty. Many of these engines of
economic growth, like universities and cultural centers, require outside sources of funds and
despite their abundance, have done little to redress poverty levels. Thus this project has tried to
look within Parkside for alternative solution to the conditions people face by exploring the West
Fairmount Park.
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Chapter Three
A Profile: The Fairmount Park

Figure 3.1
Centennial Exposition Program, 1876
(Keyser 1876)

Fairmount Park symbolizes much of the long history of Philadelphia. This now iconic
space began as estate land dedicated to meet city water concerns. Since then, however, the park
has housed countless events and activities, many of which have left footprints in the form of
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monuments, buildings and landscape designs evident today. Important Philadelphia institutions
including the Horticultural Center, The John Coltrane House, Love Park, and the Please Touch
Museum call the park home. Much more than an assemblage of buildings and monuments, the
landscape of much of Fairmount Park is sculpted by expansive lawns, ones interwoven with
naturalized or wooded areas, and a diverse collection of playing fields dedicated to a wide range

of sports. It is a physically impressive place.

Figure 3.2
Remnants of the estates in Parkside
(Taken by author 2009)

History
Fairmount Park history begins in a sanitation project connected to accelerating city
expansion in 1810 (Fairmount Park Council for Historic Sites 2009). At the turn of the 19th
century the city of Philadelphia recognized the need to provide safe drinking water to the city. In
its first response the city built a waterworks in Centre City. Nevertheless, as Philadelphia steadily
grew, industry expanded. Industry created debris and pollutants that were often dumped into the
river (Figure 3.3). This concerned those charged with protecting the community’s wellbeing, the
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members of the city council, and those landowners who owned homes along the river front. In
response to these concerns, the city acquired “Fairmount” with the expectation of moving the
water works to this new site.
In 1855, the space that
eventually became the park was
officially acquired by the City of
Philadelphia (Fairmount Park
Commission 2009). A core area, the
estate of Lemon Hill, was dedicated to
the city, and, because of public support,
adjacent lands were acquired. These
transfers were often possible through
the purchase of older estates afforded by funds raised by
Philadelphian elites. Additional policies augmented other water-

Figure 3.3
River Industry in Philadelphia
(Fairmount Park Commission 2010)

friendly building practices implemented along the river,
regulations that excluded big industry. These initiatives to protect the city’s drinking water and
preserve the river’s flows were somewhat successful in their goals (Fairmount Park Commission
2009) as changes were only incremental.
The size of acquired park grew significantly, reaching 4000 acres in a little over a decade.
Given the scale of the space, it was deemed the land needed an organizing body. Rather than
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place the control of the park under a city department,
a separate organization was created, one called the
Fairmount Park Commission (FPC) (Fairmount Park
Commission 2009). This commission worked with
estate and landowners to ensure that the practices
were good for the city and for the integrity of
individual land holdings. The FPC quickly acquired
even more land, and the park grew to its current size
of 9,204 acres (Fairmount Park Council for Historic
Figure 3.4
Map of Fairmount Park, 1870
(Fairmount Park Commission 2010)

Sites 2009). The Park landscape now contains a very
complex internal structure, and the Schuykill River continues

to create the primary division as its flow south splits the Park into eastern and western sections.
In 1876, the Fairmount Park provided the center for the Centennial Exposition (Figure
3.5), an event that show cased the technological and civic advances made by the city and country
over the United States’ first hundred years. In preparation for the 1876 Centennial Exposition,
249 buildings were constructed in the Park. Only a few of these remain, as most were built as
temporary structures (Fairmount Park Commission 2009).
The scale of the Exposition must have impressed visitors. A huge space was dedicated to
the display of art and technology – there were 800 exhibits of machinery of various kinds – and
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special events included the unveiling of Bell’s
telephone and Edison’s telegraph. West Park was a

Figure 3.5)
Drawing of the Centennial Exposition Grounds
(Keyser 1876)

flurry of activity. Over the course of the Exposition
thousands of people visited Philadelphia, and a tourist infrastructure developed in and around the
city’s parks. West Fairmount Park was the center of the Exposition, drawing most visitors to
Memorial Hall and the surrounding “wilderness” areas of the West Fairmount Park.
Following this first experience as a true tourist destination, the Park developed additional
visitor infrastructure. Tracks were laid throughout the densely wooded landscape to allow for a
train to traverse the park (Figure 3.6). Remnants of the park train rides can still be seen in many
of the wooded areas (Figure 3.7). Over the course of nearly twenty years, these trains provided
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tourists with a special
sightseeing activity: a
chance to see “nature”
up close and en masse,
while remaining within
city bounds. Though it
experienced periods of
popularity, despite several
efforts to keep them profitable, the trains did not prove a

Figure 3.6
Train Patrons
(Fairmount Park Commission 2010)

financial success and the
business eventually closed.
The automobile
contributed to the trains’
demise. Soon after cars
became available, the park’s
winding wide roads were used for auto racing. Guidebooks

Figure 3.7
Remnants of the Train’s Infrastructure
(Taken by author 2009)

(Figure 3.8), for automobile tourists were published as sight-
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seeing ads to the various old houses and other treasures hidden within the park’s lush foliage
(Fairmount Park Commission 2009).
The Park frequently piqued the
interest of members of Philadelphia’s elite
classes. Though some structures predate the
turn of the 20th century, much of the
infrastructure seen in the park today developed
during the 1900s as various individuals,
companies and organizations took an interest
in the park’s development. Statues and
Figure 3. 8
Automobile Sight-Seeing Guide for Fairmount Park
(Fairmount Park Commission 2010)

monuments were commissioned throughout the
park. The Catholic Abstinence Council, for example,

erected a very large monument, prominently featuring Moses in the center (Figure 3.9). The Civil
War Monument, located down the road from the Abstinence Monument, too, has an imposing
presence in the park. Mansions, donated to the city or acquired by various interest groups, were
opened to the public for tours sometimes following relocation from other areas. Historic
remnants abound. Philadelphia Art Alliance has still not finished cataloging all the Park’s
donated artwork and sculpture.
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Figure 3.9
The Abstinence Monument
(Taken by author 2008)

Other elements, like tennis courts and athletic fields were sown as different sports gained
popularity. The Park has continued to reshape into the new millennium and is still over 9, 200
acres in size. As a complex landscape, it potentially offers much to many.
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Policing
For decades the Park had its own system of
policing. The Fairmount Park Guard (Figures 3.10
and 3.11) were responsible for protecting the land
between 1868 and 1972. Composed of three
divisions, Mounted, Harbour and Foot, the group
grew quickly after its formation in 1868. The
Guards’ roles quickly evolved into responsibilities
that were a little unusual. As a historian of the
guard writes:
The Guards by now had multiple duties, such
as trying to stop suicides, and when

Figure 3.10
Mounted Fairmount Park Guard talking to children
(Fairmount Park Commission 2010)

unsuccessful, gathering up the belongings and
delivering them to the coroner, lending aid to all sorts of accidents and ill people. For
some reason there seems to have been a large proportion of people who chose the Park in
which to have “fits.” Others were constantly falling out of trees or over rocks. Then there
were the lost children and remarkable belongings left behind by picnickers.

Even at that early date the traffic control was a problem. Wandering sheep, cows, even
mules and other animals strayed within the Park limits and had to be removed. On the
side, Guards were expected to eliminate the hornet and yellow jacket nests. (Rivinus
1976, 13-15)
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Other responsibilities included
resolving rowboat disputes,
investigating reports of stolen boats,
expelling gypsy camps, removing
fishhooks from fishermen, and
controlling the ruckus created by
enthusiastic daytime boozing. As
time went by, the Guards took on additional duties that matched

Figure 3.11
Fairmount Park Guard
Fairmount Park Commission 2010

new interests in the park. These included dispersing croquet
matches that lasted beyond eleven in the evening and ticketing speeders riding not only in
buggies but now in cars.
In addition to using mounted patrols, beginning in 1959, the Park Guards employed the
K-9 Corps, consisting of one Rottweiler and five German Shepherds (Rivinus 1976, 43). These
guards were soon incorporated into the police force as well, and the number and breeds of dogs
expanded.
The guard was never armed and reportedly served park users amicably. Park users trusted
the guard, unlike the Philadelphia Police Department. The Park Guard, in conjunction with the
social norms, kept park areas relatively safe and respected public spaces (Brownlow 2006).18

18

Brownlow’s article discusses Cobbs Creek Park specifically. Cobbs Creek Park is a similar, though
smaller park in the Fairmount Park System located south of Parkside. Cobbs Creek has historically been
home to more “activist” populations than in Parkside. In the last 50 years, the demographics of both
neighborhoods have been similar.
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In 1972, the Commission decided to merge the Park Guards with the Philadelphia Police
Department and the Park Police ceased to function. This followed the 1970 murder of unarmed
Officer Fran VonColln by Russell Shoates who was “loosely affiliated with the local and
powerful chapter of the Black Panthers” (Brownlow 2006, 235-236). Frank Rizzo, at the time
Philadelphia’s Police Commissioner was determined to put a stop to radical behavior and saw
this murder as the latest sign of social degeneration. Under his watch, most of the racially
charged and heavy handed police action occurred. This incident was no different. When he took
office as mayor less than two years later, Rizzo absorbed over 500 of the now called Park Police
into the Philadelphia Police Department despite 2-1 public opposition (Brownlow 2006, 237).
The Park Police had significant positive impact in the park and despite the murder,
Philadelphians did not support its dissolution.
In 1987, the Philadelphia Ranger Corps was created. Today called the Fairmount Park
Ranger Corps, their small number provide many of the same services the Park Guards did:
1. Provide the highest quality of services to the Park users, including security, emergency
medical services and information.
2. Implement the Park rules and regulations through education and enforcement.
3. Preserve Park resources through conservation and education programs.
4. Provide ambassadorship services to all our Park visitors (Fairmount Park Commission
2010).
I rarely saw a park ranger during my two extended visits. The original guard, however,
clearly provided services to the growing park, and their records, detailing annual events, deaths,
crimes, and accidents, left invaluable documents for Park and City historians.
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The Park Today
The Fairmount
Park Commission did not
extensively re-landscape
the land of the estates that
it acquired. Traces of old
mansions and their
surrounding grounds still
Figure 3.12
Open Space
(Taken by author 2008)

structure the distribution of trees and other plants. Willows line the areas
once grand malls, while dogwoods span the borders of open fields. The

resultant mosaic of variably landscaped areas creates very distinct regions within the
park.Overall, most of the foliage
is dense and dark green. In the
most densely wooded areas, deer
and small mammals are
sometimes spotted. Other sites
juxtapose exotic trees with
expanses of grass.
Many varieties of song
birds build nests in the trees
throughout the spring. Ducks, geese, small fish, frogs and turtles make

Figure 3.13
Chipmunk
(Taken by author 2008)
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homes in the lakes and along the river. These water features became rather polluted over the
decades, though a park advocacy group
recently cleaned them.
The river that divides the
park, the Schuykill River, also retains
remnants of Philadelphia’s history. Boat
houses now contain the equipment of a
number of rowing teams. These
buildings are decorated with ChristmasFigure 3.14
Line of exotic estate trees
(Taken by author 2008)

type lights that nightly mark the outlines of the houses.
The park has many other features, but, in this brief survey it is

impossible to give all that it has to offer justice. The sector of the park that concerns this study is
only that section of the park known as the West Fairmount Park. A brief review of the park’s
structure provides some context. The Fairmount Park System is divided into two major sections,
one on the East and the other on the West. However, the Park System takes up ten percent of
Philadelphia County, and includes sixty-three regional parks including Franklin D. Roosevelt
Park, Pennypack Park, Poquessing Park, Tacony Create Park and Wissahickon Valley park. There
are also environmental centers at Pennypack, Fox Chase Farm and Wissahickon. Iconic
Philadelphia landmarks dot the park. Logan Square with its famous water fountain, Franklin
Square and Rittenhouse Square are just a few. Further, Benjamin Franklin Parkway, a tree lined
expanse, has received considerable attention from park organizers as have JFK Plaza or Love
Park, where the LOVE statue and fountain are found (Fairmount Park Commission 2010).

45

The selection of West Fairmount Park for this study is due to its location adjacent to West
Philadelphia and the Parkside neighborhood, the spaces where I lived for two summers.
Admittedly, this selection of terrain is quite large. The limits of the research area is marked by
the following points: the Philadelphia Zoo at 34th Street and West Girard Avenue as well as the
intersections of West Girard Avenue and Parkside Avenue, Parkside Avenue North and North
53rd Street, Parkside Avenue North to Belmont Avenue to Belmont Avenue and Belmont
Mansion Drive, East to Charmounix Drive to Charmounix Drive and Greenland Drive to
Greenland Drive to River Road and Finally River Road to Girard Avenue.
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Tour of the West Fairmount Park
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Figure 3.15
Map of Streets
(Google (2) 2010, author)

Many cultural centers, historic homes, recreation sites, artwork, foliage plantings, water
features, wild animals, and athletic opportunities give the park its flavor. Even a brief tour of the
park’s different sites, though, in this case, not totally comprehensive, proves impressive. This
first structural element to consider are the many major roads that run through the park. What is
particularly significant is the contrast in welcome roads present to drivers and pedestrians. It
quickly becomes obvious that although many roads have sidewalks, not all do. Worse, many
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intersections have neither crosswalks nor pedestrian right of ways. This observation prefigures an
important conclusion of this thesis: that physical barriers to the use of the Park by pedestrian
visitors have been created by decisions, even subtle ones, of Park authorities and other
institutional actors.
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Figure 3.16
Destination Sites A
(Google (2) 2010; author)
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To begin the tour of the cultural sites, Memorial Hall imposes itself powerfully on the
park landscape
(Figure 3.17.
First built during
the Centennial
Exposition, it has
gone through
many
transformations.
Most recently, it
Figure 3.17
Please Touch Museum Construction
(Taken by author 2008)

became the new
location of the Please Touch Museum, a relocated children’s

museum. The museum basement houses a small exhibit on the history of Fairmount Park.
However, the museum costs $18 to enter for anyone over the age of one, an economic hurdle that
shapes the visitor population.
Many other park facilities have characteristics the narrow the type of expected visitor.
The Horticultural Center lies nearby, easily spotted by the barbed wire fence that encircles it.
Entering through the back gate, walking on Lansdowne Avenue, one comes across a landscape
ornamented with an herb and butterfly garden, gazebo, statues, and water fountains. Nearby is
the greenhouse operated and maintained by the Horticultural Society of Philadelphia. Inside the
greenhouse are tropical plants, cacti and other warm-loving vegetation. Within this large
enclosure sits another destination site, the Japanese Tea House and Garden. Its unique
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landscaping, set off by an additional fence and an entrance fee maintains its exclusivity. Fences
in and around the Horticultural Center and Japanese Garden and Tea House complex signals the
identity of its expected visitor-ship as it stands in stark contrast to any other part of the park.
Further, visitation hours restrict who can use the park during the week, as restricted as the gates
close at 6 each evening, even in summer.
Exiting the Horticultural Center through its front gate, one crosses a main road, the exit
road from Schuykill Expressway, to access several large softball fields. Children's baseball and
women’s softball leagues rent these fields that are collectively known as Belmont Plateau. Across
Belmont Mansion Road is a narrow, wooded walking path that runs along a creek until the path
eventually dead-ends. Retracing the path to Belmont Plateau, fields extend up a hill leading to
another parking lot and toilets. Behind these facilities the hill rises to a parking area with a view

of the city (Figure 3.18).
Further up this hill one finally encounters at once a forest and the

Figure 3.18
Belmont Plateau
(Taken by author 2009)

civil war era historic home, Belmont Mansion. This facility recently
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opened as The Underground Railroad Museum. While its entrance fee is only five or six dollars,
for a more significant sum, it can also be rented out for weddings and receptions. Its picturesque
view of the city skyline makes it “perfect” site.

oun

C

Schuylkill Expressway--High

ion Dr

t Ave

t Mans

field
Ave

m
har

n
Belmo

n
Belmo

y Rd

rv
ice
Se

sH
rge

ges Hil

l Dr

Sta

te

r
ry D

M

r
sD

Horticultural Dr

Schuylkill Expressway--Highway7
River Dr

onc

our

se

of t
he

L
Re

pub

do
ans

wne

lic
WR
d

SC

Ave
.

Dr
Black Rd

e Republic
Ave. of th
Pa
rks
ide
Ave

ome
ontg

d

S Geor

ER

Ge
o
N

side

Ave

ill D

r

Rd

Arm

Park

Ohio House
Tennis Courts
Abstinence
Monument
Picnic Area
Carousel
House
Mann Music
Center

Wyn
ne

ix

d
Ford R

Dr

Ce

da

rG
ro

ve

Lansdowne D

r

venu
Girard A
Figure 3.19
Destination Sites B
(Google (2) 2010; author)
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Moving northwest is an enormous fenced playground. Called Belmont Grove, the area
boasts basketball courts, volleyball nets, a jungle gym, picnic pavilions, wooded play areas and
open fields. Of the recreation centers sites in West Fairmount Park it is the most well equipped,
but only used when rented in advance. A locked, black metal fence that surrounds the property
forcibly limits access. Belmont Grove sits at a t-head. Taking Charmounix Drive’s shaded
walkways one encounters Ford Road and the City’s Compost Recycling Center. Following
Belmont Avenue, well shaded paths lead southeast to the center of West Fairmount Park. Poison
Ivy’s overgrowth makes this path one more hazardously traversed. The paths also lie directly
next to Belmont Avenue, a major city artery. Back at the junction of Belmont Mansion Road and
Belmont Avenue, turning to the northwest, one leaves other park. Continuing east along another
winding wooded path that eventually leads to another picturesque view of the city behind the
Mann Music Center.
This space behind the Mann Music Center leaves directional choices again. Descending
the hill to the left, on South Georges Hill Drive, one comes upon the Ohio House, a historic
building and the park cafe. Descending to the right, following North Georges Drive, on a path
with no sidewalk, one arrives at the Mann Music Center, an outdoor music amphitheater that
hosts late spring graduations and summer music concerts. The Mann Music Center is surrounded
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by large open
fields often
used as
parking lots
for the
center’s
events (Figure
Figure 3.20
Parking at the Mann Music Center
(Taken by author 2009)

3.20).
Six recently upgraded tennis courts are east of the Mann

Music Center. Nearby, two small picnic areas sit in seclusion amongst a small grove of trees.
Walking south from the tennis courts towards the Avenue of the Republic, one approaches a
traffic circle where stands the imposing Abstinence Monument (Figure 3.9).
Moving east on the Avenue of the Republic to each side of the road are two ponds, the
Centennial Lakes.
The footprint left by
the former estates is
most visible in this
area, as grasscovered boulevards
run parallel to the
streets. This shadow landscape is lined by beautiful old
willows and has a few, oddly placed, nondescript sculptures

Figure 3.21
Back of the Ohio House/ Centennial Café
(Taken by author 2008)

53

and overgrown ceramic tiles.
Following the Avenue of the Republic to Belmont Avenue and turning and continuing to
the northwest, one encounters a sparsely used kickball field. The Ohio House lies across a
narrow access road (Figure 3.21). The Ohio House, another remnant of the 1876 Centennial
Exposition has had its own evolution. However, today as a privately owned cafe, the Centennial
Café, it is one of the few places where food and drink can be bought in the park. Leaving the
Ohio House and retracing one’s steps down to Belmont Avenue, the barbed wire surrounding the
Horticultural Center peaks out of the shrubbery.
At the intersection of Avenue of the Republic and Belmont Avenue, one finds the
Carousel House (Figure 3.22). A sort of pastel colored colander, carousel poles and horses paint
the exterior. The name suits its appearance. The building is a tightly controlled, fenced in
rehabilitation and recreation center for the disabled and for trauma victims. The staff takes great
pains to protect the confidentiality of its clients. Children and adults with different disabilities,
mental, physical or suffering brain or spinal cord injuries can receive rehabilitative services and
access to similar kinds of recreation, like baseball, available in other centers in the city. However
this facility is not a neighborhood center, but instead open only to disabled children and
individuals in the Greater Philadelphia County.
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Continuing east
down the Avenue of the
Republic, are rugby and
cricket fields to the south,
and Memorial Hall to the
north. At the intersection
stands The Civil War
Monument. This
monument features a
“whispering wall” and sculptures of mounted horsemen riding atop
of pillars inscribed with the names of the soldiers that the

Figure 3.22
Inside of the Carousel House
(Taken by author 2009)

monument commemorates.
The Avenue of the Republic intersects with Lansdowne Drive. To the south of the most
southern extent of Lansdowne, is the Gates Foundation School, The High School of the Future.
To the north lies a rugby field. The road comes to a stop sign, where to the southeast is
Sweetbriar Mansion, one of the park’s Historic homes. To the northwest from Sweetbriar
Mansion extends Cedar Grove Drive. This road circles the rugby field and ends back on
Lansdowne Drive. At this intersection, the Civil War Monument is visible. A little before the
Lansdowne Drive intersection, a road leads to another relocated historic house. The house has
interesting 19th century furnishings and art work, but, like most houses, requires an entrance fee
and mandatory tour. On three sides a wooded area surrounds the House. The front of the house
looks southward onto the large grassy expanse that lies northeast of Lansdowne Drive.
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Following Lansdowne north, the road comes to a fork. The left spoke leads behind the
Please Touch Museum to the back entrance of the Horticultural Center. The right spoke leads
down Black Road ending on River Drive. This stretch limits pedestrian access since it does not
have a sidewalk, but does carry face-paced vehicular traffic speeding off River Drive. However
cyclists and runners assessing River Road during its weekend closure can safely use its ramp.
River Road is closed to cars on weekend mornings to allow bikers, skaters and runners to share
its street and wide path. On River Road, that runs parallel to the River, swans walk on the grassy
area between the river, paths, and canoe storage buildings. Returning up the ramp one can return
to Memorial Hall where this tour began.
This ends this brief tour of the park. Though the exploration did not provide all of the
details about each site, it highlights many of the different centers within the park that give it its
unique flavor. More important, it suggests the Park presents a nuanced social and political
surface, just as complex as its topographic one.

Opportunities across the river
The greater Fairmount Park has even more opportunities in its other sections. East
Fairmount Park contains the boat houses, a beautiful riverside walkway, a sculpture garden, the
Lloyd Hall Recreation Center (which offers bike and canoe rentals), the Water Works, the East
Park Reservoir and many picturesque views of the art museum.
Many East Park facilities are set in a landscape quite different from what is found across
the river. There are many more benches, tended garbage cans and trimmed laws. There are less
threatening forms of fencing--barbed wire does not peek through bushes. Much of East Park
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serves as a destination for tourists. Several sites find mention in guidebooks as East Fairmount
Park extends north from the art museum and Center City.

How the Park is run
The park was formally administered by the FPC until 200919. The commission was
composed of ten community leaders, mostly men. For decades, generations of the same families
served on the commission. Additionally, many of the members of the commission sat on the
other Fairmount Park related boards including the Fairmount Park Conservancy and the
Philadelphia Park Alliance. Most Commissioners were wealthy entrepreneurs, lawyers, and
businessmen, many working in the city’s financial center with such companies as Citizens Bank
and Comcast.
Advocacy groups, such as the Fairmount Park Conservancy, the Philadelphia Parks
Alliance, different neighborhood associations, the Fairmount Park Arts Association, Fairmount
Park Historic Preservation Trust, to name a few, advocate for various groups and development
projects, organize public service projects, fundraise and offer criticism and advice for the FPC.
Functions these organizations served resulted in visible changes to the Park through development
projects, and amended to regulations made possible through fundraising efforts that offset the
stagnant state of the Parks’ government-provided budget, a condition which has persisted over
the last three decades.
Until November of 2008, the FPC operated independently of the Philadelphia Department
of Recreation (DOR), with a few exceptions. Some sites, like the Carousel House, were run by
19

The official transformation of the FPC will occur on July 10, 2010. However, for all intensive purposes,
the transformation has already occurred.
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the DOR, as were others located in East Fairmount Park. Despite the anomalies, the PFC and the
DOR were two separate operations, each with its own budget, separate staff, and differing
bureaucratic structures20.
The FPC, as a board chartered with running the park, ran meetings with the formality of
legislative proceedings. Meetings throughout the year had a usual form: commissioners proposed
ideas on the behalf of themselves or various groups, contractors, funders, companies and
community members then presented (always previously reviewed) information on the different
initiatives. This was followed by a discussion amongst the commissioners and a vote.
Viewed by the public as not transparent, inefficient or beset by numerous structural
problems, at the November elections in 2008, the FPC was voted out and its functions merged
with those of the DOR. The newly configured Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) now is
headed by just one Commissioner, currently Michael DiBerardinis. He is surrounded by a group
of advisors but also advised by a new Fairmount Park Commission, a group of individuals
appointed by Philadelphia’s mayor, Michael Nutter. A more detailed description of these change
appears in Chapter Five.

Conclusion
The Fairmount Park, full of different things to explore and negotiate, has deep roots in
the city as a watershed protector, tourist destination and recreation site. Its own history, which is
inextricably linked to the development of the city, has left footprints throughout its grounds. West
Fairmount Park, one of the largest parts of an even larger city wide park system, is a vast

20

For instance, the Department of Recreation did not have an overseeing body guiding its activities.
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expanse greatly underutilized. Initially approaches as an “obvious” community asset, the park
gives the impression it could be a vibrant part of Parkside life. As will be shown however, the
Park and Parkside will require extensive action to be either a community asset or a tool to
alleviate the conditions of poverty. However, first I turn to how the park is used today.
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Chapter Four
Field Observations
Although located just across the street from the Parkside, Fairmount Park is not a part of
the neighborhood in any social or cultural sense. More precisely, the road divides park and
people physically and symbolically. The result is that use of the many park possibilities and
pleasures by local residents is infrequent. This conclusion has come to me over the course of two
summers of field research. During that time I compiled hours of field observations of the use of
park amenities, as well as data on the care given the park both in terms of upkeep and policing.
These observations have enabled me to create a time-geography of the park that supports my
conclusions of disuse.

Divided by more than a road
The West Fairmount Park lies northeast of street aptly named Parkside Avenue. Its
western curb forms a boundary with the Parkside neighborhood. Parkside Avenue is more than
simply a road. It establishes a physical and psychological border between neighborhood and
park. Parkside Avenue is a major thoroughfare, busy all day, especially during rush hour. Several
major crossings provide opportunities for pedestrians to move back and forth between the park
and neighborhood, but most of these walkways are complicated by turning lanes and short timers
on traffic lights, making it difficult to cross without interrupting traffic or to even reach the other
side within one light cycle.
Roads within the park also pose barriers to pedestrians. Between seven and ten each
morning, and again between four and seven each afternoon, theses roads are flooded with
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commuters. Many of these motorized visitors race their SUVs and sports sedans through the park
as if the roads are an extension of Highway 76 that they have just exited or are soon to enter. For
those on foot or bike, that few road crossings have traffic lights is a considerable safety issue.
Both entering into the park and crossing roads within the park becomes especially perilous
during certain times of the day.
These physical barricades serve as a highly visible geographic demarcator of two
profoundly different spaces. However, this chasm-like divide is better understood by examining
the empirical evidence of how the park is used.

Methodology
I studied the park in May and June of 2008 and 2009 while living in the annex of a local
church in Parkside as part of the PFP. During this time, I conducted some of the background
research on the neighborhood and park, enumerated in other chapters, to proved a context for this
section. This chapter will focus on my qualitative observations, the element of that project that
was of primary concern while living in Philadelphia.
A poststructural research design, like one attempted for this project necessitates mixed
methods (Lawson 2005). Thus interviews, conversations, census and crime data supplement
observational data. Further, the observations collected were framed with Hägerstrand’s notion of
a time-geography. Pred (1977) describes Hägerstrand’s time-geography as a choreography of
existence as it follows the geography of how a person travels spaces through time. I have reimagined this term so as not to center on an individual, but on the park. Thus this timegeography is how the park is used through time by multiple individuals. The constraints of the
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Philadelphia Field Project shaped the form of participant observation I used21. I only anecdotally
spoke with park users while they used the park. However, to remain methodologically sound as
possible given PFP constraints, I coupled my observations with informal discussions with
Parkside residents when possible, as a form of validation of my observations (McDowell 1992,
406).
Each day during, I ran and walked through the park taking note of the “who, how, where
and when” as individuals and groups used and/or cared for the park. I conducted this research in
several ways: individually, with a partner, and in a group of three to ten other students also
participating on the Philadelphia Field Project, though pursuing separate research endeavors. On
some trips, I carried a field journal and map, as tools to documenting my observations. Other
times, I used a digital camera or video camera to record park usage and park conditions.
However, because these methods are conspicuous, and drew even more attention to me than my
appearance as a white, young female, I often limited walks to somewhere between half an hour
and an hour, a short enough span to allowing me to keep track of observations to record after a
visit to the park.22
During both field seasons, I, sometimes with a partner, ran in the park. On weekdays,
following a seven o’clock morning run, I joined the other students living in the Philadelphia
Field Project house for a walk in the park for another one, two, or sometimes even three hours.
21

This should not be understood as ethnography (Herbert 2000) or rapid ethnography (Low, et. al 2005),
as most trends in this field involve more extensive informal interaction with individuals and groups than I
was able to do on the PFP.
22

While living in Parkside, I and other white females in the house frequently remarked on the attention
our presence drew (many PFP participants are young, white females). While most females present in the
neighborhood attracted some kind of attention, we were struck with the commentary that made reference
to our race. This attention made me keenly aware how much we appeared as “fish out of water.” Most
Parkside community members are aware of the Philadelphia Field Project and could anticipate our
presence each day we also recognized that most of our daily movements did not go unnoticed.
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As a result, I surveyed morning activity in the park for at least ten and more commonly twenty to
twenty-five hours per week. Weather permitting, each day I made two or more trips into the park,
varying my times of day, but always covering one of the lunch hours (11-2) and one of the late
afternoon hours (3-7).
Because the park is so vast, it was impossible to cover every part of the park every day.
Further, as one individual, I also was also unable to use rapid assessment methods used in other
park studies (Low et. al 2005, 185). The areas of the park I covered each day were those closest
to the Field Project house located at North 52nd Street and Columbia Avenue. This included the
area directly around the Mann Music Center, Parkside Avenue, States Drive, the Avenue of the
Republic, South Concourse, Belmont Avenue from States Drive to Parkside Avenue, and the area
surrounding the Please Touch Museum and the Civil War Monument. I was often allowed to
direct where our group morning walks led, allowing me to venture into wooded areas I could not
explore alone, and to cover areas I had not traversed during my morning run.
These walks and runs were coupled with trips to other important locations. One
interesting nearby business is Produce Junction, a small packaged-in-bulk produce distributor
located about a mile away and situated at the transition between a poor and wealthy
neighborhood just beyond the boundary of Philadelphia County. I explored the Parkside and
Mill Grove Neighborhoods, and took treks across the deep cultural boundary separating
University City from the “real” West Philadelphia. These travels enabled me to make multiple
comparisons of multiple landscapes and of how various streets, neighborhoods and two other
neighborhood parks were used.
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The data collected from my detailed exploration of the park was the evidence I used to
create a time-geography of the park, a report that details park usage scored by day of the week
and time of day for months in the early summer of 2008 and 2009.
Interestingly, the research framework I used appeared in similar form in an article in the
journal Progress in Human Geography.
Drawing on the cultural landscape, environmental justice and political ecology
perspectives, we offer a model that seeks to explain park use as reliant on, but more than
just a function of an individual’s socio- demographic characteristics. This model of park
use incorporates four elements: (1) the socio-demographic characteristics of park users
and non-users – as suggested by leisure research; (2) the political ecology and amenities
of the park itself – e.g., landscape design, vegetation, and facilities, features of
surrounding neighborhoods and land uses, management regime; (3) the historical and
cultural landscapes of park provision – such as discriminatory land-use practices,
philosophy of park design, or politics of development; and (4) individual perceptions of
park spaces – e.g., accessibility, safety, conviviality, or sense of welcome, all mediated by
personal characteristics, and the park’s political ecology, history, and cultural landscape
(see Figure 1). Together, these forces tend to produce spatially uneven development of
park resources and access, typically to the detriment of communities of color and
disadvantage, and thus disproportionately affecting their health and well-being (Byrne
and Wolch 2009, 8-9) (Figure 4.1).
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While my research does not conform strictly to this model, it is sympathetic to and uses many of
the same elements. While I conducted research independent of this article, it is encouraging to
see human geographers reviewing and theorizing park studies previously left, with a few

Figure 4.1
Theorizations of park use
(Byrne and Wolch 2009)

important exceptions, to Leisure Studies researchers (Byrne and Wolch 2009).
The findings reported in the following sections do not pretend to be comprehensive, as
the work of one investigator in a space as large as Fairmount Park hardly could claim to be. Still
they paint the basic structure of the scene which park use creates. I divide the descriptions of
activity between 2008 and 2009 because the opening of the Please Touch Museum in the
intervening fall had profound effects on Park usage. Further, that same fall, Philadelphia citizens
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voted to restructure the Park’s management by merging the Fairmount Park Commission with the
Department of Recreation. The official transition will not technically occur until July 1, 2010,
but the old Fairmount Park Commission stopped making decisions at its last meeting in May
2009. Further, between November 2008 and May 2009, Michael DiBernadinas was selected to
oversee both organizations. Serving as the point man for Department of Parks and Recreation,
he immediately began “grassroots” organizing with listservs and open plenary sessions.
Additionally, in April 2009, the Police Department decided to reorganize responsibility for
policing the Parks’ by dissolving the 92nd precinct, a police unit that previously covered all
9,200 acres. In the new configuration, local precincts are patrol adjacent parts of the park. Thus,
the two local precincts in West Philadelphia, the 16th and 19th, split the responsibility for
policing the Park. These changes require each year be discussed separately.

May/June 2008
Park-and-sitters (Figure 4.2)
Even at first glance, Parkside and the West Fairmount Park starkly contrast one another.
The neighborhood, abubble of activity, stands in contrast to activity in the Park, a space hardly, if
ever, used by local residents at all. Those who enjoy or exploit the park are not from the
Parkside. This conclusion can be documented simply by the appearance of the vehicles seen in
the park, indicating that users have driven to get there.
That many users drive to the park explains the most common form of park usage. It is a
pattern of activity I have termed “park-and-sitters.” I noticed this phenomenon on my first
venture into the Park. In fact it was impossible to miss. Entering the park from Parkside Avenue
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and 52nd Street, then passing the Mann Music Center, I encountered my first park-and-sitters.
They were parked alongside one of the wide shoulders of road, in this case along the Avenue of
the Republic. In this example, eight cars were stopped, as other cars passed by. Men sat behind
the wheels of six cars, a woman sat behind another, and the eighth driver sat reading a book in a
lawn chair beside his vehicle.
This event, observed around noon on a Wednesday afternoon, I soon recognized as one of
only a handful of truly regular activities that went on in the park. Regardless of time of day, I
always saw at least one park-and-sitter during my weekday visits. The peak weekday hours for
park-and-sitting began around eleven o’clock, and lasted until about two. Most of the park-andsitters parked in clusters, occupying substantial stretches of shoulder on several of the park’s
roads. Others chose to park-and-sit in the parking lots at Belmont Plateau also during the same
mid-day period.
There they sat. I observed people eating lunch, listening to the radio, talking on their
cellphones, and reading books and newspapers. The lawn chair technique, at first startling, turned
out to be quite common. A few times I even saw people pull the lawn chair out of their trunk so
they could sit down. This strategy made sense. In many areas of the park, particularly along the
shoulders of the roads, and despite the wide walking paths, benches were (and still are) in very
short supply. Where benches were present, park-and-sitters congregated. For example, a car
nearly always occupied the shoulder next to the bench along a primary park-and-sitter street, the
Avenue of the Republic, was nearly always taken.
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Park-and-sitters were
ubiquitous until four or five in
the afternoon, when rush hour
traffic was the more dominant
presence and perhaps made
the activity less attractive.
Still, some park-and-sitters sat
through both morning and
evening rush-hour. On the
Figure 4.2
Park-and-Sitter, 2008
(Taken by author 2008)

weekends the pattern was slightly different. During most hours after
about ten in the morning, one or two park-and-sitters could be found in

any of their typical haunts. This was true on bright sunny afternoons as well as dull, gray, days.
There was only one probable demographic attribute of park-and-sitters that I could
determine. Vehicles that brought them were remarkably variable. They ranged along the vehicle
scale of affluence and occupational use from worn Oldsmobiles and Mercedes sedans and SUVs,
to contractor’s vans and off-duty (I assume) EMS ambulances and fire engines. They were old
and young, men and women; age and sex apparently did not make a great difference. While most
license plates were from Pennsylvania, some were from New Jersey as well. Thus, my only
assumption about the “kind” of persons who park-and-sit was that, because the use of the car
made it likely these people were not from Parkside. While it would be wrong to turn this pattern
into a prediction, the volume of park-and-sitters who were from the Parkside would still be
small, even if all African American driven, less expensive, vehicles were considered to be
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Parkside residents using their cars as benches. Again, park-and-sitters were a diverse group.
Park-and-sitting was a process that imported visitors to the Park, to participate in a sort of
workday tourism.

Park as Recreation
Park usage does involve more than people coming to the park to park-and-sit. Despite its
formidable and encircling barbed wire fence, the Horticultural Center and Japanese Garden
boasted many visitors daily during May/June 2008. In particular, school groups frequented the
Japanese Garden and Tea House, arriving in school buses accompanied by parent chaperones.
The Horticultural Center hosted a plant sale in its greenhouse which attracted older white women
to the park. Typically there were only a few pedestrians in the Horticultural Center’s gardens, but
sometimes college-age white couples would lounge in the grass. On two occasions when I
observed this practice, couples lay on blankets stretched out beside parked bicycles. Thus, I
assume they did not access the Park as pedestrians.
The Mann Music Center hosted performances for school groups throughout the day; the
cars and buses that brought this audience often spilled into the adjacent large fields used
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temporarily as parking lots
(Figure 4.3) Sometimes, on
weekends, graduations took
place, bringing many young
people, dressed in their
academic robes, and their
families to the area. The Mann
Music Center’s summer
concert series had not begun

Figure 4.3
Directing Traffic for the Mann Music Center
(Taken by author 2008)

during the period I was there, so night traffic was light.

However, events during the day occurred with some frequency. Significantly, I never saw anyone
exit any of these events and then proceed to use the park for recreation, by having a picnic or
taking stroll. These were special
purpose visits, not broader
engagements with the park.
Access to food is another
informative pattern. Amazingly, for
a time, the only food event goers
conceivably could have bought
was coffee23 was the Centennial Café. Located in the

Figure 4.4
Visitors to the Japanese House (non-paying view)
(Taken by author 2008)

Ohio House, the Centennial Café had steady business in the morning and around lunchtime.

23 A McDonald’s

has since opened in the West Park Town Center.
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Many patrons were professionals, presumably driving in from the suburbs, house-wives meeting
for an after-jog coffee and muffin, friends meeting for tea, and construction workers stopping
while on their way to worksites. The Café did not keep extensive evening hours.

Athletics
Sports contributed three forms of regular park usage: softball, rugby, and cricket. Each year
Belmont Plateau hosts a citywide women’s softball league. The schedule includes games two

nights a week plus a weekly opportunity to practice. Sometimes games or
practices occurred on the weekend, typically in the mid-morning or

Figure 4.5
Rugby Practice
(Taken by author 2008)

afternoon. From my observation of many of the cars, mostly Toyota
Priuses, station wagons and family vans, many players were not from Parkside. This observation
was confirmed in an interview with one of the women who organizes the softball league. This
organizer affirmed that most of the participants were not from Parkside, but were women who
played softball in high school or college and now lived in the suburbs surrounding the city.
On a field in front of Memorial Hall, each afternoon around four o’clock, a rugby team
from St. Joseph’s Preparatory School, one of the city’s private Catholic schools, held practice.
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The participants came in their cars, often sporting bumper-stickers supporting St. Joseph Prep’s
rugby team. Though the kinds of cars varied, most of the team was white.
On the other side of the divide in front of Memorial Hall, a few men gathered most
weekday afternoons to play cricket. Dressed in white, they sometimes played one game together,
other times it appeared a more to be a “swinging practice” of sorts and the group was divided in
two. While these men were dark, their accents revealed they were not originally from West
Philadelphia. (As cricket is far more popular in former British Colonies, I assume these men
were from an immigrant population from the West Indies). These men may live in the Parkside
area as their games were one of the few organized activities I saw without either white or Asian
participants, and that was enabled without cars.

Picnics
Picnics were not uncommon, particularly during
the work week. People drove to the park to use some
of the picnic areas during their lunch break. Men in
suits, with sandwich, drink, and Blackberry in hand,
would work. Other workmen and “nondescript”
lunchers, also comprised this park-and-picnicker group. Sometimes

Figure 4.6
Picnickers
(Taken by author 2008)

picnickers arrived without cars, though this was not common, and often
occurred at later times in the day, around three or four o’clock.
Picnicking on the weekend was infrequent, even on Memorial Day weekend. Despite the
warm weather, more people picnicked the day before the holiday than those who celebrated on
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the actual day. Further, many people who
did picnic, picnicked from the back of
their cars rather than using one of the
picnic areas. However, an economic
factor partially intervenes. To officially
reserve areas for picnics or for picnics
over the size of thirty, perhaps what
might be expected at a family Memorial
Day celebration, permits

Figure 4.7
Children running
(Taken by author 2008)

were required, a timeconsuming and somewhat
expensive process.

Other Activities
Runners and
recreational bikers, even
early in the morning or late
in the afternoon, were
scarcely seen, and those that
did appear had often driven from other parts of the city to exercise in

Figure 4.8
Men Jogging
(Taken by author 2008)

the park. Not too infrequently women exited their sedans and SUVs, wearing jogging suits, and
fit men tok bikes off the roofs or backs of their cars. Both groups were almost exclusively white
or Asian, and could be easily labeled “park-and-runners” and “park-and-bikers.” During my
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month long stay, only once did I see Parkside residents jogging in the park—in this case a group
of children, led by a young white woman, off on a run after school, all carrying matching water
bottles.
Dogs were both a park visitor and park resident. The residents: Over the course of the
month, I identified two different “packs” of what specialists call unmanaged urban dogs (Beck,
A.M. 1973), though there were doubtless more. These dogs at appeared not to be dangerous; they
lounged in the sun and played with each other. Surprisingly, these dogs did not confine
themselves to the areas with less car and foot traffic, the more heavily wooded areas, or areas
with more difficult pedestrian access. Instead, they were seen in different parts of the park and

seemed undisturbed by either walkers and drivers. On one morning
walk our group spoke with a woman who worked at the Horticultural

Figure 4.9
Unmanaged Urban Dogs
(Taken by author 2008)

Center about these dogs. She said that though they had tried calling the
police about them in the past, animal control could do little to manage them. Frequently the
animals had moved before anyone arrived.
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Visitors: Other dogs
were brought by trainers
and owners. Often these
were large dogs, even
guard dogs and fighting
dogs, brought to the park
for their exercise. Some
remained on leashes
while others did not. I did
not see any dogs go out of control, and all off lead dogs returned to their
owners when called. This observation however, does not change their

Figure 4. 10
Traffic
(Taken by author 2008)

potential threat or
people’s perceptions
about their potential
danger.
The abundance of
cars during rush hour
traffic could have taken
a toll on walkers as well
as wildlife. Considering
the speed and volume of
car traffic, the streets had limited road kill When ducks and geese

Figure 4.11
Speed limit on Charmounix Drive
(Taken by author 2008)
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led ducklings and goslings cross the road, cars often slowed.
But this was not always true. Around seven thirty one morning a woman in a minivan
stopped with two small children by the side of Avenue of the Republic. Carrying with bread
filled with pieces of bread, the children began to feed two geese and their gaggle of goslings. As
I, and the group I was walking with, approached this pair of families, we were nearly knocked
over by a woman driving a speeding black SUV, the driver having accelerated even as we clearly
had already entered the intersection. As our group discussed this woman’s behavior, she sped
around the corner, towards the family feeding the birds. At that moment one of the geese decided
to cross the road moving closer to the food. The woman behind the wheel again accelerated,
hitting the goose straight on. As she sped away, the children and woman stood, with their arms to
their sides, jaws agape, as the bird flapped and thrashed a final two or three times before
expiring. Cars proved to be not only physical dangers, but, in this case, the driver, an apparent
outsider, exhibited “values” that stunned both the visiting children and our team of students with
its clear endorsement of the insignificance of casual cruelty to animals.

Upkeep
Upkeep in the park was lacking. Many areas were mowed at irregular intervals and
trimming of the shrubbery was infrequent. Upkeep effort around the Mann Music Center unlike
other areas of West Fairmount Park, often coincided with events when the Mann would be using
several fields for parking. Because the men seen driving the riding tractors and cutting down
overgrown branches were white and Hispanic, on one morning walk, we approached a man
doing trimming around Belmont Grove to ask him where he was from and who employed him.
Although we noticed that he smelled strongly of marijuana, he informed us that he was employed
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by a contractor in Lancaster. Indeed, many of the landscaper’s trucks sported contractor’s
company names and phone numbers from Lancaster. Others came from New Jersey, evident by
the vans’ license plates. Parkside residents and other Philadelphia residents I spoke with
confirmed that landscaping in the park was outsourced.
There was also some activity during the same week around Memorial Hall as the
construction project expected to transform the historic site into the new location for the Please
Touch Museum was already well underway. Two or three trucks lined the Avenue of the
Republic. More trucks and vans were parked behind Memorial Hall, but most of the construction
workers worked inside the building, they did not have a large presence in the park
However, what was the most obvious concern related to safety was the trash that littered
those parts of the park that ran parallel to major roads. Shards of glass, bottle caps, old aluminum
cans, used condom wrappers, fast food debris, to name a few types of debris, littered these areas.
The few trashcans available were often overflowing and regularly investigated by squirrels
picked through looking for interesting tidbits, consequently scattering more garbage.

Weekends
Though weekends were briefly addressed above, it is useful to include a section devoted to
this time of the week. Generally, weekends had less activity. On most Sunday mornings, the
women’s softball league used Belmont Plateau for games. Sometimes a few picnics and other
impromptu activities took place in the afternoon. On the Sunday afternoon before Memorial Day,
a group of children played kickball on the field located next to Centennial Café and several
picnics and barbecues took place. Visitors drove to the Horticultural Center and Japanese House,
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but most of the park-and-sitters, park-and-runners and park-and-bikers were gone, the latter two
likely taking advantage of the weekend closing of River Road.
It should be emphasized that although these observations emphasize park usage, many trips
I made into the park, I encountered no one at all. Although occasionally fire trucks and first
responders park-and-sat, police were almost never seen. These officers did occupy one spot
across Belmont Avenue from the Ohio House, behind the Horticultural Center, a position from
which they checked for speeders.
What I found most striking was that during the time I expected to be prime-time, the period
after school, students from the Discovery Charter School and the Gates Foundation’s School of
the Future did not go into the park to play or exercise. In fact, high school students from the
School of the Future crossed the street back into Parkside and to sit on street corners and stoops,
or left the area entirely.

May/June 2009
Park-and-sitters (Figure 4.12)
Park-and-sitters still claimed a prominent presence in the park in my second year, but
there were fewer of them and typically only in certain places. The opening of the Please Touch
Museum had changed the shape of the area in which people could park. The Museum’s small
parking lot, and its eight dollar parking fee, meant that many people now chose to park on the
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Avenue of the
Republic next to the
museum, where the
park-and-sitters had
sat the year before.
Park-andsitters also parked
less frequently
during the morning
hours, but were instead prominent during the lunch hour and afternoon.

Figure 4.12
Park-and-sitter, 2009
(Taken by author 2009)

The eight or nine cars that previously would line the streets forming large clusters were now
reduced to groups of only three or four vehicles. Now, many of park-and-sitters parked in the
parking lots of Belmont Plateau. There toilets were available and seating more abundant, so as
many as ten or twelve cars now could be seen at Belmont Plateau during the lunch hours.
A few park-and-sitters who arrived in the late afternoons during the week, but primarily
visited on weekend afternoons, engaged in a new activity. These park-and-buffers, took wax and
rags to their cars. Some brought buckets with soapy water. Regardless of the cleaning technique,
they finished their activities by buffing their vehicles. I only observed this practice on South
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Concourse. Park-andrunning and park-andbiking (Figure 4.13), and
park-and-picnicking were
also observed.

Park as Recreation
The destination sites
in park increased with the
Figure 4.13
Park-and-Biker 2009
(Taken by author 2009)

opening of the Please Touch Museum. After the project was completed,
many families with small children came to the park each day. License

plates reporting locations as far away as Quebec and Indiana were seen in the parking lot, though
the vast majority of cars still had New Jersey and Pennsylvania plates. The cost to enter the
Museum, then twenty dollars for a person over the age of one (it has now been reduced to
fifteen), made it one of the more expensive attractions in West Fairmount Park. It also meant that
most visitors appeared to be tourists, taking pictures outside the museum when exiting, just
before jumping into their cars to go elsewhere24.
In early May The Horticultural Center again had a plant sale in its greenhouse. Around the
same time, it also hosted the final meeting of the now defunct Fairmount Park Commission. The

24

The Please Touch Museum is a part of the park that can be used in the wintertime, as it is one of the few
indoor activities. To that end, it hosts many events in that season. However, these events are advertised as
“Free with admission,” meaning Parkside residents who wish to attend the Jazz Festival for example,
must pay a substantial admission fee each time they go.
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Figure 4.14
Cricket game, 2009
(Taken by author 2009)

Horticultural
Center had some
visitors throughout

the day, particularly during the plant sale.
Most came in Mercedes and BMWs that
lined the winding road around the center. Only once or twice did
school groups visit the Japanese House or Horticultural Center, but

Figure 4.15
Horticultural Center Hours
(Taken by author 2009)

the time I was in Philadelphia in May/June had many rainy days. Thus comparisons, without
information about and from school districts is not easy.
I observed two wedding parties using the park for photography, an activity that requires a
booking reservation and a fee. One wedding party of African-Americans took pictures between
an old estate willows off of the Avenue of the Republic. Another party Caucasian party took their
photos around the Horticultural Center near the water fountains.
The Centennial Café’s business appears steady. However, the business had reorganized.
Now they had far fewer staff, the restaurant seemed to be run by the woman who was the owner
with the help of one assistant. The neat and orderly look of the year before now was replaced
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with a disordered clutter of boxes of napkins and cups. The patrons were generally the same as
before: construction workers, chatting women, and people on their way to work.
Fishing at the two lakes in the Park was also not uncommon, both during the week and on
the weekends. Old men, equipped with recycled large industrial buckets and simple fishing gear,
would sit by the Lower Centennial Lake catching a few of the small fish the lake had to offer. A
child or other young companion often accompanied them. There were often Parkside residents,
though a few fishermen arrived in cars.

Athletics
Athletics were not only still an important component of park usage in 2009, they were
more frequently observed than during the year before. St. Joseph’s Prep continued to use the
fields outside the Please Touch Museum. However, now their girls’ soccer team that used the
practice field. Due to the Please Touch Museum traffic, the athletes were unable to park on both
sides of the Avenue of the Republic. On weekdays when the Museum sees a high volume of
visitors, the parking problem was magnified by the additional cars from the soccer team, and
possibly from park-and-runners and park-and-bikers. Vehicles lined both sides of the stretch of
road between Belmont Avenue and the Civil War Monument.
The weekday cricketers were no longer present. However, on Saturdays and Sundays, the
former low-key games were now transformed into huge weekly, family events. Fifty or so people
gathered to watch each two cricket teams play. To the side of the pitch, families set up tables and
chairs and fired huge barbecues. People milled around for most of the afternoon, eating,
socializing and watching the game.
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A younger crowd now used Belmont Plateau a few evenings in the week and on
Saturdays. School-aged boys and girls participated. Though there was a mix of racial
backgrounds, many of those there were white children.
A new group of park users started used fields in the park, primarily on the weekends.
They played a variety of sports, establishing a large presence with the erection of several tents, a
number of water stations and enjoyment of music. The group turned out to be the Philadelphia
Sport and Social Club, a young-professionals club from centre city, one that had recently
expanded into the West Fairmount Park fields for their social sporting events. At the sporting
event I attended, the club members were playing football. Individual costs, depending on season
and league, are $65-$1100 for individuals and $595-$1100 for teams. Costs are similar for other
sports (Philadelphia Sports and Social Club 2007).
Runners and walkers played a more prominent role in the 2009 Park. Several Parkside
members25, two women in the morning, and one man in the afternoon, had established exercise
routines most days. There were more African Americans running in the park. Also, most
mornings and afternoons it appeared that at least one or two white running partners or cyclers
had come to exercise in the park.
The weekend shut down of River Road (Figure 4.16) for bicyclists and runners was
popular, although most of the people who were exercising in the park were white. People not
only ran and biked, but also skated. Many skaters took advantage of the flat terrain and open

25

They were seen crossing from Parkside neighborhood into the park on several occasions.
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roads of River Road. Park rangers, sitting in their vehicles, ensured the closure of the access

roads. This was the only time I saw park rangers engaged in activity.

Upkeep

Figure 4.16
River Road Closed
(Taken by author 2009)

The upkeep of the park remained the same. Trash littered the area and grass overgrew
many of the fields. Admittedly, I, with two other students did participate in the Philadelphia
Fairmount Park Day, a city wide effort encouraging groups to try to clean up the park. However,
apart from this day, not much was done to keep the park clean in areas except those directly
around the Horticultural Center and the Please Touch Museum.

Policing
Though the Park Guards was the original group responsible for park policing, it was
phased out in the latter half of the 20th century. One police district, the 92nd Police District
replaced the park guard, and was responsible similarly, for the entire park system. Because the
Fairmount Park straddles a river and covers thousands of acres, this system did not provide
quality policing. In the beginning of 2009, the Park’s policing structure finally changed. The
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Park’s district was reapportioned to two districts neighboring parts of the Park. For West
Fairmount Park this meant that the district was split between two preexisting police districts in
West Philadelphia – the 16th and 19th districts. This split did increase the number of officers
devoted to the area – both on bike traffic and car traffic.
The 19th district reorganized their policing structure, splitting the 19th district into to
three north-south sub-districts, spanning the height of the park. This system, according to the
Community Relations Police Officer, meant that at least one squad car always patrols the park.
Of its positive effects, two are that response times faster and that the officers now specifically
designated to areas, become very familiar the park.
Police officers were seen in more areas of the park apprehending speeders and running
their beats. When the house manager for the PFP had to call the police to report an incident our
morning walking group observed while en route, the police arrived in less than two minutes,
suggesting that the squad car that arrived was patrolling very nearby. This more vigilant policing
structure has its limits, as many parts of the park do not have car access, and I noted that many
areas, even near roads, had no, or sketchy cell phone coverage. However, according to police
records, crime, despite the usual perception (for example, see Brownlow 2006), is surprisingly
infrequent.

Other
Animals, both dead and alive, played prominent roles in the park. While there were no
unmaintained urban dogs seen, dogs remained an issue. The incident that prompted the project
manger to call the police occurred one morning two large, vicious dogs, running off lead,
attacked a biker. During the intervening time before the police arrived, the man had put his three
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dogs back in the car and was quickly driving away. However, the police cornered his car before
he could get far away. Though one of several instances when large dogs were left off leash, this
story does not paint the entire picture. Many other dogs walked tethered by their owners, and
were very amiable.
Other live animals of special note were a small fawn seen in a wooded area, and two live
turtles. Of course, numerous birds, squirrels and chipmunks flew and scurried around the park,
often to the delight of children taking a short stroll outside the Please Touch Museum.
Unfortunately, one turtles was victim to someone wielding a large blunt instrument. One
day after it was seen alive. The animal shell was found with a large hole in it (Figure 4.17). The
dead turtle’s carcass lay next to a sidewalk for almost a week until finally the shell disappeared.
Present throughout the whole month
was the skeleton of a large dog. The only
flesh that remained was the tip of what had
been a tan tail and the skeleton lay on top of
a black plastic bag (Figure 4.18). The dog
was cased in a black plastic bag. Its size and
disposal led me to believe that it was a
discarded fighting dog. This state of preservation suggests that the dog had

Figure 4.17
Turtle Carcass
(Taken by author 2009)

been on this site, next to a sidewalk along the Avenue of the Republic, for a
considerable amount of time.
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Weekends
Like weekdays weekends were
busier than they had been the year before.
However, the impression of additional
activity was stronger due to the increased
activity around the Please Touch Museum
Figure 4.18
Dog skeleton
(Taken by author 2009)

and adjacent fields. Picnicking increased on the weekends, even outside of
Memorial Day weekend. A large 5K race was organized near the Carousel

House one Sunday morning. However, according to the 5k organizer’s daughter, most
participants were from Philadelphia’s suburbs. The numerous expense cars surrounding the
Carousel House, combined with the number of all-white 5k teams, gave credence to her
statement. There were additional sports activities that took place on weekends, but, as mentioned
above, most were not pursued by Parkside residents.

Malcolm X Park and Muhammad Park
I visited two other neighborhood parks in West Philadelphia to make comparisons
between their patterns of usage and activity with that in West Fairmount Park. Muhammad Park,
is within walking distance (five blocks) of Parkside. Malcolm X Park is located farther away, but
in an area that is considered “rougher” than the Parkside as it is located two blocks away from
what is considered to be the deadliest corner in Philadelphia, South 52nd and Market Street.
Malcolm X Park (mentioned on city maps as Black Oak Park) is located at the
intersection of Pine Street and South 52nd Street. A wood fence encircles the city block the Park
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is situated on. Recently, the park was refurbished as a result of after a significant neighborhood
pressure. It now has a child-friendly playground, equipped with age specific jungle gyms, metal
picnic areas, and rubberized mats to help cushion children’s falls.
Local daycares use the park as a playground. Several families, couples with strollers, and
older women watching two or three children, also let their children use the park. While I visited,
several people ate lunch at the picnic tables and two men read newspapers. It bubbled with
activity.
Muhammad Park (seen on maps as Durham Park) sits at the intersection of Lancaster
Avenue and North 48th Street. Redone in honor of a late community leader, this park has been a
target of the Weed and Seed Program in Philadelphia.26 It is used primarily by people to sit, eat,
socialize and read throughout the day. The playground and grassy areas do have scatters of glass
shards, making children’s play more dangerous. The park is also not regularly cared for or
mowed. Weeks go by without basic maintenance, making many forms of use more difficult. Still,
because people primarily use it for seated activities, most days of the week many people come in
and out of the area.

Comparisons and conclusions
Over the two years of my observation in the early summer, the most salient feature of
West Fairmount Park usage was simply lack of activity, particularly by members of Parkside.

26

Weed and Seed is a program for ex-offenders to do rehabilitation work through gardening projects. It is
a national program organized by the U.S. Department of Justice (Community Capacity Development
Office 2010).
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This underutilization was more prominent in the first year. In the second year more residents
visited the park, though “real” tourists vastly outnumbered them.
Interestingly, park usage seen at Malcolm X and Muhammad Park often mimicked the
usage employed by park-and-sitters. Thus, the desire for a place to sit and relax, at picnic tables,
or on benches, in a shaded “natural area” was expressed in the way each park was used. Thus, the
lack of seating areas in Fairmount Park, noted above, as opposed to these parks is significant in
developing an understanding of why local residents might choose not to utilize the basic
attractions of the park.
Interestingly, the intensive use of the playground at Malcolm X Park appears to be an
anomaly. Even though Fairmount Park has two small public playgrounds, I observed that neither
experienced much use27 . The playground at Muhammed Park, too, generally went unused. This
probably can be attributed to the trash and old infrastructure present at these parks, as Malcolm
X Park’s recent renovation and continued upkeep probably was a contributing positive factor.
Observing how parks are used (or not used) provides opportunities that would allow the
imagining of Fairmount Park incorporated with Parkside. Some of these possibilities will be
explored in Chapter Six. However, the barriers to usage, including lack of amenities and subtle
discourses that block enjoyment of the park, ones disclosed through this close examination of
park usage, must be evaluated. Some of those barriers have been mentioned in this chapter, but a
formal synthesis will be provided in Chapter Five.

27

However, one playground that has a children’s attached basketball court was frequented by young boys
and men.
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Chapter Five
Barriers
The time-geography of the park presented in the last chapter illuminated the many
wonderful features and attractions of Fairmount Park. While, it simultaneously drew attention to
less positive characteristics of the space, some that might hinder park usage by Parkside residents
of Parkside. Symbolic and material realities contribute to why so few people from the
neighborhood visit and use the park. The symbolic and material are not discrete categories but
rather mutually constituted. Material realities inform discourses, just as words and meanings
craft what we know as materials. However, I have tried to categorize barriers into useful yet

porous groupings: Safety and Crime, Implied Otherness, Infrastructure,
and Organizations.

Figure 5.1
Broken down bench
(Taken by author 2009)
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Safety and Crime
Perceptions of safety in the park held by neighborhood residents contrast with the real
evidence of danger and create critical barriers to park usage. Dangerous traffic, broken glass,
expectations of crime, and the presence of unmanaged urban dogs are just some of the concerns
individuals expressed about threats they felt to their bodily integrity while in the park.
Speeding vehicular traffic and the absence of sidewalks signal one cause for concern.
During rush hours, early each morning and in the mid to late afternoon, the Avenue of the
Republic, States Drive, and South Concourse are transformed into high speed roadways. The few
and often ignored, stops signs fail to slow people down. There are no speed bumps and the circle
around the Abstinence Monument only serves as an accelerant for drivers as they whip around
the curve.
Although there are crosswalks painted onto the roadway, drivers coming off the Avenue
of the Republic heading onto South Concourse are loathe to slow down to let pedestrians cross, if
they even see or acknowledge foot traffic at all. Belmont Avenue is also a major route into the
city. While there is a sidewalk between States Avenue and Georges Hill Drive, the situation for
pedestrians is perilous as cars race down the hill at forty-five or fifty miles per hour creating
potentially perilous circumstances for walkers and joggers. Evermore many sites likeBelmont
Plateau cannot be easily accessed on foot. There is no sidewalk on the northern side of
Montgomery Drive, thus, walkers are forced to cross a road that also serves as the access to
Highway 76 to get to the baseball fields.
The other areas were similarly used as two lane freeways. Black Road and Lansdowne
Drive become off ramps from River Road particularly in the early morning but also in the
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afternoon. Accessing River Road on foot proves dangerous. One must either cross the
unmediated highway access road, or following another route, walk down Black Road, a busy
winding street with no sidewalk. Then, one arrives at an intersection to River Road that has
again, no crosswalk. Traffic posed significant problems even to just enter into the park. Indeed,
to enter the park from our residence at North 52nd Street and Columbia one had to sprint at the
change of the street light and hope that turning cars would yield28.
In an interview, public relation officers at both the 16th and 19th police precincts, both
women, acknowledged these perils. The officer at the 19th District suggested adding speed
bumps and real stop lights, but indicated that prohibiting rush hour traffic was not an option. As
she described it, redirecting traffic would result in even more vehicles fighting to get on Belmont
Avenue and Parkside, two already over-stressed roads. The officer mentioned that the new squad
car assigned to the park would take speeding seriously, and, as part of the new strategy, would be
establishing a speed trap. Indeed, after this policing change was made I observed several
speeders caught on States Avenue, particular those drivers crossing Belmont Avenue from the
highway.
Unmanaged urban dogs, personal guard dogs and fighting dogs left off lead comprised
another and considerable threat to bikers, joggers and walkers. Guard dogs, a common ‘alarm
system’ used at car impounds and lots, car repair shops, and even private houses in the area,
often were accompanied to the park for exercise. Handlers would let the dogs off lead,
immediately posing a potential threat to walkers and joggers, one not much alleviated by the
handlers’ strategy of re-leashing their dogs when they saw people approaching.
28

There are other entrances a few blocks east from Parkside and North 52nd Street--at the Discovery
Charter School, where crossing the street is less hazardous. However, peril returns at the next crossing
further to the east.
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Other dogs stayed on lead in the park, but handlers often had not one, but several animals
under supervision. Even when tethered, some handlers visibly struggled to control what were
frequently large animals. No space is designated as a dedicated “dog area” where dog exercise
would be appropriate. Thus, handlers who wished to run their dogs, often did so in the large
fields next to Parkside Avenue. On the hygienic and attractiveness level, if there were pooperscooper laws, they were not routinely enforced. For guardians of small children, dog related fears
provide real reason for caution when letting kids play in the park.
Lighting in the park is also limited. Though major roads have lights, darkness casts, a
certain eerieness over and sense of insecurity in the park (Painter 1996). This feature may have
contributed to one other major safety concern, that of crime.
Perception of crime is a critical deterrent of park usage. Several Parkside residents
remarked on their reluctance to use the park for this reason. It is hard to establish the
“rationality” of this fear. Again, the Community Relations officer for the 19th Police District
asserted that the park was less dangerous than the street, and that street smarts, such as not
walking alone, being careful or staying inside during dark hours, etc., were essential tips for
staying safe in the park as well. Her observation is supported by police data. A review of the
crime data for the park, for both the 16th and 19th district, shows that most crimes, both violent
and non-violent, occur on the streets bordering the park rather than in the park itself
(Philadelphia Police Department 2009).
However, news reports paint a different picture; one that foster reasons for fear. Over the
years a particularly infamous miscreant has emerged in the public imaginary, the Fairmount Park
Rapist. This individual has struck in several parts of the park-both on the east side of the river in
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affluent regions as well as on the west side in poorer neighborhoods – killing a total of four
female joggers. Newspaper reports (Henry 2007) of these depredations have frightened many.
Additionally, over the summer 2009, the body of a murdered transvestite was dumped on Ford
Road (Gambacorta 2009), and recently, it was revealed that a police officer repeatedly raped a
twelve year old girl eight years ago in the area behind the Recycling Center (Dean 2010). These
further contributed to perceptions of park dangers.
The two officers I spoke with estimated that on average, one major crime event occurred
I n the park each year and common crimes transpired infrequently. Drug deals, for example,
stayed on the street. The officer at the 19th District attributed this to the territoriality associated
with the drug business29. Although both officers suspected some kind of drug usage in the park –
as evidenced by beer bottles and stubs from “joints” – 30 both emphasized several times that
crime was of the street not in the park. They encouraged “community members” to come to some
of their educational sessions when park safety would be discussed. Both officers agreed that the

29

This could also be attributed to one of Brownlow’s (2005) observations. Gangs tended in the past to
view the Park as a neutral zone. Until the 1970’s Cobbs Creek Park remained regulated and peaceful
because of that mutual agreement. I do not know if there was or is any kind of similar arrangement in
Parkside.
30

Members of the house did see small bags of marijuana once. However, I never saw any evidence of
illicit drugs, in way of joint stubs or other paraphernalia.
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opening of the Please Touch Museum enhanced the sense of security in the park. More people

were around, and the museum itself provided constant security.
Figure 5.2
Please Touch Museum Security
(Taken by author 2009)

Implied otherness
Markers which define the park imply a strong othering of Parkside from the rest of city.
These symbols were multiple and pervasive. First, the official guidebooks of the park located
major landmarks including the Horticultural Center, but as of last year had not been updated and
did not include the Please Touch Museum in addition to other features of West Fairmount Park.
Rather maps highlighted the attractions of East Fairmount Park and the nearby communities
located in Center City.
Upkeep of the park was also lacking. As mentioned in Chapter Four, while members of
the PFP participated in a city wide clean-up day for the park in 2009, the areas cleared by our
group of volunteers were soon re-littered as drivers dropped fast food wrappers and soda bottles
out of their car windows. Our group of ten volunteers cleared debris from around the Mann
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Music Center, but were not able to completely clear the stretch between Belmont and the Mann
on the Avenue of the Republic. Much glass, food trash, used condoms, cigarettes, lighters, etc,
remained. There was just too much for twenty hands and one afternoon. From this activity,
however, recognized the most pervasive type of debris as glass. Fragments of all sizes were
wedged into tree stumps, found next to street signs and lay strewn in gravel and grass along the
side of the road.
Also striking was the length of time dead animals were left to decompose. There was not
significant numbers of road kills, however dead geese, squirrels and ducks typically lay by the
side of the road for several days, even as long as a week, before they were removed. The
smashed-in turtle stayed on the side of a sidewalk on Belmont Avenue just south of the Ohio
House for nearly a week, and the dog, decomposing in a bag next to the side of the Avenue of the
Republic, lay there the entire length of my stay 2009. As the bones were exposed already, one
can only speculate how long it had already been there.
The irregular mowing and trimming of West Fairmount Park meant that large areas of
grass would overgrow before being re-trimmed, a haphazard effort at best. Further, because
fields were used primarily for parking for events at the Mann Music Center that targeted
communities outside of Parkside, cars repeatedly ran over of the grounds, compacting the earth.
On rainy days traffic tore up the fields, leaving them muddy, grassless and rutted. The continual
disregard for the care of open fields, one that destroyed their utility for other groups, confirms
beliefs that the concerns of the local neighborhood are of little significance to the ‘interlopers’
from suburban neighborhoods and elsewhere.

96

Infrastructure
Infrastructure, both by its lack and disrepair, signals strongly the nature of the perceptions
held by oversight authorities. The lack of concern for WEST, compared to that lavished on
EAST, serves as an ideological as well as material disincentive for local residents to use the park.
Nowhere is this more clear than in the situation concerning benches in the park. Perhaps this is
because of the expense involved; they are expensive to install than trashcans or port-a-potties.
Benches in the park are few and far apart outside of major destinations, like Belmont
Plateau and the Horticultural Center. Although some benches sit interspersed Parkside Avenue,
many
are

overgrown with trees and vines, or have their slats broken through,
making them unusable.

Figure 5.3
Leaky Picnic Pavilion
(Taken by author 2009)
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Trashcans are less common than
benches and facilities for recycling are
virtually nonexistent. Park-and-sitters often
have no place to throw their lunch trash.
Walkers or joggers wishing to dispose of
empty bottles or energy bar wrappers have
no opportunity for long stretches of path.
Even some picnic sites do not have
trashcans. For those that do, the trash is collected so infrequently that

Figure 5.3
Port-a-potty
(Taken by author 2009)

animals scatter the
picnic garbage, leaving the park littered
with trash that can remain for days or even
weeks. Further, most that do have
trashcans are often the covered pavilions,
that cost more to rent.
Water fountains are only found at
Belmont Plateau and in the Horticultural
Center. There are almost no port-a-potties
in the park, and even fewer flush toilets.
Figure 5.4
Centennial District Sign
(Taken by author 2009)

There are running toilets in the Horticultural Center and at Belmont
Plateau, but many of the other fields and tennis courts are not equipped

with bathrooms, even portable ones. Lack of these amenities does not make the park unusable,
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but perhaps less be enjoyable, and in some cases even unsafe. These conditions of disrepair,
neglect and absence have been reported in community surveys of the park undertaken by the
Philadelphia Parks Alliance (Philadelphia Parks Alliance 2007). The image projected to the local
community is documented and known. West Fairmount Park equals trash and human waste. Only
those able to drive past or through the areas of debris to major attractions need visit.
It is not just the lack of things and states of disrepair that serve as barriers to park usage,
but also the elements that are well maintained. Many of items have no cultural significance to
members of the neighboring community and further, are regulated by entrance fees that create
additional boundaries between neighborhood and park (Table 5.1).
The Fairmount Park Art Association is responsible for selecting and maintaining the art
and sculptures in the park. However, most of the statues and monuments do not have any
reference to Parkside. There does not appear to be an effort to incorporate new kinds of artwork
to recognize the cultural and historical background of Parkside. Statues honor white men who
fought in the Civil War and images of great city leaders are carved into the side of the Abstinence
Monument. Greek and Roman iconography is used liberally, but almost no markers indicate that
African Americans have been a part of Philadelphia’s history. To this there are only two
exception. On the non-park side of Parkside Avenue, a city corner has been redesigned as a
memorial to the Negro League of the first half of the 20th century. Recently, the Underground
Railroad Museum opened in Belmont Mansion. This museum costs five dollars to get into, and
rental fees for a wedding or other event are costly (Table 5.1) (FPC 2009).
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Table 5.1
Activity

Week day/Everyday cost

Weekend Cost

Please Touch Museum

$15/adult over 1 year

Picnic Pavilion

$125

Picnic Site

$30

Athletic Field

$250, 2hrs/wk/ 12 wks

Belmont Grove-Citizen

$300

$400-500

Belmont Grove-Group

$600

$800-1000

Trail Permit

$20 Donation

Carousel Programs

$120-$1000

Special Events PermitCitizen

$250-2500

Wedding Photos

$50/hr

Philadelphia Zoo

$14-18/adult over 12

Philadelphia Zoo

$14-15/child over 2

Philadelphia Sports and
Social Club

$65-$1100/ Individual, $595-$1100/ group

The pricing structures set by the Fairmount Park Commission create additional
difficulties for Parkside residents who might use the park. Most of the park’s historic houses cost
five to eight dollars to visit. While the Horticultural Center itself is free, the Japanese Garden and
Tea House has a five dollar entrance fee. The Please Touch Museum has an entrance fee of
fifteen dollars for anyone over the age of one year. Fields and picnic pavilions require fees to
reserve and use. Depending on the field, day of the week, and season, rentals can range from tens
to hundreds of dollars. Although smaller picnic pavilions cost thirty dollars, to rent the Belmont
Grove can cost a group up to a thousand dollars to use.
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Thus many of these attractive sites are reserved by groups not from the local area. For
example, the one time I saw Belmont Grove being used, it was by a white family. Additionally,
the Philadelphia Social and Athletic Club and the Women’s Softball League have few Parkside
residents among their members bus still rent and monopolize numerous fields during the
week.When the recreation department uses fields for children’s leagues, those activities also have
steep pricing structures. Children’s sports teams have registration fees for each season.
Although ‘out of the back of the car’ picnicking is frequent, picnic areas also see use
However, citations can be issued for parties over thirty people without a permit, and parties can
be evicted if the site has been reserved.
“Cultural activities” in the park are outlandishly expensive. The Centennial Café runs an
antique show each spring, an event that takes over the area around the facility for three to four
days. These items on offer are typically only sought by drivers of expensive cars, many
presumably from Bryn Mawr, a neighborhood located over the hill from the Ohio House, at least
as judged from the license plates and decals. The antiques are expensive, decorative, and tend to
reflect the taste of typical Centennial Café clientele, affluent and suburban. Food in West
Fairmount Park is only available at the Centennial Café and the prices charged are high. Most
Parkside residents would find a peanut butter and jelly sandwich at $4.79 pricey.

Organizations
The name ‘Centennial Café’ represents a larger discourse than going on within the
structures of the park’s hierarchy. West Fairmount Park is undergoing a redevelopment program
organized by the Fairmount Park Conservancy that intends to restructure the Park and the
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surrounding area. Before delving into the initiatives sponsored by this group, the three major
park advocacy groups will be described.

The Fairmount Park Commission (FPC) and
The Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR)
Although their power now is greatly reduced, over the past 150 years, the members of the
FPC long served as the final authority for the park, choosing and directing initiatives, controlling
funds, and guiding the park discourse. The FPC leaders were drawn primarily from the wealthy
businessmen and lawyers in the city. Several of the last sitting commissioners came from
families with a multi-generational history of service to the commission.
The DPR was created in the summer of 2009 and later that season already had drafted a
joint budget and submitted it for review. The park now is following a more transparent,
community engagement, approach 31 to park governance. The DPR asks frequently for citizen
input, through email, discussion forums, and town meetings. This consultation assists in guiding
the direction of discussion of park related issues. They use a range electronic media to contact
people, sending frequent email updates about their initiatives. This interaction has helped the
DPR gain legitimacy as it argued and convinced Mayor Nutter to reform its budget in 2010. On
April 12, 2010, the city council will hold a hearing on Mayor Nutter’s proposal to increasing the
Park Budget, a historic $3.3 million.
Indeed, their new objectives and initiative reflect a more community-based, rather than
elite, perspective.The newly appointed advisory commission, selected by the mayor in the
summer of 2009, is made up of nine commissioners, a diverse collection of men and women
31

This is similar to what the Obama administration has attempted to do at the federal level. DiBernadinas
worked previously for the Obama campaign before taking the position in Philadelphia.
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hailing from different parts of the city. Two of the commissioners are members of the Fairmount
Park Conservancy, one also a former member of the Fairmount Park Commission. Two
commissioners work with the Philadelphia Parks Alliance. The remaining members have
different backgrounds, either in environmental sciences or recreation.

The Fairmount Park Conservancy
The Fairmount Park Conservancy is a main fundraiser for the Fairmount Park and in the
past has been responsible for much of the supplementary funds the Fairmount Park receives.
These additional monies, raised by charity races, galas, and other events, tend to be Haute
Société in nature, but have proved critical as the city allocated budget has been stagnant for
years. Many of the members on its executive board served on the FPC, sometimes
simultaneously.
The discourse propagated by the Fairmount Park Conservancy is very similar to that
which had been heard and seen in the initiatives undertaken by the FPC. Though the commission
was replaced by the DPR, the discourse of the Conservancy, its goals and initiatives, still is
moving ahead.
On the Conservancy's website, they published a document called “The Centennial
District Master Plan” in the summer of 2005. The executive summary reads as follows:
Memorial Hall, the only remaining major structure from the 1876 Centennial Exhibition,
is about to be renovated into the Please Touch Museum. Together with the Philadelphia
Zoological Gardens at one end and the Mann Center for the Performing Arts at the other,
the idea for a unified destination, the Centennial District, has emerged. The park’s own
strategic plan acknowledges this:
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Leverage existing park properties to enhance economic development and revenue
generation without reducing Fairmount Park resources. Likewise, a new ‘family
entertainment zone’ encompassing the Zoo, Please Touch Museum at Memorial Hall, and
the Mann Center (should be established).

These major venues plan to spend over $200 million in the next several years on capital
improvements within and immediately around their core facilities. This plan examines the
means by which their efforts can best be leveraged and ‘stitched together’ into a
comprehensive whole. The plan also examines the connections from the Centennial
District to the surrounding neighborhoods and to the larger city and region beyond.
(Fairmount Park Conservancy 2005, 6)
This plan to spend $300 million over 20 years has eight design principles that aim to make the
park a more tourist accessible and visitor friendly place. Three of the goals refer to ameliorating
the car-unfriendliness of the park.
One design principle, number seven, reads, “Repair, strengthen and expand the
connections between the park and adjacent neighborhoods.” The plan estimates that $340 million
dollars will be needed to develop mixed commercial and residential areas on undeveloped land in
West Parkside. This vision is called the “West Parkside Village.”
Behind Parkside Avenue is a vast tract of undeveloped land. This land has been held
available for industrial development for decades. This plan suggests a reconsideration of
that intention, as more accessible industrial sites are being developed along the I-95
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corridor. It is time to re-envision this area as something that could benefit the residents as
well as the park; a great new Philadelphia neighborhood with homes for families, and
with supporting retail and commercial development (Fairmount Park Commission 2005,
6).
This program, like similar gentrification initiatives, does not benefit current residents as much as
prospective residents who have yet to make the decision to move there. Because most energies
are being directed towards improving programming in the park to attract more tourists, this
multimillion dollar initiative seems to disguised a sweet deal for developers, one that is not
essential to the overall goals of the program. As the Zoo has long existed in Parkside, it is not
unlikely that the redone-tourist attraction park could exist will do little to transform Parkside.
Parkside will likely continue to exhibit its “run-down” look unless specific programs that are
attractive to contractors are implemented. However these will rebuild and recast the housing
price structure, changing the demographics of the population.
This West Parkside Village project is also not just an idea, but one in motion. Although
not all the steps that are envisioned have been implemented, the Please Touch Museum and the
Underground Railroad Museum have opened. New signs, sporting the Centennial District script
and design, have been placed on many roads. Some of these streets have gained new names as
well. The road once called “North Concourse” is known now as “Avenue of the Republic.”
As these ambitious plans are underway, the Fairmount Park Conservancy simultaneously
gives significant attention to other projects. These including canopy cover, tree planting along
Benjamin Franklin Parkway, increased maintenance, and the addition of new food attractions at
Love Park and Logan Square, to name only a few. Thus, to the extent that West Fairmount Park
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is not overlooked in favor of other, Center City, initiatives, the park is seen as an engine of
economic growth, as a tourist destination.
It should be mentioned that a very similar plan was put in place in the 1990s in the Old
City, another region of Philadelphia, when Independence Park was recreated as a tourist Mecca
of sorts. African-Americans and Jews in particular, but also Native Americas, Indian Americans,
Hispanic Americans and Vietnamese Americans felt alienated and forgotten because in
homogenizing the American history, the park lacked any cultural references to the ties these
groups felt to the park: a Jewish cemetery, grave plots, Liberty Bell inscription, etc. In this earlier
endeavor there was a general lack of sensitivity to the cultural significance of place for these
resident groups. This enabled a more nationalistic (read a combination of white and
Revolutionary War period nostalgia) thread to be injected into the cultural surface of the cityone that is homogenous and welcoming for the “average” white upper middle class person.
Independence Park is now primarily a tourist site. More museums and other sites of interest to
visitors interested in the city’s historic roots open regularly. This raises questions about cultural
rights to particular places. Whose landscape is it?
Setha Low writes:
The case study of Independence National Historical Park demonstrates that cultural
representation of cultural groups is critical to their use and relationship to the park. The
erasure of history documented for the African American communities, and the exclusion
of the Hispanic American and Vietnamese American communities through mono lingual
programs and signage, illuminates how cultural/ethic groups respond to the cues of the
physical and social environment. If we want culturally diverse groups to participate in
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designed public spaces, then it is the responsibility of the designers and planners as well
as the federal, state and municipal governments to take seriously the words of these
respondents: Design places that erase our history, and/or create places that exclude us in
subtle ways, we will not come. Cultural representation in urban space is material
evidence of the history and local politics of exclusion of marginalized and/or minority
residents. Urban parks provide social and environmental mnemonics that communicate
who should be there, and historical buildings and places, markers and monuments set the
stage for human behavior (2005, 172).
This passage speaks directly to plans the Fairmount Park Conservancy proposed and has already
in motion. Cultural exclusion, even subtle, of the experiences of African Americans is likely to
further alienate Parkside residents from the park. Further, this practice, evidenced in
Independence Park has important historical repercussions on Philadelphia’s collective memory,
ones that undoubtedly will come alive for some when the Centennial District Project
appropriates and inscribes the itself on the Park’s landscape.

The Philadelphia Parks Alliance (PPA)
The third major group associated with the Park is the Philadelphia Parks Alliance. This
group is considered more “grassroots” citizen’s group. Unlike other groups that are
headquartered in Center City high rises, the PPA has offices headquartered in West Philadelphia,
where rents are cheaper.32 This gives some indication of their funding schemes.

32

It should be noted that this location does not make PPA immediately more accessible. Like the highrises, the office building the PPA is located in is controlled by multiple security barricades including a
fence, security officer, and several security doors.
107

The PPA posts on their web-site the following as their vision for the Park and for their
organization:
Philadelphia Parks Alliance will strive to become a primary advocate and information
resource for parks and open space in our city. We are committed to building a strong and
unified parks and open space coalition that will advocate for all citizens.

We will endeavor to create strategic and collaborative alliances with government and
with organizations that care about our parks and open space.

Our membership and board will be broadly representative of the demographics of our
city. Collaboration will be the hallmark of our interaction with others.

We will be a fiscally sound and responsible organization (Philadelphia Parks Alliance
2007).

The PPA had one member on the new FPC, and while, like the Conservancy, this group
identifies their role as being to serve as advocates for the park, their mission is slightly less elite
in concept. Of the PPA organizers I encountered, most were middle-aged white women.
However, this personal perception and expectation does not predict PPA actions. Besides
advocating for the park, the PPA assists many neighborhood organizations that take care of their
local parks and park areas. For local organizers this has meant organizing cleanup days,
fundraisers, attending commission meetings to advocate for agenda items that impact their areas
and partnering with other groups to hold Park events and make proposals.
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The PPA also acts as a watch-group for the park. It has published several studies of the
state of city parks, recommended improvements, and worked with regional groups to try to help
where unpaid manual labor can. Additionally, the PPA was a leader in the push to vote out the
FPC. They have held several public meetings and gala events with the new commissioner of the
merged city department. The PPA also holds town meetings to gather information about
community sentiment, organizes for cost-walking tours, and has presented more than one
educational series of lectures on sustainability.
The PPA is organized into small Friends-of-the-Park groups. These have been very
effective in helping to keep the park clean, report major problems, and help a new, more
representative efficient management structure get positioned. Their work has been more effective
compared to that of the Fairmount Park Conservancy, largely because the latter group was more
invested in perpetuating the status quo. The PPA deserves much credit for organizing and
lobbying for the creation of the DPR.
While the PPA has the potential to work with the community, and has a citizen’s group
officially listed under its umbrella, the “grassrooted-ness” of its culture is questionable. Its selfperception, though progressive, still aligns with another “group” for whom many of the proposed
plans would still be accessible, primarily white-well off families. Interestingly, the Parkside
Friends of the Park exists in theory, but only has one active member.
These three groups are not the only ones working in the park. The Horticultural Society,
which runs the Horticultural Center, regularly holds lectures and meetings, and the Weed and
Seed also works to manage in several parks, in particular Muhammad Park. These groups,
working collectively and individually, are essential to maintaining the park, especially because
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the park’s budget has not increased in the last thirty years. Despite Nutter’s plans, it is unlikely to
increase because of severe deficits in the city’s overall budget. If he succeeds, which parts of the
park will actually see projects is questionable.

Conclusions
The many problems that afflict the park, from safety to traffic to unmanaged urban dogs
cannot be addressed by individual agency alone. Additionally, significant problems are posed on
the one hand by budget deficits and the other by tourism discourses about park use are also
significant barriers. All require collective action by well-established organizations to face down
strong city powers. There is some hope that the new organizational system of the park will
change the rules which determine how and for whom the park is designed and maintained for.
Although many people cannot individually change these political factors, ways exists for
the park to be used by Parkside residents remain. By highlighting and enumerating this issues, it
is hoped that collective action will be inspired. However, this thesis does not hide my own
pessimism. The positive concept, community asset, that this project began from, will be
unpacked in this chapter. Not only was this term a false premise to build from, it masks the
conditions of Parkside and the park. Issues of publicness and access compared with the subtle
changes that make a re appropriation of the park difficult. It is the hope of this thesis that by
shedding light on the processes underway, some of the ground work will be laid to change these
circumstances, but those decisions can only be made by Parkside residents themselves.
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Chapter Six
Conclusions
In the proceeding chapters, the West Fairmount Park, its material goods and needs, and
the dynamic relationships between park perceptions and meanings have been addressed, at
various levels of generality. The park, a space of fertile possibility, remains both underutilized
and when used, exclusive. To this point in the discussion the park has been considered a
community asset, a term deployed in most traditional downscaled approaches to poverty
alleviation. Indeed, the premise of parks, as Olmsted understood, was to provide urban relaxation
and exercise in a mixed class context (Olmsted 1870). Although the Fairmount Park was not
created specifically with this vision, the park does fall into a broad category of space. Mitchell
writes, “The Court has created three types of public forums, each of which must be regulated
differently. The first type those streets, parks and other places that have been open to the public
“from time immemorial” or traditional public spaces (Mitchell 2003, 48). This democratic
assertion is historically problematic given documented histories of exclusion to parks based on
race and economic status. Nonetheless, it speaks to a general sense that parks are communal
entities, an idea that easily links them to the notion of community asset. Yet, community asset is
not an innocuous term. Despite its common use, community asset has no fixed definition. Thus it
can be appropriated for use by groups that are uninterested in affecting poor peoples lives in a
positive way as a way to frost over their true intentions. Thus, if this is case, what good does the
time-geography of the park and the contextualizing research do if not to highlight this
community assets’ worth?
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The time-geography of the preceding chapters have revealed the possibilities for the park,
and suggest its capacity to help improve the quality of life for Parkside residents. In this
concluding chapter I will briefly discuss some of these possibilities, then turn to a more critical
view of the park as a community asset.

Park Opportunities (?)
In many ways parks are public urban gymnasiums. Throughout the 19th century
landscape architects theorized that parks establish public spaces for exercise, leisure and
recreation, all important activities linked to better health and increased longevity. West
Fairmount Park boasts long, wide paths, open fields, tennis courts, and sports fields perfect for
the kind of activity that individuals could undertake to improve their quality of life just by
walking across the street.
Additionally, the natural setting of the West Fairmount Park can provide additional
enjoyment and even offer educational opportunities. The diversity of the park habitat has the
power to thrill children and adults alike. Because of its particular features, the park offers
possibilities for additional enjoyment and education through exploring nature for example, deer,
birds, waterfowl, trees, and flowers. A modest organizational effort led by churches or other
social networks could establish walking groups, children’s sports teams, and after school groups
for collective participation in activities that exploit the richness of the park. Leisure study
researchers have also posited that these sorts of collective activities reinforce and help to sustain
communities (Gobster 2002).

112

It is important to counter the message conveyed by the over abundance of historical
markers that pay homage to dead white men and to address the lack of cultural markers relevant
to the people who live around the park. One strategy would be to employ the community mural
program that decorates building walls throughout West Philadelphia. A parallel effort could be
undertaken in the park through the decoration of benches, walls, even the monuments
themselves, among other things33.
While a few Parkside individuals and groups did use the park, these were rare events. A
senior citizen’s walking group was organized through the East Parkside Resident’s Association
but only lasted briefly. A probable contributing cause: the trash, few benches, and perceptions of
unsafe conditions 34 contributed to the disuse of Cobbs Creek Park on the other side of West
Philadelphia (Brownlow 2006), and thus it is not unlikely that these same conditions have
contributed to Parkside wariness about the park. Projects to improve lighting, increase trashcans
and add a few more port-a-potties would go a long way in improving the amenities the park
provides.
Other opportunities could develop for individuals to use the park if certain conditions
were put into place. It would be especially supportive if the park administration shifted its
contracting to local landscapers and construction workers rather than subcontracting upkeep of

33

Credit for the idea of ‘bringing the mural to the park” belongs to doctoral candidate Vanessa Massaro
who lived in the house the first year and was the project manager for the PFP the second year I did field
work in Philadelphia.
34

Brownlow noted in his article that benches and local gangs contributed significantly to the safety of the
park in the past. Enhancing the perception of safety through benches is certainly advocated here. Gangs,
according the Brownlow’s research treated the park as a neutral zone. It was the self policed area where
gangs did not fight, or face the wrath of their own organizations. Rather, gang activity was a street and
corner activity that if brought into the park, involved too many “innocents” like children. Although the
reports of the police officers I spoke with would confirm that gang activity is largely absent from the park,
this thesis does not advocate increased gang activity to make the park feel safer.
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the park out to companies and individuals from other counties. Further, a designated dog area, in
one of the many wide open fields, might provide peace of mind for people trying to use the park,
particularly those with children.
These shifts in policy, material goods, and behavior are necessary to provide tangible
ways for Parkside to enhance its own resilience through the park. Parkside would be able to meet
many of their end needs, like exercise and relaxation for health, within the park, thus escaping
the dominant discourses that privilege buying items of sports equipment and memberships in
health clubs to achieve the same goals. Second, the upkeep of the park would also be a
reinforcing project for the neighborhood, funneling city resources into Parkside, rather than
shipping them out to pay out of county or out of state contractors.35
It would be impossible to specify what are the “minimum” changes that will jumpstart a
positive feedback loop that leads towards park usage. However, it is clear that actions at a variety
of scales will be necessary for positive change to occur. There are multiple reasons why, despite
its resources, the park is not being used. The were outlined in chapter five and include upkeep,
crime, physical markers and economic and cultural discourses. Given this context, it is fair to
ask, is this really a community asset?

35

There are many other possible projects that could be undertaken in the park to improve the quality of
life. These include projects run through the Discovery Charter School and the School of the Future, after
school sports leagues, and community gardens. These are very extensive undertakings that would require
lobbying governmental entities and requests for outside assistance. In particular, projects requiring
substantial use of land are extremely complex and require landscapers, architects, law firms, etc.
Previously, when the park was run by the Fairmount Park Commission, project proposals went through an
extensive and grueling process that involved many meetings, bureaucratic stages, architectural designs,
and often budgets (it was similar to business dealings). Land could not easily be appropriated for a
garden, etc, but any action required permits and codes that took months and sometimes years to get sorted
out. Activities that involve children, and any connected with schools, similarly, require additional legal
undertakings. The new commissioner might choose to run the park differently, but the basic set of
problems are likely to persist and present an up hill battle for innovation.
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Community Asset??
Community asset, as discussed in chapter one, is a common and popular term used in
many poverty alleviation programs, from ones researched and implemented by the World Bank
to those implemented the city of Vancouver (Krishna and Shrader 1999; Hertzman, et al. 2002)
that in a certain sense ‘ground’ notions of capacity and agency. However, this term is rarely
critically interrogated by the literature that proposes it. The actual circumstances of West
Fairmount Park and Parkside highlight from several angles the difficulties associated with using
this term.

Community
First, employing the “community asset” assumes that a community actually exists.
Participants are asked to draw boundaries around where a community is. This idea of community
is not sufficient. This conclusion was pressed by Gary Paul Green and Anna Haines (2007),
professors at the University of Wisconsin as they cite a review of community literature in 1955
found 94 discrete definitions of community. Rather, they assert that community often invokes not
only a sense of territorial organization, but of social organization, often linked to a particular
theme. Yet this definition is complicated by other uses of community: communities can now be
placeless (in the sense of online communities) or can draw widely dispersed people to a
particular place where community is enacted (in the sense of a Jewish community center).
Further, community can exist at multiple scales. There can be a community of a few blocks
(Parkside community), a community of a city (the Philadelphia community), or national
community loosely tied to place (the community of American geographers). Thus, territory may
not always be sufficient criteria for community, but social organization is.
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Herein lies two crucial problems associated with community and Parkside. While there is
a city-defined neighborhood called Parkside, the space has no clear community of Parkside
residents. There is community amongst the members from the Millennium Baptist Church with
whom I interacted, but only a few members do live in Parkside, and within a few blocks of each
other. Most live some distance from the church. In fact, the pastor and his wife drive from
Delaware several times a week for Sunday morning services and evening study groups during the
week. Herein lies two crucial problems associated with community and Parkside. While there is
a city-defined neighborhood called Parkside, the space has no clear social connection between
residents of Parkside. Parkside neighborliness should not be underestimated. However it did not
translate into a sentiment expressed over more than a few houses or one or two blocks. Though
neighbor and community are often used interchangeably, neighborliness is something different
from community, involving friendly greetings, shared gardening tools, and smiles and waves, but
is primarily a function of proximity and politeness. Notably, the parkside neighborliness did not
translate into larger collective projects or activities.
The two community associations, the West Parkside and the East Parkside Associations
are not inwardly focused. The West Parkside Association is run by a man who does not live in
the community, and it was through his efforts that the West Parkside Town Center was built.
However, other communities like Millcreek, where a men’s club has regular community events.
In West Parkside, those sorts of activities are sparse on the calendar.
The East Parkside Residents Association is merged with the East Parkside Community
Revitalization Corporation. It is headed by someone who grew up and now lives in the
community, returning after becoming a successful businessman. While the website’s and
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organizations film state goals around reviving the community to what it once was, his visions for
the community are similar to, if not, gentrification schemes for the community. They pose a
challenge to the idea of “community-oriented”. Gentrification would lead to a displacement of
the people currently living in Parkside and thus, in so far as community refers to the people now
living there, and not a community of potential new homeowners, gentrification would not be
community based. While the organization claims to be working for the community, and indeed
some upgrades in previous decades to housing has involved collaboration with HUD and rentassistance programs, it is difficult to envision their statement:
The mission of East Parkside Residents Association (EPRA) and East Parkside
Community Revitalization Corporation (EPCRC) is to facilitate the restoration and
revitalization of the East Parkside area using its natural assets while preserving the
residential community.
EPCRC is a Community Development Corporation that is combining the needs of the
residential community with the needs of the business community in order to establish a
thriving area that will be home to not only tourist attractions such as the Philadelphia Zoo
and The Please Touch Museum but home to excellent public and charters schools for our
children (EPRA and EPCRC 2005).
The vagueness of who these people are should not be overlooked. Further, this website does not
appear to have been updated in nearly five years, questioning the viability of these initiatives as
long-term projects. Lastly, as was developed in Chapter one, turning Parkside an engine of
economic growth, a tourist destination, will likely not provide poverty alleviation for the area.
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The temporal ambiguity of community is also problematic. Many visions for Parkside
discuss a community that is not necessarily equivalent to the same people who live there today.
Thus, insofar as a community needs to be fostered or created (as some community asset literature
briefly suggests) who these envisioned people are is impossible to pin down.
Despite the number of possible ways to define community, any socially connected group
of people currently living in Parkside is difficult to distinguish. Insofar as Parkside suffers from a
lack of clear community, a major stumbling block for identifying a community asset exists.

Asset
Turning to asset, the literature more clearly defines this term. Often asset refers to an item
that is already existing. Yet, potential assets, assets that can be fostered or built are also
identified. Assets are things enhance the flourishing capabilities of communities and can be
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social networks, actual
places, human labor, and
institutions. Thus the Park
could be a potential asset.
Critically lacking, however,
is a discussion of access to
assets (Figures 6.1 and 6.2).
An asset, such as the West
Parkside Town Center is
owned by a community trust
fund that is lead by leaders
from several neighborhoods
in West Philadelphia. Stores
are regulated by companies
and organizations, and some
even have their own security force. While it projects an

Figure 6.1
Common Community Asset Categories 1
(Beaulieu 2002)

image of public-ness, it is a controlled space36. Does this
make it a community, communal, or shared space?

36

For example, while I was able to run around the parking lot of the town center unproblematically as a
young white woman, this sort of spectacle might not have been tolerated of a black young man.
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Exemplified by
most Parkside
residents’
disuse of the
park, access to
the park is
limited by
physical,
symbolic, and
discursive
barriers. Can an
asset that is
discursively
Figure 6.2
Common Community Asset Categories 2
(Bonner Curriculum 2010)

constructed as an other to the community be considered
even a potential asset? This is hard to say. While it is

possible to deconstruct the discourses of the power relations surrounding the park, it is difficult
to turn this exercise into action. Significant community mobilization will be needed to reverse
initiatives and proposals not only of the Fairmount Park Conservancy but of the very organizers
of “community” associations themselves. Gentrification, increased revenues from the use of park
facilities, and the creation of expensive tourist destinations do not often profit the people they are
supposedly being developed to help.
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If community is understood to be a bounded area, but one at an unspecified scale, the
community could be an asset for the greater Philadelphia community. Framed this way, turning
the park into a tourist destination is much less problematic. This ambiguity is clear in the
Centennial District Plan discussed in the preceding chapter. This “power to define” a concept
explained at length by John Western, greatly influences the interpretation of the landscape made
by various actors (Mitchell 2005). The power to define thus has significant consequences that
make a space, one even just across the street, difficult to see as one’s own.
Assets can also be constructed as items that makes money for the community. These are
often considered the “engines of economic growth” that as we have already seen fail to improve
poverty levels and quality of life within communities. However, these economic appropriations
of space are comparable to the privatization of parts of the park through entrance fees. This
practice is further restricting the public-ness of the park. Further, mobilizing against this
privatization is even more difficult as it is the product of multiple processes and has occurred to
various degrees in different parts of the park.
Finally, asset’s ownership: Just because the park lies across the street, must it be
necessarily a part of Parkside? While I personally have hoped that it would, the question of
future visions for the park are better left to the people living there.

Conclusions
I posit that the park is neither a community asset nor a potential one. It is a potential
neighborhood asset, but its utility will not reach its fullest extent without connection to a
community. This is not just because of the ambiguity of the term community asset, but because
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even with defined ideas about community and asset, the community of Parkside is not structured
to impact the community members themselves. The park, though technically a public space, can
be seen as a private one, privatized by discourses and soon to be further isolated by development
initiatives already underway.
Rather, it is useful to think of the park as a space that could be mobilized for action, a site
around which people could rally. While, being adjacent does not necessarily imply ownership,
the park, as a dedicated public space, belongs to everyone, not just tourists, the wealthy or
suburbanites, many of whom do not live in Philadelphia. The park can be discursively reframed
as a place for poverty alleviation, a place where many of the needs of Parkside residents could
begin to be met without significant capital influx, and a site where capital being spent on upkeep
could be redirected to the community. If strategically reframed for policy makers and the
Department of Parks and Recreation, steps towards increasing the number of benches, changing
park management and upkeep, changing pricing structures for park fields, historic houses and
picnic pavilions, and redirecting funds for culturally specific and appropriate architecture and
sculpture could make a significant impact.
Using the park will take discursive rethinking. Material changes are difficult to imagine
given the lack of strong community, the strength backing the Centennial District Project the
groups currently successfully lobbying for projects in other parts of the park to receive funding
first 37. Using the park is not merely an act of walking across the street and physically entering it.
Rather, the park is a landscape, a representation of historic and persisting discourses about
Parkside and the city. To reshape this landscape it will take collective action focused on material
37

The park has undertaken extensive projects for city squares, pavilions in East Fairmount Park, tree
canopies in center city, just to name a few. Money is being spent in the park, but most of the projects and
funding are being directed elsewhere.
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use and discursive reframing. The park can be rethought, not just by me, but by Parkside
residents and city officials as an indispensable tool for people to meet some of Parkside’s needs.
There are some positive signs that this might be possible. The community room in the ShopRite,
located in the town center is slowly beginning to draw more people to meetings. Residents feel
more welcomed in this space than in other “community meeting centers.” If this trend continues,
active resistance to the subtle changes under can be possible. By resisting the dominant
discourses that constrict poverty alleviation programs and restrain how a community becomes
flourishing, Parkside residents could incorporate the park into their everyday strategies for
meeting their daily needs.
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